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In March 2022, as the Omicron variant was waning and
COVID-19 infection rates were dropping across the country, the
United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)
updated its guidance to employers on how to handle employee
requests for religious exemptions from vaccine mandates.1 This was
the second time in six months that the EEOC had revised its
guidance, responding to employers’ ongoing uncertainty about the
extent of their obligation to accommodate the religious needs of their
employees. Did an employer have to accept an employee’s religious
claim at face value, or could they scrutinize it for inconsistencies or
ambiguities? Was it ever permissible to question the sincerity of their
employees’ beliefs, and, if so, when and on what basis? How should
they distinguish between a belief grounded in religion and one
grounded in politics or personal preference, neither of which are
entitled to accommodation under U.S. law? In its policy document,
the EEOC tried to help employers find the right balance between
presuming the sincerity of an employee’s “stated religious belief”
and identifying factors that might “undermine an employee’s
credibility.” Needless to say, its efforts failed to satisfy partisans on
either side of America’s political divide.

The debates about COVID-19 vaccine exemptions called
attention to the significant role the EEOC plays in regulating
American religious life. As employers wrestled with how to assess
their employees’ requests for accommodations, numerous media
outlets published articles detailing the broad and often contradictory
standards by which the EEOC defines religion.2 A number of these
sources expressed surprise that a government agency tasked with
redressing discrimination in the workplace should even have a
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formal definition of religion. Yet this would hardly be news to scholars
of religion and American culture. As critical scholarship on religious
freedom has well established, so long as states adjudicate rights on
the basis of religion, they will find themselves tasked with having to
distinguish legitimate religious claims from illegitimate ones. They
will have to determine which—and whose—claims are worthy of
protection, and which are not. Despite their professed commitments to
principles of separation, secular states will inevitably have to make
contested determinations about what counts as properly religious.3

In pursuing these claims, scholars of American religions have
tended to focus on the work of federal judges and their interpretations
of the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. They have looked to
key legal decisions to analyze—and critique—how the state conceives
of religion.4 But the U.S. government is not so monolithic, and the
role of the federal judiciary can be easily exaggerated. In fact,
administrative agencies arguably play a much greater role in the
day-to-day management and regulation of American religious life. A
wide range of government bureaucracies are regularly tasked with
the project of defining religion and demarcating its boundaries.5

Such work may seem at odds with the American commitment to
church-state separation and religious disestablishment, which tends
to presume the need for state agents to avoid making any such
determinations about religion’s proper scope. But, as a practical
matter, they do so all the time. As long as “religion” appears in a
wide range of statutory contexts, separate from whatever the First
Amendment might or might not say about it, midlevel bureaucrats
and other state agents will have to sort out just what it means.

Apart from the Supreme Court, it has become a cliché of sorts
in religious studies scholarship to say that the Internal Revenue Service
(IRS) plays the most significant role in defining religion, legally. “The
Internal Revenue Service is, both de facto and de jure, America’s
primary definer and classifier of religion,” Jonathan Z. Smith tells us
in his essay “God Save the Honorable Court.”6 Scholars of
Scientology, in particular, often make similar claims.7 The point has
never seemed quite right, however, first, because the operative
category in the Internal Revenue Code is “church,” not “religion.” In
its administrative guidelines, the IRS privileges organized
institutions with “distinct legal existence,” “definite and distinct
ecclesiastical government,” and “formal code of doctrine and
discipline.”8 Its corporate understanding of religion stands at odds
with the more individualistic and antinomian ways that Americans
typically conceive of U.S. religious life.9 Even more to the point, the
IRS’s influence extends only to interpreting federal tax law and is
constrained by the terms and conditions of the Internal Revenue
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Code. It has no direct authority over the ways religion is defined in a
host of other statutory and regulatory contexts.

In fact, American law is far too variegated and fragmented for
any single agency to serve as “primary definer and classifier.” Instead,
different administrative agencies have authority to enforce different
aspects of federal, state, and local law, each of which may reference
and define religion in different ways, at times borrowing or adapting
from each other’s frameworks—and from those of the religious
actors they are meant to regulate—in ways that might or might not
cohere.10 It is worth attending to these differences in order to
understand what they can teach us about the complex entanglements
of religion and law in the United States.

In this article, I analyze the work of the EEOC, the federal
agency charged with enforcing laws related to employment
discrimination. In so doing, I center the workplace as a critical site of
religious practice and legal regulation. As a wealth of recent
scholarship has established, work is far more than a place where
Americans earn their livelihoods.11 “Work produces not just
economic goods and services but also social and political subjects,”
Kathi Weeks writes in The Problem with Work.12 It shapes who we are,
what we want, and how we understand our relations with others
and with the state. Work is where Americans spend much of their
time, where they find purpose and community, where they build
personal and collective identities, and where they practice skills of
democratic citizenship. The workplace is also a site of profound
inequality. This became abundantly clear during the time of COVID-19,
as determinations about which workers were regarded as “essential”
led to grossly disparate outcomes in health and economic wellbeing.
As Kathryn Lofton succinctly puts it, “Work determines life.”13

Scholars of religion and law have devoted greater attention to
other social spaces, like schools, prisons, and the military.14 It is worth
noting, however, how prominently matters of work figured into the
landmark U.S. Supreme Court decisions that defined the parameters
of First Amendment Free Exercise jurisprudence. The case of Sherbert
v. Verner, for example, which announced that any substantial burden
on a claimant’s free exercise of religion must be justified by a
“compelling state interest,” centered on South Carolina’s refusal to
grant unemployment benefits to a Seventh-day Adventist who had
been fired for refusing to work on Saturdays.15 And Employment
Division v. Smith, the “peyote case” that dismantled Sherbert’s
compelling interest test, similarly originated as a dispute about
unemployment benefits after two members of the Native American
Church were discharged from their employment as drug-
rehabilitation counselors.16 As these cases alone suggest, the
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workplace warrants far greater scrutiny than it has received from
scholars of American religious and legal life.

