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Current Trends Among 
Southern Baptist Young 
Adolescents
PETER L. BENSON

The fifth through ninth grades are 
years of rapid growth—physically, 
emotionally, and cognitively. It is not 
an easy time—for youth themselves, 
for their parents, or for adults in youth
serving organizations. To help youth
serving organizations develop effective 
programs and resources for this age 
group, a systematic understanding of 
the needs, values, and concerns of 
young adolescents and parents is cru
cial. Since so little previous research 
has focused on young adolescents and 
their families, the research project re
ported here—Young Adolescents and 
Their Parents—was designed to fill this 
information gap.

In the fall of 1982, in-depth surveys 
were administered to eight thousand 
young adolescents and ten thousand of 
their parents. These large national 
samples were drawn from populations 
affiliated with one of the following thir
teen organizations: African Methodist 
Episcopal Church; American Lutheran 
Church; Baptist General Conference; 
Churches of God, General Conference; 
Evangelical Covenant Church; 4-H; 
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod; 
National Association of Homes for 
Children; National Catholic Education
al Association (NCEA); Presbyterian 
Church of the United States; Southern 
Baptist Convention; United Church of 
Christ; and the United Methodist 
Church.

The project was directed by Search

Institute and funded by Lilly Endow
ment, with additional support provided 
by each participating organization. An 
advisory council, composed of represen
tatives from each of the thirteen orga
nizations, gave continued guidance to 
the study.

This report is divided into two parts. 
In part 1, we provide an overview of the 
major findings which emerged from the 
national study of eight thousand youth. 
In part 2, we look at some of the distinc
tive features of Southern Baptist young 
adolescents in comparison to the na
tional sample.

The National Sample
Ten of the thirteen participating orga
nizations are national church bodies, 
which well represent the geographical 
and theological diversity of American 
Protestantism. The vast majority of the 
NCEA sample of parochial school stu
dents and their parents claim affilia
tion with a Catholic parish. Affiliation 
with a religious institution also charac
terizes the people in the 4-H and Na
tional Association of Homes for 
Children (NAHC) samples. Conse
quently, the national sample tends to 
represent American young adolescents 
and parents who are involved in and 
committed to a Protestant congrega
tion or Catholic parish.1

Good News About Families
In recent years many have claimed 
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that American families are in trouble. 
According to the mass media, mar
riages are disintegrating in epidemic 
numbers; parents and children are 
spending little time with each other; 
children are reared by their peers rath
er than their parents; and many chil
dren are victimized by parents who 
reject and/or abuse them.

The picture that emerged in this 
project is quite different. This differ
ence may, in part, be due to the selec
tive nature of the sample (e.g., 
church-related families). Nonetheless, 
the picture we see is much more posi
tive than the common stereotype of 
family life would lead us to expect. On 
the whole, we see parents who are 
genuinely struggling to be good par
ents; parent-child relationships which 
are much more affectionate and sup
portive than rejecting or hostile; par
ents and children who like to be with 
each other; and families relatively im
mune to major crises such as chemical 
dependency, abuse, or violence.

We do not mean to imply that youth 
and families are functioning at optimal 
levels. Indeed, there are stresses and 
problems in most families. However, 
we find that the needs, despairs, and 
longings of youth and parents are less 
catastrophic, more subtle, and perhaps 
more benign than we have been led to 
believe. The message here is this: The 
youth and parents we are trying to 
serve, whether through Southern Bap
tist congregations or other avenues, are 
stronger and healthier than is com
monly depicted. This picture provides, 
on the average, a positive setting and a 
strong foundation for helping youth 
and families prosper and grow.

Good News About Young Adolescents
Just as the family is stronger than 
often depicted, we find that the young 
adolescent has more redeeming quali

ties than many are willing to admit. At 
first glance what is seen is the chaos of 
this age period, including the young 
adolescent’s proclivity to inconsistency 
—wanting to be treated as an adult but 
acting as a child. And, granted, there 
may be no greater challenge than being 
put in charge, alone, of twenty or thirty 
seventh- to ninth-graders. But in this 
chaos are real signs of growth, of cre
ative adaptation to a myriad of internal 
and external changes.

In some ways it is a wonder youth 
survive this simultaneous onslaught of 
biological, emotional, self-concept, and 
cognitive changes. But when we look 
deeper, we see them moving forward. 
When we take a single snapshot of this 
fast-moving age period, we see the vast 
majority doing constructive things 
such as building friendship skills, grow
ing in empathy, valuing parents and 
family, struggling with issues of free
dom and independence, opposing racial 
discrimination, caring about the hun
gry and the poor, and contemplating 
the future. There are problems, to be 
sure; but the theme of constructive 
adaptation and growth is more descrip
tive of the majority.

The specific learnings from the na
tional study are much too extensive to 
describe and document fully in this 
overview. Following are brief summar
ies of some findings germane to the 
tasks of teaching, nurturing, and car
ing for young adolescents and their par
ents.

Values.—Young adolescents were 
asked to indicate the importance of 
each of twenty-four life values or goals. 
Not surprisingly, 'To have a happy fam
ily life,” "to do well in school,” and "to 
have friends I can count on,” are highly 
valued by youth in each of the five 
grades. Less expected was the finding 
that "to get a good job when I am older” 
ranked, on the average, as the most im
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portant goal for boys and the second 
most important goal for girls. Two val
ues that reflect a global concern, "to 
have a world without war,” and "to 
have a world without hunger or pover
ty” are relatively prominent values for 
young adolescents. A major finding is 
that the importance of these two values 
tends to decrease with grade (i.e., fifth
graders place higher value on these 
than do ninth-graders). The desire "to 
be part of a church or synagogue” tends 
to be located in the middle of young 
adolescents’ value hierarchy. As with 
the global concern items, this value de
creases with grade. Finally, the value 
that changes most dramatically as a 
function of grade is "to make my own 
decisions.” The rated importance of 
this need for autonomy increases 
dramatically between the fifth and 
ninth grades.

Concerns.—What do young adoles
cents worry about? From a list of 
twenty concerns, the three most preva
lent concerns were about school perfor
mance, physical appearance, and peer 
acceptance. More than 40 percent of 
young adolescents worry "quite a bit” 
or "a great deal” "that one of my par
ents may die.” More than 20 percent 
worry "quite a bit” or "a great deal” 
about nuclear annihilation. Very few 
young adolescents report worrying 
about sexual coercion, parent alcohol 
use, parental violence, or suicide.

Mass media exposure.—More than 50 
percent of the national sample of youth 
report watching three or more hours of 
television on an average school day. 
About 25 percent of youth in each of the 
five grades report playing video games 
three hours or more each week.

School.—Attitudes toward schooling 
change dramatically between fifth and 
ninth grade. Academic motivation de
clines rapidly. Sixty-one percent of 
fifth-graders report "trying my best at 

school,” compared to only 30 percent of 
ninth-graders. Similarly, the percep
tion that "teachers care a lot about me” 
declines almost as rapidly between fifth 
and ninth grade.

Family dynamics.—What young 
adolescents become and how they 
behave are strongly tied to life at home. 
We find family closeness, parental nur- 
turance, parental affection, inductive 
discipline (an approach which empha
sizes rational discussion of rules and 
why they are important), and demo
cratic control to be associated closely 
with both the inhibition of antisocial 
behaviors and chemical use and the 
promotion of prosocial, responsible 
behavior. On the other hand, we find 
authoritarian control, coercive punish
ment, and less nurturance linked to a 
series of less desirable outcomes.

Faith and church.—Girls at all five 
grade levels are more committed to the 
church than are boys. While commit
ment declines for both girls and boys 
between the fifth and ninth grade, the 
decline is much more dramatic for 
boys. A similar pattern occurs on meas
ures of religious belief. In general girls’ 
religious orientations (e.g., religious 
certainty, importance of religion, the 
degree to which faith is translated into 
a concern for people) remain relatively 
stable across the five years, while boys’ 
religious orientations decrease with 
each increment in grade. The greatest 
decrease occurs between the eighth and 
ninth grades. Even though the samples 
in this study tend to value church and 
religion, there is enough variability in 
the samples to compare those who have 
different levels of commitment in these 
two areas. There is strong evidence 
that youth who value the church and 
are involved in it tend to engage in less 
antisocial behavior and have more con
cern for people and the world than 
those who take a less positive posture 
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toward the church. The role of religious 
beliefs is a bit more complicated. When 
religious faith is experienced as liberat
ing, positive consequences seem to oc
cur. However, when religious beliefs 
are on the restricting side (e.g., God as 
judge and rule giver), there are signs 
that this form of religion is counterpro
ductive. Many more young adolescents 
experience faith as liberating than re
stricting.

Importance of Parents and Peers
There is no doubt that friends and 
peers grow in importance between the 
fifth and ninth grades. Young adoles
cents find one another, cling to one an
other, and are traumatized when they 
can’t be with their friends. It is rela
tively common to come to two errone
ous conclusions about this. One is to 
characterize peer influence as a threat 
to healthy development. Another is to 
assume that as youth move toward 
their peers, they abandon their par
ents.

By and large, we find peer relation
ships to be a crucial process for healthy 
development. It is in the crucible of 
peer relationships that children and 
adolescents teach one another a great 
deal about values, morality, sex roles, 
the control of aggression, and a host of 
other phenomena. Peers can press each 
other toward growth and responsibili
ty, or toward deviance. We find that 
there is more press toward the former 
than the latter. As to the second conclu
sion, we find that young adolescents do 
become, or want to become, indepen
dent of their parents. Though it is true 
that peers become more influential be
tween the fifth and ninth grades and 
that parents become less so, we also 
find that in no grade does the influence 
of peers outweigh the influence of par
ents. When asked where they would 
turn for help and guidance on a variety 

of topics, in every case young adoles
cents seek out parents more than their 
peers. And as shown in the section on 
values, "To make my parents proud of 
me” is valued more than maintaining 
friendships.

Sex differences.—Differences be
tween boys and girls are commonplace 
in this study. Girls, for example, are 
considerably ahead of boys in pubertal 
development. And in many other areas 
girls also seem to outshine boys. This is 
true for interest in school, the develop
ment of social competencies, education
al aspirations, and concern about other 
people. Boys, on the other hand, tend to 
have a monopoly on various forms of 
aggression, violations of social norms, 
and chemical use. Overall, one gets the 
impression that girls emerge from 
early adolescence with greater maturi
ty than boys do.

You th-paren t communica tion.—In 
two important areas of life, many youth 
report little or no conversation with 
parents. Forty-two percent of the youth 
in the national sample claim that their 
family never discusses religious topics. 
And only about one third of youth re
port having had "good talks with my 
parents about sex.”

Both youth and parents were asked 
on what topics they would like more 
communication with each other. Forty 
percent of all young adolescents want 
more opportunity to discuss sexuality 
with their parents. Even higher per
centages of mothers and fathers desire 
more parent-child communication in 
the area of sexuality. It is not clear 
what factors inhibit parents and youth 
from engaging in dialogue on this im
portant topic. The need is clearly visi
ble, and schools or churches could play 
a key role in helping families meet this 
need.

Sexuality.—One of the most signifi
cant developments in contemporary so
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ciety is the early initiation of youth 
into intimate contact with the opposite 
sex. Forms of intimacy which in previ
ous generations emerged in later 
grades now occur with some regularity 
among fifth- and sixth-graders. For ex
ample, 39 percent of fifth-graders and 
47 percent of sixth-graders report "be
ing in love with someone my age of the 
opposite sex.” About one quarter of 
fifth- and sixth-graders have dated, and 
about one third report kissing an oppo
site-sex peer during "the last year.” 
The youth survey asked a carefully 
worded question about experience with 
sexual intercourse. The percentages of 
youth who claim they have engaged in 
intercourse are as follows: fifth-graders 
—12 percent; sixth-graders—16 per
cent; seventh-graders—15 percent; 
eighth-graders—17 percent; ninth 
graders—20 percent.

The fifth- and sixth-grade data may 
be suspect, reflecting in part uncertain
ty about the meaning of the term "sex
ual intercourse.” It is safer to assume 
that eighth- and ninth-graders under
stand the term. For eighth- and ninth
graders, the rates of reported experi
ence with intercourse are probably 
much higher than many adults would 
have guessed.

Chemical use.—As in the case of sex
uality, experience with chemical sub
stances appears to be touching youth at 
an age considerably younger than was 
true of previous generations. As the 
figures in the following table show, use 
of alcohol becomes quite common by 
the eighth and ninth grades. Moreover, 
a notable percentage of fifth- and sixth
graders report some use of alcohol, 
cigarettes, or marijuana.

5 th 6th 7th 8th 9th
Percent who used alcohol during 
last 12 months (once or more) 22 25 31 42 53

Percent who report being drunk 
during last 12 months (once or 
more) 12 11 13 17 28

Percent who report marijuana use 
during last 12 months (once or 
more) 12 10 10 13 20

Percent who smoked one or more 
cigarettes during last 12 months 19 21 23 30 36

Percent who report attending a 
party where peers were drinking 
alcohol (once or more, last 
12 months) 11 12 18 30 47
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Interest in programs.—It appears 
that youth in the ten to fourteen age 
range are contemplating and making 
choices about a number of important 
issues which previous generations 
tended not to confront until later in 
adolescence. These include issues re
lated to vocation, world peace, sexual
ity, and chemical use. A particularly 
hopeful sign is that the vast majority of 
young adolescents, when asked what 
kinds of help they would like from 
"clubs, schools, churches, and commu
nity groups,” want programs and re
sources which will help them confront 
and cope with these kinds of chal
lenges. An equally important finding is 
that most parents express interest in 
finding programs and resources which 
would assist them in helping their chil
dren address these challenges.

The Southern Baptist Sample
A nationally representative sample of 
259 Southern Baptist congregations was 
selected to be part of this study. One 
hundred forty-one or 54 percent even
tually participated. A comparison of 
the cooperating versus noncooperating 
churches revealed no systematic bias in 
the final sample in terms of geography 
or size. However, it could be that the 
141 churches that participated, in com
parison to the 118 that declined, have 
stronger youth programs or more ac
tive youth leaders. Because of these 
and/or other possible differences, some 
caution should be exercised in general
izing the findings to the total popula
tion of Southern Baptist young 
adolescents and their parents. Addi
tionally, each of the 141 participating 
churches, on the average, surveyed 
about five out of the ten youth random
ly selected in each church. It could be 
that less active youth declined to par
ticipate. If so, the final sample would 
tend to represent those young adoles

cents who are more active in, or com
mitted to, a Southern Baptist church.

There are twelve areas in which the 
Southern Baptist sample is distinctive, 
in comparison to the young adolescents 
in the national composite sample.

The Southern Baptist youth sample 
differs substantially from youth in the 
composite sample on the characteristics 
of race, region of the country, and size of 
local community.—More than three 
fourths of Southern Baptist youth live 
in the southern region of the country 
(88%), whereas only 28 percent of 
youth in the composite sample are 
southerners. Only 10 percent of South
ern Baptist youth are nonwhite, com
pared to a nonwhite representation of 
18 percent in the composite sample.

Not only do Southern Baptist youth 
differ from the national sample in re
gion of the country where they reside 
and in racial composition but also in 
the size of the community where most 
of them live. Most (64%) of Southern 
Baptist youth are to be found in small 
towns and cities of less than fifty thou
sand inhabitants. Southern Baptist 
youth are not often found on farms 
(10% versus a farm population of 15% 
in the national sample); and they are 
almost as scarce in the big city setting, 
with only 18 percent of Southern Bap
tist youth in cities over one hundred 
thousand population, whereas almost 
one third of the national sample lives in 
large cities.

When it comes to exposure to mass 
media, some differences are apparent.— 
Southern Baptist youth listen to less 
hard rock music than others, and they 
have less interest in watching R- or X- 
rated movies. However, the number of 
Southern Baptist youth who enjoy mov
ies that depict physical violence is 
about the same as for the national sam
ple, and their exposure to TV is greater 
than for national sample youth. Fifty- 
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nine percent of Southern Baptist youth 
report watching three or more hours of 
TV daily, while only 50 percent of other 
youth watch that much TV. Although 
their exposure varies with the medium, 
in general their overall exposure to the 
influence of mass media is similar to 
that of other youth.

Most (72%) of Southern Baptist youth 
are active in a church youth program, 
whereas only about half of other youth 
report themselves as active.—Southern 
Baptist youth also attend church more 
regularly than other youth. About two 
thirds of Southern Baptist youth affirm 
that their church is important to thejn, 
as compared with about half of the com
posite sample. At all grade levels, 
Southern Baptist youth declare more 
strongly than do the youth of the na
tional sample that they are interested 
in their church and that it helps them 
answer important questions.

This higher involvement in the 
church seems to be connected with fam
ily conversations of Southern Baptist 
youth.—Southern Baptist youth report 
more frequent family discussions on 
religious topics than do other youth.

Southern Baptist parents, somewhat 
more than other parents, openly show 
that they cherish their children.—The 
youth report more family closeness 
than do the youth of the national sam
ple. Southern Baptist parents say affec
tionate things to their children 
somewhat more often than others, and 
they hug and kiss them more.

Measures of developmental processes 
show Southern Baptist and other youth 
to be quite similar.—Southern Baptist 
youth report slightly less conflict or 
hostility toward parents and less think
ing about sex or desire for sex before 
marriage. They show a slightly higher 
degree than others of qualities of femi
nine sex-role orientation, such as 
caring, concern for others, and helpful

ness. They also express slightly higher 
levels of interpersonal competence. 
Southern Baptist youth are similar to 
other youth on other measures of au
tonomy, identity, intimacy, achieve
ment, and social integration.

Southern Baptist youth show some 
distinctiveness in the area of religious 
beliefs and values.—In ranking their 
value preferences, Southern Baptist 
youth were much more likely (60%) 
than other youth (41%) to rank at the 
top of their list the statement, "To have 
God at the center of my life.” They were 
also more likely to rank the statement, 
"To be a part of a church,” (39%) as a 
high preference, compared to 20% for 
other youth. Their ranking of most 
other value preferences is similar to 
those of other youth.

Southern Baptist youth attached 
more importance to religion than other 
youth and more importance to the influ
ence of religion in their lives, with 72 
percent indicating it was either the 
most important or else one of the most 
important influences in their lives, com
pared to 53 percent of other youth. 
—More Southern Baptist youth than 
other youth believe in the inerrancy of 
the Bible (72% versus 49% of the com
posite sample) and are slightly more 
likely than others to believe in God’s 
existence and in the resurrection of 
Jesus.

The belief system of Southern Baptist 
youth indicates stronger emphasis on 
restricting religion—a concept of reli
gion as a system of rules—than other 
youth and less emphasis on horizontal 
religion—encouraging concern for oth
ers.—At all grade levels they report a 
higher frequency of prayer. And at all 
grade levels they report strong reliance 
on their faith in the living of daily life. 
Southern Baptist youth are more likely 
to hold strong beliefs about the wrong
ness of drinking and lying. They are 
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slightly more supportive of spending 
for nuclear weapons than other youth. 
They also show somewhat more sexist 
values than others and, to a marked 
degree, more racial prejudice.

What worries or concerns do South
ern Baptist youth have?— Like the com
posite group, they worry most about 
their school grades (59%) and about 
how they look (53%). Southern Baptist 
youth differed somewhat from others in 
indicating more concern about the 
abuse of drugs and alcohol and about 
those who are hungry and poor. They 
seem to worry slightly less about the 
threat of nuclear weapons than other 
youth.

The behavior of Southern Baptist 
youth appears to be similar to the 
behavior of other youth in the areas of 
antisocial behavior and in their reports 
of dating and sexuality.—Southern 
Baptist youth report that they do 
things to help others slightly more fre
quently than other youth. They report 
less frequent use of alcohol and 
marijuana and less frequent atten
dance at parties where beer or liquor is 
available but are not materially differ
ent from others in the use of hard drugs 
or cigarettes.

When asked about their interest in re
ceiving various kinds of help or guid
ance, Southern Baptist youth are more 
likely than other youth to indicate in
terest in programs that help understand 
"what it means to be a Christian”(65% 
versus 50%) and help them learn to dis
tinguish right from wrong (58% versus 
49%).—Like other youth, they also 
ranked highly their desire to develop 
friendship skills (61%).

