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1 Normal People





I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God. Born of the Father before all ages, God of God, light of light, true God of true God. Begotten not made; being of one substance with the Father; by whom all things were made. Who for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven. And was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the virgin Mary: and was made man. He was crucified also for us, suffered under Pontius Pilate, and was buried. And the third day He rose again according to the Scriptures. And ascended into heaven. He sitteth at the right hand of the Father. And he shall come again with glory to judge both the living and the dead; of whose kingdom there shall be no end. And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and giver of life: Who proceedeth from the Father and the Son. Who together with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified. Who spoke by the Prophets. And in one, holy, catholic  and apostolic Church. I confess one baptism for the remission of sins. And I look for the resurrection of the dead. And the life of the world to come. Amen.





This is popularly known as the Nicene Creed. It dates back to the fourth century C.E., and for over 1,600 years it has summarized the basic beliefs of Christianity. One of the authors of this book memorized this creed when he was growing up. Maybe you did, too.


How much of it do you believe? All of it? Some? None?


Here is a tougher question: Why? Whatever you believe, why do you believe it? Why don’t you believe something else?


Your answer probably begins with your upbringing, with what you were taught as a child. For most people, that decides things. We acquire our religion from our parents almost as certainly as we inherit the color of our eyes. For example, in a recent study of nearly two thousand students at the University of Manitoba and Wilfrid Laurier University, 97 percent of the Catholics had been raised in Catholicism, 97 percent of the Jews had grown up in Judaism, and 96 percent of the Protestants had been brought up Protestants—usually in their present denomination, in fact.*


What about atheists and agnostics, people who belong to no religion, not even generic Christianity? Only 47 percent of the “Nones” had been brought up that way, outside religion. Where did the other half of the “nonbelievers” come from, then? They were apostates, persons who had given up the religion in which they had been raised. They had become the “lost sheep” Jesus spoke of in Matthew 18.


What led the apostate students astray? Was it their atheistic college professors? Sex and drugs? Rock-and-roll?


Well, we can absolve their professors, because these students were studied at the very beginning of their freshman year. They arrived on campus as apostates. Was it earlier sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll then? These may have played a role in some cases, but the “key factor” lay elsewhere.


You can make a pretty good prediction of how much a university student, raised as a Christian, will still accept Christianity if you know how much the family religion was emphasized while he was growing up. For example, in the study under discussion, about 80 percent of the students raised Christians said they were still Christians, while the other 20 percent were now “nothing.” The biggest difference we could find between these two groups appeared in how much the home religion had been stressed. Parents of those who had “kept the faith” emphasized religion twice as much as the parents of those who had become postates.2


(So if today’s young people seem less religious than their parents, it may be traced to their parents’ neglecting to pass on the grandparents’ training. In a study of over five hundred students and their parents, the parents said they received stronger religious training from their folks—i.e., the grandparents—than their children reported receiving from them.3)


The overall finding that you shall reap what you sow will not surprise many. Religions undoubtedly appreciated the generalization eons ago, for they have long stressed spiritual education of their young. Whatever their official position on free will, all the major Christian sects bet heavily on determinism when it comes to the next generation’s religious decisions. And you can see that bet pays off; one can strongly influence adults’ religious choices through childhood training. Nearly all of the students in our study stayed in the family religion, especially if it had been stressed during their youth.


But we would bet, in turn, that many parish priests and ministers know “exceptions to the rule.” That is, there are individuals whose childhoods were rich with religion emphasis, but who nonetheless abandoned their faith when they became adults, to become “nothing.” The other exceptions pop up as well: persons who had practically no religious instruction at all, and yet as adults became deeply religious out of very “stony soil.” How can one explain these anomalies?


This book hopes to provide some explanation of these two exceptional kinds of persons: individuals who—against the influences of their past and all the socialization theories in the world—swam against the tide and became, respectively, “Amazing Apostates” and “Amazing Believers.” It presents our research on rare persons who changed so mightily that they “crossed over” and became each other’s destiny. It tries to understand how such remarkable transformations could take place.


Questions and Doubts


Before we deal with the exceptional cases, however, let’s develop a little “background” by seeing what usually happens. Whether people have been raised in a religion or not, questions about the existence of God, evil, and an afterlife often arise in childhood. We have found that university students say they wondered about such things as early as age three. But for most students, the questions arise during adolescence—typically between twelve and fourteen. What sort of issues come up?