In my analysis, I look “beyond the First Amendment” to trace
the different ways the EEOC has conceptualized religion for purposes
of enforcing Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.17 I draw on the
Commission’s published guidelines on religious discrimination, its
compliance manuals for investigators in the field, and its internal
records and correspondence to trace the shifting and sometimes
contradictory ways that its agents have made sense of religious
identities and commitments.18 I identify three tropes, or types, of
religious figures that coexist in unresolved tension in the EEOC’s
archive: the Sabbath Observer, the Idiosyncratist, and the
Organization. Each of these figures names a different way of
imagining religion with very different implications for its regulation.
By attending to their distinct genealogies and legacies, I consider
how they were products of and contributors to larger trends in
American religious, political, and economic life.

While I hope these tropes might have broader valence for
scholars of religion and law and scholars of religion and American
culture, beyond the particular context of the workplace, I conclude
by considering what they tell us specifically about changing notions
of religious freedom at work. I examine how these different
renderings of religion configure its relationship to work in very
different ways. While the Idiosyncratist and Organization both imply
the possibility of realizing one’s religious commitments in and
through the workplace, the Sabbath Observer insists on the right to
forms of value and collective life outside and apart from work. What
might it mean to recover this commitment at a time when work
seems to be demanding more and more from us? What alternatives
might this figure suggest for how we configure our religious and
professional lives? Although focused relatively narrowly on the ways
the EEOC has defined religion, this article ultimately aims to inspire
broader reflection on the disparate ways we conceive of the
relationship between religion, work, and American life.

The Sabbath Observer

The EEOC was created to enforce Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, which prohibited discrimination in hiring and
employment practices on the basis of race, color, sex, religion, and
national origin. The bill’s drafters spent surprisingly little time
considering whether to include religion within Title VII’s list of
protected categories. In the decades preceding Congress’s passage of
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the 1964 legislation, civil rights groups, consistently stymied in their
efforts at the federal level, successfully lobbied for twenty-five states
to pass fair employment practices laws, most of which included
protections against discrimination on the basis of “race, color, or
creed.”19 When Congress finally passed legislation of its own, it
adopted the existing state-level protections for religion with relatively
little deliberation or debate. In fact, to the extent that Congressional
committees considered religious discrimination at all, it was largely to
pronounce it a problem of the past. As Father John Francis Cronin
explained in testimony before a House subcommittee in 1964, “There
are remnants of religious discrimination in the United States, but
compared to the instant problem before us, of the civil rights of the
Negro community, these are very minor and peripheral.”20

In apparent confirmation of these assertions, the EEOC
received relatively few allegations of religion-based discrimination in
its early years, at least in comparison with complaints alleging
discrimination on the basis of race, color, or sex.21 Internal records
show EEOC investigators far more preoccupied with working out
the scope and limits of protection for those latter categories than for
religion. When religion-related problems did arise, they were almost
exclusively in the context of employees seeking time off to observe
Sabbath and other religious holidays. The vast majority of these
complaints came from Orthodox Jews, Seventh-day Adventists, and
others, whose observance of the Sabbath from Friday evening to
Saturday evening put them at odds with the typical workweek
schedule. As the EEOC explained in introducing its first published
“Guidelines on Discrimination Because of Religion” in 1966:

Several complaints filed with the Commission have raised the
question whether it is discrimination on account of religion to
discharge or to refuse to hire a person whose religious
observances require that he take time off during the
employer’s regular work week. These complaints arise in a
variety of contexts, but typically involve employees who
regularly observe Saturdays as the Sabbath or who observe
certain special holidays during the year.22

The Sabbath Observer has a long history in the United States and
beyond. The Sabbath has figured prominently not only in disputes
between religionists and secularists over the place of religion in
American public life, but also among individuals and communities
who observed the Sabbath in different ways. While nineteenth-
century Sabbatarian groups advocated for legal enforcement of
Sabbath observance, Jews and other Saturday-observing groups
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protested against laws that required them to close their businesses
on Sundays.23 As states began to experiment with workplace
antidiscrimination measures in the mid-twentieth century, regulators
debated how far they had to go in accommodating Sabbath
observance. In New York, for example, the State Commission
Against Discrimination tried to strike a middle ground between
respecting the needs of Sabbath observers and those of business
owners. “In general,” the Commission explained in a 1955
memorandum, “it has been the Commission’s approach that where
an employer can do so without serious inconvenience to the conduct
of its business, it should accommodate itself to the reasonable needs
of employees or prospective employees in connection with religious
holiday observance.” And yet, should a job genuinely require a
six-day workweek, Monday through Saturday, then employers should
feel free to “inform a prospective employee of these conditions and
leave it to the applicant to determine whether or not he wishes to
accept such offer of employment.”24 State commissioners were deeply
concerned about Jewish job applicants not being hired on account of
being Jewish but were more ambivalent about whether to protect
specific Jewish practices that might prevent them from participating
fully in economic and social life.

When the EEOC first turned to this question in 1966, it mostly
followed New York’s lead. Though the Commission determined that
Title VII imposed on employers an obligation “to accommodate the
reasonable needs of employees,” it allowed them “to establish a
normal work week . . . generally applicable to all employees” without
making special exceptions for Sabbath observance. The fact that such
a policy might have disparate effects for religious minorities did not
amount to “discrimination,” the 1966 guidelines announced, provided
that all workers were subject to the same requirements.25

The following year, in response to a slew of complaints from
religious advocacy groups, like the National Jewish Commission on
Law and Public Affairs and the Department of Public Affairs and
Religious Liberty of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, the EEOC
issued revised guidelines that were far more favorable to religious
workers.26 They required employers to accommodate the scheduling
needs of their Sabbath-observing employees unless doing so would
impose an “undue hardship” on their business operations. In a shift, the
1967 guidelines placed the burden of proof on employers, requiring
them to demonstrate, on a case-by-case basis, that it would be
unreasonable to meet their employees’ needs. It would not be enough to
show that their normal work schedule applied generally to all; instead,
they would be expected to accommodate Sabbath observance whenever
possible, even if that meant treating their religious workers differently.27
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Many employers were angered by the EEOC’s new guidelines
and contested the grounds on which the Commission had erected
them. Several companies wrote letters to the Commission’s chairman,
Stephen N. Shulman, to detail their objections. “The proposed new
guidelines appear to set aside basic concepts,” explained George
G. Harrer, manager of personnel services for Chicago Pneumatic Tool
Company.28 Businesses would be required to hire employees who
were unable to meet the basic terms of their employment. Managers
would be bombarded with all sorts of unreasonable requests.
Religious accommodation would run afoul of collectively bargained
union schedules. Above all, the Commission’s guidelines would
privilege the needs of religious employees over those of nonreligious
ones. As the vice president of one Michigan-based manufacturing
company explained it, “The question we wish to raise regarding the
new EEOC proposed guideline on religious discrimination is whether
it really has anything to do with ‘equal opportunity’ or whether it is a
matter of preferential treatment.”29

