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Introduction	  
	  
I	  am	  honored	  to	  introduce	  the	  first	  volume	  of	  the	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  
Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture,	  presented	  in	  Daytona	  Beach,	  FL,	  and	  Princeton,	  
NJ,	  in	  the	  spring	  of	  1996	  by	  James	  W.	  Fowler,	  Robin	  Maas,	  and	  Robert	  
Wuthnow.	  The	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture	  are	  
designed	  to	  foster	  original	  research	  on	  youth	  and	  the	  church.	  As	  part	  of	  a	  
new	  venture	  in	  ministry	  sponsored	  by	  Princeton	  Theological	  Seminary,	  the	  
Institute	  for	  Youth	  Ministry	  they	  describe	  a	  shift	  occurring	  in	  the	  churches	  
thinking	  about	  youth	  and	  ministry.	  Instead	  of	  ghettoizing	  youth	  into	  clubs	  
apart	  from	  the	  congregation,	  the	  church's	  mission	  with	  youth	  views	  young	  
people	  as	  integral	  to	  the	  total	  mission	  of	  the	  church,	  and	  youth	  ministry	  as	  a	  
theological	  task	  which	  is	  not	  only	  about	  youth	  ministry,	  but	  about	  youth's	  
ministry	  as	  well.	  
	  
The	  1996	  lectures,	  titled	  "Christ	  and	  the	  Adolescent:	  A	  Theological	  
Approach	  to	  Youth	  Ministry,"	  address	  mainline	  churches	  who	  have	  suffered	  
grievous	  losses	  in	  their	  attempts	  to	  address	  teens.	  These	  losses	  come	  at	  a	  
time	  when	  public	  institutions	  are	  calling	  attention	  to	  the	  important	  role	  
churches	  play	  in	  adolescent	  development.	  Churches	  agree:	  We	  believe	  we	  
have	  something	  to	  contribute	  to	  youth	  in	  the	  person	  of	  Jesus	  Christ-‐and	  
therefore	  Jesus	  Christ,	  not	  age-‐level	  education,	  pastoral	  counseling,	  or	  
recreational	  programs,	  must	  be	  the	  starting	  point	  for	  youth	  ministry.	  
	  
We	  asked	  each	  of	  our	  lecturers	  to	  approach	  this	  theme	  from	  the	  perspective	  
of	  their	  own	  disciplines.	  James	  Fowler	  posits	  a	  new	  shape	  for	  youth	  
ministry	  that	  recognizes	  nuances	  of	  human	  development;	  Robin	  Maas	  uses	  
biblical	  exegesis	  to	  redefine	  the	  spiritual	  journey	  of	  youth	  and	  the	  adults	  
who	  mentor	  them;	  and	  Robert	  Wuthnow	  analyzes	  the	  sociological	  
significance	  of	  service	  learning	  trends	  for	  the	  church's	  ministry	  with	  
teenagers.	  Together	  they	  point	  to	  a	  new	  direction	  for	  ministry	  with	  young	  
people.	  
	  
We	  approach	  this	  direction	  humbly	  and	  with	  hope.	  We	  know	  that	  the	  
church's	  renewal	  depends	  not	  on	  the	  church	  of	  tomorrow,	  but	  the	  church	  of	  
today-‐a	  church	  in	  which	  youth	  can	  be	  integral	  missionaries	  to	  their	  elders	  
and	  world.	  May	  this	  volume	  challenge	  and	  nourish	  the	  ministry	  God	  has	  laid	  
before	  you.	  
	  
Godspeed,	  
	  
Kenda	  Creasy	  Dean	  
Director,	  Institute	  for	  Youth	  Ministry	  
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ROBERT 

WUTHNOW

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 wiqespread 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

7.Q
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ROBERT WUTHNOW

some of the changes. My example is a man I'll call Lee Ackerman, one of the
people we've interviewed as part of a research project.

Lee Ackerman is a retired carpenter approaching his seventieth
birthday, a man with thinning gray hair who wears glasses and is dressed in
gray trousers and a plaid shirt. As he reflects on what it has meant to be a
person of faith, he is drawn to an image that leaps to his mind's eye as one
of his earliest memories. It is of walking home from church on a sunny
Sunday afternoon in the fall, stopping at his grandfather's house, and being
given a brittle piece of black licorice. As he reflects on this scene, he is able
to articulate other features of it that linger in his memory. The road down
which he has been walking is called Ackerman Road; it is named after his
grandfather's farm. The church from which he has come is a small wooden
structure, nearly square, with white stucco exterior walls, and on the inside
are four rows of wooden pews facing a pulpit about ten feet long, in front of
which is a wooden desk that holds papers used by the Sunday school super-
intendent. Lee remarks, although it was not part of his earliest memory, that
the people who built the church early in this century paid $700 for the mate-
rials-and wondered how they could raise such a huge sum of money. He
knows, too, from having walked the road so many times, that the distance
from the church, past his grandfather's farm, to his own house is exactly half
a mile. Just beyond is where the Hollises lived, and over yonder, on the
other side of the church, is where the Midlers lived with their five children,
one who later married the Hollis boy, with whom he often sat on those long
Sunday mornings on the hard wooden pew.