In the coming twelve months more 
detailed information from this project 
will be disseminated in a variety of 
ways. A series of books and articles, 
based on the national samples of young 
adolescents and parents, is now being 

prepared by the Search Institute staff. 
Each of the thirteen participating orga
nizations, including the Southern Bap
tist Convention, will be releasing 
additional information on its own sam
ple of youth and parents.* 2 Negotiations 
are underway to translate the findings 
of this project into a series of television 
documentaries to be aired nationally in 
the spring of 1985 or 1986. As these 
reports unfold, it is hoped that parents, 
teachers, religious educators, and other 
youth-serving professionals will begin 
to use the findings to shape programs 
and resources which help young adoles
cents successfully confront the im
mense challenges of growing up in 
contemporary American society.3

'For most of the thirteen national agencies, a two-stage sam
pling procedure was used. In the first stage the selection of local 
units was stratified by geography and local unit size (in most 
cases, congregation size). In the second stage young adolescents 
in each local unit were randomly selected from a master list of 
all fifth- through ninth-graders affiliated with the local unit. 
(These lists included both active and inactive youth.) Sampling 
ratios were used to ensure that, for each of the thirteen national 
organizations, every young adolescent affiliated with that organi
zation had an equal possibility of being selected.

Of the 1,513 local units (clubs, congregations, schools, and resi
dential facilities) drawn into the thirteen national samples, 953 
(63%) participated. No systematic bias in geography, community 
size, or local unit size was detected in comparing cooperating 
versus noncooperating local units. Across the 953 units, about 60 
percent of the young adolescents drawn in the local unit random 
samples completed the survey instrument.

2 For more information about the Southern Baptist sample in 
this study, contact J. Clifford Tharp, Research Services, Sunday 
School Board, 127 Ninth Avenue, North, Nashville, TN 37234, 
(615) 251-2517. To purchase a report on the national composite 
sample, contact Jan Mills, Search Institute, 122 W. Franklin Ave
nue, Minneapolis, MN 55404, (612) 870-3683.

’Parts of this report were extracted from an article by Benson, 
Wood, and Johnson in Momentum: Journal of the National 
Catholic Educational Association, February 1984.

Benson was assisted in writing this ar
ticle by the following persons: Phillip 
K. Wood, director of data processing 
and analysis, Search Institute; Arthur 
L. Johnson, professor of sociology, Uni
versity of Minnesota; and Dorothy L. 
Williams, senior research associate, 
Search Institute.
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Youth and
Self-Acceptance
Daniel O. Aleshire

A myth in some psychological litera
ture—particularly the grocery-store 
paperback and magazine kinds— 
claims that self-acceptance is some
thing all people need, deserve, and 
should attain. It is touted as a key that 
unlocks doors to human happiness; 
achievement; and, of course, prosperity 
and fulfillment in life.

Self-acceptance is important. The 
lack of it frequently creates the occa
sion for great struggles and pain during 
adolescence and adulthood. But an ex
amination of self-acceptance must 
begin with a realistic assessment. 
While it is fundamentally important 
for human beings, including youth, its 
existence does not automatically guar
antee psychological health, nor does its 
absence assure psychological trauma.

In this paper we will explore: (1) the 
psychological concept of self-accep
tance; (2) the concept of self and identi
ty in youth; (3) empirical indicators of 
youths’ self-acceptance; (4) suggestions 
for youth ministry approaches that re
sponsibly deal with self-acceptance is
sues; and finally, (5) a theological 
observation on self-acceptance.

The Concept of Self-acceptance
Self-acceptance is not a construct on 
which all psychologists agree. Some see 
it as a central and important part of 
human functioning. Carl Rogers has 
written that "the innermost core of 
man’s nature, the deepest layers of per
sonality ... is positive in nature.”1 
Thus, as people discover who they 

really are, they will be self-accepting 
since human beings are intrinsically 
acceptable. Elsewhere, Rogers cited 
empirical evidence of an "increasing 
number and proportion of positively 
toned self-reference and self-regarding 
attitudes as therapy progresses.”2 
Other psychologists do not place as 
much value on self-acceptance as 
Rogers does. For Freud, the self is as 
much negative as positive, full of drives 
and defenses that can be hazardous to 
persons or society. Self-acceptance is 
not much of an issue with Freud. Erik 
Erikson has a great deal to say about 
identity—which we will discuss later— 
but not much to say about self-accep
tance. B. F. Skinner is not even sure of 
the adequacy of thinking about in
dividuals in terms of a "self,”3 let alone 
in terms as amorphous as self-accep- 
tanee.

Theorists disagree on the definition, 
perceived importance and effect on 
human functioning of self-acceptance. 
Given the lack of agreement and clari
ty, a definition is in order. But there are 
few clinical or empirical definitions. In
dividuals like Carl Rogers and Sidney 
Jourard,4 who emphasize the impor
tance of self-acceptance, describe it in 
ways that suggest the individual is 
aware and comfortable with who he or 
she is. The comfort is not so much based 
on the presence of positive characteris
tics as on the affirmation that the self is 
fundamentally acceptable. Generally 
the lack of self-acceptance means that 
individuals perceive themselves as hav
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ing no worth and value, even if they can 
admit an occasional good trait.

In this article, self-acceptance is 
taken as the value individuals place on 
their most characteristic qualities and 
features. Self-acceptance, by this defini
tion, does not deal with a philosophical 
assertion about human nature as ei
ther good or bad. Rather it is the 
attitude individuals hold about them
selves, based on their perception of 
their qualities and characteristics and 
on the judgments others make about 
them. Self-acceptance indicates how in
dividuals perceive themselves not how 
accurately they perceive themselves. It 
is something learned over time. The 
definition being used here differs from 
many other commonly held definitions.

Self-acceptance affects youth in the 
same way it does adults. Both its pres
ence and its absence can be problemat
ic. Consider, for example, the effect of 
self-acceptance in the following in
stances.

• Some people have trouble accept
ing who or what they are because they 
have disquieting qualities: a temper 
that is uncontrollable; unhealthy de
pendence on other people; or a ten
dency to withdraw from tasks and 
people and give up. The pain of not ac
cepting self, in this instance, could 
motivate the individual to change these 
disquieting qualities. So, a lack of self
acceptance creates the potential of 
something good’s happening.

• Other people readily accept them
selves; but they have debilitating or 
negative tendencies which, although 
they could be changed, are not changed 
because the individual accepts what is. 
Consider a person, for example, who ac
cepts self but who has an uncontrolla
ble temper and compulsive withdrawal 
tendencies. This individual becomes fa
talistic about the qualities and says, "It 
may not be good, but that’s the way I 

am, and that’s the way I’m going to 
stay.” These people are self-accepting, 
at least in one sense of the word; but 
their acceptance keeps them from 
changing what should and could be 
changed. In this case self-acceptance 
could pose a problem.

• Still other people have a different 
problem with self-acceptance. They are 
capable, caring, and have a catalog of 
good and not-so-good human character
istics. But, for some reason or another, 
they are incapable of accepting who 
they are. They seem incapable of seeing 
good characteristics and are hypersen
sitive to negative characteristics. This 
inability to accept self leads to feelings 
of inferiority, inadequacy, and a con
stant need to demonstrate that one is, 
after all, a worthwhile human being. 
The lack of self-acceptance keeps this 
individual from being the capable, car
ing person he or she may be.

This third instance is the one most 
illustrative of the way self-acceptance 
affects people and why many psycholo
gists view it as important. It represents 
the primary understanding of the effect 
of self-acceptance in this article.

Individuals do not just objectively 
catalog their traits, characteristics, and 
the opinions other people have of them. 
They hold all of these with values and 
emotions. There is a characteristic (I 
am tall.); there is a value (That is good.); 
and there is an emotion (I am pleased 
about that.).

These opinions, along with their at
tending values and emotions, influence 
the way individuals see their world. 
The person who has no self-acceptance 
may perceive the world as hostile and 
unacceptable or threatening and pain
ful. For them, every word is a threat, 
every phrase has some potential nega
tive meaning. The presence of a self
accepting attitude, on the other hand, 
enables the individual to see the out
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side world more objectively. The in
dividual can see when threat exists but 
can also see when there is no threat or 
harm intended.

Pain that comes from lack of self-ac
ceptance can be chronic and debilitat
ing. The otherwise bright, personable 
youth may use all her energy to shore 
up her lack of self-acceptance. She does 
things she may not want to do; she is 
always on the lookout for some signal 
that will say, "You are good; you are 
worthwhile.”

Not all pain related to self accep
tance is bad. Some youth have negative 
but changeable characteristics which 
contribute to a lack of self-acceptance. 
This pain can be a helpful prompter to 
a youth, just as physical pain signals 
that something is wrong and needs 
treatment.

Self-acceptance, when realistic and 
value sensitive, is a desirable and nec
essary human characteristic. Perhaps 
the best way to judge its value is to 
identify some of the characteristics 
which clinical observation has suggest
ed are the result of a positive self-con
cept or self-acceptance. Don 
Hamachek compiles the following 
summary.

People who have a healthy self-im
age, who are self-accepting:

1. have values and principles they 
believe in strongly and are willing to 
defend them.

2. are capable of acting on their 
own best judgment without feeling 
guilty or regretting their actions if oth
ers disapprove.

3. don’t spend undue time worrying 
about past mistakes, present problems, 
or future demands.

4. retain confidence in ability to 
deal with problems, even in the face of 
failure.

5. feel equal to others as persons— 
not superior or inferior.

6. are able to take more or less for 
granted that they are a person of value 
to others.

7. can accept praise without false 
modesty.

8. are inclined to resist the efforts of 
others to dominate them.

9. can accept that a wide range of 
human emotions is a part of life.

10. are able to enjoy themselves in a 
variety of settings.

11. are sensitive to the needs of oth
ers.5

These qualities are more evident 
among adults who are self-accepting 
than youth. During adolescence the 
concept of self and the youth’s self-ac
ceptance are maturing and less likely 
to manifest themselves in these charac
teristics. However, youth are capable of 
many of these qualities. All of them 
represent desirable goals.

While the value of self-acceptance 
has been trivialized in some popular lit
erature, it is a fundamentally impor
tant aspect of human functioning and 
comprises a basic human need.

Identity and Youth
Self-acceptance obviously requires a 
"self,” an identity, which the individu
al can accept. Identity begins early in 
life. An infant wiggling in a crib gradu
ally becomes aware of fingers, hands, 
toes, and feet. The awareness continues 
to grow, and the child realizes that the 
fingers and toes are a part of self. By 
toddlerhood the initial lesson is well 
learned. There is enough individuality 
that the two-year-old can say no—fre
quently, emphatically, and resolutely! 
Elementary school years bring a stabli- 
zation of the growth rate and provide a 
time when the child develops abilities 
and competencies. School-aged chil
dren have a sense of identity; they 
know who they are, what they can do, 
and how to maintain relationships with 
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peers and adults.
Adolescence, however, brings 

change. Not since the first three years 
of life has change been so dramatic, 
eventful, and inclusive. Bodies change, 
feelings change, thinking ability 
changes, relationships with adults and 
peers change. The cumulative result is 
that youth may be less sure of their 
identity than they were as children. 
Erik Erikson has influentially theo
rized about the primary role of identity 
in adolescence.

Young people must become whole 
people in their own right, and this 
during a developmental stage charac
terized by a diversity of changes in 
physical growth, genital maturation 
and social awareness. The wholeness 
to be achieved at this stage I have 
called a sense of inner identity.6 
The influences on identity are many, 

including: the histories youth bring 
from their childhood; the perspectives 
youth have of how others view them; 
and the cultural, ethnic, and family as
sociations youth have. Erikson suggests 
that the process of identity cannot be 
completed in adolescence because "no
body can 'know’ who he or she 'is’ until 
promising partners in work and love 
have been encountered and tested.”7 
The struggle with identity is not new in 
adolescence, and it will not go away 
when adolescence does. It is a major is
sue, however, in adolescence, and 
"some basic patterns of identity must 
emerge.”8

The concept of identity, for Erikson, 
suggests that the individual has an 
emerging sense of who he or she is, an 
awareness that he or she is separate 
and different from other individuals 
and has developed a certain unity of 
the self.

A failure to mature in identity for
mation can lead to overidentification 
with peers, rebellion against family 

and/or society, and a kind of withdraw
al from adult expectations and commit
ments.

The factors a youth associates with 
his or her identity provide the setting 
in which the youth is either self-accept- 
ing or self-rejecting. A youth who has 
little sense of identity may lack self
acceptance. However, the symptoms 
some psychologists ascribe to lack of 
self-acceptance are the ones Erikson as
cribes to "Identity Confusion.” For 
Erikson the crucial issue is not so much 
acceptance or the lack of it as it is a 
sense of identity or the lack of it. Some 
of what is described as "self-accep
tance” in this article is what Erikson 
would speak of as a maturing sense of 
identity.

Empirical Studies
The issue of identity is so significant in 
adolescence that some theorists assume 
the growth years are a major battle
ground, full of storm and stress. If one 
builds an understanding of adolescence 
by the youth who come for psychoth
erapy, that is a reasonable construc
tion. However, if one looks at all 
youth—both those who do and those 
who don’t end up in the therapist’s 
office—a different conclusion emerges.

Several different studies suggest that 
about 20 percent of American youth ex
hibit behaviors associated with signifi
cant identity confusion or lack of 
selfacceptance.9 For the rest, the 
majority, adolescence provides some 
discomfort but not disorientation, re
bellion, or withdrawal. Psychologist 
John Conger concluded: "It appears 
that the stresses adolescence imposes 
on the individual, particularly in our 
culture, do not, for the great majority, 
lead to the high degree of emotional 
turmoil, violent mood swings, and 
threatened loss of control suggested by 
come clinical theorists.”10
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What about church youth? How 
much do they suffer from the effects of 
self-rejection or identity confusion? 
Merton Strommen surveyed more than 
seven thousand church-related youth 
in the late sixties and early seventies. 
He found that between 20 and 40 per
cent of the youth had positive self-es
teem and are "relatively free of 
self-critical attitudes.”11 At the other 
end, about one in five church youth 
(20%) "harbor thoughts of severe self- 
criticism.”12 In a follow-up study of 
Southern Baptist youth from 1971 to 
1981, the proportions did not vary 
greatly from those observed in Strom- 
men’s initial findings.13

Data on church youth, including 
Southern Baptists, reveal similiar 
findings to the studies John Conger cit
ed: A majority of youth have basically 
positive self-acceptance or self-esteem. 
A minority—a painful, significant 
minority—do not view themselves as 
acceptable.

These data take on flesh as Strom
men characterized youth who feel good 
about themselves and those who do not.

A person with a sense of worth does 
more than accept his strengths and 
weaknesses. He also reflects patient 
hope and quiet conviction that he will 
grow and improve. Though he may 
criticize himself, it is without condem
nation; though he may admit limita
tions, it is without feeling inadequate. 
Because he feels good about himself, 
he is free to become involved in meet
ing the needs of others.14
By contrast, youth who feel worth

less frequently turn on themselves in 
anger. They become increasingly aware 
of their faults and increasingly less 
self-confident. These tendencies are as
sociated with poor classroom relation
ships at school, poor academic 
performances, and anxiety about 
faith.15

These youth have an idea about who 
they are, but they dislike who they are. 
They reject themselves because they 
see nothing of value in themselves. 
Given the statement, "I am so con
scious of my faults I enjoy nothing,” 
about one in five Southern Baptist 
youth will respond that they are "very 
much” or "quite bothered” by that. 
About the same number are "very 
much” or "quite bothered” because "It 
seems I can never do anything right.”

Ministry and Self-acceptance
There are many reasons the issue of 
self-acceptance evokes a ministry agen
da. If it is a fundamental human need, 
it is something to which ministry 
should be sensitive. If it produces a 
great deal of pain for some youth, that 
pain deserves a pastoral response. If it 
contributes to strength of character 
and steadfastness of purpose, it pro
vides a resource important for religious 
commitment. If it is something in
dividuals learn, the faith community 
should participate as teachers. Finally, 
if self-acceptance has a theological di
mension, it must be interpreted theo
logically.

The ministry agenda includes help
ing youth develop an acceptable sense 
of identity. It also means dealing with 
those who have a painful self-rejecting 
attitude toward themselves. Merton 
Strommen suggested that such a minis
try must be incarnational: "A change 
in [youth’s] awareness will not come 
through indoctrination or the repeti
tion of words, but through the 'living 
words’ of people who embody God’s 
message.”16 Youth, trying to discover 
who they are and what is acceptable in 
them, need the presence, concern, and 
support of other people more than they 
need any one idea or set of skills.

Gloria Durka concluded her sum
mary of Erikson by noting that "one 
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does not establish identity in a vacuum, 
but in relationship with others—that is 
to say, within some form of communi
ty.”17 Ministry with youth that pro
vides opportunity for community can 
shape youth’s understanding about 
who and what they are. The opportu
nity to participate in mission projects, 
worship leadership, planning and con
ducting programs can help youth iden
tify abilities and interests that inform 
their concept of themselves.

The personal attitudes and approach
es ministers and youth leaders main
tain will also positively affect youth 
who are struggling with the problem of 
self-acceptance. Strommen advised 
that ministry "which works toward 
greater self-esteem among youth and 
adults must create the conditions that 
are freeing and disarming to low self- 
esteem people. It must accept with 
warmth and congeniality to counteract 
the chilling effects of an anxious and 
self-condemning spirit.”18 Warmth, 
care, openness, and empathy are char
acteristics that contribute to an envi
ronment where youth’s self-acceptance 
can emerge. Ministers who create op
portunity for interchange help youth 
struggling with their identity and self
acceptance. Youth benefit from counsel 
and dialogue in which they are heard 
and understood.

Another helpful ministry deals with 
perception. Ministers need to be sensi
tive to the behavior youth sometimes 
exhibit because they have low self-ac
ceptance . Touchiness, withdrawing, 
putting themselves down, extreme 
moodiness, an overwhelming need to 
please, belligerence—are all possible 
indicators of self-rejection.

Sometimes low self-regard is a tran
sient judgment youth hold of them
selves. Some event in a youth’s life, 
such as a broken romance, a failure to 
make a school team or to get a part in 

the school play or to make the honor 
roll, may affect the way a youth feels 
about him or herself. Youth can be 
down on themselves because of some 
event without its becoming a perma
nent self-perception.

Sensitive ministry will also include 
discovering things in youth that can be 
affirmed and celebrated. Youth are not 
always capable of seeing the good in 
themselves. They may need someone to 
help them see qualities, abilities, and 
sensitivities that are good. This kind of 
guidance can provide support and di
rection to youth and can help them de
velop a sense of self-acceptance.

A Theological Word About Self-acceptance
So far our case about self-acceptance 
has been made from psychological theo
ry and empirical studies. A theological 
word is necessary.

Self-acceptance in the Rogerian psy
chological tradition is based on the as
sertion that the human spirit is 
intrinsically good, therefore accept
able. Self-acceptance, then, reflects a 
philosophy of human nature, not the 
individual’s qualities, abilities, or char
acteristics. This article has deliberately 
chosen to define self-acceptance as an
chored to the individual’s perception of 
his or her characteristics and qualities 
and not anchored to a philosophy of 
human nature. The difference may 
seem subtle; but its consequences, both 
psychological and theological, are not 
insignificant.

It can be argued, theologically, that 
individuals should be self-accepting be
cause they are created in the image of 
God and are accepted by God. If God 
accepts us as we are, we should be able 
to accept ourselves. In the creation ac
count (Gen. 1—3), Adam and Eve were 
totally human prior to the fall. There
fore, sin and humanity are not neces
sarily an inseparable reality. These 
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statements can be used to provide a 
theological perspective for the Rogeri- 
an position. This theology makes the 
statement 'Tm only human” a state
ment about what God has done in cre
ation, not our sinful disregard or 
rebellion which followed it. Humanity 
is basically good.

However, in my conversations with 
individuals who are troubled and self
rejecting, these theological comments 
do not seem convincing. They are too 
abstract or too elusive for the individu
al who is hurting. This is particularly 
true of youth. Most people, I think, base 
their self-acceptance on what they see 
in themselves, not a philosophical or 
theological position about human na
ture.

So, for me anyway, the more needed 
theology for a discussion about self-ac
ceptance is a theology of redemption. 
Such a theology would contend that we 
were made whole by God in creation; 
we have chosen to sin and thereby alter 
what God has made; and God seeks to 
transform us, to make us new, to call us 
forward into His purpose.

This theology allows us to reject, on 
the one hand, attempts to base self-ac
ceptance on secular criteria like suc
cess, status, desirability. On the other 
hand, it provides a more concrete basis 
than a theological position rooted in 
the past. Our surest sense of self-accep
tance is in God’s redemptive present 
and future. Adults and youth can find 
reason for self-acceptance because 
negative qualities are being trans
formed and destructive tendencies can 
fall away over time. Christians do have 
a theological reason for self-acceptance. 
It is a self-acceptance aware of both the 

moral good and bad in us and the psy
chologically positive and negative. We 
learn to love ourselves, as Christ taught 
us, as we are learning to love God and 
neighbor. A part of our acceptance is 
borrowed out of the future in this per
spective. We are acceptable because of 
what is happening and will happen. 
This can be important for youth, who 
sometimes need to transcend an aware
ness of the present only.