Regardless of their merits, there was some question as to
whether the EEOC had the authority to enforce its guidelines in the
first place. Under the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the Commission was
empowered to investigate charges and work toward conciliation
between opposing parties, but it lacked the power to initiate charges
itself or to issue “cease-and-desist” orders that could be upheld in
federal court. Its 1966 and 1967 guidelines on religious
discrimination were merely advisory, lacking any statutory basis in
the language of the Civil Rights Act itself. In fact, in the few early
cases relating to religion, federal courts often rejected the EEOC’s
recommendations, interpreting the employer’s obligation not to
discriminate on the basis of religion far more narrowly.30

In 1972, Congress passed a set of amendments to the 1964 Civil
Rights Act, which were meant to give more teeth to the EEOC’s
enforcement powers. At the behest of Senator Jennings Randolph, a
long-serving Democrat from West Virginia and a committed Seventh
Day Baptist, they also codified into law the EEOC’s determination
that employers were obligated to accommodate their religious
employees’ needs. They did so through an awkwardly worded new
section, §701( j), which purported to define religion for purposes of
enforcing Title VII. The new clause, added to the “Definitions”
section of the bill, read as follows:

The term “religion” includes all aspects of religious
observance and practice, as well as belief, unless an
employer demonstrates that he is unable to reasonably
accommodate to an employee’s or prospective employee’s
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religious observance or practice without undue hardship on
the conduct of the employer’s business.31

The most obvious thing to note about this definition is that it hardly
functions as a definition at all. That is, it offers little guidance as to
how one might distinguish a “religious” observance or practice from a
“nonreligious” one. In circular fashion, §701( j) simply defined religion
as encompassing “all aspects of religious observance and practice, as
well as belief.”32 Its clear intent was to codify by statute the
employer’s obligation to accommodate the employee’s religious needs,
not to offer clear guidance on differentiating religion from nonreligion.
While its advocates argued that its language was consistent with how
federal courts had interpreted the First Amendment, it could be read
as far more expansive, making clear that “observances and practices”
were protected, too, and not just the right to “believe.”33

Despite being framed as a “definition” of religion, the 1972
amendments, along with the EEOC’s 1966 and 1967 guidelines, did
little to clarify what was meant by religion for purposes of Title VII
enforcement. Focused almost exclusively on the rights of the
“Sabbath Observer,” most of those involved in these early efforts
presumed they already knew exactly what they were talking about.
In its engagement with the category of the Sabbath Observer, the
EEOC imagined religion primarily as a matter of denominational
identity. Being religious meant belonging to a bounded, organized
community that imposed strict requirements on its members,
requirements that put adherents at odds with the normative
expectations of U.S. social and economic life. Sabbath Observers
were “nontraditional” religionists, who could point to a specific
history of hardship and discrimination to justify the legal
accommodations they sought. The religion of the Sabbath Observer
was treated as special, distinct from secular forms of practice and
commitment, and needing special protection to level the playing
field for all American workers. As Senator Randolph intoned from
the Senate floor, “I am sure that my colleagues are well aware that
there are several religious bodies—we could call them religious sects,
denominational in nature—not large in membership, but with
certain strong convictions, that believe there should be a steadfast
observance of the Sabbath and require that the observance of the day
of worship, the day of the Sabbath, be other than on Sunday.”34

By contesting the strictures of the typical workweek, the
Sabbath Observer posed a clear “problem” for management. But the
Sabbath Observer also posed a problem for organized labor. This
was because efforts to accommodate Sabbath observance by
adjusting schedules or swapping work assignments often served to

312 The Sabbath Observer, the Idiosyncratist

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2022.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2022.12


undermine collectively bargained seniority systems. Such systems
privileged longevity of service over religious need when assigning
work schedules. Historian Nelson Lichtenstein describes the
“seniority idea” as no mere pragmatic arrangement but rather as a
“key facet in the moral economy of American work life,” whose
“ethical basis lies in the respect and veneration all societies owe
those of experience, age, and continuous tenure.”35 The seniority
system was a hard-won achievement of the twentieth-century labor
movement, which played a key role in securing the freedom and
dignity of working Americans by protecting them from the
capricious whims of unreliable managers. Sabbath Observers
threatened this system by suggesting that their needs should take
precedence to the deference due to long-time employees. They
regarded the seniority system as a barrier to their full participation in
the American workforce, not as a critical safeguard for workers’
rights. In so arguing, Sabbath Observers asserted primary loyalty
and obligation to God and religious community, not to union and
their fellow worker.36 Their religious commitments offered a rival
form of collective identity and solidarity, distinct from, and often in
conflict with, both the labor union and the company.

