
Emerging  Adults  Part  2:
Distinctly Different Faiths –
Evangelical Views Declining

National Study of Youth and Religion
The National Study of Youth and Religion (Wave 3) contains the
detailed data from which Christian Smith presented a summary
of the results in his book, Souls in Transition: The Religious
&  Spiritual  Lives  of  Emerging  Adults.  My  prior  article,
“Emerging  Adults  and  the  Future  of  Faith  in  America,”
summarized some of the important results reported in his book.
One of his results showed that the number of young adults who
identify themselves as not religious or as a religious liberal
has grown from one in three young adults in 1976 to almost two
out of three young adults in 2008. This huge difference in
beliefs reflects that the dominant culture has changed from
supporting Christian beliefs to now being basically counter to
them. Today’s emerging adults are immersed in a postmodern
culture that “stressed difference over unity, relativity over
universals, subjective experience over rational authorities,
feeling over reason.”{1}

This culture has produced a set of young Americans who may
still  claim  to  be  associated  with  Protestant  or  Catholic
beliefs but in reality have accepted the view that God and
Christ are potentially helpful upon death, but are of little
value until then. As these young adults moved from teenagers
into emerging adults, Smith found that over four out of ten of
them became less religious over a five year span. However, he
did find that about one in three would identify themselves as
evangelical and probably continue to identify themselves that
way for the foreseeable future.
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However, to look at the data more closely, we can access this
study of 18- to 23-year-olds online at the Association of
Religious Data Archives.{2} Using this data, we can look at
the association between questions in ways that we could not
see in Christian Smith’s book. As we studied this data, we
found an even bleaker view of the future of the evangelical
church than that presented by his book.

Along  with  general  demographic  information,  the  questions
asked  by  the  survey  can  be  generally  divided  into  four
segments:  Religious  Beliefs,  Religious  Practices,  Cultural
Beliefs, and Cultural Practices. When we analyze the data in
these four segments, we find a significant disconnect between
each of these four segments. One might expect that we would
find a small but significant subset that shared an evangelical
belief  and  practice  and  that  applied  those  beliefs
consistently to their cultural beliefs and practices. Instead,
what we find is that of 881 evangelicals, a grand total of
zero (that is zilch, nada, none) share a common set of beliefs
across all four categories. In other words, there is no set of
common beliefs amongst these 18- to 23-year-olds who belong to
an evangelical church.

It is worth noting here that the 881 evangelicals discussed
here are down from the 1064 evangelicals in the study of this
same group as teenagers. The 881 includes 728 who were among
the 1064 plus 155 new evangelicals. The new evangelicals were
about  one-third  from  mainline  protestant,  one-third  from
catholic, and one-third from not religious or non-Christian
religions. Of the 336 who left evangelical Christianity about
half went to other Christian religions and the other half went
to  nonreligious  or  indeterminate  religious  beliefs.  Almost
undoubtedly, if we were to include these original evangelicals
in our evangelical statistics we would get even worse data. We
should also note here that this group was 18 to 23 in 2008 so
now they are 20 to 25. However, we will refer to them as 18 to
23 in this article.



Religious Beliefs
Let  us  begin  by  first  considering  the  data  on  religious
beliefs. By itself, this is very interesting. First, we find
that four out of five of those associated with an evangelical
church believe in God as a personal being and Jesus as His Son
who was raised from the dead. Unfortunately, it also means we
are starting with one-fifth of those still associated with an
evangelical church who either don’t believe in God or in Jesus
as  His  Son.  It  is  interesting  to  note  that  one-third  of
mainline Protestants and nearly half of Catholics have this
same attitude of unbelief. However, the number of evangelicals
who believe in God and Christ is still a significant number
and is 28% of the total population of 18- to 23-year-olds in
America. When we add in the mainline and Catholic believers,
we find approximately half of all young adults have a correct
view of God and Jesus at this very basic level. Although half
is not what we would like, it is probably more than we would
expect to find with active Christians.