This theological word does not 
change the data about hurting youth or 
change our ministry agenda to those 
youth. It does provide a means for view
ing our work, however. And sometimes, 
perspective can be helpful.
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Youth and Faith 
Development
G. TEMP SPARKMAN

Several theories on adolescent faith de
serve serious attention. However, space 
limitations do not permit a just treat
ment of all of them. Therefore, we will 
investigate selected works since 1970, 
some of which deal with styles of faith; 
some, with experiences in faith. Four of 
the theorists, James W. Fowler, Mary 
M. Wilcox, Bruce P. Powers, and John 
H. Westerhoff III, theorize about the 
styles of faith. Their concern is with 
how we hold the particular contents of 
faith. Two others, Merton P. Strommen 
and I, are more concerned with the faith 
experience. Alongside the how query, 
we engage the what question. Obvious
ly, the two are not completely separa
ble, as we shall see.

Faith Development Theories 
Conventional Faith
Faith development in its reference to 
styles of faith belongs to James W. 
Fowler, professor of theology and 
human development at Candler School 
of Theology. Working from original re
search, Fowler has suggested that we 
grow in faith through stagelike styles. 
Each style or stage has special qualities 
which distinguish it from other styles. 
Using a lengthy interview technique, 
Fowler listened, recorded, pondered, 
and interpreted. In the first major fruit 
of that process, Stages of Faith (1981), 
Fowler elaborated six states: intuitive- 
projective faith (early childhood), 
mythic-literal faith (childhood), syn
thetic-conventional faith (adolescence), 
individuative-reflective faith (young 

adulthood), conjunctive faith and uni
versalizing faith (adulthood).

To understand Fowler we need to ap
preciate that this meaning of faith is 
not simply trust or the acceptance of 
certain beliefs. Both of these are in
volved in the meaning of faith, but they 
join with other dimensions to form a 
complex pattern. Faith involves how 
we view reality, how we talk about life, 
what we will to do, how we go about 
committing ourselves, how we relate to 
others and their viewpoints, how we 
reason about what we believe, how we 
perceive the stories of our religion, how 
we symbolize our deepest longings and 
convictions.

If a Christian youth should say, "I 
believe in God and am of the Baptist 
faith,” Fowler would listen for how the 
youth talks about that belief in God and 
that commitment to the Baptist way. 
He would listen to the story, all the 
while trying to assess what is at the 
core. We might be surprised to hear 
him say that "when we move beneath 
the symbols, rituals and ethical pat
terns that express it, faith is recogniza
bly the same phenomenon in 
Christians, Marxists, Hindus, and Din
ka.”1 What he is telling us is that while 
a Christian youth and a Hindu youth 
hold different beliefs, tell different sto
ries, value different commitments, it is 
possible that both talk and live within 
their religion in the same way. That is 
a faith style.

Fowler believes that the typical faith 
style for adolescence is synthetic-con
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ventional faith, although not all youth 
are in that stage; and many adults have 
stayed with that style. Essentially it is 
a conventional style. It has moved 
beyond an earlier stage in which the 
child faced religion uncritically, almost 
innocently. Yet, even this conventional 
faith is not yet independently critical 
and reflective. That is to say, the youth 
no longer accepts certain religious 
views, for example, as a child would, 
without thinking about them. On the 
other hand, in an extended conversa
tion around religious matters, she will 
reveal a conventional commitment to 
those views. This is because she is not 
yet able to step outside her world and 
look back in critically. Her evaluations 
are still within the system in which she 
has been reared.

If we should do as Fowler did, that is, 
interview our youth and consider what 
they say, we probably would find that 
some of them are still in a childhood 
faith style. Their beliefs are confined to 
the literal, with no appreciation for the 
deeper meaning of symbols. They have 
ordered their faith along the lines of 
the faith community, that is to say, 
they will sound like the people by 
whom they have been nurtured.

However, others of our youth will 
have left that style (not the religion) 
behind or will at least be in the process 
of leaving it. They will talk about life, 
religious matters, and God, predomi
nantly in terms that have to do with 
personal relationships. An example of 
this kind of faith is found in a response 
given by Linda, a fifteen-year-old who 
told about an experience following a 
rebuff from one of her friends:

Then I remembered that, you know, 
there was God and I just asked him to 
tell me something, tell me what I 
could do, because why do I have to be 
glued to one person? Why can’t I be 
good friends with everybody? Go 

places with her one time and then 
with her and him, and, you know, 
with everybody? And that’s really 
true.2
Our youth will be critical of certain 

beliefs with which they have grown up. 
They will experience perplexity when 
they study science in school and at
tempt to reconcile what they hear there 
with what they have heard at church. 
While they will challenge and object, 
they will, at least for a few more years, 
still choose to face the confusion from 
within the system. They will, in their 
conversations, demonstrate a strong 
pull from the authority of their reli
gious leaders and parents and certainly 
from the influence of peers. An exam
ple of this conformity is from the story 
of sixteen-year-old Brian:

I would like to see them [people who 
are always negative about the state of 
the world] get involved; but then 
again there is the peer pressure 
where, you know, a person should like 
to get involved, but if his friends 
found out he was doing something 
like that they’d all stand around and 
laugh at him and he’d be sort of an 
outcast. So everyone doesn’t want to 
get involved for the sake of keeping 
their friends or saving face—which I 
have done many times.3
One might ask what is wrong with 

being interpersonal and conformist. 
Well, nothing and everything! The lives 
of youth are enriched by the persons 
who make up their world; and without 
a sense of community, life would be 
miserable and lonely. However, if their 
total orientation to life is bound by per
sonal relationships and the communi
ty, they have not moved beyond 
conventional faith and thus have not 
come to hold faith in its deepest forms, 
against the mysteries of life, at the edge 
of the abyss, or in the paradox of evil 
and goodness.
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Fowler speaks of the strength and 
weakness of this conventional faith. A 
youth in the conventional stage is 
finding, in interpersonal terms, a way 
to unify what he sees in his past with 
what he anticipates for the future. A 
youth who blusters, "I’m American, 
white, Christian, and proud,” is in 
effect finding a way to identify who he 
is. In such an assertion he is connecting 
with his childhood and an envisioned, if 
not clear, adulthood. Interestingly, he 
is exemplifying the same faith style of 
a youth far away who might say, "I’m 
Iranian, black, Moslem, and proud.”

The danger in holding a conventional 
faith style is that a youth will become 
fixed, imprisoned within a certain sys
tem. For example, if the Christian and 
Moslem youth should meet at age nine
teen at a college event and both should 
take their stands on the shibboleths 
from earlier adolescence; they would, 
obviously, betray a stagnant faith. For 
various reasons—lack of broad experi
ence, comfort, fear, laziness—they 
would have stopped growing. But let us 
suppose that as they utter their for
mulas each should pause and, for the 
first time, consider whether the other 
may also be right; then we would have 
the beginning of a transition from con
ventional faith to another style. As the 
dialogue grows, some interesting dy
namics would appear; but the intrigue 
takes us beyond the focus of adoles
cence.

But another defect hides within 
these interpersonal and conformist 
orientations. There is here a resistance 
to analyze in any coherent sense, a kind 
of unwillingness if not an inability to 
scrutinize life critically. Youth in this 
style of faith repeat sayings which they 
have heard from their faith communi
ty. In some faith development research 
in Kansas City, we found a nineteen- 
year-old male who is literal and syn

thetic in the way he talks about faith. 
When asked what experiences have 
affirmed or shaken his sense of mean
ing in life, he answered: "Well, none 
that I can think of. Satan has disturbed 
me a lot. I mean, the things he wants 
you to do and you say ’No, no!’ And God 
wants you to be there with Him. I can’t 
seem to put it in better words.” When 
asked why he thought some persons 
and groups suffer more than others, he 
replied incoherently: "I think their 
race, maybe, their. . . . Christians have 
more faith than the Jews. ... I don’t 
know.” That is a synthetic rather than 
an analytical faith, according to Fowl
er.

Social Faith
Mary M. Wilcox is an adjunct lecturer 
at Iliff School of Theology and an educa
tional consultant. Nowhere in her 
major published work, Developmental 
Journey (1979), does she use the term 
social faith. However, her research 
and its interpretation is focused on 
where a person is in terms of how one 
reasons about reality and what one’s 
social perspective is at a given point. 
She does not provide compact labels for 
various age groups, for she follows Jean 
Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg, and others 
in the movement of stages; but she ap
plies the following descriptive titles: be
ginning the journey (infant and small 
child), the bookkeeper (childhood), 
thinking takes wings (early adoles
cence), creating an ordered world (late 
adolescence), and out of the box (adult
hood). As with other theories, age in
dicators and stage descriptions do not 
parallel entirely.

To demonstrate the reasoning which 
might be typical of early adolescence, 
Wilcox invites the reader to solve the 
following problem: If stick A is longer 
than stick B and shorter than stick C, 
which stick is shortest? The significant 
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feature of this problem is that it must 
be solved without the solver’s actually 
seeing the sticks. The person who finds 
the solution is doing simple formal op
erational thinking. While not all 
adolescents can do formal operational 
reasoning, it is supposed that such 
thinking is more typical at that age 
than of childhood. Further, it is as
sumed that a young adolescent will be 
able to attain this level of reasoning 
with the appropriate educational and 
social experience, but the child will not.

With this emerging ability the young 
adolescent also increasingly shows 
signs of taking the perspective of others 
rather than being bound by his own 
egocentric view of reality. With this 
ability, he views people as valuable for 
who they are, not their usefulness to 
him or others, and relates to others on 
that basis. He projects himself into the 
feelings of others, except where the 
other is involved in a life-style quite 
different from his. "The ability to form 
such relationships,” said Wilcox, 
"means that for the first time on the 
developmental journey a person looks 
at the world from a point of view that 
is jointly shared with and defined by 
others.”4 His community is a primary 
shaper of his values and commitments.

The younger youth who is within the 
period of formal operations under
stands that laws are norms which pre
scribe correct behavior and provide 
order in society, no longer viewing 
them as designed to limit his own free
dom. He empathizes with someone who 
does wrong when his intentions are 
right. Authority for him is still exter
nal; that is, it is found in the communi
ty. He holds to authority without 
critically examining it. When laws or 
rules conflict—for example, being hon
est at home but lying at school—he 
manages it through what Wilcox calls 
compartmentalization. He puts the two 

into mutually exclusive compartments 
and does not look at both of them at the 
same time. That way, there is no con
tradiction, in his mind at least.

The older youth, in the late teens in 
Wilcox’s terms, shows advances over 
his younger friends in the way he 
thinks. He moves from compartmental
izing reality to dichotomizing it. Instead 
of putting conflicting ideas, for exam
ple, in two separate boxes and refusing 
to consider both of them at the same 
time, he now holds both boxes up and 
feels that he must choose one over the 
other. It is hoped that he will eventual
ly be able to hold the two in tension, 
dialoguing with both, without feeling 
any compulsion to get into an either-or 
position.

The older youth is still community 
conscious and is still defined by it. He 
now views the community and its stan
dards as "we” and "our” standards. 
"They” now become those persons out
side his community who hold to op
posing views. When this conflict is 
activated, he dichotomizes; he chooses 
the way of his community, as in the 
saying, "America—love it or leave it.” 
In this character he shows that he 
views persons as members of groups, 
which encourages the stereotyping of 
persons.

However, this new awareness that 
there are polarities in ideas and behav
iors also makes it possible for him to 
understand the commitments other 
persons have for their ideas and behav
iors. In testing out this dichotomizing 
style, Wilcox asked: "From the stand
point of society, were the Pharisees jus
tified in being upset with Jesus?” She 
found that "stage 4” persons (typically 
the late teens) were able to assume the 
perspective of the Pharisees.

The older youth views the law as the 
basic glue of his community; the whole 
system depends on it. The limitation in 
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this kind of thinking is that he con
structs a world view which is defined by 
the rules and traditions of the commu
nity; and if those are threatened his 
world view falls apart. "The critical 
concept,” wrote Wilcox, "is that a sys
tem defines the values of the persons 
who are committed to it.”5 It follows 
that he views the system as authority, 
but he now sees that it is individuals 
who exercise the authority. Wilcox per
ceives that this is a step toward yet an
other level of reasoning in which 
persons see themselves as the source of 
rules.

It is difficult to follow these subtle 
distinctions which Wilcox makes be
tween early and late adolescent faith, 
but the import is clear. As in Fowler’s 
findings, the youth is in a stage of faith 
development which shows movement 
from the egocentric, literal, uncritical 
faith of childhood toward, into, and in 
a social faith. This kind of faith is cen
tered in the life of the groups or com
munities in which youth live. It is from 
there that the youth derives beliefs, 
values, rules, and commitments. The 
youth’s way of being in faith is social. 
He is not the unthinking individual of 
childhood; neither is he the critical in
dividual of early adulthood.

Searching Faith
John H. Westerhofflll, professor of re
ligion and education at Duke Universi
ty, in a book titled by a question, Will 
Our Children Have Faith? (1976), pos
tulates four styles of faith, later reduc
ing them to three in A Faithful Church 
(1981). The later styles of pilgrimage, as 
he calls them, are affiliative (presuma
bly late childhood and early adoles
cence), searching (presumably late 
adolescence and early adulthood), and 
integrative (adulthood).

Faith, for Westerhoff, "is a way of 
behaving which involves knowing, be

ing, and willing.”6 It is a pilgrimage 
through which we actualize what we 
truly are. Faith is actional in the cogni
tive, affective, and volitional senses. It 
is something we do and cannot be re
duced to faith content as our world 
view or value system.

The early adolescent typically dwells 
within affiliative faith, continuous with 
the childhood experience. In this style 
she possesses a strong sense of belong
ing to the faith community. From this 
community she also derives a sense of 
the limits of right and wrong, a sense of 
what is appropriate to religion. In this 
tradition to which she looks for order 
and stability, the young youth holds be
liefs literally. This style is reminiscent 
of Fowler’s mythic-literal stage, typi
cally a style of faith for childhood.

From middle adolescence on, the 
typical style of faith in Westerhoffs 
theory is searching faith. This kind of 
faith adds a critical character to a sense 
of belonging. On the base of acceptance 
of the church’s story, the youth builds 
an autonomous story and vision. She 
also experiments and transfoms in an 
effort to reshape her tradition. She is 
still concrete intellectually but also is 
now more abstract because she is more 
logical and conceptual than the child.

Community Faith
Bruce P. Powers, professor of Christian 
education at Southeastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, suggested, in 
Growing Faith (1982), that his research 
describes four faith processes along a 
developmental spectrum: From babes 
to believers (presumably childhood), a 
covenant community (presumably 
adolescence), the community and 
beyond (presumably young adulthood), 
and unlimited perspective (adulthood).

Along with Fowler, Powers under
stands faith as a reality much broader 
than belief. It involves what I believe 
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but also includes why and how I be
lieve. It is, he wrote, "an interpretation 
of the way persons have experienced 
life.”7

Powers’ description of the style he 
calls "a covenant community” parallels 
Fowler’s conventional faith style. Here 
faith is "influenced by and merged with 
the current and historical beliefs and 
practices of a local congregation. Liter
al interpretation and authority orien
tation may be redirected by values and 
practices of this community of faith.”8

Declared Faith
My own concern is broader than de
scribing styles of faith. That concern is 
with the substance of salvation and 
how it is realized developmentally. 
Faith is one dimension of salvation. 
This then draws us from the subject of 
faith style to that of faith experience. 
However, we are still discussing faith 
development in a general sense.

In The Salvation and Nurture of the 
Child of God (1983), I proposed that sal
vation as grace, faith, and work is made 
of four realities: We are children of 
God; we belong to the community of 
faith; we affirm heritage and declare 
faith in Jesus Christ; we become cre
ative trustees for God in the world. 
These realities proceed along the de
velopmental line as follows: Child of 
God (infancy and early childhood), 
child of promise (middle childhood), 
affirmed believer (adolescence), cre
ative trustee (adulthood).

Combining the theological truth that 
at some point persons are faced with an 
individual response to God’s grace with 
the developmental dynamics of Erikson 
and Piaget, I suggest that middle 
adolescence, around sixteen, is the time 
when a person will most likely become 
an affirmed believer. This is the central 
religious experience of adolescence.

Emotionally, the youth is in a stage 

which Erikson calls the identity stage. 
She attempts to find a continuity with 
what she understands she has been be
coming and what she anticipates she 
might yet become. She is looking for a 
certain fidelity to that emerging self. 
Intellectually, the youth is in a stage 
which Piaget calls formal operational 
thinking. She is no longer bound by 
concrete reasoning but is now able to 
perform mentally on abstractions. She 
now operates on her environment in a 
more systematic way than when a 
child.

The youth affirmation involves two 
dimensions: She affirms the heritage in 
which she has been nurtured, and she 
declares faith in Jesus Christ. This is a 
voluntary decision but cannot be sepa
rated from the influences which have 
shaped her for God. It is a radical deci
sion but not a cataclysmic turning from 
sin to God. It is another step in faith but 
is not an automatic one.

In appraising her heritage the youth 
gets in touch emotionally and intellec
tually with the experience which the 
congregation has given her since she 
was taken to church as an infant. (Of 
course, the youth who has not been 
reared in the faith has no such heritage 
to review and affirm.) This develop
ment coincides with her maturing time 
perspective which permits a longer, or
dered view of history. If her nurture 
has been intentional, she will see faith 
as deriving from real people in real-life 
situations rather than something fab
ricated. At a deeper level, this time per
spective makes it more likely that she 
will conceptualize eternity and tran
scendence, thus understanding more 
clearly that the boundaries of her exis
tence are within the larger boundaries 
of God’s purpose.

In declaring faith in Jesus Christ, the 
youth puts trust in who Jesus was and 
continues to be. She faces the meaning 
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of sin, both its cognitive meaning and 
its personal meaning. She faces the 
meaning of faith, both its individual di
mension and its dependent meaning 
with the whole community of faith. She 
sees that there is something about exis
tence which right doctrine and doing 
good cannot answer. Her declaration is 
a part of her search for an identity 
which unifies former, present, and an
ticipated dynamics in her personal and 
social development.

Arguing from the implications of 
Erikson and Piaget, I have depicted a 
youth who is able to reflect to a consid
erable degree on her experience and 
make some individualized commit
ment. Fowler, although he builds on 
the same psychologists and admits with 
Piaget that the youth can step back and 
reflect on experience, found adolescent 
faith to be essentially conventional. He 
believes that it is only in young adult
hood that persons typically are able to 
show an individuating style of faith.

Theorists increasingly agree. Powers 
reports that he was a young adult when 
he realized that "whatever I was know
ing, feeling, or doing had to be mine. ”9 
In several places Westerhoff speaks of 
owned faith as being most compatible 
with young adulthood. Thomas A. 
Droege, holding to the practice of con
firmation in middle adolescence, be
lieves that it is in the young adult years 
that "faith becomes a matter of person
al choice.”10

These two viewpoints are in tension 
with each other. Fowler is describing a 
faith style and would label as content 
what I call declared faith. He is partly 
within the truth. On the other hand, 
there is more to declared faith than 
static content, yet something less than 
a totally individuating style. I am de
scribing a religious experience; Fowler 
is describing a style. Could it be that 
the youth is indeed making a choice 

which qualifies under the terms of psy
chological development as independent 
choosing but is doing so within the 
strong influences of conventional 
boundaries? Such a youth is doing more 
than subscribing to the community’s 
definition of sin and shape of faith. In 
seeing herself as participating in the 
estrangement of the human race from 
God, she is not simply taking on a con
tent. In shaping her faith according to 
the heritage she has grown in, she is 
not entirely individuating. Working 
with this tension will be fruitful for 
those interested in the faith develop
ment of adolescents.

The affirmation as a believer, though 
central, is not the only religious experi
ence. Working from Erikson’s dynam
ics of personality development, we 
conclude that the youth relates life and 
faith at many levels. This includes 
what Erikson calls the testing of roles, 
searching for some life purpose, estab
lishing a sexual identity relating to the 
question of authority, and experiment
ing with ideologies. Working from 
Piaget’s dynamics of intellectual devel
opment, we conclude that the youth is 
growing in her ability to verbalize the 
contents of faith intelligently. For ex
ample, she works with religion and 
science in a new way, at first compart
mentalizing them, then perhaps feeling 
some compulsion to choose one or the 
other. Eventually, she should be able to 
put science and religion into dialogue 
with each other.

Committed Faith
Merton P. Strommen has a long-stand
ing interest in youth religious experi
ence. Building on earlier research 
projects, Strommen, in the earlier sev
enties, conducted an extensive project 
in which over seven thousand adoles
cents ages fourteen to eighteen com
pleted self-reports on values, beliefs, 
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self-perceptions, peer and social con
cerns, and images of God. In Five Cries 
of Youth, he interpreted this research.

