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Focus Groups on Religious and Community 
Attitudes Toward Muslims  

 

Goals of this Project 
 
In two focus groups, fifteen conservative evangelical pastors in two states sought to provide a space 
where they could engage in private and “safe” conversation on how Christians should respond to the 
growing bias against Muslims and its implications for the U.S. and our world today. These dialogues 
took on the hard issues, like national security, rather than defaulted to something nearly all 
understood to be true going in – that better relations between local Muslims and Christians is a 
critical need of our society right now.  
 
The pastors sought a better understanding of evangelical attitudes on Islam and potential 
organizing and messaging approaches that would increase tolerance among evangelicals. Goals of 
these focus groups were to identify common themes, views, and stances held by pastors, including 
those which might not fall neatly in traditional conservative or progressive paradigms. Through 
discussion, participants shared insights, personal experiences, and perspectives that shed light on 
ChristianMuslim relations in the United States and abroad.  
 
These focus groups also identified ways to best approach other faith communities and their leaders 
on interfaith relations. Out of a common concern over the harm being done to our communities by 
the growing bias in U.S. culture against Muslims, especially bullying and hate crimes, the pastors in 
the year and a half after the focus groups, developed a survey instrument for evangelical pastors 
and faith leaders to use to get the conversation going in their local church or community, the Survey 
on Religious and Community Attitudes on Bias Against Muslims (available at 
www.newevangelicalpartnership.org/survey).  
 

Structure of the Focus Groups and Participants 
 
The first two focus groups were conducted in midMay 2015. The first was held on May 14, 2015 in 
Knoxville, Tennessee at the New Harvest Church of God. The second was held on May 19, 2015 in 
Greensboro, North Carolina at First Baptist Church Greensboro. Each group gathered for a period 
of approximately four hours to discuss Islam, national security, and ChristianMuslim relations. All 
questions posed during the focus group can be viewed at the end of this report. The focus groups 
were facilitated by a moderator from the Eleison Group, LLC and all comments were recorded and 
transcribed. 

http://www.newevangelicalpartnership.org/survey
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All participants in the focus groups were evangelical faith leaders who hold senior positions in their 
respective churches. In total, 15 pastors participated in the focus groups, eight in North Carolina and 
seven in Tennessee. According to the selfassessment by pastors, all but two pastors represent 
churches where the majority of the congregation openly holds conservative social views including 
prolife and traditional marriage positions. The remaining two represent churches where the 
congregation is made up of moderate or mixed social views. The following congregations were 
represented by the members present: 
 

● First Baptist Church Hillsboro 
● First Baptist Church Raleigh 
● Emorywood Baptist Church 
● Mt. Pisgah United Methodist Church 
● University Baptist Church Chapel Hill 
● First Baptist Church Greensboro 
● Lindley Park Baptist Church 
● First Baptist Church Liberty 
● Cornerstone Church Knoxville 
● RIO Church Network 
● Church of God of Prophecy 
● Christ the Rock Church Knoxville 
● First Presbyterian Church Polaski 
● First Presbyterian Church Fayetteville 
● New Harvest Church of God Knoxville 

 
Outcomes and Findings 

 
Despite the diversity of theological backgrounds, personal opinions, and experiences with Islam and 
Muslim communities, pastors found common ground on many issues. Of particular note was the 
consensus that opportunities to meet with fellow clergy and discuss highlycharged topics like Islam 
were lacking. The response was so strong, in fact, that every pastor involved expressed a desire 
for further engagement and expansion of the conversations begun in the focus group. 

 
Another common theme that pervaded both focus groups was an understanding that a true 
demonstration of evangelical Christian values insists upon the dictum of Jesus to “love thy 
neighbor.” Pastors agreed that what separates Christians from other faiths is this tireless insistence 
upon forgiveness and grace, even and especially in the face of your enemies, real or perceived. 
Such love, forgiveness, and grace gave these pastors an entry point where they could welcome 
opportunities to create personal relationships with Muslims in their community, if for no other reason 
than to provide a witness to the universal love of Christianity. In fact, participants cited a consensus 
among the group that Christian leaders need to do more to forge close relationships with Muslims. 

