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Future Church: Young People
and Their
Commitment to Adventism

By V. Bailey Gillespie

hen | was much younger, | loved everything about

space. | would go to the movies on Saturdays

before | became an Adventist and wait in line with
my friends for the weekly serial. The future fascinated me,
and movies that featured Flash Gordon would always end each
segment with a cliffhanger. He could solve the problems of the
world in one brief half-hour every single week, right on sched-
ule. I would watch his spaceship, which was actually a model
suspended by wire, its engines burning, the rocket trailing
smoke, and just knew there was an actual starship beyond.

When | got older and became a church
member, | realized that those movies were, in
essence, a microcosm of the world. When
| finally learned the Great Controversy story,
I understood that the macrocosm of the bat-
tle between good and evil would only be
resolved by the good grace of God through
Christ and that the problems of this world
would eventually be negated only through
the action of God. There never would be
enough time for Flash Gordon to solve it all.
This hero was good, but not really great.
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| learned that, to fix local problems,
I needed to make good choices and get
involved with God. Change for the good
would happen only if | implemented my
understanding of God’s plan in my life.
Change in general happens anyway, but
good change is intentional. God proved that
by coming to earth the first time and will
guarantee it through his next appearance. |
realized that if change were going to happen
in my lifetime, it would take more than me
wishing for it; | needed to do something.
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Have you or someone you know
been sexually abused within
the Seventh-day Adventist Church?

BY: LAY LEADER «VOLUNTEER »
EDUCATOR «FAMILY MEMBER
CLERGY-ADMINISTRATOR «OR
HEALTH CARE PROFESSIONAL

Resources for Healing

Advocacy, Connections $ Spiritual Healing

www.SNAPNetwork.org « www.FaithTrustlnstitute.org
www.S-N-T.org = www.advocateweb.org = www.tagnet.org/wash

“Knowing | wasn't the only person this happened
to was crucial in my healing process.
My husband and | started CEASE to share this
knowledge with other survivors.” —C. Cooney

Advertisement Sponsor Clergy & Educator Abuse Survivors Empowered « www.advocateweb.org/CEASE

Futures Built Here

According to “Characteristics of Dental School
Feeder Institutions” (Journal of Dental Educa-
tion, September 2004), La Sierra University tops
the list of colleges and universities that send the
greatest percentage of their students to dental
school. The university is also among the top 50
schools that provide the greatest actual number
of applicants to dental school.

Preparing students for careers in health sciences
has been an area of academic distinction at La
Sierra for more than 80 years. And wete dtill
helping students build their futures today.
www.lasierra.edu
Riverside, California » 951-785-2001

LA SIERRA UNIVERSITY
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ong before Valuegenesis research began in the

1990s, we had decades of excellent studies that

identified which strategies for change might work
and which would probably fail. We have all experienced
the folly of bandwagon solutions, reactions, and techno-
logical panaceas, and we should have learned by now
about how to bring about change that persists. But all too
often we haven’t.1

The most recent Valuegenesis research concluded
in 2000. It studied young people in Adventist schools,
grades six through twelve, and focused on faith, val-
ues, and commitment in three important venues of
experience: home, church, and school. Since then, we
have given our findings to conference groups, pastoral
meetings, churches, and school boards. Toward the
end of our statistical presentations, | often get two
questions: “So...just what did you find out?” and
“What do we really need to do to make a difference?”2
If we truly want to make a difference, we should

listen to the young people of the Church. What they say
and how they have reacted to our denominational
presence may give us a glimpse of how the Church today
is becoming their church of tomorrow.

What Did We Discover?

First, we discovered that the young people we surveyed
claim a relationship with Christ. Fifty-nine percent had
tried directly to encourage someone to believe in Jesus
Christ during the past year; two-thirds had shared with
others the work of God in their lives; and 40 percent had
encouraged someone to join the Adventist Church.

We also learned that religion plays a major role in
their lives. We asked the question, “How important is
religious faith in your life?” Whereas ten years ago
about half (50%) responded positively, ten years later,
more than half (58%) gave the same testimony. Only
a stark 2 percent said that religion was not an impor-
tant influence in their lives at all.

If one looks at personal piety as an indicator of
commitment, the youths we studied do well. Ninety-
one percent prayed privately on at least a weekly basis;
73 percent prayed at least once a day; and only 2 per-
cent never prayed at all.

Compare this with ten years ago, when 53 percent
prayed at least once a day and only two-thirds prayed pri-
vately on a weekly basis. To say that this generation is
more “spiritual,” no matter how one defines this term, is
an understatement.
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Good News about Grace

One critical area in the 1990 Valuegenesis study involved
the process of salvation. Although the Adventist position
on this issue is clear—we are strong advocates of salva-
tion through grace by faith—we noticed then that over
two-thirds (67%) of young people were confused about
it. In our new research, these concerns were explored
further and a number of additional questions were
included to clarify this confusion. In addition, we iden-
tified a “Love of God” scale.