The "cry” which is most explicitly 
religious is the "Cry of the Joyous” 
which Strommen interprets as basic 
commitment. The committed youth is 
active in a faith community, prays for 
others and for himself in making eth
ical decisions, and is growth oriented. 
He is faithful, where faith is belief and 
action.

Strommen suggests that the youth 
who is active in the life of a congrega
tion is not merely participating or per
forming but is "identifying with people 
who, in sharing the same faith, serve as 
a support group.”11 He sees the congre
gation as a reinforcing subculture. 
Within this supporting environment 
youth experience a sense of belonging 
and of being personally recognized. In 
the research these youth scored higher 
on maturity and social-adequacy scales 
than did nonattending youth.

The committed youth indicated a 
dramatic interest in a growing reli
gious experience. From a long list of 
growth experiences three fourths of the 
youth in the survey declared much in
terest in such activities as a closer rela
tionship with God, experiencing the 
presence of God, speaking naturally 
and intelligently about faith, finding 
God’s will, finding meaning and pur
pose, showing concern for others, and 
more.

Strommen found that the committed 
youth asks for God’s help when he is 
faced with an ethical problem and has 
a sense of responsibility for his neigh
bor. "This feeling of responsibility,” in
terpreted Strommen, "is rooted in an 
awareness that one’s final obligation is 
to God and . . . much of this obligation 
is lived out in relationships with peo
ple.”12 Half of the youth in the survey 
believed that they would not compro

mise their conscience under group pres
sure, which, of course, means that half 
of them believed that they would. Cor
related with this moral concern is the 
youth’s desire to serve, a characteristic 
which Strommen holds to be a sign of a 
broad life orientation which embraces 
a wide spectrum of relationships.

There is much more in Strommen’s 
research, but this section on committed 
youth gives a useful picture of the reli
gious experience we call commitment. 
It also tells us that an overwhelmingly 
high percentage of youth reported such 
religious experience. For Strommen, 
these commitments are evidence of 
faith. He does not define faith but does 
speak of it as being manifest in what 
the youth believes, values, and per
ceives. While this is a different genre of 
faith than in Fowler’s work, what we 
have here are the perceptions which 
youth have of their commitment to 
God. The reports stand as valid, along
side the interest which Fowler has in 
how youth hold these perceptions.

Implications and Uses 
Faith Style
Here is a tentative sketch of implica
tions and uses to be made of the 
findings on conventional and social 
styles of faith.

1. We have to learn to look beyond 
the words to the way in which youth 
talk about faith. This tells us, not 
whether the thing held is true or real, 
but how youth hold it. It also tells some
thing about how they came to hold it.

2. For youth to be in a conventional 
stage of faith is not absolutely good or 
bad. Conventional faith is not inherent
ly more advanced than the literal faith 
most typical of childhood. However, 
when content of faith and style of faith 
are moving progressively with age and 
experience, there is a sense in which we 
are justified in attempting to move 
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young youth into conventional faith 
and initiating in older youth a transi
tion to a later stage.

3. Encouraging youth in experi
ences which broaden their general out
look on life—that is, which expose 
them to ecumenical religious settings, 
transcultural situations, and rich intel
lectual perspectives—will assist them 
in developing faith styles. They may 
initially view these compartmentally, 
but that view is a starting point for a 
later dialectical perspective.

4. Faith implies the act of trusting, 
but it is not entirely synonymous with 
trust. In helping youth develop a faith 
style, we work on the trusting itself 
rather than on the specific person to be 
trusted. Of course, the person to be 
trusted—for example, to trust in God in 
difficult situations—is the kind of con
tent we work with in helping youth to 
be more trusting. But trusting in itself 
is broader.

5. Growth in faith is different from 
an increase in knowledge of Christian
ity (or any other faith content) or in 
church activity. It is also different from 
the taking on of some religious prac
tice. All of these are related, for they 
represent faith content, which Fowler 
holds in high regard.

6. We will welcome dialogue with 
youth, individually or in groups, which 
springs from conflicts they feel between 
life and teachings at church and at 
school. Much is at stake here. They are 
discovering how secure and open we 
are in our beliefs. Although they can
not verbalize it, they also are gaining 
an impression of our faith style. In ad
dition, if we take a positive approach to 
their struggles, they will be free to see 
the greater depths of the teachings 
within which we have reared them. 
This openness will hold them in good 
stead on down the line.

7. Charles Stewart discovered that 

interviewing youth is an effective tool 
for communicating with them. Similar
ly, discovering the faith styles of our 
youth teaches us how to be with youth. 
At the least, this involves conversing 
with them around faith themes. More 
formally, it involves interviewing 
them, using Fowler’s questions.

8. In counseling with youth, we will 
help them most by allowing them to 
evaluate where they are in faith styling 
(without reference to the names or 
numbers of stages) so that they may 
identify where and how they need to 
grow. It is easy at this point to move 
away from faith as Fowler understands 
it to faith as an increase in church ac
tivity or the taking on of some religious 
practice.

9. Fluctuations in youth commit
ments will occur because conventional 
faith is limited and does not include 
radical differentiation from the values 
and beliefs held by the community of 
faith. The youth will not show styles of 
faith which wait on certain dynamics of 
human development. Commitments 
made in the youth years may indeed 
last a lifetime, but no such duration ex
ists at the time they are made.

10. Published Bible materials need 
to be evaluated in terms of whether 
they are below, within, or beyond the 
faith perspectives of our youth. If be
low, they will have to be discarded. If 
within, they will need to be tempered 
with content that draws youth toward 
later styles. This should be done care
fully, lest the materials lose their rele
vance to the youth. This dialectic, 
between content which represents 
where youth dwell predominantly and 
the other which draws the youth to
ward another, is essential if stage 
movement is to take place. It is possible 
for a shift in style to cause youth to 
reject absolutely a previously endeared 
content.
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11. Curriculum content will include 
the interpretation of symbols with 
which the youth have grown up and 
into which they have been nurtured. 
For example, the positions of the pulpit 
and the communion table carry a set of 
assumptions. The arrangement sym
bolizes something important to the 
community. We grow, sensing that; but 
at some point, most probably in conven
tional faith, we can understand it most 
clearly.

12. Will leaders who serve with 
youth have to be at least in the conven
tional stage? I believe that when all of 
the interpretation is in and when it is 
weighed rightly, we will also conclude 
that the youth leaders need to be in a 
later stage. You might read Fowler’s 
stage 5 and assess for yourself whether 
it would be best for youth leaders to be 
in transition toward, if not into this 
stage of faith.

13. It is possible to formulate an 
overall profile on the faith style of your 
youth group. Do not be surprised to find 
it aligned quite closely with the style of 
the congregation. However, Wilcox 
cautions that such judgments cannot be 
made on the basis of what groups peo
ple belong to, or by their overt behav
ior, or by being in a certain theological 
camp.

Faith Experience
Here are some tentative sketches of the 
implications and uses to be made of the 
theories of adolescent faith experience.

1. The curriculum design for young
er youth needs to include a deliberate 
examination of Baptist history, doc
trine, and ethos. This can be dealt with 
in an ecumenical spirit but from an in
side viewpoint. The idea is that we tell 
the youth, now in a more orderly man
ner and at a higher intelligence level, 
what kind of heritage they have been 
reared in. This will be most beneficial if 

it is done in what might be called a 
sympathetic critical approach, which is 
more than brainwashing and less than 
a thorough comparative study of all 
religious history, doctrine, and spirit.

2. In various settings—individual, 
educational, and worship—we will en
courage youth to face the meaning of 
sin and faith and what both mean for 
who they are as children of God. 
Around sixteen, youth will be confront
ed with the necessity of making a per
sonal declaration of faith in Jesus 
Christ. For those youth who make such 
a decision prior to sixteen, we will pro
vide some kind of reflection on that ex
perience and some form of renewing it. 
This will not be done in order to raise 
guilt or suspicion but with a positive 
intent.

3. Youth will be involved with the 
whole congregation in worship. Here 
they learn who they are in relation to 
a community of faith. Here they meet 
the rich heritage of faith from the early 
church to now. Here their religious ex
perience is felt in its widest and deepest 
dimensions. Here they make judg
ments about their heritage, gain an un
derstanding of the central meaning of 
Jesus Christ for the church, and make 
important decisions.

4. Providing activities in which 
youth may interact with the other gen
erations in the congregation is profita
ble. In such participation the youth 
experience the dimensions of support 
which they might expect from their 
congregation. They also contribute 
their own uniqueness, a gift of encour
agement and satisfaction to the older 
members of the church. Also, this visi
bility makes it possible for children to 
find in the youth some role models, an 
interaction especially important to 
older children almost ready to move 
into the youth group.

5. The curriculum needs to recog
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nize that youth are faced daily with 
difficult ethical choices. The difficult 
problem with this kind of curriculum is 
the avoidance on the one hand of hav
ing materials which present rigid, sim
plistic answers to moral dilemmas or, 
on the other hand, which leave youth to 
their own imaginative solutions. As 
youth leaders, we might review units 
on moral problems, then make sugges
tions to teachers about how to utilize 
such materials.

6. While erratic in their commit
ment, youth have gifts of ministry. This 
calls for structuring activities which 
challenge youth to offer such gifts to 
others. As ministers, we might also oc
casionally call on youth to visit the hos
pital with us or to accompany us on 
some other mission of mercy.

7. In small-group settings youth 
can be encouraged to talk freely about 
their images of and relationship with 
God. This can be done through ongoing 
sharing groups or in special retreat set
tings. Rather than being told the attri
butes of God, the youth are allowed to 
express how they experience God. Such 
an exercise will show that God is merci
ful, forgiving, loving, judging, etc.

8. In incidental meetings with in
dividual youth, we can learn how to ask 
meaningful questions, helping youth 
think about the import of their lives 
and what their purposes are. This does 
not mean that we turn every conversa
tion into an application of Christian 
principle. It does mean that we take 
advantage of the precious few oppor
tunities we have to talk with youth by 
helping them reflect on life and mean
ing, rather than merely reporting on 
school and church activities or hobbies.

9. The most effective teaching 
methods for youth groups are experien
tial, encouraging youth to talk natural
ly and intelligently about their faith. 
This means more than simple activity 

teaching. It involves creating an open
ness between teacher and youth and 
among the youth that values each per
son’s opinion. Faith held without free 
dialogue is childhood faith, not faith 
worthy of the minds of youth.

10. If we use Fowler’s interview 
questions, we will get at more than 
style of faith. Such interviews are re
plete with hints as to where we might 
help youth grow, whether in what they 
know, how they conceptualize, how 
they feel, or how they deal with feel
ings. We then can use such findings in 
individual counseling or anonymously 
to shape group discussions around faith 
themes.

Exercise
While interpreting research in which 
people talk about their faith is difficult, 
it is essential if we are going to discover 
where our youth are in their styles of 
faith. If you are willing to attempt it, 
here is an excerpt from an actual faith 
interview with a sixteen-year-old 
youth. What do you see? Where does 
this youth show herself to be a critical 
thinker; where is she bound to the con
crete? Where is she independent in her 
thinking; where is she seemingly re
peating others? Is she anywhere 
searching, struggling to break out of 
the values of her community? How does 
she revert to interpersonal relation
ships in answering questions? Does she 
seem dominated by rules? Overall, do 
you think this person is not yet into or 
well into a conventional or social style 
of faith, or showing signs of moving to
ward a later stage? Are there any signs 
that she has autonomously declared 
faith in Jesus Christ? What real reli
gious experiences do you find in her an
swers?

Have you had moments of joy, ecstasy, 
peak experiences or breakthroughs that
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have changed your life?
When I accepted Christ as my Savior, 

that changed my life considerably. Not 
that I was doing anything bad or anything 
like that, .it’s just. ... It gave me a self- 
assurance. When we lived other places, 
the kids had always been there a long 
time; and I was kind of an outsider. But 
when we came here, I was new; but there 
were people who accepted me as a new 
kind of person instead of putting me 
down. There are a lot of people who don’t 
like me, and I’ll never know why. They 
always got mad at me or said something 
bad about me, and I’ve never done any
thing bad to them. But when we moved 
here, it was different. I became more out
going, I guess.

What experiences have affirmed your 
sense of meaning in life?

Again, when I accepted Christ. It was 
on a mission trip, and the next day I was 
already scheduled to sing a solo, “I’ve 
Found the Happy Side of Life.” I can re
member all of that song, and I can re
member singing it and realizing for the 
first time what the words really meant and 
knowing I was singing it in reality.

And getting things that I’ve tried out for 
like in musicals at school and church. I 
guess just things that make me feel self
assured.

What experiences have shaken your 
sense of meaning?

Well, when I think about how some 
people say things about me and call me 
names and that kind of thing, it makes me 
doubt myself sometimes if I’m not care
ful. And realizing that what they say isn’t 
really true.

In what ways do your values and be
liefs find expression in your life?

In friendships. When I show people 
that I care and have a positive outlook, 
other people have a positive outlook and 
will try to relate to me. About a month ago 
I went into the bathroom at school, and 
you know how some people write graffiti 

on the wall. Well, there was a thing in 
there, and it said, “Some people are so 
nice that it makes me sick.” It was talking 
about me, and it said, “Here’s to you, L.” 
And it made me feel real good to think 
that some people were seeing the things 
I did.

Explain what you mean when you say 
that you make important decisions by 
praying.

If something is important to me and I 
don’t know what to do, when I pray or 
read parts of my Bible, they give me 
ideas. One time I was really worried 
about something, and I was reading my 
Bible, and it said the Lord would answer 
prayers, and it made me real sure.

IV/raf is sin?
Disobedience. Doing wrong. Doing 

something that you shouldn’t do.
How have your feelings about this 

changed?
I feel guilty. I’ve always felt guilty, 

though. I guess I used to categorize them 
as big sins and little sins. I know better 
now.

IVAere do you feel you are changing, 
growing, struggling with doubt in your 
life?

I doubt myself sometimes. I’m not as 
outgoing or as sure of myself as I used to 
be. I don’t know what’s changing that. I 
don’t open up to people. I guess I’m not 
willing to take the chance.

‘James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith (San Francisco: Harper and 
Row, 1981), p. xiii.

’Ibid., p. 156.
’Ibid., p. 160.
4Mary M. Wilcox, Developmental Journey (Nashville: Abing

don Press, 1979), p. 197.
’Ibid., p. 123.
‘John H. Westerhoff III, Will Our Children Have Faith? (New 

York: Seabury Press, 1976), p. 89.
’Bruce P. Powers, Growing Faith (Nashville: Broadman Press, 

1982), p. 13.
’Ibid., p. 108.
’Ibid., p. 18.
l0Thomas A. Droege, Faith Passages and Patterns (Phila

delphia: Fortress Press, 1983), p. 94.
“Merton P. Strommen, Five Cries of Youth (New York: Harp

er and Row, 1974), p. 99.
12Ibid., p. 106.
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Helping Youth Cope 
in a Pluralistic Society
WILLIAM R. CROMER, JR.

The openness of American society to ac
cepting persons of different ethnic ori
gin, social background, and religious 
belief is popularly symbolized in the fa
mous words of Emma Lazarus:

. . . Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to 

breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming 

shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest- 

tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden 

door!1
It is an openness known and mostly ad
mired around the world. But it is a real
ity which has changed this "melting 
pot” nation in ways which have created 
new anxieties, problems, and chal
lenges.

The changes can be seen in two re
cent political-legal actions. One United 
States senator is attempting to get a 
constitutional amendment passed 
which would make English the official 
language of American government . It 
has opposition. The other is the brash 
attempt by one city commissioner in a 
southern city to pass an ordinance re-* 
quiring employees of his city to be 
to speak Spanish. His rationale: 
"What’s different? You’ve always re
quired us to speak English.” SuJi ac
tions reflect the changes which have led 
political scientist Andrew Hacker to ob
serve: "We’re not sure where we are 
historically. We’re in a kind of dol
drums.”2

Growing Pluralism
The nature of American society today 
is the result of numerous and complex 
factors: mass communications, comput
er technology, Third World nations, 
affluence, unemployment anxieties, 
fear of nuclear war, immigration, and 
interregional migration. However, a 
major force behind such factors is the 
remarkable change in our national 
demographics since 1970.

The world now has more than three 
billion people who are non-Christian, 
those called "hidden people” by Arias 
Martinez.3 Increasingly, these persons 
are found to be living side by side with 
a growing variety of religious beliefs 
and ethnic origins.

In the 1970s America’s white popula
tion increased 6 percent while Hispan
ics increased 67 percent. From 
November 1, 1982, to November 1, 
1983, there were one million arrests for 
illegal crossing at the Mexican-Ameri
can border. In 1982, for the first time 
ever, our Chinese population replaced 
Japanese as the largest Asian group in 
America. Almost four million school
age children in the United States do not 
speak English as their first language. 
Between 1975 and 1982, approximately 
979,478 refugees were admitted to 
America.4 Even the American Indian, 
often thought of as a dying race, regis
tered an all-time high total population 
of 1,200,000 in 1980; and over half of 
these original Americans do not live on 
reservations.
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Increasing Pluralism
Within Southern Baptist Territories
Perhaps the most fundamental 
changes for Southern Baptists are oc
curring in the Sun Belt—thirteen 
states of traditional Southern Baptist 
territory. Until about the time of World 
War II, these states annually lost popu
lation. Since that global conflict, manu
facturers have often located or 
relocated in these communities which 
eagerly welcomed them, often with tax 
and other incentives and the urging of 
politicians. Thus, 64 percent of the new 
jobs created in the United States dur
ing the seventies were in these states 
and the population now increases by 
thirty-four hundred people a day. 
Marie C. McKay noted these changes 
and the resulting increased problems 
in economic stress, crime, road mainte
nance, sewer construction, public ser
vices, and secularization.5 Indeed, the 
1981 Gallup Poll suggested our secular
ization when it reported that forty mil
lion Americans read their horoscope 
daily and five million their Bible.

The influx of refugees in 1980-82 led 
Southern Baptists to resettle 8,592 per
sons through the work of thirty associa
tions and to begin 220 new con
gregations for these new residents.6 
Suddenly the whole mosaic of the 
world’s nationalities, colors, languages, 
and customs is in the backyard of al
most every one of our churches. The 
pluralism from which churches were 
earlier shielded by geography and legal 
barrier has descended with a cacopho
ny of sound, color, and custom. It is re
flected in Wendell Belew’s reminder 
that in the United States and Canada 
the present Polish population is greater 
than that of Warsaw, there are more 
Italians here than in Venice, and the 
largest Puerto Rican (and possibly Hai
tian) communities in the world are in 
New York City.7

Expanding Religious Pluralism
One dimension of this general plural
ism of national origins is the new vari
ety of religions it has spawned. The 
growth of religious pluralism is some
times subtle but ever expanding. Three 
aspects of this reality are its pervasive
ness, diversity, and intrinsic pride. 
Belew spoke of its pervasiveness by not
ing that "within the last 15 years there 
may be as many as 1300 new sects, 
cults, religious philosophies, and reli
gions introduced into the United States 
and Canada.”8

The diversity is reflected in the num
ber of sects and cults to which people 
give their allegiance. New theologies, 
claims to new revelations, new source 
books, aberrations of biblical teaching, 
religion by TV, and even direct attacks 
against traditional Christianity have 
each attracted followers.

Unlike the waves of earlier immi
grants, today’s ethnic groups have 
pride in their identity and wish to see 
it nurtured, celebrated, and, most im
portantly, to have their rights protect
ed by law. They seem to desire that 
their origins will not be seen as an ad
jective but a noun (e.g., not "Asian- 
American” but simply "Asian”). "The 
rising sense of ethnic pride brings new 
calls for justice, rights and response 
from the church. Does the local church 
become monocultural, bicultural or 
multicultural?”9

Undoubtedly one of the most signifi
cant reflections of the growth of reli
gious pluralism is to be found in the 
fact that America is no longer solely a 
disseminator of religious beliefs and 
missionaries to other nations; it now 
has also become one of the major recipi
ents of such activities. Some reports 
claim that there are more Buddhist 
missionaries in North America than 
Christian missionaries in Japan; the 
fastest growing religion in the United 
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States is the Muslim faith; and Saudi 
Arabia, which prohibits Christian mis
sionaries in its country, spent fifty mil
lion dollars last year to propagate the 
Muslim faith in the U.S.10 And these 
are only part of a growing pattern 
which places the United States in the 
position of being a fertile target for in
creasing the number of adherents to 
imported religions.