The tension between Sabbath observance and union
membership came to a head in the landmark 1977 case of Trans
World Airlines v. Hardison, which invited the Supreme Court to
interpret the meaning of Title VII’s new §701( j) for the first time.37

Larry G. Hardison was a TWA employee and a member of the
Worldwide Church of God, who was discharged for refusing to
work on Saturdays. TWA had considered multiple possibilities for
accommodating Hardison’s Sabbath observance, but each plan
would have required the corporation to incur additional expense or
violate the terms of its collectively bargained union contract. Neither
of these steps was necessary, the Court ruled, in a highly
controversial 7–2 decision. “An agreed-upon seniority system [is not
required to] give way when necessary to accommodate religious
observances,” Justice Byron White wrote for the majority. “It would
be anomalous to conclude that, by ‘reasonable accommodations,’
Congress meant that an employer must deny the shift and job
preferences of some employees, as well as deprive them of their
contractual rights, in order to accommodate or prefer the religious
needs of others.”38 Likewise, White continued, for an employer “to
bear more than a de minimus cost” to accommodate the needs of their
religious employees would constitute an “undue hardship” that was
not required by the statute.39 It was regrettable that Hardison could
not be accommodated, White concluded, but TWA had fulfilled its
obligations under the newly amended Title VII.
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It would be hard to exaggerate the firestorm that Hardison
sparked. Though it was only about statutory interpretation, rather
than the First Amendment, Hardison was nearly as momentous as the
Court’s 1990 decision in Employment Division v. Smith (the “peyote
case”), if less widely remembered today. In its own way, it
anticipated many of the same issues that would define the later
debates about Smith. The Court’s critics alleged that it had
eviscerated Title VII’s protections from religious discrimination,
leaving it to the goodwill of individual employers to accommodate
their religious employees, but relieving them of any legal obligation
to do so. All employers would have to do to escape the statute’s
burdens would prove that a proposed accommodation would entail
a more than “de minimis cost,” a stunningly low threshold. The
Court’s supporters, however, emphasized the value of equality
among workers over that of religious liberty. To require corporations
to privilege the needs of religious employees, even at the expense of
a collectively bargained union contract, was to go far beyond what
could reasonably be expected, they alleged. It would be to elevate
religion and its demands over that of equally valid nonreligious
concerns. It would be to carve out a special exception for religion
that would make the day-to-day managing of a business practically
impossible. Surely Title VII could not be read to require that.

Despite their vehement disagreements, what neither side
contested was whether Hardison’s claims counted as “religious.”
While TWA questioned how far it had to go in accommodating
Hardison’s needs, it never challenged whether his observances fit
within the scope of Title VII’s protections. Presumably this was
because Hardison fit the mold of an archetypal Sabbath Observer: an
identity grounded in denominational belonging; a member of a
small, bounded community, whose articulated commitments put
him at odds with the normative expectations of management and
labor; a specific record of suffering discrimination and hardship on
account of his “nonnormative” beliefs; and a willingness to incur
economic consequences for his loyalty to God’s commands. By the
time Hardison’s case made its way to the Supreme Court, the
Sabbath Observer had been established as a clearly recognizable
trope in U.S. law, with claims distinctly legible to those tasked with
interpreting Title VII’s mandates.

The Idiosyncratist

In contrast with the Sabbath Observer, consider the worker
who I describe as the Idiosyncratist, one whose mode of religiosity
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centers on the dictates of private conscience, radically individualistic
and unmoored from any sense of denominational belonging. The
Idiosyncratist holds religious beliefs that need not be shared by
others. They might even hold beliefs that are expressly rejected
by those who hold positions of authority within the tradition to
which the Idiosyncratist professes to belong. As the EEOC’s revised
“Guidelines on Discrimination Because of Religion” from 1980
affirm, “The fact that no religious group espouses such beliefs or the
fact that the religious group to which the individual professes to
belong may not accept such belief will not determine whether the
belief is a religious belief of the employee or prospective
employee.”40 In other words, if a Catholic worker seeks a religious
exemption from an employer’s COVID-19 vaccine mandate, it does
not matter what the Pope has to say about the legitimacy of the
employee’s belief or its compatibility with Catholic teachings. The
EEOC recognizes no religious authority beyond that of the individual.

The figure of the Religious Idiosyncratist bears a distinct
genealogy from that of the Sabbath Observer. The EEOC developed
this standard in response to two “problem” cases in 1970 and 1971.
In the first, a nurse was discharged from working at a private
hospital because she wore a headscarf in line with her “Old
Catholic” beliefs instead of the prescribed nurse’s cap.41 In the
second, a woman alleged that she was fired after she joined the
“Black Muslim religion” and began wearing ankle-length dresses as
required by her new faith.42 In both cases, which not coincidentally
centered on women’s dress, the employers contested whether the
traditions and practices in question counted as “religious” within the
scope of Title VII protection.

To resolve that question, the EEOC turned for guidance to
United States v. Seeger (1965) and Welsh v. United States (1970), two
recently decided U.S. Supreme Court cases about conscientious
objection to Vietnam War–era military service.43 According to the
Universal Military Training and Service Act of 1958, conscientious
objector status was reserved for those who based their objections to
war on their “religious training and belief,” a phrase that the statute
defined, in part, as “an individual’s belief in a relation to a Supreme
Being.”44 In Seeger and Welsh, the Court confronted individuals who
did not avow belief in a traditional monotheistic god, or who did not
even describe the source of their beliefs as religious at all, yet still
claimed to qualify as conscientious objectors. In response, the Court
chose to interpret the statute’s language broadly, adopting a
“parallel test” that defined as religious any “sincere and meaningful
belief which occupies in the life of its possessor a place parallel to
that filled by the God of those admittedly qualifying for the
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exemption.”45 According to Seeger and Welsh, what defined a belief as
religious was not its substantive content but its function and place in
the life of the believer. It did not matter whether beliefs were
articulated in traditional religious language, but whether they were
deeply and sincerely held.46

In its 1970 and 1971 rulings, the EEOC elected to apply the
Seeger and Welsh standards to the context of workplace
discrimination. Borrowing language from the Court’s “parallel test,”
the Commission came to define religion expansively as including all
“moral or ethical beliefs as to what is right and wrong which are
sincerely held with the strength of traditional religious views.” It was
not the content of one’s beliefs that mattered, the EEOC announced,
nor did it make a difference whether those beliefs were shared by
others. In the case of the Old Catholic nurse, for example, the
Commission acknowledged that its investigation had “revealed no
evidence to support the Charging Party’s assertion that she is the
member of an organized sect whose beliefs are common to a number
of people.” Some might even find her beliefs “incomprehensible” or
“incorrect.” But they counted as “religious,” nonetheless, because the
nurse held them “with the strength of traditional religious
convictions.” According to this familiar view, personal sincerity
alone is what constitutes religion, no matter how idiosyncratic, not
solidarity or communion with others.47