Lee Ackerman dates his personal encounter with spirituality a few
years after this. The church invited an itinerant evangelist each year to hold
a series of revival meetings, and when Lee was nine, the evangelist was the
Reverend Ian H. Bean, who came and preached for two weeks, during
which he stayed in the Ackerman's spare bedroom, since they lived so close
to the church. Toward the end of this fortnight, Lee decided to "accept
Christ" and was baptized in the stream that ran down behind' the church
and through the back of his grandfather's farm. He says, "That's the thing
that sticks out in my mind as the most vividly real."

It is unclear from Lee Ackerman's comment whether accepting
Christ or being baptized in the stream stands out as "most vividly real" in
his memory. In fact, the two are intertwined, just as his sense of spirituality
is almost imperceptibly interwoven with his rootedness in this place. The
stream in which he was baptized had been in the family for three genera-
tions and is now owned by one of his cousins. The people who attended the
church lived nearby, forming a community of friends and relatives. The
pastor, Benjamin Hottle, was a layman, or "free minister," as the people
called him, who gave sermons and presided over meetings, but earned his
liVing as a farmer. Sometimes he took turns with Lee's grandfather, who
was also a free minister. The Midlers were all related to Benjamin Hottle. So
were the three Funk girls, who taught Lee's Sunday school class. There were

80
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ROBERT WUTHNOW

the rest of the world as profane. It is true that relatively few of his genera-
tion would have been baptized in the creek on their grandfathers' farms,
and yet the sense of sacred space that is part of his religious identity was, I
believe, more common than has generally been understood. To be sure,
Americans have always emphasized the distinction between the Creator
and the creation, and have recognized the transcendence of God as much or
more as God's immanence, certainly to the point of denying that the sacred
actually lives in houses or trees or automobiles. Nevertheless, it is also true
that Americans have understood their land to be consecrated territory, hal-
lowed by sacred blood and sacralized by a divine covenant between God
and the nation's founders. They have built houses of worship in great pro-
fusion and called on believers to treat these places with reverence, doing
God's work there, feeling closer to God there, and perhaps even feeling that
one's prayers were more likely to be answered there. Indeed, it could rea-
sonably be argued that American history, from the standpoint of the
Europeans who took over the continent from its indigenous peoples, was
largely a process of extending control over territory and of demarcating por-
tions of this territory as sacred space. This was a process that probably
reached its apex during the 1950s, when church membership grew to an all-
time high as a percentage of the American public, when church attendance
also peaked, when anticommunism reinforced an American civil religion,
when the slogan "In God We Trust" first appeared on the nation's currency,
and when the postwar baby boom focused unprecedented attention on the
family, the home, and the religious aspects of good parenting.

Lee Ackerman is by no means alone in fashioning his story of spir-
itual formation around a specific place and in spending much of his life
finding God within that space. He is similar to a Jewish man, the son of
Russian immigrants, who describes the neighborhood in which he grew up
in the United States as a kind of shiell, defined by turf wars with Catholics
on one side and Protestants on the other side, and who verges on tears as he
mourns the world he has lost. Lee Ackerman is similar to a Catholic woman
who talks about her life in the 1950s in terms of the parish in which she lived
and then the next parish to which she moved. In her case, the sacred was
defined by the neighborhood, the short walk to the church, the fellow
parishioners who lived nearby; the crucifix on her bedroom wall, and say-
ing the novenas with her mother every evening at bedtime. Others from the
same era describe their church as a home away from home, tell how their
parents were known in the community by which church they attended,
describe ethnic and racial tensions that overlapped with their religious iden-
tity, and tell stories about family gatherings, wall hangings, Bibles, and
other objects that defined the home or the neighborhood as a sacred space.
All of them lived in a sacred community that exerted a "centripetal force,"
in writer Wendell Berry's words, capable of "holding local soil and local
memory in place."