 
There also emerged a clear need among pastors to hear alternate messaging and language around 
antiMuslim bias and interfaith dialogue. Strong majorities of pastors in both focus groups agreed 
that neither a narrative of closeminded bigotry nor universalist liberalism fit their views on Islam. 
“Blaming language” created barriers for engagement. Rather, pastors voiced frustration that 
moderate reconciling voices were often overlooked by the mainstream media and members of the 
faith community, while too many are buying into the conflict narratives rampant in society that point 
to opposition between Christian and Muslim fundamentalists. 
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Opportunities And Common Themes in the Findings 
 
Interesting opportunities arise from these findings, including the potential to form coalitions of 
moderate Christians and Muslim faith leaders who can forge relationships and can, together, 
counter the mainstream narrative of conflict between the two faiths. Alternate messaging themes 
would be based on raising up voices of trusted faith leaders who are established in local 
communities and who are willing to acknowledge common ground between faiths. 

 
Several other common themes arose over the course of the two focus groups, which create 
opportunities for further dialogue, and can be grouped into four distinct yet interrelated categories. 

 
1. Reflecting on how selfidentity as Christians can help, rather than hinder, dialogue. 
2. Gaining experience and deepening awareness of the views of the Muslim community and 

Islam. 
3. Not allowing opinions of Islam’s relationship to terrorism to override seeking relations with 

Muslims. 
4. Understanding that pastors’ views and the church’s role of interpreting America’s military 

response to terrorism can impact, for better or worse, how people think about Muslims in 
the current environment. 

 
Common sentiments expressed during the focus group include: 
 
1. Reflecting on self-identity as Christians 
Pastors showed a strong sense of selfawareness regarding public perception of the church and 
agreed there was much work to be done to improve the public image of the evangelical church 
when it comes to relations with Muslims and other faith traditions. One participant noted that: 

“The general perception from people outside the church is that the church is there for itself 
but not others.” 

There was also agreement that Christians are called to live lives of uncommon compassion, and 
that the lack of that compassion was partly responsible for the church’s public image problems. 
Another participant noted that: 

“Outsiders should see a difference in us because we’re seeking to live in a different way. 
The way we interact with different religions is critical to our witness and is a piece of how 
we relate to the neighbor.” 

 
2. Experience and views of the Muslim community 
Only two pastors in the focus groups had maintained strong relationships with members of the 
Muslim community in the past. All agreed this lack of interaction proved problematic in their efforts 
to understand Muslims and mainstream Islam. Focus group participants voiced frustration that the 
only portrayal of Islam their congregants could access was when the press covered terrorist 
attacks. One noted that: 

“We see a narrative of extremists in the news. Reporters exacerbate the problem. Every 
time a terrorist attack occurs, they only seek out extreme voices from Christian and Muslim 
circles.” 

One member suggested that some of his congregants understood the distinction between the vast 
majority of Muslims and the extremists, but for others, there was still a deep and unfounded link to 
these stories of violence and Muslims in his community. 
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Several pastors agreed that most of their congregation feel wary of what they feel is a radical 
undercurrent throughout the Muslim faith, a suspicion which goes unchecked due to lack of 
interaction with Muslims. Among pastors and members of the congregations, there is a deep need 
to get to know their Muslim neighbors better. 

On theological and religious differences, the pastors believe there are clear American conservative 
and progressive narratives relating to Islam, but they feel called to move beyond those preordained 
buckets. The focus group participants were especially wary to either pronounce a religiously 
universalistic viewpoint that waters down a conviction to Christianity or to claim that the differences 
between Christianity and Islam are just too great for any meaningful dialogue to occur. Focus group 
participants requested resources and messaging that would equip them to be more inclusive 
without giving up the claim of Christian truth. Said one participant: 

“We have to be able to name Jesus as Lord but without vitriol against nonChristians. We 
have to hold interfaith dialogue but without neutering Christianity.” 