The EEOC’s turn to a personal, radically subjective
understanding of religion aligned with broader transformations
already underway in U.S. religious life, at least within American
Protestantism. Sociologists like Robert Wuthnow traced a shift
during the 1960s and 1970s from a spirituality of “dwelling” to one
of “seeking,” which deemphasized institutional authority, rules, and
hierarchies.48 Robert Bellah and his collaborators on Habits of the
Heart similarly identified individualism as the dominant religious
ethos of the time. While the “traditional pattern” of religious life
“assumes a certain priority of the religious community over the
individual,” they argued, for Americans that pattern was “to some
degree reversed.” They cite a 1978 Gallup poll that found that “80
percent of Americans agreed that ‘an individual should arrive at his
or her own religious beliefs independent of any churches or
synagogues.’”49 This perspective was illustrated perfectly through
their example of Sheila Larson, the nurse who claimed to follow her
own personal religion, Sheilaism, named after herself. “This suggests
the logical possibility of over 220 million American religions,” the
authors write, “one for each of us.”50 While there is no evidence that
the EEOC’s commissioners were following these trends closely, their
embrace of the Idiosyncratist standard enshrined the possibility of
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each American constituting a religion unto themselves into the
regulatory language of law.

Already by 1972, the EEOC had begun to introduce the
language of Idiosyncratism into its Interpretive Manual, a reference
volume for investigators in the field who were charged with carrying
out its directives and ensuring employer compliance. “When the
conviction is drawn from the tenets of a recognized church of which
CP [charging party] is a member,” the 1972 Manual explained, “the
question [of whether it is ‘religious’] is easily answered in the
affirmative. When it is not, however, a judgment must be made
concerning the depth and sincerity of CP’s conviction.”51 The Manual
distinguishes between members of organized religious communities,
who do not need to prove the depth of their commitments, and
religious Idiosyncratists, whose unfamiliar practices render their
convictions more suspect. Yet none of this language was included in
the formal “definition” of religion that Congress incorporated into
Title VII via the 1972 Amendments that same year. Nowhere in the
legislative records is there any reference to Seeger or its “parallel
test.” In fact, it is not even clear if the new definition put forward in
Title VII’s §701( j), with its emphasis on practices and observances,
was consistent with the EEOC’s turn to the language of inward,
sincerely held belief.

The tension between these different ways of understanding
religion became especially evident in the aftermath of the Supreme
Court’s decision in Hardison. The EEOC, determined to reassert its
expectation that businesses should make reasonable efforts to
accommodate their religious employees, convened a series of public
hearings, gathering testimony from state-level regulators,
business and union leaders, religious leaders representing different
denominations and advocacy groups, and Sabbath-observing
employees. The workers and religious advocates offered detailed
accounts of the hardships they faced and the various pragmatic
arrangements their employers had devised for accommodating their
needs. Focused primarily on the rights of Sabbath Observers, the
Commission dedicated very little attention to the question of
defining religion or delimiting its scope.52

Employers, however, were far more attuned to the problems
attending an overly broad conception of religion. A few executives
raised “slippery slope” concerns during the hearings, asking how
they would be expected to distinguish legitimate religious claims
from illegitimate ones, especially as their workplaces grew more
diverse. “Who is to determine what constitutes a religion?” asked
one human resources manager. “Who is to determine who can start a
new religious group?”53 While the religionists who offered testimony
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tended to do so as members of recognizable, distinct religious
denominations, the employers saw more clearly that religious
accommodations could not be so neatly restricted. They worried that
enterprising employees would take advantage of the system,
feigning religious commitment as justification for demanding all
sorts of changes to their workplace conditions. “A request for
Saturdays off by a rotating shift employee in a large company cannot
be viewed as an isolated request by a Sabbatarian,” insisted the
director of human resources for the National Association of
Manufacturers.

Rather, it must be viewed in terms of the impact of all requests
by Saturday Sabbath observers, Sunday observers, et cetera.
As a practical matter, morale problems could be anticipated
and persons of less demanding religious convictions and/
or practices, indeed any person desirous of Saturday,
Sunday, or whatever day off each week, might well seek
“accommodation.” The employer, merely seeking to run a
business efficiently, may now be subject to satisfying
myriad conflicting “religious” demands by the employees.
Is it for the employer to question the sincerity of the
employee’s religious beliefs? Does the EEOC intend to tell
us how?54

These HR professionals recognized that an expansive notion of religion
would thrust them into the untenable position of having to determine
the sincerity and legitimacy of their employees’ requests without
providing any coherent guidelines for how to do so. They preferred
to maintain a stance of neutrality by making no special allowance for
religion, one way or the other.

These objections grew more strenuous after the EEOC drafted
new guidelines on religious discrimination that included the Seeger/
Welsh standard for defining religion. In response, corporate
executives flooded the EEOC with letters, detailing their concerns.
“We take strong issue with the Commission’s stated purpose to
‘define religious practices to include moral or ethical beliefs as to
what is right and wrong,’” complained a senior administrator on
behalf of North Carolina State University. “Our practical experience
suggests that EEOC’s definition . . . will lead to the claims by many
individuals that idiosyncratic or individualistic ideas constitute
religion, and that such a definition will significantly and artificially
multiply the number of claims of religious discrimination.”55 While
one letter writer perceptively described the EEOC’s new definition as
under-inclusive (“Practices cannot always be defined in terms of
belief. Many religious practices of long standing have no moral or

318 The Sabbath Observer, the Idiosyncratist

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2022.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2022.12


ethical belief on which they specifically rest”56), most criticized it for
being far too capacious, too pluralistic in its imagination. “With such
a definition,” explained the equal employment policies manager of a
midwestern manufacturing company, anticipating almost exactly the
warnings of Bellah and his Habits of the Heart collaborators, “there
can be as many different religious beliefs as there are people.”57 U.S.
religions, this letter-writer implied, were far too fragmented to be
accommodated.