Questions about Religion


In the fall of 1995, we asked our nearly two thousand students how often questions about religious matters had arisen in their minds. You will probably get a better “feel” for their answers if you respond to the items yourself. Please note: We are not asking whether the questions were resolved or not. Rather, to what extent did questions about these issues ever come up in your mind? (Simply ignore the numbers in parentheses after each item, for now.)


0 = Not at all


1 = Slightly


2 = Somewhat


3 = Moderately


4 = Quite


5 = Very


6 = Extremely




	
1.The existence of God, an all-good, all-powerful supreme being who created the universe. (3.16) (2.08)


	
2.The problem of evil and unfair suffering in the world. (3.33) (2.37)


	
3.The history of religion; bad things religions did in the past. (2.20) (1.87)


	
4.Evolution vs. Creation. (3.25) (2.40)


	
5.The way religious people sometimes pressured others to believe what they believe. (3.30) (2.54)


	
6.The hypocrisy of “religious” people (i.e., the nonreligious behavior of supposedly religious people). (3.18) (2.49)


	
7.Getting to know people from other religions, or people with no religion. (2.33) (1.37)


	
8.The death of a loved one. (3.51) (2.01)


	
9.Religious teachings about sex. (2.20) (1.91)


	
10.The way some religious people seemed interested mainly in getting money from others. (2.58) (2.28)


	
11.The intolerance some religious people showed toward other religions. (3.23) (2.59)


	
12.Religious teachings about the role of women. (2.56) (2.33)


	
13.Threats about what would happen if you were bad (e.g., being condemned to hell). (2.49) (1.93)


	
14.Finding that being religious did not bring peace and joy after all. (1.69) (1.63)


	
15.The intolerance some religious people showed toward certain other people (e.g., homosexuals). (3.24) (2.64)


	
16.Claims that the Bible is the word of God. (2.23) (1.84)


	
17.The way religion kept people from enjoying themselves in sensible ways. (2.19) (1.90)


	
18.Religious teachings often did not make sense; they seemed contradictory or unbelievable. (2.30) (2.07)


	
19.What happens to us when we die; is there really an after-life? (3.84) (2.47)


	
20.Religious faith made people “blind,” not questioning teachings that should be questioned. (2.33) (2.13)





The first number in parentheses after each item shows the average rating for that question. So number 19 (“What happens to us when we die; is there really an afterlife?”) had been the biggest question in these students’ past (3.84, on a 0—6 range). In contrast, few questioned religion because (no. 14) “being religious did not bring them peace and joy after all.” Its mean equalled only 1.69.


You can see that, overall, questions arose “moderately” often (i.e., about a “3” on our scale). Some people reported wondering a lot; others, hardly at all. Was the degree of past religious emphasis related to this? No. Such questions came up at least as often in the minds of students from highly religious backgrounds as among students with virtually no religious training.


Doubts about Religion


However, questions do not necessarily lead to doubts, to a mistrust of religious teachings. They may be answered satisfactorily, or overwhelmed by other religious experiences. The individual may simply “drop” them. So we asked the students to go through the list again, and say how much they now doubted the value of religion because of each issue. (You might like to do so, too.)


The second number in parentheses after each item shows the strength of these doubts, on average. You will immediately notice, if you compare each pair of numbers, that questions were often resolved. (That is, the second number is always lower than the first.) Overall these university students were hardly afire with religious doubts, the average being about “2” (“Somewhat”).


Looking more closely, we can see that religions handled questions about the existence of God (no. 1), the problem of evil (no. 2), and death (nos. 8 and 19) rather well. These “scores” dropped more than any others. On the other hand, people who had trouble finding peace and joy in being religious (no. 14), or who felt that religious teachings often did not make sense (no. 18), or that faith made one blind (no. 20) were seldom reassured. These scores dropped least.


Looking at the “Doubts” answers another way, we can see that the students rarely doubted religion because of “bad things religion did in the past” (no. 3) or “getting to know people from other religions, or people with no religion” (no. 7) or “religious teachings about sex” (no. 9). What led to the biggest doubts, then? “The way religious people sometimes pressured others to believe what they believe” (no. 5), “The intolerance some religious people showed toward other religions” (no. 11), and “The intolerance some religious people showed toward certain other people (e.g., homosexuals)” (no. 15).