Our youth demonstrate a clear understanding of
God’s rich love. Some 95 percent understand God’s love
and are sure that “God loves them no matter what”! But
what two-thirds of our subjects saw in 1990 as confusion
over the process of salvation is currently reflected by
slightly over 50 percent—a decrease in ten years of more
than 17 percent.

The Importance of Being Adventist

In our 2000 study, respondents seem to feel strongly about
being Adventists. Seventy-one percent believe it is impor-
tant or extremely important to attend a church of their
own denomination. However, the percentage that claim it is
not important has risen markedly over the past decade—
from 9 percent to 26 percent. It seems that loyalty to God
is strong, but that specific denominational loyalty is wan-
ing. Still, in 2000, 74 percent indicated that there was a
“good” or “excellent” chance that they would be Adventists
at age forty. Only 6 percent saw no chance at all.

We also see strong commitment to Adventist
beliefs. On a five-point scale of orthodoxy, which
reflects all beliefs traditionally held in Adventism, the
average value was 4.23 at the sixth-grade level and
4.44 in the twelfth grade. Again, Valuegenesis points
to strong adherence to the core of Adventist beliefs.
Furthermore, it seems clear that students are better
able to understand some of the more complex doctri-
nal statements as they grow older. For example, in
response to a question that explores the millennium,
40 percent “definitely believe” in it in the sixth grade,
whereas 64 percent do in the twelfth.

Faith Maturity

A significant change has occurred in faith maturity scores
when we compare findings from the 1990 study to those
in 2000. In 1990, we balanced the vertical faith experience
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(prayer, personal religion, meditation, Bible study, and so
forth) with the horizontal (sharing, caring, witnessing, and
so forth), only to discover that only one in five students
had a rich and growing faith.

What was the problem? we were asked. We attributed
the low level of faith maturity to such problems as lack of
youth ministry in local churches, emotional coldness, and
thinking climates unfriendly to youth.

But now we have better news in regard to this part of
our study. In recent years, mature faith scores have
increased 100 percent. This means that something signifi-
cant has happened since our first report. However, we
need to evaluate our satisfaction with the fact that only
about 50 percent of our youth understand our grace orien-
tation in the process of salvation.

Faith Maturity %

100%

75%

50%

44% |
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Valuegenesis 1990 Valuegenesis 2000

Chart . Faith Maturity Scale Percentages

From 1990 to 2000, the Adventist Church has experi-
ence an 8 percent decrease in orientation toward law, too.
The movement is in the right direction. However, it is
obvious that some confusion still exists as to the proper
role of works in God’s plan for these young lives.

So What Should We Conclude?

Much can be learned from this research, but there is not
enough space here to share all the details of the survey,
which included 369 questions. However, it is clear that some
trends can be detected. For example, we wanted to know
what it would take to change the Church into a place where
faith would grow and members would consider themselves
a part of the church of Christ. So we asked: “To feel com-
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fortable bringing a friend to church, what needs to happen?”
Students could choose as many answers as they felt
appropriate. Their responses are seen in Chart 2.

Changes in the Church

Friendliness

Acceptance

More people your age
More social events

No guilt trips

Good music

Younger worship leaders
Grace preached

Shorter sermons

More doctrines preached

Chart 2. Changes in the Church

In our research, we have seen that Adventist young
people from grades six through twelve have a firm grasp
on almost all the fundamental beliefs of the Church. Items
that scored lowest are trust in Ellen G. White as fulfilling
the biblical role of prophet and the doctrines of the rem-
nant and the sanctuary—all uniquely Adventist doctrines.
Note on Chart 2 that doctrines scored low on this list,
another proof that Adventist youth know their doctrines
and don’t need to be reminded of them continually.

Items that scored highest involved personal climate
issues such as friendliness, acceptance, social events, and
attendance at a church relevant to one’s age group. These
crucial issues continue to rise to the top of students’ con-
cerns about the Church. Each is extremely important in
building a sense of commitment and loyalty to it.

Is There an Adventist Attitude?

Belief and behavior go together. Understanding and
making decisions are closely related. Attitudes that young
people have toward their church are also important.
All too often these attitudes are connected to the methods
used to enforce Adventist lifestyle issues. How youth
perceive their church is important for feelings of accept-
ance and pride taken in ownership.

We have identified an ‘Adventist Attitude” scale that
contains eight statements concerning standards and their
enforcement. Students could respond on a scale that
ranged from “never true” to “always true.” Using factor
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analysis, we discovered a strong relationship between
them, and we formed a reliable scale that helps us see how
the enforcement of Adventist lifestyle standards affects the
attitude of youths toward the Church in general. The side-
bar provides a close look at each of these statements.