The most hysterical letters proffered all sorts of hypothetical
scenarios that might arise. Some anticipated their employees
justifying their use of pot and other illegal drugs as protected
religious observances. Others offered more outrageous possibilities:
“Standing on the head every half hour clears the head and creates
good thoughts; kissing all the people of the opposite sex twice a day
spreads love and goodwill. Come on now! Be sensible. Even the
practices of the Ayatollah Khomeni and his radical followers fit your
definition: they are religious and they strongly believe they are
morally right.”58 Or, as a more succinct commenter put it: “The
ritual of making love to a mule fits your definition as a religious
practice.”59

These writers sought clear standards, objective criteria by
which they could distinguish those practices warranting protection
from those that did not, and they recognized that the Idiosyncratic
notion of religion failed to offer that. Even more, as the reference to
Ayatollah Khomeni makes clear, they wanted ways of distinguishing
good religion from bad, religious practices that fit their moral
worldview from those that did not. While they might be able to
make space for Sabbath observance, they could not handle the
possibility of each employee being an idiosyncratic religion unto
themselves.60 As we have seen, Sabbath Observance was perceived
as relatively limited in scope, pertaining only to members of
relatively small, recognizable religious denominations who had
experienced histories of discrimination and hardship. Idiosyncratism
universalized religious belief, extending legal protections to any
employee who might hold strong ethical or moral beliefs.61 This
would make it impossible to manage the day-to-day operations of
business, many human resource professionals complained.

It turned out that these employers did not need to be so
concerned. Over the next couple of decades, federal judges and the
EEOC conspired together to establish a number of limiting factors
that narrowed the scope of Title VII’s protection, despite the broad,
capacious language included in the EEOC’s guidelines. Religious
beliefs could not address concerns that were merely “temporal” or
“political,” the Commission and courts agreed, in rejecting the

Religion and American Culture 319

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2022.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2022.12


discrimination complaints of employees who described their
membership in the KKK as religious.62 Religious beliefs were
different from “mere personal preferences,” a worker discovered,
when she tried to seek accommodations for her body art.63 And
religious observances were not merely “social activities” or “family
obligations,” it turned out, when an employee learned she could take
time off from work to attend Christmas Mass but not to stay for the
family meal and gift exchange that followed.64

These limiting categories came directly from the Universal
Military Training and Service Act and the Supreme Court’s decision
in Seeger, which distinguished religious objections to war from “a
merely personal moral code” or from those grounded in “essentially
political, sociological or economic considerations.”65 Yet these criteria
were hardly straightforward or consistent in their application. While
the effort to separate the religious from the political has been one of
the defining projects of the modern period, it has never been so
neatly accomplished in practice. And most scholars of religion would
be hard-pressed to come up with a coherent way of distinguishing
idiosyncratic beliefs from personal moral codes. Instead, these
categories proved useful precisely because they were ambiguous.
The EEOC could codify a capacious understanding of religion while
limiting it as necessary, the elasticity of its categories allowing for a
great deal of discretion in sorting out those practices worthy of
protection and accommodation from those that were not. We might
even describe the Idiosyncratist mode of religiosity as infinitely
expansive—until it wasn’t. Despite the breadth of protection it
promised, successful claimants still had to fit their commitments into
recognizable frames, to make them legible to state bureaucrats and
regulators. As other critical scholars of religious freedom have noted
in other contexts, the EEOC guaranteed religious workers the right to
be idiosyncratic, but only in certain normatively prescribed ways.66

The Religious Organization

If the Idiosyncratist mode of religion is radically
individualistic, imagining religious identity as unmoored from any
sense of shared history or communal belonging, then the third trope
I identify is more collectivist and hierarchical in orientation, ascribing
religion first and foremost to a corporate or institutional body.
Under antidiscrimination law, the Idiosyncratist is promised legal
accommodation, special regard for their practices and observances,
in order to enable their full and equal participation in the American
workforce. The Religious Organization, on the other hand, is subject
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of exemption, excused from having to follow aspects of those very
same antidiscrimination laws. The law takes the Organization’s
religion into account not to level the playing field but to tilt it, to
permit the Organization to operate and constitute itself in
self-consciously religious ways, according to its distinct religious
mission.

Exemptions for religious organizations were written into Title
VII from the get-go.67 The relevant section of the 1964 statute states:

Title VII shall not apply . . . to a religious corporation,
association, educational institution, or society with respect
to the employment of individuals of a particular religion to
perform work connected with the carrying on by such
corporation, association, educational institution, or society
of its activities.68

Under the principle that the state should not interfere in the inner
workings of religious institutions, Congress elected to grant the
Religious Organization a great deal of latitude when it came to
hiring and firing workers. Religious Organizations could make
employment decisions on the basis of an employee’s religion in ways
that otherwise would be prohibited. They might even choose to limit
their staff exclusively to members of a particular tradition or
denomination.

But what counts as a Religious Organization? How broadly
should such an exemption be applied? As Congress considered the
proposed 1972 amendments to the Civil Rights Act, these questions
came to the fore. In particular, senators debated whether the
exemptions for educational institutions should apply to the hiring of
all faculty and staff or only to those charged with carrying out
specifically religious duties, like teaching theology courses. A college
“devoted to giving a Christian education” should be permitted to
take steps “to assure that the youth who attend it should be
instructed on any subject, whether religious or nonreligious, by
teachers who are members of a Christian church,” argued
Democratic Senator Sam Ervin of North Carolina. They should not
be told they have “to appoint this other applicant who is a
Mohammedan, agnostic, or atheist to fill this vacant position to teach
chemistry or economics or sociology.”69 But religious corporations
and associations “often provide secular services to the general public
without regard to religious affiliation,” responded Democratic
Senator Harrison Williams of New Jersey, and “most of the many
thousands of persons employed by these institutions perform totally
secular functions.” If that is the case, Williams argued, then those
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employees “should be given the same equal employment
opportunities as those persons employed in comparable positions by
secular employers.” There could be no justification for permitting a
religious institution “to discriminate against a janitor, for example.”70

While Senator Ervin won that particular debate, persuading
Congress to maintain expansive exemptions for religiously affiliated
educational institutions, the gulf between the two positions was not
as wide as it seemed. There was little disagreement among members
of Congress that religious institutions should enjoy considerable
discretion when it came to making religion-based employment
decisions; they just did not always agree on the precise contours of
what counted as religious. They all recognized that it would be
necessary to draw lines even if they were not always sure where or
how those lines should be drawn.