In both focus groups, parallels were drawn between the mistakes made by the church on race 
during the Jim Crow era and the current racial undercurrents of bias against Muslims in our midst in 
the church today. Especially in southern congregations, participants believed this example on race 
presents a real opportunity to approach the issue of bias by examining lessons learned during the 
struggle for racial and civil rights, while recognizing the differences and being careful not to simply 
equate them.  
 
3. Opinions of Islam’s relationship to terrorism 
To get at the critical connection of bias against Muslims to people’s fears around national security, 
focus group participants were asked to describe their understanding of terrorism and its link to Islam 
and vice versa. Several pastors believed that claiming there is no connection between Islam and 
terrorism would be rejected outright by their congregations. They said that any viable conversation 
must recognize the reality that every day Americans are seeing images in the news of terrorists 
appealing to Islam or being presented as Muslims. It is especially troubling to members of 
congregations when it spills over into Christians being killed abroad in acts of terror. The pastors 
felt this reality must be met head on and worked with, otherwise it presents a hindrance to sincere 
and productive dialogue in their congregations. Said one: 

"There is a lot of fear in my congregation, because most people deal in caricatures . . . not 
many folks delineate between moderates and extremists in Islam. Many will say that Islam 
is a religion of peace, but they don't believe it. They say: ‘if there is a moderate Muslim 
reality, why don’t they speak out in the aftermath of violence?’” 

But just as pastors expressed disappointment that outsiders judge the church by what they read 
about Christian extremists (citing Westboro Baptist Church and its protests at military funerals and 
elsewhere as a good example of Christian extremism), they also understood that there is a similar 
frustration on the part of a majority of the Muslim community that violent extremists claim to be 
guided by the Islamic faith. As one noted: 

"The real problem is not that moderate Muslims aren't speaking out. The problem is that 
their voice is not being heard. We work with a Turkish Muslim community in Raleigh, and 
they almost always issue statements after violence. The problem is, no one pays 
attention." 

Pastors admit that often the first image associated with terrorism is Islam. But they also feel the 
need to broaden the discussion and understand where repentance is needed on behalf of the 
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church as well for acts of terrorism such as the Oklahoma City bombing and others committed in 
the name of Christian or other nonMuslim religious fanaticism in the U.S. The bible passage one 
thought best speaks to this is: 

“Let us remove the log in our own eye before trying to remove the log of another.” 

Despite the desire for selfreflection and repentance, pastors bristled against the response they 
often hear to counter concerns about Islam that cite the Crusades or saying “Christians do bad 
things too”. They believed that such rhetoric puts their congregations on the defensive and are to 
be avoided because people see this as a signal that the person making those statements is not 
taking their concerns about national security seriously. 
 
4. Positions on the church’s role in informing America’s military response to terrorism, 
including the specific example of torture 
Focus group participants were asked about attitudes on the military, and specifically torture, which in 
the post9/11 environment serves as a concrete example of the extremes that a U.S. response to 
terrorism was willing to go. As the group transitioned from a discussion of Islam’s connection to 
terrorism to answering questions about the military’s response to terrorism, pastors held diverse 
viewpoints about the role of the church in engaging on issues of military accountability. But all 
agreed they have an obligation to be prophetic in speaking out against torture and inhumane 
treatment of any of God’s children, Muslim or otherwise. 

Pastors agreed that members of their congregations usually identify first as Americans when issues 
of national security are concerned, and many families have deep roots in the military. This 
identification with the military is especially strong when they feel as if their security is threatened. 
Despite their agreement that they should address issues of morality in national security as Christian 
leaders, pastors expressed a reluctance to criticize the American military from the pulpit, as it can 
result in strong pushback from church members and leadership. As one participant stated the 
dilemma: 

“If we let it, we can allow patriotism to define our beliefs in the church. To even bring up this 
issue in a conservative setting is asking for trouble.” 

While most pastors did not condone many of the military and CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) acts 
used overseas in Iraq and Afghanistan such as torture, they feel the best way forward is to speak 
out against specific practices without entirely writing off military intervention or action. 