Without being reductionistic about it, it is easy to identify the social
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ROBERT WUTHNOW

asked to give her religious preference, she says "esoteric Christianity" (and
she does not mean that she belongs to an esoteric denomination such as the
Church of the Brethren). Shirley Knight is typical of many middle-class
Americans and, although she is a member of the baby boomer generation,
her experiences must be understood in the context of wider changes taking
place in American society, rather than simply in terms of a generational
explanation. Her father was a lawyer, providing his family with a comfort-
able lifestyle in the suburbs of a large city. When Shirley was seven, her par-
ents divorced, and she lived with her father until she was nine, and after
that with her mother. Shirley describes her father as an altruistic, idealistic
man who was searching for something while she was growing up, and her
mother as a woman who was more interested in spirituality than in church.
When she was little, her parents used to take her to church every Sunday;
although it was generally a different church each Sunday. They thought it
was important for her "to explore what was out there." In fourth grade, she
attended a Catholic boarding school, and in fifth grade, a private school run
by Quakers. In sixth grade, she went through confirmation class at an
Episcopal church, and in seventh and eighth grades attended Sunday school
at the Methodist church. During high school, she mostly attended Sunday
school at the Christian Science church.

Shirley's journey continued when she went away to college at a
large state university. Among the first people she met were some students
who were active in the Campus Crusade for Christ. She was attracted to it
and participated for awhile, but says that "something held me back." She
started participating in the Catholic Student Union, finding herself attract-
ed "to the ritual and the beauty of Catholicism, more than to Protestant sim-
plicity." Her interest in Catholicism and in spirituality deepened during her
sophomore year, which she spent studying abroad in Italy. During her
junior year, she took a course in religion that exposed her to Buddhism,
which she thoroughly enjoyed. After graduation, she moved in with her
boyfriend and took a job to payoff her loans and to buy time while she
decided what career to pursue. She says her boyfriend was "into yoga and
very spiritual," but it seemed "too mystical" to her, like he was just floating,
rather than being connected to earth. Within a year she had broken up with
him. She had also worked at seven different jobs.

One day she was sitting at work feeling sorry for herself, thinking,
as she recalls, that "nothing is working for me," when a new customer
walked in and struck up a conversation. Shirley married him two weeks
later. He had been deeply involved in Alcoholics Anonymous and other
twelve-step groups and was currently interested in Sufism. Shirley says,
"I'd always been seeking a spiritual path, too." So they spent their honey-
moon touring retreat centers and communes in Europe. Coming home dis-
appointed that they had found nothing exactly to their liking, they settled in
Virginia and became more active in Alcoholics Anonymous and AI-Anon.
Shirley was not an alcoholic, but had known about AA from childhood
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ROBERT WUTHNOW

is that they were both raised religious; indeed, in a survey, both would
answer that they attended church every week as a child, and both would say
they had been involved in Sunday school, received religious instruction,
and participated in a church youth group. There the similarity ends. But we
can learn something from both. Although Lee Ackerman's experience may
be less common, it persists for some young people. From him, we learn the
following: that a sense of sacred space-of dwelling with God-is impor-
tant, whether that space is identified intuitively with the church building
where we went to Sunday school, with the face of our Sunday school
teacher, or with the family Bible in our parents' home; we also see that both
formal and informal religious socialization is important, as the blending of
evangelistic services and discussions after dinner illustrate; and we learn
that community, family, and ethnic stability are all tied together with reli-
gious upbringing. Lee Ackerman's experience suggests that many of the
things youth ministers do is right on target-providing occasions for friend-
ships to develop, having meals together, hosting sleep-overs or lock-ins at
the church, and providing some explicit instruction in religious teachings.
His experience also suggests the difficulties of providing that kind of reli-
gious upbringing in a more mobile environment. Even he feels that the
church is lagging behind the times and that it needs to adapt more quickly.

Shirley Knight illustrates the kind of religious upbringing that has
been encouraged by pastors and parents who believe young people should
make up their own minds about spirituality, after having been exposed to a
full menu of it. She learned two things, despite the chaotic upbringing she
experienced: that spirituality is important, and that there are many
resources available for pursuing one's spirituality. Her parents were not
simply indifferent to the life of the spirit, but were seekers themselves, and
it would probably have been too much to ask them to settle into a single
church for the sake of their daughter. She would have recognized their own
restlessness. They taught her to be a spiritual seeker and exposed her to sev-
eral religious traditions at a critical time in her adolescence. The reason she
continued to seek and to shop around was that this is the way she was
raised. Many youth pastors nowadays might find her closer to their own
experiences than is Lee Ackerman. They provide teachings and experiences
for their youth groups, but do so knowing that most of the young people
there will move on in a year or two to something else.

If Shirley Knight is the future, she does not suggest a bright future
for the church. She doesn't attend at all, and she finds most of her spiritual
resources outside the church, at other places, and in a kind of generic faith
that is more eclectic than Christianity. Yet she does suggest that the church-
es have a continuing role, even for a seeker like her, and that many seekers
will perhaps settle temporarily into one church or another.

I suspect that both kinds of religious upbringing may need to be
offered, perhaps emphasized differently in different churches or at different
stages in adolescent development. Indeed, it may be important for individual
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