But again, to put this in perspective, none of these latter doubts averaged even 3.0 (“Moderate”) on the scale. Overall, few questions had arisen in these students’ minds, and even fewer doubts had developed.4 Why?


The Paths to Reassurance and the Paths to Doubt


Think back on your own past. What did you do when questions arose about religion? Some questions probably came up. “Is there a God?” “Is there really a heaven?” “Why do tornados sometimes destroy churches and miss saloons?” Whom did you go to with these questions? Parents? Priests? Peers?


You might naturally have gone to the people who had taught you the beliefs in the first place. You might also have prayed to God for help, and read scripture or some other book of religious guidance a minister might have recommended. Maybe you talked things over with friends sharing the same religious background.


You do not have to be a psychological genius to know that all of these reactions would probably have confirmed the original religious beliefs. The people who taught you your faith, or who share it with you, are not likely to answer your questions with “Hey, I never thought of that. Our religion must be wrong!” If you want to take a wider, more “two-sided” approach to the questions, you would have to search farther afield.


To see what our student-respondents had done, we gave them twelve possibilities, and asked them to tell us (again on a 0–6 basis) how much they had done each of these when questions about religion had arisen. Half of the possibilities would probably have confirmed the original belief:




	Talked with my parents. (2.03)


	Read the Bible or other religious material. (1.66)


	Talked with friends who belonged to my religion. (1.90)


	Prayed for enlightenment and guidance. (1.86)


	Talked with a religious authority, such as a minister, priest, or rabbi. (0.94)


	Purposely went on “retreats” or to “church camps” to renew my faith. (0.88)





The other possibilities involved a wider search for answers:




	Sought out people from other religions, to see if what they believed made sense. (1.24)


	Very critically analyzed each belief. (1.72)


	Decided to believe only what could be proved true, even if it meant giving up my religion. (1.17)


	Purposely read books, plays, and essays that went against my religious beliefs. (0.56)


	Talked with friends who had no religious beliefs, about why they did not believe. (1.71)


	Made a determined effort to get as much information against religion as for it. (0.65)





Not surprisingly, the emphasis placed upon religion in the student’s past helped determine how far the individual walked down these different paths. Those who came from strong religious backgrounds tended to take the “seek confirmation” path. Those with weak religious histories tended to explore the “seek wider” path more. How strong were these predilections? Rather weak in the case of the religiously weak, who sought confirmation almost as much as they traveled wider paths, and rather strong in the case of the religiously strong, who sought confirmation much more than they tried “the other side of the street.”5


Given the drift of their search, you will not be amazed to learn that students with little religious training frequently ended up apostates, or at least religiously “inactive.” On the other hand, those with strong religious roots almost always found reassuring answers to their questions, and hence remained active believers.6


So all the pieces fit together. In a nutshell, religious emphasis during childhood “pays off” because when questions come up later, the individual turns largely to reassuring sources. Doubts do not develop to any great extent, and the person remains among the faithful.7


We do not propose that staying religious hinges solely on the challenge of faith. Some students simply cannot rise to the challenge of getting out of bed on Sunday mornings. Others do, but complain the services bore them. Others rebel against their parents in general, and religion gets swept along as an “innocent bystander.”8 But beliefs can be pivotal for some.


The Importance of Religion to These Students


If all this makes sense, let’s consider the data in absolute, not relative, terms. If you look at the average response to each of the twelve possible “reactions” above, you cannot help but notice how small they are. Students seldom did any of the things mentioned. It does not appear that questions about religion, when they arose, stirred them much. Add in the fact that the vast majority of these students seldom go to church, and you sense that religion plays a pretty small role in their lives. Questions about religion probably did not come up very often because these students, overall, did not care very much about the subject. Doubts may be low, but commitment appears to be even lower.


Whatever your views about specific religious beliefs, do you not find this disturbing? After all, religion deals with most of the central issues in life, the “Biggies,” and yet few of these young adults have apparently thought much about them. Maybe they will wrestle with them later, in courses and bull sessions. But at this point, most of them appear to have “surfed” over the deep, profound matters that give life meaning, according to philosophers and theologians at least.


That is why we were drawn to the subjects of this book, the “Amazing Apostates” and the “Amazing Believers.” For they have faced up to the Biggies, to such an extent that they have taken their lives into their own hands. True, they reached opposite conclusions. But they would agree that the matter of religion is far too important to be shrugged off, and that the decision they made in this regard was the turning point in their changed lives. In the next chapter we will begin to see how this happened. But first, who are the “Amazing Apostates” and “Amazing Believers”?