Slightly more one-third of the respondents said that
the Church emphasizes rules and standards so much that
the essential message of Christianity seems to get lost.
Almost one-half of the respondents suggest that adults
don’t “walk as they talk.” So hypocrisy among older gen-
erations causes some concern for this group.

This scale provides us with a particularly useful
insight into these attitudes among youths in the
Church and how to lessen their impact on them. When
we look at the total number of students who have an
Adventist Attitude, we note that 19 percent of group
have a negative outlook and that three out of ten are in
the middle of the scale. Fifty-two percent of them
reject this attitude altogether.

As one looks at the development of this Adventist
Attitude through the grades, it is interesting to see that
the percent that rejects it decreases from 70 percent in the
sixth grade to 44 percent in the twelfth. Persons who have
this negative outlook are more likely to declare that they
will not be Adventists when they are forty years old.

Youths and an Adventist Attitude

¢ Non-Adventists laugh when they hear what
Adventists are forbidden to do (39%).

* Some adults insist on certain rules or standards for
younger Adventists that they do not observe them-
selves (46%).

« The feeling is conveyed in the Adventist Church
that how one behaves is more important than what
one believes (44%).

« Emphasis on Adventist rules and standards is so
strong that the message of Christianity gets lost
(38%).

¢ Adventists are loaded down with too many restric-
tions (29%).

 Students breaking a school standard or rule in
Adventist schools are punished too harshly (27%).

« Adventist rules and standards just don’t make
sense (18%).

« People respect Adventists for their high moral
standards (41%).



The correlation between this attitude and support for
Adventist standards is negative, except for health and
sports issues. Conversely, the more youths like their
church’s services, the less they demonstrate this attitude.
Also, exhibition of this attitude decreases the more one
perceives attendance at an Adventist school as important
for faith development.

What Can We Say Then?

In summary, if you want your children to build a deep,
personal relationship with God, one that is both devotion-
al and compassionate, positive warmth and a thinking cli-
mate in school and church are crucial. Stated differently,
the initial evidence is that positive climate scores reduce
the negative Adventist Attitude.

More than any other factor, a warm and thinking cli-
mate assists in developing a more positive attitude toward
the Seventh-day Adventist Church among students. Also,
if students say that they like their school, they are less
likely to see hypocrisy in their church. In other words, do
your job well and nice things will happen.

A more mature, intrinsic faith coupled with a positive
view of Adventist culture has the ability to generate less
hypocrisy and a closer relationship with the Church when

it comes to commitment to God and the Church’s mission.

Notes and References

1 This article and synopsis of the Valuegensis research is taken
from our latest book, Valuegenesis— Ten Years Later: A Study of Two
Generations, by V Bailey Gillespie, Michael J. Donahue, with Ed Boyatt,
and Barry Gane (Lincoln, Nebr.: AdventSource and Hancock Center
Publications, 2004).

2. The findings reported here are based on more than sixteen
thousand Seventh-day Adventist youths in Seventh-day Adventist
schools throughout the North American Division during the 2000
school year. The research was contrasted with the findings of the 1990
Valuegenesis research report in Roger Dudley and V Bailey Gillespie,
Valuegensis: Faith in the Balanee (Riverside, Calif.: La Sierra University
Press, 1992).

V. Bailey Gillespie is professor of theology and Christian personality

and director of the John Hancock Center for Youth and Family Ministry,
the School of Religion, La Sierra University.
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‘My reason nourishes myfaith and myfaith my reason”
—Norman Cousins
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LOVALINDA CA

Does God welcome your questions? Do you seek God
with all your heart, soul, and mind?

Join us on the first Sabbath of each month at 5:00 p.m.

Enjoy challenging presentations, superb music, and
stimulating discussion

Gow Yaur Faith - Stretch YourMind - Enhance Your Lifel
I

May 7, June E. O’Connor, Ph.D., University of California,
Riverside

JUNE 4, Mustafa H. Kuko, Ph.D., Islamic Center of Riverside

July 2, Summer Break, See you on September 10!

AUGUST 6, Summer Break, See you on September 10!

For more information visit: FRCForum.org  Or call 800-617-711

We meet at: Worship Company Christian Fellowship
24769 Redlands Blvd., Ste. A, Loma Linda, CA 92354

11075 Benton Street * Loma Linda, CA 92 354
(909) 796-7501

Remember (Samp Sheeting e°m
Wlyeue every day you were blessed

by -family, friends, spiritual programs;
and of- course, good food?

(Some visit!

Exceptional vegetarian cuisine

W holistic activity program
Housekeeping & linen service
Studio apartments

| & 2 bedroom apartments
Transportation to local churches
Scheduled transportation for shopping
& medical appointments

W eekly bus tours of Southern California
Skilled nursing center on campus

~Lkere is a place waiting for you!
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