But when we add in the concepts that only people whose sins
are forgiven through faith in Jesus Christ go to heaven and
that  there  is  only  one  true  religion,  the  number  of
evangelicals in this age group who agree drops to 38%. Thus,
only  one  in  three  ascribe  to  the  most  basic  beliefs  of
evangelical Christianity. When we add in mainline Protestants
and Catholics, the percentage of young Americans who believe
in salvation only through Jesus Christ drops to less than one
in five.

When one adds in the concepts that faith is important, that
demons are real beings, and that there are some actions that
are always right or wrong, and combine those with attending a
worship service at least two times a month, the number among
evangelicals drops to less than one in five. That is, four out
of  five  young  evangelicals  do  not  agree  with  these  basic
concepts.  For  mainline  Protestants  and  Catholics,  the



percentages are 9% and 2%, indicating that almost none of them
have  a  basic  set  of  Christian  beliefs.  Combining  these
together shows that only 7% of all young adults hold to these
basic beliefs.

Clearly, we have a major disconnect of belief for this age
group, even among those who are associated with an evangelical
church. As we probe beyond God and Jesus, we find that most of
them do not have a set of beliefs consistent with the basic
truths of the Bible.

In  his  book,  Smith  points  out  that  for  emerging  adults
“evidence and proof trump blind faith.”{3} By this he means
that most emerging adults view scientific views as based on
evidence and truth while religious beliefs are simply blind
faith. As one young person put it, “I mean there is proven
fact and then there is what’s written in the Bible–and they
don’t match up.”{4} Or as another young person put it, “You
have to take the Bible as symbolic sometimes. If you take it
as literal there’s definitely a problem. There’s scientific
proof [that contradicts it]. So you have to take it piece by
piece and choose what you want to believe.”{5}

The interesting result of this belief is that it does not
primarily apply to the extremely small segment of the Bible
which some might consider at odds with scientific theories
(e.g., creation of the universe). Rather, they apply it to
things like teachings on sexuality, the uniqueness of Jesus,
and the beginning of life. So they use the excuse of science
to  modify  any  beliefs  taught  by  the  Bible  that  are
inconsistent  with  current  cultural  beliefs.

Religious Practices
Perhaps we have now found the truly religious 18- to 23-year-
olds among the one-out-of-four evangelicals that express a set
of  core  religious  beliefs.  Even  if  we  add  another  seven
questions on belief in things like life after death, heaven,



judgment  day,  and  miracles,  we  still  have  almost  15%  of
evangelical young adults who answer correctly. However, if
this 15% is the core group of believers, then their religious
behaviors will match their beliefs.

If this group of young adults is the core group, we would
expect them to pray on a daily basis and to read the Bible at
least once per week. When asked those questions, less than one
in ten evangelical emerging adults hold the religious beliefs
and engage in the religious practices. In fact, nearly half of
those with the core beliefs do not read their Bibles or pray.
When we add on questions about whether they are interested in
learning more about their faith and have shared their faith
with someone else, the number drops to less than one in twenty
of the evangelical young adults. So, over 95 out of 100 young
people affiliated with evangelical churches do not believe and
practice their belief. Sadly, if we look at those who do these
things and attend Sunday School or some weekday group and have
read a devotional book in the last year, the number drops to
3% of evangelicals.

This  data  clearly  shows  that,  for  18-  to  23-year-old
evangelicals, beyond a belief in God and Jesus there is no
common  set  of  beliefs  and  practices.  Virtually  every
evangelical young adult will depart from the faith on one or
more basic core beliefs and practices. It appears that there
is no common core group of dedicated faithful believers among
this age group.