Pastors also felt that there is a role for moral leadership on issues like torture that do impact how 
our U.S. military operates. Focus group participants felt that torture of any of God’s children was 
fundamentally unChristian. As one said: 

“None of us will go home to our home congregations and denounce the military flat out, but 
the question of torture has to be held up to Jesus. Can you imagine Jesus saying, ‘Yeah, 
twist em up!’?” 

On how to raise controversial issues from the pulpit, most pastors feel their congregations do not 
discuss the issue of torture, in an antiMuslim context or otherwise, and felt illequipped to speak to 
the issue from a values standpoint. Almost all expressed more comfort speaking about the issue of 
torture in oneonone conversations or smaller groups where they have gained the trust of 
individuals and can speak truth to them in a lowstakes environment. Said one, stating the dilemma 
many pastors often find themselves in: 

“How do you speak out against the powers that be in your congregation knowing you’re 
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just one sermon away from being shown the door? You have to spend generations being a 
priest before you can be a prophet.” 

 

Recommended Next Steps 
 
Resources: Many pastors requested resources and literature about Islam, Christian history, 
faithbased language around torture and national security. Specifically, they committed to seek out, 
for ongoing study: 

• Resources that outline clearly the tenets of Islam and offer interpretation of their texts to 
make the Qur’an more accessible. 

• Mythbuster documents that dispel common misperceptions about Muslims and violent 
extremism. 

• Scriptural guidance, sermon preparation material, and Sunday school curricula outlining the 
Biblical precedent for dealing with the “other” in a way that upholds the centrality of Christ 
while also offering grace. 

• Comparison charts connecting scripture from the Bible to that of the Qur’an. 
• Muslimwritten exegesis on difficult verses in the Qur’an. The pastors want to understand 
from moderate Muslims how progressive revelation plays into antiquated texts in the Muslim 
tradition, similar to what they struggle with in their own congregations with the Bible and biblical 
tradition. 

 
Coalitions: Virtually all the pastors expressed appreciation for the opportunity to speak candidly 
during the focus groups and admitted being somewhat surprised that their views and openness on 
inclusion were shared by other conservative pastors. There was very strong energy generated by 
these conversations, and every participant requested the opportunity to continue to meet and dive 
more deeply into this challenging subject matter in the company of their religious peers. Staying in 
relationship through conference calls and quarterly inperson coffee meetings, hosted by a rotating 
lineup of the churches would help foster the needed dialogue. These activities would serve as both 
a time of reflection and encouragement for the pastors fighting the good fight against bias, and also 
allow for regular opportunities to disseminate resources and insights.  
 
Interfaith Gatherings: A consensus formed in both Tennessee and North Carolina that important 
next steps would include forging connections with local Imams and Islamic Centers for the purpose 
of dialogue and relationshipbuilding. The potential and need for further coalitionbuilding among 
thoughtful evangelical pastors and their counterparts in the Muslim community is a clear takeaway 
from the remarks and opinions observed in these focus groups. In fact, the pastors in Knoxville 
immediately scheduled another opportunity to meet with one another (and invite others) to discuss 
best practices and explore future opportunities to include Muslim leaders in an inperson meeting. 
One of the contexts recommended by pastors was meeting over a shared meal, per the Biblical 
tradition. Planning regular dinners over the course of the year located in church fellowship halls and 
mosque dining areas whereby faith leaders and eventually their families could convene, share 
stories, and forge sincere interpersonal relationships is a recommended next step all could agree 
to. 
 
Messaging: Opportunities also exist in creating a united voice in moderate evangelical Christian 
and Muslim media where pastors can amplify their narratives of religious reconciliation, and counter 
the mainstream media’s reluctance to cover such middleground positions. The focus groups 
provided evidence that effective messaging can take on a new tone, one that is not being voiced in 
media or mainstream dialogue. 
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Words such as bigoted, Islamophobic, closeminded, and selfrighteous do nothing to further the 
dialogue and bring pastors to the table. These words are woven through common critiques pastors 
have heard used to describe Christian suspicions of Muslims and they immediately elicit a 
defensive response from members of the congregations, though most pastors understand why 
these terms are used by impacted groups in our society. Participants in these focus groups would 
prefer to be seen as faithful shepherds to their flocks who need guidance on the issue of bias 
against Muslim, and whose belief that Jesus is Lord informs their willingness to embrace other 
communities with grace. 
 