Over the next several decades, the EEOC spent surprisingly
little time addressing the question of exemptions for religious
organizations as it periodically updated its published guidelines. The
Religious Organization has reemerged as object of intense scrutiny,
however, in the wake of the Supreme Court’s decisions in Burwell
v. Hobby Lobby Stores and the ministerial exception cases. In Hobby
Lobby (2014), the Court announced that a privately held, for-profit
corporation might enjoy religious free exercise rights.71 In
Hosanna-Tabor Evangelical Lutheran Church and School v. EEOC (2012)
and Our Lady of Guadalupe School v. Morrisey-Berru (2020), the Court
enshrined the “ministerial exception,” which shields religious
organizations from following antidiscrimination laws when it comes
to their employment relations with “ministers,” meaning they can
discriminate not only on the basis of religion, but also on the basis of
sex, age, and other protected categories.72 The Court went on to
define “minister” broadly, expanding it beyond clergy to encompass
a wide range of personnel, including some teachers who were not
even eligible to become clergy in the denomination of the
organization claiming the exemption. Taken together, these cases
broadened the scope of what might count as a Religious
Organization or what exemptions a Religious Organization might
enjoy far beyond what was imagined by Title VII’s drafters. They
herald what some legal scholars have described as a “corporate turn”
in the law of religious freedom, under which organizations have
frequently found greater success than individuals in seeking
protection for their religious rights of conscience.73

In January 2021, the EEOC took steps to acknowledge these
shifts. In the waning days of the Trump administration, the agency’s
three Republican-appointed commissioners pushed through the first
revisions to its Compliance Manual on Religious Discrimination since
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2008.74 The revised Manual features a greatly expanded section on
exceptions to Title VII, with subsections on “Religious
Organizations” and the “Ministerial Exception,” which encourage
broad interpretations of both categories. Notably, it allows for the
possibility that for-profit entities might qualify for Title VII
exemption as religious corporations. It also makes clear that the
Organization’s determination of what counts as religious or who
counts as a minister should be given considerable weight. Whereas
the Idiosyncratist notion of religion emphasized that an individual
may hold beliefs in direct tension with those of the community to
which they profess to belong, the exemption for Organizations
privileges the authority of institutional leaders. “The exemption
allows religious organizations to prefer to employ individuals who
share their religion,” the Manual states, “defined not by the
self-identified religious affiliation of the employee, but broadly by the
employer’s religious observances, practices, and beliefs.”75 Similarly,
in cases involving claims of ministerial exception, the Manual
reminds investigators that “the religious institution’s ‘definition and
explanation’ of an employee’s role ‘in the life of the religion in
question is important.’”76 No such weight is given to the employee’s
own understanding of their role within the organization.

The EEOC’s 2021 Compliance Manual describes the religious
organization exemption and the ministerial exception as structural
guarantees that prohibit government agencies and courts from
interfering in the internal operations of a religious corporation. The
category of religion carves out an area of autonomy, granting not
only the institution’s right to be free of state regulation but also to
impose its own regulations and requirements on the lives of its
employees.77 Being allowed to employ individuals only “of a
particular religion,” the Manual explains, means that an organization
can “terminate an employee whose conduct or religious beliefs are
inconsistent with those of its employer.” And it can do this, the
Manual maintains, citing a Sixth Circuit Court decision from 2000,
even while “holding [itself] out as an equal employment opportunity
employer.”78 A legal lexicon developed to root out discrimination in
the workplace here becomes a license for workplace managers to
discriminate. At the very least, it frames the decision to
accommodate the diverse needs of workers as a voluntary choice
made by (religious) business owners, not a legal mandate.

The figure of the Religious Organization shifts our attention
from the needs of workers and employees to that of employers and
the company. In contrast to both the Sabbath Observer and the
Idiosyncratist modes of religiosity, the Religious Organization
implies a corporate conception of religion, according to which it is
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the institution itself that bears religious rights, prior to those of any
individuals who might constitute it. It also presumes, in the wake of
Hobby Lobby and other subsequent decisions, the potential congruity
of religion and profit making. The Religious Organization can
approach the market as one site among others through which one
constructs and lives out religious commitments. It regards religion
not as a set of privately held beliefs but as a public mode of acting in
the world. As critics of neoliberalism have noted, exemptions for
religious organizations thus grant wide latitude to corporations to
operate in the public sphere without being accountable to democratic
norms or obligations.79 If Congress, when it enacted the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, asserted its right to regulate private employers, then a
broad interpretation of what counts as a Religious Organization
returns that power to the corporation, insulating its decisions from
public scrutiny. By describing their mission as religious, employers
can exercise broad discretion over whom they employ in ways that
Title VII was meant to foreclose. If the Religious Idiosyncratist can be
idiosyncratic only in normatively prescribed ways, then the Religious
Organization seems significantly less fettered in exercising its freedoms.

Conclusion: Religion and/at Work

The Sabbath Observer, the Idiosyncratist, and the Religious
Organization. These three tropes, or modes of religiosity, coexist in
unresolved tension in and across the statutory language of Title VII,
the EEOC’s published guidelines on religious discrimination, and its
compliance manuals for investigators in the field. Each imagines
differently what it means to be religious in the contemporary United
States, and each points to different possibilities for what it means to
regulate it. Each marks a distinct set of beliefs, practices, and
institutions, which warrant different types of legal protection and
accommodation. But, although these tropes may have valence in
other areas of U.S. law, too, I want to conclude by focusing
specifically on the domain of work and briefly consider what the
figures of the Sabbath Observer, the Idiosyncratist, and the Religious
Organization reveal about the shifting relationship between religion
and work today. How do they relate to changes in religion’s role in
the workplace since the 1960s?