As Christian Smith points out, emerging adults view religious
ideas as a cafeteria line where you take the ones you like and
leave the rest behind. As he says, “People should take and use
what is helpful in it, . . . and they can leave the rest. . .
. At least some parts of religions are ‘outdated.’ Emerging
adults are the authorities for themselves on what in religion
is good or useful or relevant for them.”{6} As one of the
emerging  adults  put  it,  “Instead  of  fighting  various
religions, I just kinda combined religious ideas that were



similar or sounded good.”{7} So, since the emerging adult is
the authority on what religious beliefs to accept rather than
the  Scriptures,  their  culture  determines  their  religious
beliefs rather than the other way around.

Cultural Beliefs
The data from this survey indicates that there is not a set of
doctrinally  pure  religious  believers  in  the  18  to  23  age
range. But perhaps they are clearer on cultural beliefs that
should be informed by their faith. To make the analysis easier
we will consider two different sets of beliefs. The first set
looks at their beliefs about creation, waiting on sex until
marriage, and respect for religion in America. The second set
considers living meaningful but not guilty lives, caring about
the poor, and being against unmarried sex and divorce.

When asked about the creation of the world, approximately half
of the evangelical emerging adults said that God created the
world without using evolution over a long period of time to
create  new  species.  Only  one  in  four  young  evangelicals
believe they should wait to have sex and don’t need to try out
sex with their partner before they get married. Interestingly,
only 16% of mainline Protestants and less than one in ten
Catholic young adults believe the same way. As Smith points
out, this belief is odd given the numerous studies which show
that couples who do not live together before marriage have a
significantly greater chance of success than those who do.
Forty-eight percent of evangelicals have respect for organized
religion in this country and believe it is ok for religious
people to try to convert other people to their faith. However
when  we  combine  these  three  beliefs  together,  i.e.  about
creation, sex, and evangelism, we find that only one in ten
evangelicals, one in twenty mainline Protestants, and only one
in a hundred Catholics agree with all three of these areas.
Then when we look to see how many have the religious beliefs
and practices and believe these cultural topics, we find that



only 8 evangelicals (< 1%) and no mainline Protestants or
Catholics qualify. Thus, we have only 8 people out of over
2500  who  have  a  consistent  set  of  evangelical  religious
beliefs, religious practices, and cultural beliefs.

Of course that is only a small subset of the cultural beliefs
that should be impacted by our religious beliefs. Let’s look
at few more. Let’s consider those who have not felt guilty
about things in their life over the last year, who believe
their life is meaningful and that they can change important
things in their life as needed. We find that approximately
one-third  of  each  of  the  major  groups  agree  with  these
statements. If we look at how many don’t need to buy more and
who care about the needs of the poor, we find that about one
in  four  of  all  young  adults  agree  with  these  objectives.
However, when we combine these two areas, we find that only
about one in ten young adults agree. Now add in the idea that
unmarried sex and divorce are not okay, a statement with which
28% of evangelicals and 14% of all emerging adults agree. When
we combine all three of these belief areas, we discover that
only 2% of evangelicals agree with all three areas. If we
combine these areas with religious beliefs and practices, we
find that only four evangelicals (or less than one in two
hundred) agreed.

When  we  combine  both  sets  of  cultural  beliefs  with  the
religious beliefs and practices, we find that there is one
emerging adult out of over 2500 who agrees with those beliefs.

In both sets of data above, we considered questions dealing
with sexual activity. In the first, we saw that the idea of
waiting to have sex until marriage was rejected by three out
of four of the evangelical, emerging adults. In the second set
of data, we saw that a similar number believe that unmarried
sex and divorce are okay. These beliefs are clearly counter to
the teaching of Christianity, but they are dominant beliefs
among evangelical, emerging adults. As Christian Smith put it,
“[M]ost emerging adults reduce a certain cognitive dissonance



they feel–arising from the conflict of religious teachings
against partying and sex before marriage versus their wanting
to  engage  in  those  behaviors–by  mentally  discounting  the
religious teachings and socially distancing themselves from
the source of those teachings.” In other words, they discount
any religious teachings that would discourage them from doing
what the culture promotes as acceptable, contrasted with the
Bible which says, “Love not the world neither the things of
the world. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh
and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, are
not of the Father but are of the world.”{8}