Messaging that “all paths lead to the same destination” or that we all worship the same God do not 
go very far with this group of faith leaders either, since they have staked their careers on the sincere 
belief that not all faiths are the same, and that Christianity provides the best (if not only) path to 
truth. Knowing that Imams, coming from their deep faith in Islam, feel similarly about the primacy of 
their own faith, these pastors are happy to dialogue in a context where neither side is asked to 
equivocate on the importance of their faith tradition.  

 
Conclusion: Finding the Middle Ground by Looking for Common Ground 

 
Many conservative evangelical pastors are seeking out a middle ground regarding the growing bias 
against Muslims, one that unapologetically proclaims Christ as Lord, sees scripture as authoritative, 
and does not assume all faiths are created equally. And from that foundation, they can articulate a 
love and acceptance of Muslims as neighbors and God’s children.  
 
A key point pastors highlighted was that part of what made the focus group conversations work was 
that they were allowed to admit they saw specific examples of instances where Islam was used to 
justify terrorism, and were able to express their concerns stemming from those examples. It is 
essential to allow moderate and conservative people of faith to start the conversation there, in real 
time, with concerns and questions, so that they can then counterbalance those concerns with 
considerations of the role of Christianity in addressing the “otherization” that occurs in bias against 
Muslims and religious minorities.  
 
Just as the pastors realized they do not wish to be characterized as Christians by the behavior of 
their Christian fundamentalist counterparts, they are willing to seek out and support thoughtful 
voices in the Muslim community who preach a brand of Islam very different from the Muslim 
extremism presented in the media.  
 

Postlude: The Survey on Religious Attitudes on Bias Against Muslims 
 
In subsequent conversations that took place over nearly two years, the pastors realized that to truly 
understand antiMuslim bias, it was important to familiarize themselves with bullying in schools, 
local hate incidents, and other manifestations of bias that Muslims are increasingly experiencing in 
the U.S. It was seen as important to also bring congregants together on how to respond to this bias, 
as it strikes at the very fabric of the local community. 
 
As a result, the pastors spent a year designing and testing a survey tool that pastors and community 
leaders can use to assess attitudes and to help get the conversation on bias against Muslims 
started. The Survey on Religious and Community Attitudes on Bias Against Muslims was released 
in October 2017, and is available at www.newevangelicalpartnership.org/survey.  
 
 

http://www.newevangelicalpartnership.org/survey
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Appendix: Focus Group Questions 
 
Free Association Primer Questions Objective: Begin discussion with word association and 
openended questions. Create general consensus of selfidentification and form narrative of 
Christianity at its best. Set the stage by placing American Christianity in the international context.  

● How do you think Jesus would want his Church to be viewed by nonChristians?  
○ How do you think Americans in general think of Christians? What descriptions or 

adjectives might they use?  
○ How do you think nonChristian Americans view Christians? Why? 
○ How do you think nonChristians outside the US view Christians?  
○ Do you think American Christians are viewed differently than Christians in other 

parts of the world? Why? 
● Do American Christians have any special responsibilities or challenges because we live in 

the richest and most powerful nation in the world? 
● What do you think of when you hear the word “Muslims”?  

○ What images come to mind? Does it change if context is in this country vs. the 
middle east? 

● Islamophobia: How have you heard this word used? What does that word mean to you and 
how does it make you feel? What might be alternative terms which are more appropriate? 

● What are some of the chief ways Islam and Christianity differ? How are they similar? 
 
Muslim/Christian Relations Objective: Drill down to more personal dialogue about experiences. 
Differentiate Christian approach to Islam from secular approach and allow conversation to center 
around, “If we are who we say we are as Christians, how should we treat our neighbors?” 