Helping Youth to Cope
Like adults, youth encounter a broad 
spectrum of pluralisms in today’s soci
ety. School busing, more colleges and 
universities and travel have increased 
pluralism in education. More integrat
ed housing patterns have changed so
cial groupings among youth. The threat 
of crime and the need for political clout 
often bring widely differing groups into 
allegiance. Ethnic groups now make 
strong claims for recognition and ac
ceptability, adding their voices to those 
already vying for attention. Transpor
tation and mass media make differing 
life-styles, customs, family constella
tions, beliefs, and even unbelief, in
creasingly familiar and new options for 
most youth. In fact, obvious pluralism 
in belief about the Bible and its inter
pretation is evident within many 
mainline denominations, including 
Southern Baptists. The focus of the re
mainder of this article is on this single 
subject of religious pluralism, under
stood as one dimension of the inclusive 
topic of pluralism.

Youth must be helped to deal with 
the simple reality of religious plural
ism. Attacking it, decrying it, anger, 
isolationism, and protective laws are 
responses which reflect uncertainty, 
fear, or even weakness. Rather, it must 
be recognized that youth confront reli
gious pluralism and are vulnerable to 
the six major religions of the world plus 
hundreds of cults. Youth need support 

in growing beyond insistence on one 
homogeneous religious pattern in soci
ety to a maturity level which can at 
least genuinely accept heterogeneity 
without feeling threatened about their 
own faith or its validity.

Coping will require that youth be 
helped to appreciate the complexity 
and heterogeneity of their lives. They 
cannot return to the womb. Rather 
than demanding or retreating into a 
neatly homogeneous religious life
style, youth must grow and interact 
with the diversity of today’s existence.

Pluralism by its nature challenges 
personal identity and individuality. 
Youth, therefore, need aid in develop
ing an adequate self-concept which is 
rooted in honest and realistic affirma
tion of one’s gifts and talents and in a 
personal acceptance of God’s love in 
Jesus Christ. (See Dan Aleshire’s arti
cle "Youth and Self-Acceptance.”)

Wherever a church seeks to help 
youth, it is a process to be pursued 
ceaselessly and creatively rather than 
the provision of a single training insti
tute or weekend workshop. Programs, 
of course, should be joined with consis
tent, informal, personal assistance 
from adult friends when youth are 
dealing with some disturbing aspect of 
pluralism.

How can a church help youth cope 
with the pluralism created by a half 
dozen or more living, literary religions 
and the hundreds of sects, cults, 
philosophies, and pseudoreligions in 
America? How can coping rest on the 
dual focuses of growing and standing 
firm in one’s faith while also witnessing 
to others?

To help youth know the content and 
char acter of their own faith as Baptists 
is an urgent need. A 1980 Gallup Poll 
reported that among those aged thir
teen to eighteen only one in ten read 
the Bible daily, 25 percent never, and 
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24 percent weekly. Fully 35 percent in 
the Northeast had never read it! The 
most immediately available way to at
tack this problem is to strengthen 
Youth Church Training wherein doc
trine, history, ethics, and denomina
tional understanding are taught. 
Further, there should be heritage days 
and occasions during which emphasis 
on '"who I am religiously” is made 
through drama, puppetry, costumes, 
worship, music, art, crafts, and audiovi
suals. Youth respond to, identify with, 
and learn from such participation. Re
source ideas for such emphases may be 
secured from the Historical Commis
sion and the Sunday School Board’s 
Church Training Department.

Youth leaders, both volunteer and 
professional, need to become competent 
resource people for aiding youth in this 
area of need. Alertness to resources and 
materials is a must. Among the excel
lent books which should be explored 
are Confronting Popular Cults, M. 
Thomas Starkes (Broadman); What the 
Cults Believe, Irvine G. Robertson 
(Moody Press); and The Meaning of 
Other Faiths, Willard G. Oxtoby (West
minster). An exceedingly helpful group 
of leaflets and other assistance are 
available from the Interfaith Witness 
Department of the Home Mission 
Board. Periodic help is also given 
through the age-group publications 
from Woman’s Missionary Union and 
Brotherhood. A unique source of help is 
the ten-year-old Spiritual Counterfeits 
Project, P.O. Box 4308, Berkeley, CA 
94704. Also, Argus Communications’ 
new study module entitled "Religion in 
Human Culture” examines the world’s 
major religions and could prove to be a 
helpful resource.

Some specific suggestions for youth 
include:

• Youth need to be alerted to expect 
contact and possibly encounter with 

different religious belief systems.
Suggestions: Don’t panic or beat a 

hasty retreat. Calmly feel confidence in 
your own beliefs and convictions. "Be 
strong in the Lord” (Eph. 6:10) and "be 
not afraid” (Matt. 17:7), remembering 
that encounter does not equal conflict 
or unpleasantness.

Many Southern Baptist youth may 
have confronted the reality of these 
differences if they attended the Bap
tist World Youth Congress in South 
America sponsored by the Baptist 
World Alliance.

• Devotees of other faiths and belief 
systems often are taught to expect and 
even be grateful for attacks from oth
ers. Moslems are taught that death 
from an enemy bullet in battle assures 
one of entry into heaven. Moonies are 
programmed to believe that attack and 
condemnation confirm them as God’s 
people.

Suggestions: Encourage youth to 
avoid criticizing and attacking others. 
An absence of attack is neither an indi
cation of weakness nor betrayal of 
Christian faith. Displace attacks with 
honesty and Christian friendship, 
remembering that "a soft answer turns 
away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up 
anger” (Prov. 15:1, RSV).11 Be Chris
tian and "an example of the believers” 
(1 Tim. 4:12).

• The identity of religious systems 
and groups usually results from a spe
cial set of beliefs about the source of 
authority: book, person, or interpreta
tion.

Suggestions: Youth must know the 
tenets of their own faith and be able to 
clarify their rootage in the Bible. From 
that source there must be intelligent 
analysis of the errors of a competing 
system. Begin with the "scriptures” of 
other groups and deal with the things 
about which one can calmly say, "I 
have trouble with that belief or doc
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trine.”
• One attractive feature of popular 

religious systems is the assurance, com
mitment, and apparent joy offered by 
their leaders and followers.

Suggestions: Do not be hesitant 
about declaring and holding ’’fast the 
profession of our faith without waver
ing” (Heb. 10:23). Others are not 
impressed by weak, uncertain, or vacil
lating displays of commitment. Re
member that it is difficult to confront 
error without truth and conviction.

• Cults and other religious systems 
may ignore or propose a defective, 
inadequate view of Jesus Christ.

Suggestions: Youth need to maintain 
their own strong relationship with 
Jesus Christ as a living reality. Though 
information is important, it is no sub
set ute for personal experience with the 
living Christ. Professor of Christian 
missions Bryant Hicks reports his ob
servation that representatives of non
Christian faiths and cults talk about 
their group, a book, or a human person 
but not much about "me and my faith.” 
Youth should be prepared to tell them 
about "me, my faith, and my Lord 
Jesus Christ.”

This central emphasis on the person 
of the living Christ should counter the 
doctrines, books, and human leaders of 
others. Stress should be given to the 
entire Christ event: life, death, resur
rection, present reality. The point of 
emphasis is Christ’s uniqueness and 
our present relationship with Him.

• It is important to recognize that 
words about religion and faith do not 
always mean the same things in differ
ent belief systems. Words familiar to 
Baptists (e.g., sin, divine, Messiah, sal
vation, obedience, etc.) are not always 
used by others to transmit the same 
realities.

Suggestions: Most youth find it diffi
cult to '’defend” their views. Their need 

is for systematic study of the major 
ideas involved in other belief systems. 
Resources such as those cited earlier 
could be extremely valuable in this 
effort.

Youth should be encouraged to devel
op clear convictions about what they 
believe, convictions which give quiet as
surance and confidence rather than 
making one argumentative. The most 
fundamental of these convictions is 
that of a personal relationship with 
Christ. The reality of personal experi
ence is stronger than any witness to 
oral tradition, information, or printed 
materials. Jesus’ question of Pilate 
was: "Sayest thou this thing of thyself, 
or did others tell it thee of me?” (John 
18:34).

• Youth are most susceptible to the 
ministrations of other religious groups 
when the youth’s own life is especially 
stressful and troubled. In an exceeding
ly helpful article, Helen Marie Casey 
warns: "Cult proselytizers are trained 
to seek out young people who are in 
transitional stressful stages.”12 Their 
mission is the submission of youth to 
their belief system and this is more 
easily done when the young person is 
desperately seeking an answer for per
sonal troubles.

Suggestions: Forewarn youth about 
responding to invitations from repre
sentatives of other religious groups 
during times of personal stress, trouble, 
discouragement, and anxiety. Such 
times are not conducive to clear, ratio
nal decisions.

Youth should be legitimately suspi
cious of dogmatic claims for salvation, 
peace, and total happiness which in
volve unexplained demands for obedi
ence and loss of individual personhood. 
Let young laity know about and feel the 
availability of staff and lay leaders to 
talk about and discuss decisions before 
they are made. Casey’s questions in
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elude: " 'Is it good in the long run or 
only temporarily satisfying?’ 'Is it right 
to do?’ 'How do I determine whether or 
not it is right?’ ”13

• Youth most often confront other 
belief systems from a position of unpre
paredness and, therefore, of weakness. 
They are not "ready always to give an 
answer to every man that asketh you a 
reason of the hope that is in you with 
meekness and fear” (1 Pet. 3:15).

Suggestions: The foundation of per
sonal strength must be an examined 
faith which is rooted in Holy Scripture. 
This should result in Bible knowledge 
which can enlighten and clarify beliefs. 
From that base youth must achieve a 
sense of excitement and joy, a commit
ment to unselfish service, and an assur
ance of ownership of their own faith.

This need for an examined faith 
should be undergirded by some 
familiarity with the content and text of 
the Bible. The building of such a foun
dation may begin with the simple mem
orization of the books of the Bible and 
key passages which cradle important 
truths. This can serve as a compass for 
understanding other texts and teach
ings.

Who is vulnerable to the approach 
and appeal of other religious belief sys
tems? Though writing about cults, 
Helen Marie Casey rightly warned that 
"contrary to popular opinion, cults are 
not havens for fringe people—misfits, 
eccentrics, and persons with long histo
ries of mental illness. The truth is: all 
kinds of young people join cults.”14 The 
same is true of major religious groups 
and theological systems. The fact is 
that the two major channels for enlist
ing youth are affectionate friendship 
and the presence of personal crisis, and 
these channels are more effective when 
you are not grounded in Bible truths.

• Imported religions highlight a 
problem which afflicts all religious 

groups. Wherever religion is practiced 
in the world, it becomes mixed with so
cial and personal practices which are 
then integrated and identified with 
faith. The faithful usually accept these 
practices as necessary to the theologi
cal doctrines to which they adhere. For 
example, in Haiti the practice of voodoo 
is often taken for granted, and some 
who identify themselves as Christians 
may participate without any feeling of 
contradiction. In the rural areas of 
Texas near the border of Mexico the 
curandero practice a type of medicine 
which mixes Christianity and spirit
ism, without seeing any inconsistency. 
It is not uncommon for churchgoers to 
embrace these rituals. Theology is thus 
mixed with culture.

Christian youth have been told not to 
be prejudiced or racist. But how can 
they accept such practices which seem 
so antithetical to their own beliefs, per
sonal practices, and even to American 
mores? Should the practitioner be 
shunned? Corrected? Viewed as a lost 
sinner?

Suggestions: Youth must be helped to 
understand that religion is not neces
sarily or purely a matter of theological 
principles or axioms. Imported reli
gions are most often the current result 
of social interaction or the need for sur
vival in a cultural context rather than 
representing theological contradictions 
per se—even as is true of the various 
forms of American religion! To better 
understand this, youth may need to do 
some research about human cultures 
and their impact on religious forms and 
practices. Not many good resources 
exist for this purpose since most books 
and articles attack and fight the theolo
gy of imported religions rather than 
seeking to understand their culture 
base.

It could be helpful also to point out 
that imported religions thus bring with 
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them an incompatible cultural orienta
tion. For example, the Moonies argue 
that their theology matches biblical 
teaching. However, the cultural compo
nent is distinctly oriental (Korean) and, 
therefore, inconsistent with the Ameri
can social system and life setting. Their 
practice of having marriage partners 
assigned to them and mass marriages 
performed by Reverend Moon run 
counter to American custom and 
mores. Further, this cultural ethos ren
ders them impotent to deal construc
tively with either the national or local 
problems of American society.

• Even traditional denominations 
abroad do not practice Christianity as 
it is known and expressed in those same 
denominations in the United States. 
They are not culturally the same; 
hence, practices differ markedly. For 
instance, Catholics in Latin America or 
Presbyterians in Korea are theological
ly like their American counterparts 
but often different in religious practice. 
Southern Baptists will be found to be 
far more ecumenical in Latin and 
South America than in the United 
States. And in El Salvador a church 
member would be shocked to see an 
American church member smoking a 
cigarette, though most Americans 
would not. Such examples represent es
sentially cultural differences rather 
than theological ones and should be 
seen for what they are rather than as 
theological aberrations.

Suggestions: Education should be 
provided which aids youth to realize 
that labels such as conservative and lib
eral are reflections of where they stand 
in relation to certain other religious 
groups, especially the imported ones 
whose theology may be essentially bib
lical. Youth must see that such differ
ences are not so much evidence of the 
demonic at work as they are the way 
Christian religion was represented by 

those who brought, explained, and 
taught it. To have feelings of prejudice 
or be racist toward these persons is un
fair and unchristian. Rather, American 
forms of religion, including those of 
Southern Baptists, need to be analyzed 
for their own cultural barnacles and 
scales. There is no basis here for feel
ings of pride or superiority.

A different adjustment also comes 
when American Christians are con
fronted with certain practices of 
church members in other societies, 
practices which mix Christian faith 
and seemingly inconsistent or even im
moral life-styles. For example, in some 
South American countries it is not un
heard of for a church member to be a 
prostitute and have a statue of the Vir
gin Mary with a lighted candle over the 
bed. She prays for Mary to enable her 
to make more money. Similarly, 
thieves keep their statues of and pray 
to their patron saint, Saint Demas.

Young people need to be cautioned 
against jumping to a conclusion and 
matching such behavior with religious 
identification. We cannot group people 
into one neat package; to do so brings 
what Professor Donoso Escobar calls 
"moral and painful surprises” for both 
newcomers to America and our own 
youth. To accept and cope with a world 
of religious pluralism is no easy task 
and requires honest introspection and 
some acceptance of sinfulness on many 
sides.

• "Like father (or mother) like son 
(or daughter)” is no longer true in reli
gion. Just because a father or mother is 
Catholic, for instance, does not assure 
that a son or daughter is Catholic. 
There is too much diversity for that to 
be true.

Suggestion: Don’t assume the iden
tification of another person with a spe
cific form of organized religion. Just 
accept them as they are. Be a friend, 

40 Search



and seek ways to be used redemptively 
by God. Youth can be "in the world” of 
other youth without accepting citizen
ship there.

• The growing presence of people 
with differeiit religious practices is 
often compounded by language barri
ers which become identified with the 
practices. About seventy million per
sons in the United States belong to one 
of 125 different language/culture 
groups. And about 50 percent of South
ern Baptists’ home missionaries serve 
among groups whose first language is 
not English. As Mike Davis observed: 
"Even today, on any given Sunday, 
Southern Baptists are singing hymns 
in Vietnamese, Hmong, Cambodian, 
Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Ukrainian, 
French, French-Haitian, Greek, Span
ish—and a number of other lan
guages.”15

Suggestions: Congregations which es
tablish separate churches and special 
worship services should exercise cau
tion lest these provisions create barri
ers and isolation for and against those 
language groups. Though well-inten
tioned, these practices may actually 
shield local church youth from know
ing Christians of different color or lan
guage, thereby robbing both of them of 
the enrichment which results from 
diversity. Conscious efforts should be 
made to prevent and, where they do ex
ist, to penetrate these barriers which, 
by whatever name, are potential obsta
cles to full sharing of the good news of 
Jesus Christ. This effort must be rooted 
in the actions of the local church.

The "homogeneous unit principle” 
propounded by the church-growth 
movement provides unwitting support 
for this separation. The principle states 
that people "like to become Christians 
without crossing racial, linguistic, or 
class barriers.”16 To accept this princi
ple is to affirm a ghetto mentality 
which will approve the longstanding 
tradition of segregation among south
ern churches and extend it beyond 
blacks to include all those who are diff
erent.

Religious pluralism is but one aspect 
of the pluralistic world of today’s 
youth. Churches must help youth cope 
with religious pluralism’s many facets 
by recognizing its reality and chal
lenges and by the intentional structur
ing of learning experiences which aid 
in this coping task. Such intentional ac
tions are mandatory if the church is to 
reach out to all the worlds in its world.
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Counseling 
Depressed Youth
JAN C. LUNDY

A beautiful seventeen-year-old girl is, 
upon casual observation, doing really 
well with her life. She makes excellent 
academic grades and is active and tal
ented in school and social activities. 
She has a boyfriend, whom she has 
dated for two years, and seems to like a 
lot. Yet she is struggling with friend
ships and relationships with persons 
around her. She tearfully confides: "I 
just don’t know what to do! I just want 
to die!” Her parents are aware that she 
is having problems, yet the family does 
not talk about her unhappiness. What 
could be happening?

Another teenager is withdrawn and 
sullen, shunning efforts of peers to be 
friendly. He says little and seems to re
sent anyone who tries to voice concern. 
His behavior is self-destructive, fre
quently including alcohol and drug 
abuse. School grades are poor, primari
ly, his teachers say, because of his "atti
tude.” He has been in several fistfights 
and blames "the other guy” as the rea
son for his fighting. His parents feel 
helpless, defensive, and angry. Family 
conversations get nowhere except into 
instant verbal hostility. What is hap
pening?

About one third of all high-school 
students exhibit signs of depression. 
Suicide is the third leading cause of 
death for persons ages fifteen to 
twenty-four.1 The question we, as car
ing persons whose lives interface with 
youth, ask is, "What can be done to 
help?”

This article includes the following 

topics: a definition of depression, pos
sible causes of teenage depression, deal
ing with suicidal depression and 
referrals, and some qualities of a help
ing relationship.

Definition of Depression
Depression is a collection of feelings, 
behaviors, and events which occur 
uniquely in individuals. Characteris
tics which may indicate depression in
clude dysphoria, or feeling "down,” 
tired, or unhappy; a low level of activity 
or a lethargic lack of joy and en
thusiasm; relationship problems such 
as loneliness or withdrawal, anger or 
hostility; a long-standing, vague sense 
of guilt; physical problems, such as 
sleeping or eating difficulties, head
aches, stomach and digestive difficul
ties;2 and, with the adolescent, 
self-destructive, "acting-out” behaviors 
such as fighting, alcohol or other drug 
abuse, school failure and/or truancy, a 
general pattern of hostility, and sexual 
promiscuity. An individual youth may 
experience any combination of these 
characteristics.

Possible Causes of Teenage Depression
Developmental issues.—At best adoles
cence is a difficult age. The growing-up 
process involves learning to cope with 
intense and rapid physical changes, 
both in physique and sexuality. Ex
traordinary sensitivity to other per
sons’ judgments of their worth or their 
appearance, their constant concern for 
proving adequacy, and their profound 
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sense of vulnerability to attack are all 
characteristic of adolescent feelings. 
Depression may be the outgrowth of in
ternalized, negative self-perceptions.

Erik Erikson, a leader in the field of 
human development, has suggested 
that adolescence is a time of the 
upheaval of all previously achieved lev
els of development. According to Erik
son, the adolescent experiences an 
’’identity crisis.”3 The teenager’s basic 
sense of who he or she is and what he 
or she can do is challenged. The task of 
adolescence is to claim for oneself an 
identity which balances pressure (1) 
from society to fit a responsible role; (2) 
from peers to conform to a unique sub
culture with its own values and roles; 
(3) from parents to fit their expecta
tions, values, and roles; and (4) from 
self to find an orientation to life which 
feels fulfilling and satisfying and lays a 
foundation for meeting long-range 
goals. In many instances of depression, 
the teenager feels inextricably caught 
in a bind between the above pressures.

Family issues.—Adolescent develop
ment includes a transition from de
pendency to autonomy. Parents and 
youth may both feel threatened during 
the instability and vacillation between 
dependency and autonomy which nor
mally takes place during adolescense.4 
How parents and youth handle the 
transition and their feelings is critical. 
If communication channels remain 
open, the family can grapple effectively 
with the inevitable conflict associated 
with teenagers’ growing up. Conflicts 
are a normal and essential part of the 
parent-youth relationship. When un
resolved conflict leads to chronic anger, 
resentment, hostility, coercion, or vio
lence, or when either parent or adoles
cent refuses to interact with the other, 
a crisis in relationship exists.5 The rela
tionship is threatened, and the possibil
ity of self-destructive behavior by the 

teen is raised.
Family therapists suggest that youth 

sometimes unconsciously agree not to 
grow up into competent, functioning 
adults so that parents will stay togeth
er or in order to spare the family the 
believed-to-be-unbearable pain of con
flict or loss.6 An additional bind which 
youth sometimes experience occurs 
when parents give two conflicting mes
sages to their youth: ’’Grow up and 
make your own decisions.” And: ’’You 
can’t make good decisions. You won’t 
make it.” Adolescent depression may 
therefore be the result of becoming the 
family scapegoat and proving self to be 
incompetent or of feeling the paralysis 
of a bind in the family system.