In the case of the Religious Organization, we have already seen
the ways that it approaches the market as a site through which one
expresses and lives out religious commitments, rather than as a
domain properly kept separate from religious concerns. By shifting
our attention to the rights of managers and employers, the Religious
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Organization reimagines business decisions about whom to hire,
whom to fire, and whom to serve as religious matters, properly
protected from state interference in order to guarantee the
organization’s right to constitute itself on its own terms. And while
U.S. law might once have relied on commercial activity as an easy
shorthand for distinguishing religious corporations from secular
ones, such clear distinctions no longer hold (if they ever did).80 The
Religious Organization’s mission need not be constrained by the
pursuit of profit. It regards religion not as a private matter with
carefully circumscribed boundaries, but as fully integrated into the
public sphere, including the realms of business and commerce. In
these ways, the figure of the Religious Organization approaches
religion and work as properly rendered compatible, not in conflict.

In its own way, the trope of the Religious Idiosyncratist has
also come to presume religion’s compatibility with work. In line with
what Winnifred Sullivan has described as the “naturalization” of
religion in law, the EEOC tends to interpret the category of the
Idiosyncratist so capaciously that all employees might be thought of
as having religious or spiritual needs that ought to be respected.81

All employees might have sincerely held “moral or ethical beliefs as
to what is right and wrong” that warrant protection. Universalized
in this way, many contemporary advocates interpret the legal
mandate to accommodate religion as an imperative to make space for
employees to express their religions at work, or even through work,
rather than apart from it.82 Creating a faith-friendly workplace that
invites workers to bring their “whole selves” into their places of
employment is trumpeted less as a legal requirement than a smart
business decision, likely to improve productivity and morale.83

Religious accommodations are celebrated as economically beneficial,
as good for the corporation’s bottom line. The presumption is not
one of conflict but of compatibility, that religion can and ought to be
seamlessly integrated into the workplace without disrupting the
operations of capital. Religion is imagined as a resource to be
mobilized, not a problem to be carefully managed or contained.

Accommodating the needs of a diverse workforce by enabling
employees to bring their “whole selves” to work would seem like an
obvious good. Yet it also accelerates the neoliberal trend documented
by antiwork theorists like Kathi Weeks and Sarah Jaffe of work
making greater and greater claims on our lives.84 In the rhetoric of
advocacy groups like the Religious Freedom and Business
Foundation, religious liberty in the workplace increasingly seems to
mean having the right to find fulfillment through work, not asserting
a right to one’s life and time outside of it.85 Such arguments leave
little space for distinguishing our personal from our professional
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selves.86 They are buttressed by an Idiosyncratist notion of religion that
treats employees as atomized individuals with few sources of
solidarity or communion outside of the workplace itself. As historian
Bethany Moreton writes more broadly of the politics of
neoliberalism, “Neoliberalism envisions the economy as a sphere
independent of other social institutions and relationships. In this
logic, there is no such thing as society or community, only
individuals.”87 In similar fashion, the Religious Idiosyncratist today
is encouraged to channel their religious commitments through work,
reconciling any conflicts that might arise in order to advance the
economic needs of the corporation, rather than joining with others to
adopt an agonistic stance toward management or seeking
community outside the context of work altogether.88

In the face of such trends, I want to conclude by suggesting
that, for those concerned about economic inequality, expanding
corporate power, and neoliberal working conditions, it may be
worthwhile to revisit the EEOC’s category of the Sabbath Observer.
In contrast with Idiosyncratists or Organizations, Sabbath Observers
realize their values and commitments outside of the workplace,
rather than through it, by advancing an alternate temporality that
disrupts the needs of capital, rather than accommodating it. In the
EEOC’s decisions from the 1970s, which centered on declining
manufacturing industries and unionized labor, Sabbath Observance
appeared as a disruption, a break in the smooth and efficient
operations of business. In the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s
decision in Hardison, Sabbath Observers did not argue for the right
to bring their whole selves to the workplace, or to neatly reconcile
demands of religion and work, but insisted instead on a sharp
demarcation between the two, less a rejection of work outright than
a diminishment of its singular significance. They appealed to
particular histories of discrimination and hardship to justify their
right to time outside of the rigid schedules dictated by their
employers. Despite the ways they are pitted against each other in the
EEOC archive, we might even imagine Sabbath observance as
complementary to union activity, both proffering the possibility of
collective action and solidarity in opposition to the atomizing effects
of the corporate workplace—both insisting on the right to collective
forms of life and value outside of work and the market.

The Sabbath Observer may be limited in obvious ways as a
category for adjudicating legal rights, yet it gestures to alternative
resources available in the legal archive for imagining other ways of
configuring religion’s relation to work, ones that might mobilize
religious discourses in opposition to dominant capitalist modes of
thought, rather than in subservience to them. If the figure of the
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Sabbath Observer no longer has the valence in U.S. law that it once did,
perhaps it is becausewe have lost the capacity to think otherwise about
the place of work in our lives. It may not just be our ways of thinking
about religion that require reexamination, but also our ways of
thinking about work. Building a just and equitable society requires
nothing less.

Isaac Weiner is Associate Professor of Comparative Studies and Director of
the Center for the Study of Religion at The Ohio State University.
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ABSTRACT Charged with enforcing Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act,
the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission plays an overlooked
but profoundly important role in shaping American religious life. While
scholars of religion, law, and American culture have devoted a great deal of
energy to analyzing the ways that federal courts define religion for the
purposes of protecting it, they have paid less attention to the role of
administrative agencies, like the EEOC. In this article, I argue that the
private workplace offers a critical site for understanding how the state
regulates and manages American religious life. I look to the EEOC’s
regulatory guidelines and compliance manuals as important sources for
understanding the shifting relationship between religion, law, and work in
the United States. I identify three modes of religiosity—or three types of
religious actors—existing in tension in the EEOC archive, each bearing a
distinct genealogy: the Sabbath Observer, the Idiosyncratist, and the
Organization. While gesturing to very different notions of what religion is,
the figures of the Idiosyncratist and the Organization both assume that
demands of religion and work can be neatly reconciled. They presume that
religion can be seamlessly integrated into the workplace without disrupting
the functioning of capitalism. However, for those concerned about economic
inequality, corporate power, and neoliberal working conditions, I suggest
that it may be useful to revisit the EEOC’s Sabbath Observer, who insists
on the right to collective forms of life and value outside of work and the market.
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