Cultural Practices
Perhaps the disturbing cultural beliefs are belied by the
cultural  practices.  Let’s  look  at  some  of  the  relevant
cultural practices addressed in the National Study on Youth
and Religion. Let’s begin with the number of people who have
not smoked pot or engaged in binge drinking in the two weeks
before the survey. Among evangelical, emerging adults over
half (54%) have not engaged in these two activities. Of course
this also means that almost half of them have engaged in one
of both of these activities. Amongst Catholic emerging adults,
two out of three have engaged in these behaviors.

How many have not engaged in viewing X-rated videos in the
last year or unmarried sex (including oral sex)? This number
begins at approximately one third of evangelicals not engaging
in unmarried sex but drops to only one fifth when X-rated
videos are added. So, 4 out of 5 evangelical, emerging adults
are engaged in sexual sin, most of them on a regular basis.

On another venue of behavior, how many emerging adults have
given money for charitable purposes, volunteered, and don’t
admire people based on how much money they have? We find that
approximately 15% of evangelicals, mainline Protestants, and
Catholics have done so. So, over 8 out of 10 have not given of
themselves to help others.



Certainly  Christians  are  called  to  “give  thanks  in  all
circumstances” (1 Thess. 5:18) and to “set their minds on
heavenly things” (Col. 3:2). So let’s consider those who are
grateful for the present and sometimes think about the future.
This includes about half of all emerging adults. Thus, over
half of emerging adults seldom give thanks and rarely think
about the future.

Now let’s combine these thoughts and actions together and we
find that only about 2% of all emerging adults hold to a
biblical set of practices. So even though over half hold to a
belief in abstaining from drugs and binge drinking, one-fifth
affirm abstaining from illicit sexual activity, half hold to
an attitude of gratitude for the present and the future, and
15% have given in some way of their time or money, when you
combine them together only 2% have done all four items.

If  we  combine  the  four  categories,  Religious  Beliefs,
Religious Practices, Cultural Beliefs, and Cultural Practices,
we find that no one holds to the set of beliefs which are most
consistent with Scripture.

Conclusions
There are many conclusions that could be drawn from the data
above. Two of the most important conclusions are as follows.
First, the basic religious beliefs of emerging adults largely
depart from the Bible, and when you add in religious practices
and  cultural  beliefs  and  practices  we  find  that  no  one
maintains a distinctly biblical worldview. Second, there does
not appear to be uniformity in the beliefs of emerging adults.
Rather than having a subset of evangelicals, say 15%, holding
to  a  distinctly  biblical  worldview,  you  end  up  with  none
because they trip up in different areas.

As Christian Smith pointed out, “emerging adults felt entirely
comfortable  describing  various  religious  beliefs  that  they
affirmed but that appeared to have no connection whatsoever to



the  living  of  their  lives.”{9}  This  is  because  religious
teachings are not the authority on this world. Rather, it is
what you choose to believe that is your authority for the
“truth” in your life. As one emerging adult put it, “I think
that what you believe depends on you. I don’t think I could
say that Hinduism is wrong or Catholicism is wrong . . . I
think it just depends on what you believe.”{10} This concept
results in a set of evangelical, emerging adults who don’t
hold to a set of common beliefs about God, Jesus, religion,
and cultural practices, but instead hold to a wide variety of
beliefs  which  are  counter  to  the  Bible.  We  must  not  say
because they go to church that they believe the truth of the
Bible. This survey shows that almost certainly they do not.

At Probe, we are committed to making a difference in this
emerging generation. Over the next decade, we are committed to
freeing the minds of 50 million Christians and converting them
into confident ambassadors for Christ. If we and others like
us are not successful, the children of these emerging adults
may have no Christian example to follow.
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