An external locus of control.— 
Adolescents who become depressed 
usually have lost a sense of self-control 
and/or personal responsibility. They 
lack a feeling of self-determination in 
the course of their lives and in how 
other people respond to them. They 
may believe that their behavior pat
terns are irreversible or that they are 
totally defined by their behavior or 
what others think of their behavior.7

Locus of control attitudes may be 
measured with a questionnaire, includ
ed in Table l.8 Most adolescents score 
from twelve to sixteen points on the 
measure, with delinquents and, possi
bly, depressed persons occasionally 
having scores as high as twenty points. 
Extremely high scores indicate no feel
ing of personal responsibility for either 
success or failure. Extremely low scores 
are problematic also. Adolescents with 
low scores may be excessively blaming 
or crediting themselves for outcomes 
that are truly beyond their control. An
swers on the table indicate an external 
locus of control. Score one point for 
each answer which reflects an external 
locus of control.
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Table 1

Locus of Control Questionnaire

yes 1. Do you believe that most problems will solve themselves if 
you just don’t fool with them?

yes 2. Are you often blamed for things that just aren’t your fault?
no 3. Do you think that most of the time things will turn out right if 

you try hard?
no 4. Do you think that most of the time parents listen to what their 

children have to say?
yes 5. When you get punished, does it usually seem it’s for no good 

reason at all?
yes 6. Most of the time, do you find it hard to change a friend’s 

opinion?
no 7. Do you think it’s fairly easy to change your parent’s mind 

about anything?
no 8. Do you think that when you do something wrong there’s 

something you can do to make it right?
yes 9. Do you believe that most students are just born good at 

sports?
yes 10. Do you think that one of the best ways to handle most prob

lems is just not to think about them?
yes 11. Do you believe that when a student your age decides to hit 

you there’s little you can do to stop him or her?
no 12. When people have been mean to you, have you thought they 

usually had a reason?
no 13. Most of the time, do you think that you can change what 

might happen tomorrow by what you do today?
yes 14. Do you believe that when bad things are going to happen, 

they just are going to happen no matter what you try to do 
to stop them?

yes 15. Most of the time, do you find it useless to try to get your own 
way at home?

no 16. Do you think that when somebody your age wants to be your 
enemy, you can do something to change matters?

yes 17. Do you usually think you have little to say about what you get 
to eat at home?

no 18. Do you think that when someone doesn’t like you, there’s 
something you can do about it?

yes 19. Do you usually believe that it’s almost useless to try in school 
because most other children are just plain smarter than you 
are?

no 20. Are you the kind of person who believes that planning ahead 
makes things turn out better?

yes 21. Most of the time, do you feel that you have little to say about 
what your family decides to do?
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Overly high expectations are demon
strative of an external locus of control. 
The expectations may be self-imposed 
or imposed by someone else, perhaps by 
parents. An adolescent may become 
overwhelmed'with a sense of failure or 
fear of failure to meet those expecta
tions. Depression usually exacerbates 
the fears of failure or the actual failure 
to achieve desired goals. Youth who are 
most vulnerable to being bound by ex
pectations of others are those who early 
in life decided or learned that the way 
to be loved is to be pleasing to those 
whose love they wanted. The need to be 
pleasing is frequently pervasive by the 
time of adolescence, when an individu
al has developed being pleasing as a 
life-style. Successful resolution of the 
identity crisis becomes increasingly 
difficult for a "pleaser” because of the 
pressure from all sides to please in diff
erent ways.

In addition, few youth have learned 
how to deal effectively with authority 
figures by using assertiveness skills. 
When challenged, they may become ei
ther aggressive or passively resistant. 
Either option is likely to be unproduc
tive. Aggressive, defiant behavior usu
ally increases limits imposed by 
parents and/or other authority figures 
and sets up an escalating chain of 
events. The end result of defiance will 
likely be much unhappiness and frus
tration and the possibility of lowered 
self-esteem, helpless feelings, and 
angry depression. Passive resistance, 
on the other hand, may lead to procras
tination, withdrawal, and resentment. 
These behaviors serve to increase the 
pressure from authority figures and set 
up a similar, escalating chain of fail
ures, lowered self-esteem, and depres
sion.

"Escape hatch" thinking.—Individu
als who become depressed are express
ing a passive style of coping with anger, 

grief, or helplessness. The style is to 
give up responsibility and to withdraw 
into hopelessness. Reflecting an exter
nal locus of control, the style may be 
called an "escape hatch” way of coping. 
Using an escape hatch is a kind of run
ning away. It avoids dealing with the 
source of stress by being slippery and 
diverting to some other relationship or 
alternative. Sometimes the alternative 
in itself is viable, yet it may be detri
mental because it avoids the responsi
bility of dealing with the stress at hand.

Youth who have divorced parents 
may cherish the belief that, "If Mom 
doesn’t understand me, and if we can’t 
get along, I can always go live with 
Dad,” or vice versa. Other examples of 
escape-hatch thinking are: "If I can’t 
have friends who treat me right at this 
school, I can change schools.” "If I can’t 
get along with this teacher, who doesn’t 
like me at all, I can change to another 
class.” Actual running away may be an 
effort to avoid the stress and responsi
bility of the present situation.

"Escape hatch” or runaway thinking 
is most detrimental when it becomes a 
pervasive style of coping with stress. 
Depression is likely to occur when the 
teen either tries the alternative and 
finds that the same problems occur 
there or is thwarted in efforts to run 
away from the source of stress. Person
al responsibility is avoided, self-esteem 
is eroded, and the issues causing the 
stress are likely to continue to the next 
alternative, adding to a feeling of help
lessness.

Loss.—A common cause of depres
sion among people of all ages is loss. 
Youth are profoundly vulnerable to 
loss—from loss of childhood with its 
relatively simple solutions or loss of a 
parent through death or divorce. Some
where in between may lie disappoint
ments, loss of a comfortable body image 
through rapid physical and hormonal 
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changes, loss of self-esteem, loss of a 
good friend or of a boyfriend or girl 
friend. Anger, denial of the loss, denial 
of caring, tears, and despairing with
drawal are some demonstrations of 
grief and depression associated with 
loss. Adults may be inclined to mini
mize the loss and the adolescent’s grief 
reaction. Such minimization may in
crease the grief and accelerate the 
loneliness and helplessness felt by the 
teenager.9

Divorce.—A specific loss with which 
many teenagers cope is the divorce of 
their parents. Grief associated with di
vorce is difficult to express. Parents 
may be blocking expression of their 
own grief with anger or denial. They 
may feel guilty and defensive when 
their, children express grief. Sometimes 
parents react with efforts to discredit 
the former spouse. At best, they may be 
unreceptive to the expression of their 
child’s sadness or anger. Another com
mon emotion the teenager may feel 
after parents’ divorce is guilt. Many 
children suspect that their own imper
fect behavior must have somehow con
tributed to the marriage failure. Guilt 
and grief—which are unexpressed or, if 
expressed, meet with hostility or a lack 
of understanding—may lead to depres
sion.

Anger is still another emotion fre
quently associated with the grief of di
vorcing parents. Feeling personally 
attacked, youth may angrily ask, "Why 
did they do this to me?” Many times a 
result of divorce is loss of family in
come, and, hence, the loss of a life-style 
deemed important to the youth’s image 
among peers. Resentment may be the 
result. A belief that the divorce was one 
parent’s fault or siding with one parent 
against the other may exacerbate a 
sense of angry helplessness and lead to 
depression. Many clinical studies on 
the effects of divorce on young people 

have found that the divorce process is 
related to various forms of psychologi
cal disturbance. Kalter’s study reports 
that one third of the nearly four hun
dred young people referred to an out
patient clinic for delinquent behavior 
and depression were from divorced 
homes.10 Numerous studies have sup
ported Kalter’s findings.

Suiciidal Depression
Suicidal thoughts and active suicidal 
behavior are another way youth may 
feel and demonstrate their depression. 
Self-destructive behavior is difficult to 
assess, partly because the teenager 
may deny, even to self, that the behav
ior may be destructive. Such actions as 
impulsive, reckless driving; drug or al
cohol abuse; promiscuous sexual activi
ties; or taking unnecessary risks such 
as walking or jogging at night in an 
unsafe urban neighborhood may be sui
cidal.

Feelings of hopelessness and worth
lessness may be expressed in a 
manipulative, whiny way; and listeners 
may be tempted to respond angrily. In
stead the feelings should be heard em- 
pathetically.

Suicidal thoughts and behavior dem
onstrate a mythical belief system 
which has two main facets. One is that 
pain should not be a part of living. The 
second is that pain must be avoided at 
all costs, even death, or that the person 
"cannot stand” the pain or stress. Some 
suicidal thinking reflects an angry 
desire to retaliate for hurt ex
perienced.11 "I’ll show her! I’ll die; then 
she’ll be sorry!”

Assessing lethality, or the likelihood 
of an attempt to take one’s life, is of 
prime importance, even if the only com
plaint being expressed is "feeling tired 
all the time.” "Tell me about your sui
cidal thoughts,” should be a routine 
question when dealing with an adoles
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cent who comes for counseling. All talk 
of suicide should be taken seriously. 
Talking about death wishes or suicidal 
thoughts does not increase the chances 
of suicide. Thoughts of "accidents”— 
ways the adolescent could arrange to 
die—or of thoughts of dying with an 
illness should be explored.

Significant factors in an evaluation 
of lethality include whether the person 
has a specific plan of how to die. Lethal
ity increases as the plan gets more spe
cific and as the methods become more 
foolproof.

Have there been any previous suicid
al gestures? If so, what was the nature 
of the gesture? Lethality may be ascer
tained by the type and number of ges
tures.

The type of stress present is impor
tant. Has there been a recent loss of 
someone or something significant to the 
youth? An adult may be seeing the 
situation objectively and may be in
clined to minimize the cause of the 
stress. Minimization may be a mistake.

The intensity of the feelings involved 
is important. The youth’s feelings dem
onstrate his or her own emotional in
volvement in the crisis situation and 
may not match logical or rational data.

Whether the person has a pattern of 
impulsiveness is important. Is the 
adolescent inclined to do potentially de
structive things in a "fit of anger” or 
without thinking through the possible 
results of the action? Lethality in
creases as impulsive behavior in
creases.

The person’s long-term record of 
emotional stability, ability to com
municate feelings in a direct way, and 
whether significant others respond 
with concern and support rather than 
with rejection and attempts to shame 
are all significant factors in lethality.12

Some changes in behavior may be a 
"clue” or signal which the teenager 

may be giving to indicate a need for 
help.13 Changes in appearance, espe
cially if a person seems to stop caring 
about dress and grooming, are signifi
cant. Changes from being a good stu
dent to uncaring behavior and 
increases in alcohol or drug abuse may 
be indicators. Giving away or throwing 
away previously prized or cherished 
possessions may be an important clue 
that suicide is being contemplated, per
haps specifically planned. If a usually 
outgoing person begins to spend much 
more time alone, the change may be 
significant as an indicator of contem
plated suicide. Surprisingly, an up
swing in mood from depression should 
be closely monitored to be certain that 
the behavior does not indicate a final 
resolve to kill oneself and thus gain a 
sense of relief.

The person desiring to help needs to 
develop a trusting, honest relationship 
which deals openly with the person’s 
feelings; assess lethality; and deter
mine whether to refer the youth to a 
professional psychotherapist. If the sui
cidal youth is not open to developing a 
relationship, he or she should be re
ferred; or parents should be advised to 
take the youth to a professional psy
chotherapist.

A high degree of lethality, when the 
individual is thinking explicitly and/or 
often about suicide and is not in touch 
with the part of him or her which wants 
to live, is definite cause for concern. 
The counselor should strongly present 
to parents the need for professional 
psychotherapy, which may include a 
psychiatric evaluation and possible 
hospitalization. Care should be taken to 
communicate a sense of urgency with
out causing parents to panic. A guide to 
assessing when hospitalization may be 
necessary is whether the counselor be
lieves, after talking with the teenager, 
that the youth’s life is in immediate 
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danger and that he or she is not able to 
make the choice to stay alive.

Parents may feel an urge to deny or 
block out their awareness of the seri
ousness of the situation. For this rea
son, the counselor needs to stay in 
contact with the family at least until 
they are safely settled into counseling 
with someone else. The family will like
ly need emotional support and reassur
ance of their worth during the period of 
referral and the stress of finding a 
professional therapist.

Referral Sources
Church staff members who deal with 
youth would be well-advised to inform 
themselves of professionals in the field 
of psychiatry, psychology, pastoral 
counseling, or family therapy to whom 
they would feel comfortable making 
referrals. Psychiatrists or doctors who 
specialize in emotional illnesses of a 
dire nature, vary from those who al
most exclusively use medication or 
chemical intervention to those who de
velop a therapy relationship with their 
patient and conservatively use medica
tion. A psychiatrist who is open to con
tacts by the referral source is the ideal. 
Many psychiatrists who deal with 
adolescents will expect to hospitalize 
the patient for a minimum of two 
weeks for evaluation, especially if the 
possibility of suicide is imminent or if 
the youth appears to be openly resist
ant to therapeutic intervention. Hav
ing information about referral sources 
for parents and youth is helpful and 
supportive to them at a time of high 
stress.

Because medication can only be pre
scribed by a physician, a psychiatrist is 
the referral choice if the counselor 
believes the teenager’s symptoms will 
require medication or hospitalization. 
Knowing a psychiatrist who will pre
scribe medication conservatively and 

monitor the patient’s responses care
fully is valuable.

As indicated in the discussion of 
causes of depression, families of youth 
often need to be included in the treat
ment process. Knowledge of which 
counselors successfully use family 
therapy as a part of their intervention 
process is important.

The amount of fees charged is anoth
er significant piece of information to 
have about referral sources. Insurance 
coverage will often pay 80 percent for 
psychiatric treatment and 50 percent 
for psychological treatment. Some
times insurance will reimburse for 
other forms of therapy, but chances of 
coverage or partial coverage are much 
less. This information must be taken 
into account when making a referral.

The Helping Relationship
Not all adolescents, and perhaps rela
tively few, will need to be referred, 
however. The issue of developing a rela
tionship which will enable the youth 
and the counselor to launch a team 
effort for change is, therefore, germane. 
Achieving a therapeutic relationship 
with a teenager involves maintaining a 
delicate balance of caring acceptance, 
confrontation, and honesty.

The first issue to be dealt with is how 
the youth happened to come for coun
seling. Who initiated the contact? The 
youth, parents, friends, or the coun
selor?

The pastor or other church staff 
member has the unique position of 
making self-initiated contacts with a 
youthful member of the congregation 
who appears to be troubled. Such a con
tact may be made as a way of express
ing caring concern and offering help, 
yet leaving the teenager the freedom to 
respond with a receptiveness to coun
seling or to decline.

Care not to communicate rejection if 
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the youth declines counseling is impor
tant and will probably leave an opening 
for the individual to come later for 
help. Creating such acceptance in a 
helping, relationship models Christ’s 
position with us, as He initiates con
tact, then allows freedom of response.14

If parents have initiated the contact 
with you, the youth may feel defensive 
and/or angry about coming to counsel
ing, perhaps expecting the counselor to 
align with the parents’ point of view in 
a conflictual relationship A second 
issue when parents have asked that you 
see their adolescent is the parents’ ex
pectations. The counselor must careful
ly avoid being caught in the middle 
between the youth and his or her par
ents by being honest with both at the 
outset.

Confidentiality is a difficult element 
of the trust-building process. One way 
of handling the issue is to state early in 
the process that everything discussed 
will be kept confidential, with two pos
sible exceptions. (1) Anytime the coun
selor believes the youth’s or someone 
else’s life to be in danger, parents and/ 
or others will be notified. (2) The coun
selor may also state to the youth that if 
talking to someone else seems to be nec
essary, the counselor and the adoles
cent will discuss the issue first. Parents 
will need to understand clearly the 
confidentiality between their teenager 
and the counselor.

Each counselor communicates caring 
and acceptance uniquely. To communi
cate caring in a way which is trust
worthy and sincere to most adolescents 
the counselor must convince the youth 
that behavior or thinking patterns 
which are potentially self-destructive 
will not be ignored, and the counselor 
will be consistently confrontive. At the 
same time, the counselor will genuine
ly affirm the youth’s worth and value, 
both explicitly and implicitly.

The development of a therapeutic re
lationship requires time. The counselor 
needs to communicate a sense of pa
tience during the sessions, implicitly 
giving to the adolescent a share of the 
control in the pacing and content of the 
counseling session. Although questions 
are necessary, too many questions can 
result in the youth’s feeling "grilled,” 
and withdrawing into shrugs, "I don’t 
knows,” and silence. The counselor can 
communicate valuing and acceptance 
by showing an interest in untroubled 
facets of the adolescent’s life, as well as 
the troubled areas. A sense of humor 
and fun enhance the helping relation
ship, as long as care is taken not to 
laugh with the teenager at some poten
tially self-destructive thought or behav
ior.

Listening to painful, angry, or explo
sive feelings is another way to build a 
therapeutic relationship. Counselors 
may need to remind themselves that 
the "sin” of emotions is what one 
chooses to do with them, not in the feel
ings themselves. Empathy for the emo
tions expressed lays a foundation of 
trust for the exploration of options in 
behavioral expression of the feelings.

The following are some basic assump
tions which may imply goals for the 
counseling process:

• Self-esteem is enhanced by a sense 
of self-determination and personal re
sponsibility. Reality therapy tech
niques which build an awareness of 
how one’s behavior and attitudes affect 
others’ responses is primary. Teenagers 
may be effectively helped by developing 
an awareness of which of their own 
behavior patterns work for them and 
which work against them.

• Staying in the here and now rather 
than dwelling on past experiences and 
mistakes will enable youth to make 
desired changes more easily.

• Confrontation of the reality of con

Spring 1985 49



flict and pain and helping the youth to 
develop options for handling pain and 
getting needed support is essential.

• The development of personal tools 
for decision making will contribute to 
confidence in relating to peers and in 
making decisions which lead to a posi
tive self-image.

• The strength to avoid self-destruc
tive behavior with peers will be devel
oped and enhanced by an awareness of 
self-management. Self-management 
and self-control begin with learning to 
identify and set goals. In order to en
sure success, goals should be small and 
achievable, progressing in a stepwise 
progression toward a long-range goal.

• Helping the family restructure it
self to handle a teenager’s growing up 
includes getting the family to talk 
together about their thoughts and feel
ings. Programs within the church to 
teach communications skills and to 
promote parent-youth communication 
and problem solving will be advanta
geous.

A teamwork concept of counseling 
with the purpose of accomplishing 
mutually agreed-upon goals is reward
ing for the counselor, as well as for the 

adolescent. A healthy, ongoing rela
tionship between counselor and youth 
models negotiation, affirmation, and 
support and provides an environment 
in which the youth is less likely to 
choose depression as a way to cope.

2M. D. Schecter and R. E. Sternloff, "Suicide in Adolescents,” 
Postgraduate Medicine, 5 (1970), 220-23.

2P. M. Lewinsohn, M. A. Youngren, R. F. Munoz, and A. M. 
Zeiss, Control Your Depression: Reducing Depression through 
Learning Self-Control Techniques, Relaxation Training, Pleas
ant Activities, Social Skills, Constructive Thinking, Planning 
Ahead, and More. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 
pp.10-14.

’Erik H. Erikson," Identity and the Life Cycle,"Psychological 
Issues, 1 (1959), 18-164.

*F. S. Williams, "Family Therapy: Its Role in Adolescent Psy
chiatry,” Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 2, (New York: Basic Books, 
1973), p. 283.

’David Catron and Sara Catron, "Preventing Parent-Adoles
cent Crisis,” in David R. Mace, ed., Prevention in Family Ser
vices: Approaches to Family Wellness. (Beverly-Hills: Sage 
Publications, 1983), pp. 149-59.

‘Jay Haley, Leaving Home: the Therapy of Disturbed Young 
People (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1980), pp. 26-46.
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Teachers, and Counselors (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1982,) pp. 21-25.

