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;_Ek\ P If 1 n this second lecture I want to shift
7’5 | =/ emphasis from the broader culture to
&;' % .y A the more immediate context in which
L?( 4. f ;"i-—:-.i youth ministry takes place, namely, the

=== church. And I want to start with the
admittedly risky proposition that one thing the church must do—no matter
what else it does—is to minister to the young people who are growing up
in the church. Now, the reason this is a risky proposition is that a critic
could come along and say, yes, but just how many young people are likely
to be raised in the church, and what about all the others who are not? How
can the church draw them in and meet their needs? Or, for that matter, what
about the young people whose families attend church only sporadically?
How can we encourage them to be more active? Well, I'm going to pretty
much ignore all those folks today. After all, there are some families left in
our world who are making a serious effort to train their children religious-
ly, and it is those young people I want to emphasize.

Let me begin by putting religious socialization in the context of
what we know about it from recent national statistics. One survey found
that 77 percent of working Americans had been sent to Sunday school as
children, and that 61 percent had been reared in families that said grace at
meals. Yet it is also evident that growing up religious is an intense experi-
ence that sets some Americans apart from the majority who are merely
exposed in small doses to religion. In one survey, 48 percent of working
Americans said religion had been "very important” in their families while
they were growing up; in the same study, only 24 percent said they were
raised in homes where family devotions were a regular part of daily life.
And if more specific combinations of religious activity are considered, the
number of people who were raised religious again appears to be a minori-
ty; for instance, only 28 percent of working Americans say their parents
were very religious and read the Bible to them as children. Just to empha-
size this point, then, the vast majority of people are probably exposed to
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some kind of religious upbringing, but perhaps no more than a quarter are
raised in families that provide a fairly intense form of religious socialization.

The possibility that religious upbringing is declining is evident, too.
For example, this is suggested by the results of a survey conducted among
women in Muncie, Indiana, in 1924: 69 percent said their own mothers had
taught them loyalty to the church, and 50 percent said they were teaching
this value to their own children. Another study, more than a half century
later, helped put these findings in perspective. In that study (conducted in
1978), only 35 percent of mothers said they had been taught loyalty to the
church, and only 22 percent said they were teaching it to their children.

At present, most teenagers are still involved to some extent with
churches, but we can also ask how intensive their religious training may be.
The best national evidence on religious belief among teenagers demon-
strates that it is widespread but ill-defined, impersonal, and seldom put into
practice. Virtually all teenagers believe in the existence of God, yet fewer
than a third feel they have ever experienced the presence of God, and not
many more than this pray, read the Bible, are able to correctly name the four
Gospels, regard their religious beliefs as being important, or believe religion
can answer today's problems. Teenagers, it appears, buy into the adult
mythology of American culture that says religion is something that
respectable people should practice (three quarters say regular church atten-
dance is a mark of citizenship, for example). In their own hierarchy of val-
ues, however, religious faith generally falls much lower than such virtues as
hard work, self respect, and independence. Another telling indication is the
amount of trust young people place in religious organizations. While this
trust is still high relative to many other organizations (especially govern-
ment), it has slipped well behind that expressed toward secular organiza-
tions concerned with humanitarian causes. For example, nearly twice as
many young people express a great deal of confidence in environmental
organizations as do in religious organizations. Young people are, on the
whole, unwilling to dismiss religion out of hand (only two in ten, for
instance, say that religious beliefs are simply unimportant), but they are
quite willing to concede that religion is less important to them personally
than it is to their parents and grandparents.

Controversy exists, of course, over the question of whether it is
good or bad for young people to be given an intense dose of religion while
they are growing up. On the one hand, church leaders (not to mention the
press) raise doubts about the effectiveness of religious upbringing, pointing
to cases where someone who was raised religious grew up to be a mass mur-
derer and to other cases where an adult experience of grace was far more
important than the childhood trauma of attending Sunday school every
week. On the other hand, most church leaders, not to mention many par-
ents, feel they have some responsibility to pass an understanding of the faith
on to the next generation.

The relevance of religious upbringing to adult religious behavior is
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easy to establish in statistical studies. Those who grew up in religious
homes are much more likely to participate in religious organizations as
adults than those who were raised in less religious homes. For instance, in
the study of working Americans I referred to earlier, 57 percent of those
whose parents had experienced family devotions while growing up cur-
rently attended religious services every week, compared with only 30 per-
cent of those who had not experienced family devotions. Similar differences
were evident for other kinds of religious training. For example, 47 percent
of those whose parents had read the Bible to them now attended church
weekly, compared with 27 percent of those whose parents had not done this.
The subjective impression that religion was important also made a differ-
ence: 48 percent attended church weekly among those who said religion was
very important in their family of origin, compared with 26 percent of those
who said it was somewhat important, and 24 percent of those who said it
was not very important.

With statistical evidence, it is also possible to sort out the kinds of
religious socialization that may have the strongest consequences for the
behavior of adults. It might be expected that attendance at religious services
as an adult would be influenced most strongly by participating in a religious
organization as a child, and to some extent this is true. People who were
sent to Sunday school as children attend services more often as adults than
those who were not sent. Yet it is religious training in the home that appears
to matter most: family devotions as a child is the best predictor of adult
attendance, followed by seeing one's parents read the Bible at home, and
after that, by parents having read the Bible to the child. Saying table grace
has a relatively weak effect on adult attendance, as does being sent to
Sunday school.

If religious leaders are interested in preserving their own institu-
tions, they certainly must be interested in the religious upbringing of chil-
dren. While it is true that adult converts are often important to the revital-
ization of churches, most church members are there today because they
experienced something of the church while they were growing up. In fact,
in the previous study, only one regular churchgoer in nine came from a fam-
ily in which religion was not very important, while two in three came from
a family in which religion was very important.

Boring as they may be, such statistics give urgency to the question
of youth ministry. Unless churches continue to draw in young people, give
them primary experiences of the faith, and support families in their efforts
to train children, the churches can count on significant shrinkage in their
members and contributors. :

But I want to connect this lecture to what I said earlier about the
changes taking place in our society. As social conditions change, Christian
education must also change. To make this point more concretely, I'd like to
focus on a specific example, a person who illustrates one mode of religious
upbringing, and then contrast that person with another one who illustrates
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