● How have you and your congregation interacted with Muslim communities?  
○ What are the challenges? What are possible opportunities? 
○ What is the Christian community’s role in relating other faiths? To the Muslim 

community specifically? How is our role unique from a secular approach? 
● A recent Pew Research Center study found that, if current demographic trends remain, the 

number of Muslims in the United States will surpass the number of Jews by 2050, making 
Islam the secondlargest religious group in the United States.  

○ What is your initial response to these findings? 
○ What implications might this have for your communities and congregations?  
○ What are our responsibilities as Christians who live in America toward Muslims in 

our country? What about Muslim’s in other countries? 
○ How can American Christians do more to reconcile with the Muslim community? 
○ How can the Muslim community do more to reconcile with American Christians? 
○ What did you think about the idea to build a mosque next to 911 Memorial? Why?  

■ Parallels to Murfreesboro Islamic Center (2012)? 
 

Terrorism Objective: Pivot to terrorism vis a vis Islam. Discuss what portion of Muslims are 
participating in terrorism, and whether we have a moral duty to show compassion to our moderate 
Muslim neighbors. 

● What is the relationship between Islam and terrorism? 
○ What is the best response to terrorism? 
○ What do you think about the Muslim community’s response to Islamic terrorists? 

What is fair to expect?  
○ If you were advising key American Muslim leaders on what to say in response to the 

epidemic of terrorism, what would you tell them? 
● What can we as Christians do to address terrorism at home and abroad? 
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○ Do we have special responsibilities to American Muslims? 
○ Are there ways to address terrorism outside of military action? 

● This year[2015], at the National Prayer Breakfast, President Obama made the following 
remarks, “From a school in Pakistan to the streets of Paris, we have seen violence and 
terror perpetrated by those who profess to stand up for faith, their faith, professed to stand 
up for Islam, but, in fact, are betraying it. We see ISIL, a brutal, vicious death cult that, in 
the name of religion, carries out unspeakable acts of barbarism  terrorizing religious 
minorities like the Yezidis, subjecting women to rape as a weapon of war, and claiming the 
mantle of religious authority for such actions… And lest we get on our high horse and think 
this is unique to some other place, remember that during the Crusades and the Inquisition, 
people committed terrible deeds in the name of Christ. In our home country, slavery and 
Jim Crow all too often was justified in the name of Christ.” 

○ How would you respond to that statement? Where is it accurate? Where does it fall 
short?  

 
Military Action Questions Objective: Having discussed Islam’s connection to terrorism, we will 
pivot to our military’s response to terrorism. Allow focus group participants to examine the role faith 
leaders hold in keeping our military accountable in the response to terrorism. 

● What is the role of military action in dealing with terrorist groups like ISIS, Al Qaeda, Al 
Shabaab and Boko Haram? 

○ What does military success look like against these forces?  
○ Can our military expect to one day claim victory on the war on terror? 

● What would you say to an Iraqi civilian who believes America to be a Christian nation and 
therefore the war in Iraq to be a religious war between Christians and Muslims?  

● What role, if any, do you think global economic factors play in recruiting successes of 
terrorist groups? How might we best address those issues? 

● Do you think the USA's global military presence contributes to an impression among many 
young Muslim men that they are living in occupied territory? If so, how might we best 
address that impression? 

 
Torture/National Security Questions Objective: Build on the subjects above to call into question 
the morality of torture as a response to terrorism. Focus on contrasting extreme interrogation 
measures with the golden rule.  

● Do you think most people in your congregations view themselves first as Americans or first 
as Christians when they think about security issues? 

○ How might a Christian response to national security differ from a secular response?  
● How would you define torture?  
● Is there ever an instance where torture is a justified resort? 

○ What should be the appropriate Christian response to torture?  
○ Are there parallels to what we’ve said American Muslims should do in response to 

terrorism? What parallels are there? 
● How should we interpret Jesus’ directive to love our enemies without acquiescing to the 

demands of terrorist groups like ISIS?  
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