*S. Nowicke and B. Strickland, "Locus of Control Scale for 
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’From the Dallas, Texas, Suicide Prevention Center, 1983.
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Helping Youth Develop a 
Christian Life-style
RICHARD ROSS

Words create mental pictures, pictures 
not always tied to the dictionary mean
ings of those words. For example, the 
word teenager creates a variety of im
ages in the adult mind. Many of those 
images are associated with the behav
ior of young people. If presented with 
teenager in a word association game, 
some adults would answer with "ener
getic,” "vandal,” "excited,” or "fun-lov
ing.” It is difficult to describe young 
people without thinking of their behav
ior.

Churches also focus on youth behav
ior. Christian leaders are anxious to 
know how to develop the Christian life
styles of young people. To be effective, 
leaders must avoid two unhealthy ex
tremes.

First, youth workers must not look 
for the worst in youth. In an extreme 
case a leader might look across a Sun
day School department and think, "I 
wonder what awful things these inno
cent-looking kids did last night?” Some 
leaders almost seem to enjoy finding 
out the worst about their youth.

The opposite extreme is to assume 
that youth are always what they are at 
church. Like adults, young people are 
complex and changeable. Even youth 
held in esteem by the congregation may 
have areas of real moral struggle.

It is a mistake to look at Sunday 
youth behavior and assume it repre
sents a complete picture. It is also a 
mistake to try to find a skeleton in 
every closet.

The answer to both extremes is love.

Love is not blind. Love sees the one 
loved as is and keeps on loving. Genu
ine love is unconditional.

This is not just a theoretical kind of 
love. It is as concrete as being able to 
put your arm around a youth with big 
problems and feel a closeness. Youth 
know if they are objects of ministry or 
if a leader cares about them.

In the context of caring, it is possible 
to point youth in the direction of a 
Christian life-style. The goal of a Chris
tian life-style is to reflect the nature of 
God and to bring Him glory.

Youth are developing the ability to 
think abstractly. They are growing in 
their ability to grasp key concepts con
cerning the Christian life. Most can 
handle truths such as: God’s purpose in 
creating me and in redeeming me is to 
bring glory to Him. Because of my sal
vation, Jesus wants to live through me. 
Though I realize I will never measure 
up completely, my goal each day is to do 
what Jesus would do in my situation.

Goals of a Christian Life-style
The Church Curriculum Base Design 
developed by the Sunday School Board 
of the Southern Baptist Convention 
provides a foundation for the develop
ment of curriculum. One section of that 
document presents "Teaching Objec
tives and Desired Learner Outcomes.” 
Objectives and outcomes are listed in 
regard to Christian conversion, church 
membership, Christian worship, Chris
tian knowledge and understanding, 
Christian attitudes and convictions, 
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and Christian service.
Also included in this section is the 

area of Christian living. Here the au
thors faced the difficult task of defining 
Christian life-style for older youth. The 
"desired learner outcomes” include:

Live daily in vital fellowship with 
Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior, 
seeking always to bring his whole life 
under the direction of the Holy Spirit.

Engage regularly in serious Bible 
study and use the Bible as a guide for 
life.

Understand the values of prayer 
and practice prayer in daily experi
ence.

Pattern all of his personal conduct 
in accordance with the teachings, 
spirit, and example of Jesus Christ.

Do all possible to make his home 
life Christian.

Refuse to enter into relations and 
participate in activities which com
promise or violate New Testament 
principles.

Seek to apply Christian principles 
and standards of conduct to all social 
relations.

See the value of involvement in 
political and social issues and institu
tions in which he may spread his 
Christian influence.

Learn the importance of honesty 
and fair play in school, work, and 
other relationships.

Regard money as a resource for 
helping persons rather than as an end 
in itself.1
Several of the outcomes listed under 

Christian service pertain to life-style as 
well. The entire document demon
strates that leaders of youth must 
make an attempt to define the specifics 
of a Christian life-style; such an at
tempt will be a considerable challenge; 
and all work in this direction must be 
left open-ended, for the process of re
ducing the complexities of the Chris

tian life to words on paper will never be 
finished.

Life-styles of Youth
Christian youth are living different 
lives from their non-Christian friends. 
Evidence is strong in that direction. 
After testing more than seven thou
sand youth representing a number of 
denominations, Merton Strommen was 
able to conclude:

With contrasts in beliefs and values 
come contrasts in life-style. The lower 
incidence of premarital sex, drinking, 
and drug usage among youth of the 
church compared with that of the 
nonchurch group shows an ability or 
willingness to delay gratification that 
is related to what church youth value 
and believe; a personal faith in Jesus 
Christ makes a great difference in life
style and outlook on life.2
For every Christian—child, youth, or 

adult—living the Christian life is a 
challenge. Satan never tires of 
throwing stumbling blocks along the 
way. Leaders who are sensitive to 
youth need to be aware of the obstacles 
they face.

Sometimes youth sin because there is 
momentary pleasure associated with 
the sin. Often they do not consid
er the consequences which follow.

Rebellion against authority can also 
affect Christian life-style. For example, 
many first drug experiences are noth
ing more than acts of defiance against 
parents or other authority figures. 
Curiosity concerning the unknown can 
also take youth in the wrong direction.

A psychological desire to conform 
can certainly make an impact on life
style. This need to identify with the 
behavior of the group is greater during 
the youth years than during any other 
period.

At other times youth may deviate 
from a healthy life-style in a somewhat 
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subconscious attempt to punish them
selves. A poor self-image may cause 
youth to take risks or participate in 
self-destructive activities that reinforce 
their feelings of worthlessness. (See 
Daniel O. Aleshire’s article, "Youth 
and Self-Acceptance” and Jan C. 
Lundy’s, "Counseling Depressed 
Youth.”)

Innumerable forces in society make 
living the Christian life difficult. The 
pessimism of the age may tell youth 
that the world is so messed up what 
they do does not matter. The hedonism 
of the age tells teenagers that all ex
perience is permissible and that per
sonal pleasure is their highest goal. 
The prevalent self-centeredness atti
tude tells youth that they come first 
and if they do anything wrong, they 
hurt only themselves.

The negative pressures on youth are 
great. Those who love youth must mar
shal all the resources of the Christian 
community to overcome those pres
sures. A ministry to youth that actually 
influences life-styles requires the best a 
church has to offer.

Ministry Opportunities
Growth in Christian living is a possibil
ity for teenagers. To be an instrument 
through whom God is working to sanc
tify the lives of Christan young people 
is exciting.

Selecting staff.—Staff members who 
relate to youth can be genuine spiritual 
resources to youth. What staff leaders 
do in ministry is certainly important, 
but what staff leaders are is even more 
important. It is the quality of individu
al lives that makes the greatest impact 
on young Christians.

Committees searching for new staff 
members are often anxious to know 
how well a candidate can "produce.” 
And certainly, effectiveness in day-to- 
day work is important. But when the 

needs of young people are part of the 
picture, it is even more important to 
know about the candidate’s day-to-day 
living.

Youth need to see staff members who 
are growing in Christian life-style. 
They also need a relationship with staff 
members who love them individually. 
The direction of a life is not altered be
cause "Brother Bob loves teenagers,” 
but much can change when "Brother 
Bob loves me.”

Certain physical conditions can 
make a person susceptible to a particu
lar infection. An atmosphere of in
dividual love and acceptance can make 
a youth susceptible to the infectious in
fluence of an adult life.

The ability to relate to youth is still 
another essential if lives are to be mold
ed. To be able to relate to youth means 
to be able to communicate love in a way 
they can understand, to create an at
mosphere in which they can return 
that love, to understand something of 
their world and how they see life, and 
to talk with them in such a way that 
genuine communication takes place.

Some staff members have a great 
love for youth but find it difficult to re
late to this age group. Love alone can be 
a motivating influence on youth. The 
additional ability to relate well simply 
makes the impact stronger.

The ability of the staff member to in
fluence youth’s life-styles is also related 
to teaching ability. In this context two 
skills are important. First is the ability 
to translate the truths of God to a teen
age audience. This skill is similar to 
that developed by foreign missionaries 
who spend months in language school 
before beginning an assignment.

Second is the ability to create educa
tional experiences that lead to a change 
in the learner. When no one learns, no 
one has taught. Some educational ex
periences are likely to lead to life 
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changes, while others make any change 
most unlikely. It takes skill to know the 
difference.

Staff members who are growing in 
their ability to communicate God’s 
truth and in their ability to design ex
periences for youth related to that 
truth will see changes in young lives 
over a period of time. The goal of teach
ing is change.

Cultivating lay leaders.—Staff mem
bers are an important resource to 
youth, but they cannot do the job alone. 
There are too many youth and too 
many needs for the paid workers only. 
Lay youth workers are a key in minis
try. According to Ephesians 4:11-12, 
staff members are to equip these 
’’saints” for their work in youth minis
try.

Lay workers can make a significant 
impact on the Christian life-styles of 
youth. The characteristics that make 
them effective in this role are the same 
as for staff members. Consistent Chris
tian lives, a love for individual youth, 
the ability to relate to youth, and skill 
in teaching God’s truth are all impor
tant.

Working through program organiza
tions.—When changed lives is the goal 
of ministry, then work through the five 
program organizations is the best 
method of ministry. These five organi
zations include Youth Sunday School, 
Youth Church Training, Royal Ambas
sadors, Acteens, and Youth Choir.

These five organizations should be 
the focus of ministry because that is 
where youth are. Work done outside 
these organizations to shape life-styles 
will usually leave out many of the 
church’s young people.

Also, these organizations are where 
the adults are. The leaders of these five 
areas represent a core of adults com
mitted to the spiritual growth of youth. 
Time spent equipping these saints for 

ministry is a wise investment.
The church program organizations 

also provide a comprehensive approach 
to Christian growth. Adding all of the 
tasks assigned to each of these program 
areas gives a broad picture of the Chris
tian life. Every area of Christian life
style is addressed. Helping these orga
nizations function effectively is wise.

Encouraging Christian home life.— 
Experiences at church are important in 
the development of a Christian life
style; but for most youth, experiences 
in the home are equally important. For 
some youth, family life will have a 
much stronger impact than any church 
ministry. This impact can be either 
positive or negative.

Church youth leaders and parents 
need to form a partnership in the rear
ing of godly youth. Parents and leaders 
need to sense that they are working 
together toward common goals.

A partnership between parents and 
leaders is more likely to develop when 
the adults involved know each other 
well. Personal relationships are the 
basis for trust and mutual support. 
Churches need to bring these two 
groups together often in an environ
ment where relationships are likely to 
grow. Church leaders also need to take 
the initiative in building personal rela
tionships with parents outside the 
church.

The relative impact of parents versus 
peers on teenage behavior is a frequent 
topic of discussion among parents. 
Many parents believe they are losing 
their influence to peer pressures.

Peers do have a great deal of control 
over immediate behavior, but recent re
search has demonstrated that parents 
still have the major impact on lifetime 
values (see Benson’s article, ’’Current 
Trends Among Southern Baptist 
Adolescents”). Friends may determine 
what jeans will be worn, but the family 
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is shaping the kind of parent a teenager 
will become.

Since so much of a youth’s present 
and future life-style is determined in 
the home, youth ministry must include 
this vital area of life. A ministry signal 
that is sent through the amplifier of the 
home can result in a resounding mes
sage to young people.

Parents need help in at least three 
different areas. First, they need help in 
working out their parenting role. Par
ents want to know: What kind of parent 
am I supposed to be to my child? What 
are the best ways to communicate? 
How fast should I be turning loose?

Second, parents need help with key 
issues related to youth. Parents want to 
understand chemical abuse, sexual 
pressures, vocational guidance, legal 
matters, teenage money management, 
college preparation, depression and sui
cide, teenage health, dating, marriage 
preparation, and dozens of other sub
ject areas. The church needs to provide 
answers.

Third, the church needs to help par
ents grow spiritually. Nothing will 
have a more profound impact on the 
life of a teenager than seeing a new 
spiritual depth in his parents.

Staff and lay leaders need to be com
mitted to winning lost parents to 
Christ. The result is not only a great 
miracle of grace in the parent’s life but 
also a permanent influence on family 
members.

To assume that all adults who are 
already Christians are growing in grace 
is a mistake. The church should inten
tionally plan experiences to help par
ents rediscover the joy of their 
salvation. The impact on youth will be 
obvious.

Providing positive peer experiences.— 
Although peers are usually second to 
parents in shaping lifetime values, they 
are still a significant force in regard to 

teenage life-styles. A goal of ministry 
should be to build a peer group around 
each youth that will support a Chris
tian life-style. Peer influence will al
ways exist, but it can be positive.

Youth ministry faces a danger in the 
eighties. Many churches are proud that 
their youth programs are now more 
than games and cookies. And certainly 
the present emphasis on spiritual 
growth and discipleship was long over
due. However, it would be a mistake to 
conclude that there is no longer a place 
for social recreation in the church 
youth program. Games and cookies 
never were a problem; they were just 
overbalanced. When properly imple
mented, recreation has a valid role to 
play today.

In addition to its other values, Chris
tian recreation aids the development of 
peer relationships that support positive 
life-styles. Churches that help youth 
enjoy one another will see friendships 
develop that will make living the Chris
tian life more likely.

Simply stated, the Christian life
style is the imitation of Jesus Christ. 
Because of His finished work on the 
cross, living the Christian life is pos
sible.

There are tremendous pressures 
pulling youth away from a godly style 
of life. Staff members, lay leaders, par
ents, and peers must allow God to work 
through them if genuine Christian 
growth is to take place in youth.

1 Church Curriculum Base Design, Youth -Sunday School 
Volume (Nashville: Sunday School Board of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, 1980), pp. II 6-7.

2Merton Strommen, Five Cries of Youth (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1974), p. 9.
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Assisting Students in 
Their Choice of a College
GEORGE E. CAPPS, JR.

"Choices abound as one advances 
through life. As a high school student, 
you are at a crucial stage. The decision 
you make now will have a lasting effect 
on your life.

"You are probably wondering what 
vocation to enter and where to go to 
college. Those are not easy questions, 
but with prayer and guidance of fam ily 
and friends, you can reach a decision.”

These statements from Arthur L. 
Walker, Jr., executive director of the 
Education Commission of the Southern 
Baptist Convention, point to both a 
problem and a solution. Because we live 
in an era of change, the choice of a col
lege and a curriculum is more impor
tant than ever.

As our nation moved from the 
agricultural age to the industrial age, 
new educational and training require
ments emerged. As we enter the "infor
mation age,” educational choices will 
have a lasting effect on life. The 
"knowledge explosion” and the acceler
ation of change in our world call for a 
careful evaluation of the kind of educa
tion youth need in order to deal with 
change and to find abundant life.

The student must choose the best 
school from a large number of possibili
ties. Because of a decline in the number 
of traditional college-age youth, col
leges have become more aggressive in 
recruiting. Different types of schools 
are saying to the student, "We are the 
college for you.” How can the student 
know which is the best? The long-term 
consequences are great; therefore, care

ful attention should be given to this 
process.

Church leaders can and should assist 
youth in this process. The leader must 
become knowledgeable about colleges 
and emerging career options. The Edu
cation Commission of the Southern 
Baptist Convention, 901 Commerce 
Street, Nashville, Tennessee 37203, can 
provide assistance.

Leaders who relate to youth need to 
learn how to evaluate the potential of a 
college. The choice of a college should 
include factors other than location, ad
missions requirements, and athletic 
teams. The purpose, emphases, and the 
environment of the college will have a 
great impact on the educational experi
ence of the student.

The purpose of a college will be re
flected in the policies of the institution. 
The community college offers training 
in specialized skill areas for students 
who can commute from their homes. 
The technological university offers 
basic and advanced training in selec
tive engineering or technological fields.

The research-oriented university ma
jors on research and publication. The 
demand to "publish or perish” places 
restrictions on the attention faculty 
members can give to students.

The priority for an institution may 
be to give major support in one area or 
discipline. As a result, other areas are 
not as strong as they should be. In addi
tion to training in business, computer 
science, nursing, or some other voca
tion, the liberal arts college or universi
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ty offers courses which will prepare the 
student for the variables of life and pro
vide a base for advanced education. A 
liberal arts college education is de
signed to prepare the student to contin
ue learning experiences throughout 
life. In our age this is essential.

Baptist colleges are able to develop 
innovations to address changes in voca
tional requirements while keeping a 
balance on life-enriching offerings. One 
example is curricular combinations 
which provide better preparation for 
persons entering a technical vocational 
arena. One such combination is the co
operative arrangement between some 
Baptist colleges and some technological 
universities. The student receives a bal
anced education and a degree from 
both institutions.

The emphases and environment of 
the college are key factors in interpre
tive learning experiences. The world 
view projected by the administration 
and the faculty will affect the mind-set 
of the student. The projection of a 
Christian world view by a faculty of 
Christian scholars is a traditional goal 
of Baptist colleges.

Baptist colleges major on teaching 
rather than research. A professor, and 
not a graduate assistant, is in the class
room. The student is the primary focal 
point in the teaching institution. Some 
educators say that the best teaching in 
colleges today is in Baptist colleges and 
others which have this priority com
mitment to teaching.

The choice of a vocation and the test
ing of a vocation are nurtured in the 
Baptist college. Many persons change 
vocations in their first or second year 
after graduation from college. One rea
son for the change is that the graduate 
has not been able to test his vocational 
commitment prior to graduation.

Preprofessional and professional 
studies at Baptist colleges are designed 

to equip students to serve in a profes
sion with an understanding of profes
sion as ministry.

Some professional counselors with 
youth recommend the following as a 
checklist for assisting students in se
lecting a college.

The student should examine the aca
demic environment of the institution. 
—Does the college offer the programs 
which will prepare me for life and 
work? What is the student-teacher 
ratio? Is the teaching faculty in my cho
sen field competent? Christian? Does 
the college offer foreign studies?

The student should examine the reli
gious and social environment of the 
campus.—What organizations does the 
college sponsor or authorize? What ex
tracurricular activities are sponsored? 
What encouragement is given for a 
Christian life-style? What churches are 
in the community?

The student should examine the cost 
of attending a particular institution. 
—Many costs are not apparent. Some 
low-tutition colleges add extra fees and 
also charge more for housing and other 
services.

Financial aid is available for those 
who need it. Financial aid officers at 
any Southern Baptist college are will
ing to assist students in securing funds 
for college. Because of variations in 
scholarship and financial aid, inquiry 
must be made to each institution being 
considered.

The student should examine the ser
vices of the college.—Does the school 
have a placement service to assist in 
getting a job after graduation? What 
other services are offered?

The student should consult with oth
ers before making a choice.—Persons 
who should be consulted include the 
student’s parents, pastor, guidance 
counselor at school, and a representa
tive from each school being considered.
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The student should write a letter to the 
office of the president of the college, 
asking for a contact by a representative 
of the college. This personal contact is 
the best way to secure information 
from the school.

Many students may not know what 
their needs will be in their college ex
perience. Beyond the needs for shelter, 
food, and clothing, the student will 
have many other needs.

Identification with a community of 
believers is basic for the Christian stu
dent. Christian student organizations 
and a church home in the college com
munity can meet this need. Even the 
commuter student can identify with a 
Christian student organization.

Identification with Christian faculty 
members is a meaningful experience 
for college students who have been 
thrust into the rigors of the academic 
"search for truth.” Many colleges have 
some Christian faculty members; how
ever, Baptist colleges have the unique 
resource of a community of Christian 
scholars as faculty. These individuals 
are usually able to assist the student by 
providing role models and in giving per
sonal counsel.

In the schools where the teacher-stu
dent ratio is small, the student has a 
greater opportunity for interaction 
with the faculty members. In this set
ting some of the best learning takes 
place.

Personal growth can come through 
campus activities. Growth opportuni
ties can be found in Baptist Student 
Unions in Baptist colleges or at state 
college campuses.

"Baptist colleges and universities are 
committed to the belief that a student’s 
educational pilgrimage is not ex
perienced fully unless one’s intellectu
al growth is accompanied by spiritual 
growth. Education is incomplete if the 
student gains intelligence without 

character, expertise without values, 
truth without faith.

"As is true of other educational insti
tutions, Baptist colleges and universi
ties are engaged in the search for and 
testing of truth. Because Baptist 
schools are also committed to the 
bedrock Christian belief that all 
truth is from God, it is likewise impor
tant that educators continue to commit 
themselves to providing opportunities 
which encourage a student’s spiritual 
growth.”1

1 Growth, Possibilities for Campus Religious Activities on the 
Baptist Campus (Nashville: Education Commission of the South
ern Baptist Convention, 1981),. p. 2.

The Christian student needs oppor
tunities to express his faith in service. 
Projects of Campus Student Ministries 
or church projects provide many oppor
tunities to serve in mission activities, 
visitation, community service projects, 
and many other activities.

Today there are forty-six senior col
leges and six junior colleges related to 
sixteen state Baptist conventions and 
identified as Southern Baptist colleges. 
A list of these schools appears in the 
Southern Baptist Convention Annual 
each year.

A Baptist college could be the right 
place for your student to begin prepar
ing for the future. Education in a Chris
tian environment is more than a motto. 
It is a school’s saying, "We care.” In 
this setting Christian nurture is avail
able for youth who are moving outside 
the sphere of parental and home 
church influence. As career, life-style, 
and marriage are considered, young 
people will find Christian adults who 
care. This is the kind of school I would 
encourage my own children to attend.
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Ministry Training 
Opportunities in the SBC

ROYCE ROSE

Through the years people have adopted 
a variety of attitudes toward education. 
Some feel that education is the solution 
to all of life’s problems. Others hold 
education responsible for all that ails 
our civilization.

Free and independent thinkers that 
they are, Baptists also have been di
verse in their attitudes toward educa
tion. One particular area where these 
attitudes have surfaced is in reference 
to ministerial education.

One may hear all sorts of comments. 
"Should our church call a pastor with a 
seminary degree?” "Well, you know, he 
doesn’t even have seminary training!” 
"You just stay here and preach. Don’t 
go off to seminary and let them ruin 
your spirit.” Those who have worked 
with pastor search committees know 
that some churches insist on seminary 
credentials; others do not seem to care; 
and others specifically disqualify the 
seminary-trained pastor.

Untrained Ministers
Because of this diversity, Southern 
Baptist churches have been consistent
ly inconsistent in the level of training 
their pastors possess. A number of stud
ies have been carried out to describe 
the educational characteristics of pas
tors in Southern Baptist churches. The 
1981 and 1982 Uniform Church Letters 
asked churches for information con

cerning their pastor’s seminary experi
ence.

The 1981 letter asked, "Has your pas
tor’s ministerial education thus far in
cluded study at a seminary?” Over 51 
percent of the reporting churches that 
year indicated that their pastor had not 
attended a seminary.

The following year, a similar ques
tion asked whether the pastor had a 
seminary degree. This time, 54 percent 
of the churches reported that their pas
tor had not received a degree from a 
seminary. Both studies indicated a con
centration of nonseminary-trained pas
tors in the South and in smaller, rural 
churches.

Because of their shared interest in 
ministry training, the Southern Bap
tist Home Mission Board and the 
Southern Baptist Education Commis
sion sponsored two extensive studies of 
the educational levels of Southern Bap
tist pastors. The first study was con
ducted in 1973, and the second in 1983. 
The two studies surveyed directors of 
associational missions, asking them to 
give information on the educational at
tainment of pastors in their asso
ciations. Their findings represent sta
tistics from over half of the reporting 
churches in the Convention.

The following table contains the sta
tistical findings of the two studies.
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Educational Attainment of SBC Pastors

Highest Level of Training Obtained 1973 Study 1983 Study
Grammar School 

Attempted 1.2% 0.2%
Completed 2.6% 1.1%

High School 
Attempted 2.7% 1.8%
Completed 14.4% 14.9%

Bible School/Institute or Trade School 
Attempted 3.1% 3.2%
Completed 5.7% 6.2%

College 
Attempted 10.7% 8.3%
Completed 12.0% 13.5%

Seminary or Postcollege 
Attempted 10.7% 7.6%
Completed 36.9% 43.2%

These statistics indicate that more 
than 50 percent of those surveyed have 
had some seminary experience. The 
difference in this figure and that of the 
Uniform Church Letter probably is due 
to the lower representation of small 
churches in the latter survey. Though 
the level of education has increased 
over the past decade, the increase is 
slight (2.3 percent in the college and 
seminary categories combined).

One of every four pastors in South
ern Baptist churches has never attend
ed college or seminary. In addition, of 
those 21 percent who at least started to 
college, only about half attended a Bap
tist college.

One well might ask, Do Baptists be
lieve in an educated clergy in the twen
tieth century? Is it important for 
ministers to have training in the areas 
of Bible, theology, church history, bibli
cal languages, pastoral ministry, reli
gious education, and other practical 
ministry fields? Most of those reading 
this article would respond positively to 
both questions. Yet many churches con

tinue to call pastors without formal 
training in these areas.

Because of our polity, we cannot 
change the requirements a church sets 
for its pastor. Nor would we want to. 
We can, however, as ministers of the 
gospel and members of a Baptist fellow
ship, attempt to provide quality minis
try training for all of these pastors and 
other ministers where they are. If we 
believe God continues to work dynami
cally in our lives, we must affirm that 
we are all to be lifelong learners.

What are we to do as a Convention 
for these seventeen thousand-plus pas
tors who have less than a seminary de
gree? What should we do for that host 
of seminary-trained pastors whose 
theological and ministry education 
stopped the day they received their di
plomas? Is there a way for all these 
ministers to gain the basic education 
and continued training they need to be 
the ministers God would have them to 
be?

Yes, there is a way; indeed, there are 
many ways. A wide network of minis
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try education opportunities has devel
oped throughout our Convention which 
can provide training on numerous lev
els and through numerous mediums.

Campus-Centered Approach
Southern Baptists have invested a 
great deal in quality, on-campus train
ing for ministers. The best in ministry 
training is offered at several academic 
levels and for various select groups.

Bible institutes and schools offer 
unusual opportunities for an important 
group of ministers. Those who hear 
God’s call later in life and desire to pre
pare themselves for effective ministry 
and those who have a weak academic 
background in formal education may 
find that schools such as Clear Creek 
Baptist School in Kentucky or Fruit
land Baptist Bible Institute in North 
Carolina offer the type of education and 
the campus environment that best 
meets their needs.

Baptist Bible Institute in Florida 
offers a four-year accredited degree spe
cifically for ministers. This school pro
vides a unique environment for 
training and has served the Florida, 
Georgia, and Alabama area for over 
forty years.

Baptist colleges and junior colleges 
have been providing quality education 
for two centuries. These forty-six four- 
year schools and six junior colleges are 
training nine thousand church voca
tion volunteers through associate, bac
calaureate, and master’s level religion 
programs.

Finally, the six Southern Baptist 
seminaries are making their contribu
tion to on-campus training. Every year 
at least ten thousand students at these 
schools prepare for ministry in church 
vocations. Programs not only include 
master’s and doctoral level study in 
ministry but also provide associate-de
gree and diploma programs for those 

who come to seminary without college 
training.

Off-Campus Approach
As education has become common 
beyond the brick and mortar campus, 
theological education has followed suit. 
Howard College (now Samford Univer
sity) began offering ministry training 
classes in centers around the state. 
Soon, the Southern Baptist seminaries, 
through their Seminary Extension De
partment, picked up the idea and made 
it a Convention-wide program. Similar 
programs have been started by Georgia 
Baptists and through the Boyce Bible 
School of Southern Baptist Seminary. 
Now both precollege and college-level 
study is available through the Howard 
program, the Georgia Baptist Exten
sion program, the Boyce centers, and 
the four hundred locally sponsored 
Seminary Extension centers. About 
eight thousand persons are studying 
each year in the Seminary Extension 
centers alone.

The off-campus approach to theologi
cal education also has gone beyond the 
college-level study of the Seminary Ex
tension center programs. Several of the 
seminaries began offering master’s 
level work at several off-campus loca
tions. Southwestern’s Houston-based 
"satellite” grew out of the concern in 
the Houston area for accessible train
ing opportunities at the master’s level. 
Southwestern later opened programs 
in San Antonio, Texas, and Shawnee, 
Oklahoma. Southern began operating 
Seminary Studies programs on behalf 
of all six seminaries in Baltimore, 
Maryland; Detroit, Michigan; and 
Jackson, Tennessee. As the concept 
grew and Southern Baptists realized 
the need for more accessible theological 
training, the seminaries turned to their 
Seminary Extension Department for 
leadership in developing a plan for en
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larging this ministry. The result, 
through the expanded Seminary Exter
nal Education Division, was seven 
jointly sponsored Seminary Studies 
programs in addition to off-campus pro
grams operated unilaterally by the in
dividual seminaries.

These programs are available to that 
21.1 percent of the pastors who have 
completed college or have begun semi
nary. Seminary and adjunct professors 
are used in these programs as well as 
newer approaches such as the tele
course concept.

Correspondence Approach
Even with all the extension centers, 
Seminary Studies programs, Baptist 
colleges, Bible schools, and seminaries 
across the country, thousands of pas
tors and other ministers are in loca
tions and positions where theological 
education is not accessible within the 
framework of their schedule and geog
raphy. Because of this, Southern Bap
tists also provide theological education 
by correspondence.

The six seminaries, through the 
Seminary Extension Department, es
tablished a correspondence program 
offering courses on both the precollege 
and college levels. This makes ministry 
training available to all those who have 
not completed college or did not receive 
ministry training in their college study. 
They can study in the context of their 
own ministry, under the direction of 

correspondence instructors, and use 
materials prepared by some of South
ern Baptists’ best theological educa
tors.

At present, approximately two thou
sand persons are receiving their minis
try education through correspondence 
study. Even ministers who have com
pleted college and seminary can use 
this approach to improve and update 
their skills in ministry.

Academic Opportunities
The options for academically oriented 
ministry training are there for minis
ters of all educational backgrounds. 
Southern Baptists have said that an 
educated ministry is important, and 
they have provided a wide variety of 
ministry training opportunities at 
every level.

Almost 30 percent of the pastors in 
Southern Baptist churches have never 
been exposed to formal ministry train
ing. Many others have a partial expo
sure, Thanks to Southern Baptists, all 
ministers can secure the training they 
need. But they must take the first step.

Pursue the ministry training oppor
tunity that meets your needs. If you 
need to know more about Seminary Ex
tension’s program, write: Seminary Ex
tension, 901 Commerce, Nashville, TN 
37203. For more information about 
Baptist colleges, write the Education 
Commission at the same address.
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Missions with a 
Personal Touch
JAMES N. LEWIS, JR.

To non-Baptists the word association 
may carry a formal if not harsh ring. 
An association is an organization 
which promotes certain products or 
values important to the individual, but 
the association itself often is of mini
mal direct concern or involvement.

The American Management Associa
tion is concerned with improving the 
skills of persons in management posi
tions. With a few exceptions, those who 
are members of that association do not 
see it as central to their activities or 
crucial to their existence.

A Baptist association, on the other 
hand, is a self-governing fellowship of 
autonomous churches, sharing a com
mon faith and active on mission in 
their setting. This implies involvement. 
Note the words self-governing, sharing, 
and active. Such words connote those 
dimensions of the Baptist Association 
which are unique and personal.

Because of its proximity to the local 
church, the association should be the 
most personal of all Southern Baptist 
denominational organizations. The as
sociation puts a face on the denomina
tion and gives the denomination a place 
of central focus. Local church members 
are the recipients of what the associa
tion receives and the contributors to 
what the association gives. This funda
mental organizational premise means 
that missions through the association 
has a personal touch.

In Megatrends, John Naisbitt said 
that our technologically sophisticated 
society requires increasingly high doses 

of personal attention—the high-tech/ 
high-touch touch syndrome. The need 
for personal involvement and satisfac
tion is just as real in religious volun
tary organizations as in secular 
industry. The benefit experienced 
by any congregation will be directly 
proportional to the level of involve
ment.

Bold Mission Thrust has been the im
petus for advances in the missions and 
educational processes of the Southern 
Baptist Convention. Increased under
standing of people’s needs and means of 
response to those needs have resulted 
from this intense effort. Enhanced min
istry potential has little value if there 
is no mechanism to involve people in 
performing those ministries. The asso
ciation has the greatest potential for 
doing this. Three things are necessary 
for potential to become actual: educa
tion, communication, and participa
tion.

Education
For people to be aware of the types of 
ministry opportunities which exist in 
and through the association, a major 
education task must be undertaken. 
Education to missions can come from 
firsthand exposure to the needs of 
the communities of the association. 
Through an association-sponsored mis
sion or through an awareness process 
determined by the church missions 
committee, the personal side of mis
sions can be implanted in the hearts of 
the people. With so many impersonal 
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forces at work in the world, it is not 
difficult to convince missions-sensitive 
congregations and Christians that a 
personal touch is vital to the effective 
communication of the love of God.

Communication
Information as a source of motivation is 
axiomatic in Southern Baptist life. Re
peatedly, knowledge of crises or needs, 
individual or corporate; local, national, 
or foreign, have elicited overwhelming 
response from Southern Baptists.

If information is a pivotal ingredient 
in involvement, how can churches ob
tain adequate information?

Within the association the possibility 
of appropriate information is strength
ened through a network of church mis
sions committees and the associational 
missions development program (also 
known as associational missions com
mittee). A liaison should exist in each 
association which facilitates the ready 
exchange of information between 
churches and the association. Informa
tion of needs in the immediate environ
ment should motivate congregations to 
personal involvement through the asso
ciation.

Ideally, each congregation has a 
church missions committee which con
tinually surveys missions needs in the 
community. Through the missions 
strategy planning process, priorities 
are established for the needs/oppor- 
tunities discovered. The Church 
Council assigns the prioritized tasks/ 
projects to the appropriate organiza
tion and informs the associational mis
sions development council of the areas 
of involvement. It is not uncommon for 
a need to exceed the resources and re
sourcefulness of a single congregation. 
The association provides a ready pool of 
potential assistants to work on major 
tasks or projects generated through a 
church’s missions activities.

Since the association has a strategy 
committee and a missions survey direc
tor on the associational missions devel
opment council, the association will 
probably discover needs which will re
quire cooperation and help from the 
churches. Again, the network informs 
the congregations of the needs and so
licits assistance on behalf of other con
gregations where appropriate.

The free-flowing, continuous com
munication between the association 
and the churches with particular re
gard to missions needs/opportunities is 
essential to the informed motivation to 
personal involvement.

Participation
One of the functions of the association 
is to provide opportunities for working 
together in missions. Through local 
projects or distant projects the associa
tion assists in making missions person
al through involvement opportunities. 
By choosing or initiating projects, the 
congregation personalizes its involve
ment, strengthens its outreach, and 
grows in its commitment to the Great 
Commission.

Adult learning is most effectively 
achieved through activity and involve
ment. It follows, therefore, that parti
cipation through the association en
hances missions education by affording 
immediate feedback. Seeing the results 
of one’s toils and co-laboring efforts 
reinforces commitment in a way that 
representative missions alone cannot 
reproduce.

As important as representative mis
sions is, vicarious experience cannot 
begin to engender the sense of purpose 
and participation in the Kingdom that 
personal involvement provides. The as
sociational missions development coun
cil and the director of missions can 
point congregations to a variety of min
istry opportunities as varied as the
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communities and peoples of our nation. 
With only minimal investment of time 
and energy, a wide variety of potential 
involvements, ranging from soup kitch
ens to sewing classes; apartment Bible 
studies to ski -slope counseling; hospital 
chaplaincy to nursing-home songster; 
and drug rehabilitation administrator 
to migrant minister, can be discerned.

The effectiveness of any association 
in providing opportunities for missions 
for a congregation or a group of congre
gations is dependent on the degree of 
support those congregations give to the 
work of the association. If the churches 
do not see the association as a means of 
doing together what they cannot do 
alone, then they will not look to the 
association for assistance or opportuni
ties. For the association to work as a 

personalizer of missions, it must enjoy 
the support and confidence of the 
churches. Should that support not ex
ist, one of the first things a congrega
tion can do is pledge such support and 
back it by encouraging other churches 
to become serious about their commit
ment to their association. As the sup
port base grows, so does the depth of 
missions involvement with a personal 
touch.

Associational Emphasis Week is de
signed to give all churches in the South
ern Baptist Convention an opportunity 
to reassess their understanding of and 
commitment to the local association as 
a primary channel for involvement and 
for experiencing missions with a per
sonal touch.
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Book Reviews_________
What You Should Know About Sui
cide. Bill Blackburn. Waco: Word 
Books, 1982. 154 pages, $8.95.

I came to this book out of personal 
need. After experiencing the suicidal 
death of a church member, I needed 
help in understanding what had hap
pened. It was not curiosity or academic 
exercise; I was thrown on this book out 
of necessity.

Bill Blackburn is the associate direc
tor, family life, of the Christian Life 
Commission of the Baptist General 
Convention of Texas. He holds the B.A. 
degree from Baylor University and the 
M.Div. and Ph.D. in theology and coun
seling from Southwestern Baptist 
Theological Seminary. Blackburn 
wrote this book from the background of 
academic training and actual counsel
ing experience with suicidal persons.

The goal of Blackburn’s book is to 
provide information about suicide (in 
nontechnical language) to persons who 
deal with others who may be suicidal.

Chapter 1 examines persons’ motiva
tions for committing suicide:

1. To escape from an intolerable 
situation.

2. To punish the survivors.
3. To gain attention.
4. To manipulate others.
5. To join a deceased loved one.
6. To avoid punishment.
7. To be punished.
8. To avoid being a "burden.”
9. To avoid the effects of a dread dis

ease.
10. To pursue an irrational, impul

sive whim.
11. To seek martyrdom.

12. To express love.
Chapter 2 examines the possibility of 

preventing suicide. A particularly help
ful section on fables and facts about sui
cide is presented.

Chapter 3 helps readers see signs of 
suicidal tendencies. Blackburn divided 
these signs into four categories—stress 
factors, personal history, behavioral 
clues, and verbal clues.

Chapter 4 examines specific strate
gies for preventing suicide. Blackburn 
said we should first assess the risk by 
raising the question and seeing if the 
person has a specific method of death 
chosen. Specific strategies of interven
tion include interest and concern, 
prayer, building a relationship, and 
focusing on the problems and re
sources.

Chapter 5 warns persons who desire 
to help to deal with their own feelings. 
"Your ability to relate effectively to the 
suicidal person depends on a certain ob
jectivity on your part, attention to per
sonal dynamics, the support of family, 
friends and faith, and the possible assis
tance of professional help” (p. 100).

Chapter 6 examines the issue of re
sponsibility—when someone commits 
suicide, who is responsible? Black
burn’s answer is insightful. It is better 
left to your reading than my telling.

This book did what the author set out 
to do: it informed me about suicide. It 
can help your ministry also.

James Hightower
Specialist in pastoral ministry 

Church Administration Department
Sunday School Board
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• Hebrew-Aramaic and Greek dictionaries for in-depth word study, 

even for those who have no knowledge of Hebrew or Greek
• Literal, word-for-word translation of NAS Bible makes this concord

ance the indispensable reference work for understanding the message 
of the Scriptures. (Holman) $29.95

Indexed, $34.95
(Holman is the Bible publishing division of the Sunday 
School Board.)
Visit your Baptist Book Store or order from the Baptist Book Store or 
Mail Order Center serving you.

PARTNERS
BAPTIST BOOK STORES

PLEASE NOTE: On all cash mail orders add state sales tax for AL, AR, AZ, 
CA, CO, FL, GA, IL, IN, KS, KY, LA, MD, MI, MO, MS, NC, NY, OH, OK, 
SC, TN, TX, VA, WA, and add the following for delivery and handling—$1.00 
on orders for $15.00 or less, $2.00 on orders $15.01-$50.00, $3.00 on orders 
$50.01-$100.00, or $4.00 on orders over $100.00.

221-5-D122



DO YOU SPEND 
COUNTLESS

HOURS 
PROCESSING
RECORDS OF:

• Accounting
• Attendance
• Membership

• Prospects
• Stewardship
• Word Processing

Now you can save time with a computer system 
from Church Information System (CIS).

CIS realizes the individual and unique needs of 
every church. To help meet those needs, CIS can 
design a computer system to support your Church’s 
specific requirements. From a single terminal and 
printer to a multi-terminal/printer system, CIS has 
the system to support your church’s ministries.

With CIS you can:
• Maintain member’s personal and stewardshi] 

data
• Generate various reports from these record
• Print mailing labels
• Select target groups within the church
• Expedite typing assignments
• Perform accounting transactions
• Maintain information on prospective member

CIS allows you to expand your system as you 
church needs increase. When churches need 
change, CIS will continue to provide the necessar 
computer:

• Hardware • Supplies
• Software • Financing
• Forms

When your church searches for a compute 
system, turn to the name you have trusted fc 
years... BROADMAN.

Mail the coupon below for more information o 
the many ways CIS can help you.

Church Information System...
Bringing churches and computers 
together in ministry.

□ I’m interested in learning more about CIS.
□ My church is presently in the market for a computer system. Please co 

tact me as soon as possible.

Name_____________________________________________________

Staff Position _______________________________________________

Church_____________________________________________________

Address___________________________________________________

City State  Zip 

Phone _____________________________________________________

Mail to: Church Information System
127 Ninth Avenue, North
Nashville, TN 37234 (615) 251-2544 S4