Amazing Apostates


Apostates are defined as persons who have abandoned a religion they once believed in. You will find a fair sprinkling of them in most university classrooms. In our introductory psychology samples, about one in seven students had been raised in some religion, but presently belonged to “none,” not even generic Christianity. If you also count students who say they still “belong” to the home religion, but reject almost all that religion’s teachings, then about one in four can be called apostates.


As we explained earlier, most of these apostates had pretty nonreligious upbringings, and so their subsequent loss of belief does not come as a surprise. But a few—a very few—came from relatively intensive religious backgrounds, and that is amazing. So we rounded up as many “Amazing Apostates” as we could and talked with them. The following chapter tells their story in their own words. In the chapter after that, we shall analyze what they said.


The Definition of an “Amazing Apostate”


Our search for “Amazing Apostates” began with a booklet of surveys answered by large numbers of introductory psychology students at two Canadian universities, the University of Manitoba and Wilfrid Laurier University, in the autumns of 1994 and 1995. The booklet included the sixteen-item Religious Emphasis scale. Here is the scale. Why don’t you answer it, on the usual 0–6 basis, to get a feel for what it measures.


Religious Emphasis Scale9



To what extent did you have a “religious upbringing”? That is, to what extent, adding it all up, did the important people in your life—such as your parents, teachers, and church officials (if any)—do the following as you were growing up?


0 = To no extent at all


1 = To a slight extent


2 = To a mild extent


3 = To a moderate extent


4 = To an appreciable extent


5 = To a considerable extent


6 = To a great extent




	
1.Emphasize going to church; attending religious services?


	
2.Teach you to obey the commandments of a supreme, supernatural being?


	
3.Review the teachings of the religion at home?


	
4.Teach you to obey the instructions and rules of persons in your religion (such as ministers, priests, bishops, rabbis, boards of deacons) who acted as God’s representatives?


	
5.Get you to read scriptures or other religious material?


	
6.Teach you to fear the wrath of God and eternal punishment for sinning?


	
7.Have you pray before bedtime?


	
8.Teach you that persons who tried to change the meaning of scripture and religious laws were evil and doing the devil’s work?


	
9.Discuss moral “dos” and “don’ts” in religious terms?


	
10.Teach you to obey government authority (“rendering unto Caesar”) so long as it did not conflict with religious principles?


	
11.Observe religious holidays; celebrate events like Christmas in a religious way?


	
12.Draw up stricter rules about what you could and could not do than other kids you knew had to obey?


	
13.Teach you that your religion’s rules about morality were absolutely right, not to be questioned?


	
14.Stress being a good representative of your faith, who acted in a way a devout member of your religion would be expected to act?


	
15.Teach you that your religion was the truest religion, closest to God?


	
16.Stress that it was your responsibility to fight Satan and all his disciples all your life?





If your average score was a 3 (a “moderate” amount of emphasis), that would give you a total score of 48. But 48 would be a relatively high score among our students, who averaged 28.4 (not even a “mild” degree of religious emphasis). We noted earlier that these students usually did not have a very religious upbringing.


Once we had identified the students who had a relatively religious upbringing, we had to find those who had nevertheless dropped their faith. Since nearly all our students had been raised Christians, we made this “second cut” by looking at their responses to a Christian Orthodoxy Scale. (For those few raised as Hindus, Jews, Muslims, and so on, we also studied other parts of the booklet for signs of apostasy.)


Here is the Christian Orthodoxy Scale. We again invite you to answer it yourself, so that you may best understand how we did this study. Only this time, instead of answering each item from 0–6, use −4 to +4.


Christian Orthodoxy Scale




	−4 means you very strongly disagree with the statement.


	−3 means you strongly disagree with the statement.


	−2 means you moderately disagree with the statement.


	−1 means you slightly disagree with the statement.


	 0 means you are completely neutral, neither disagreeing nor agreeing.


	+1 means you slightly agree with the statement.


	+2 means you moderately agree with the statement.


	+3 means you strongly agree with the statement.


	+4 means you very strongly agree with the statement.







	
1.God exists as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.


	
2.Humans are not special creatures made in the image of God; we are simply a, recent development in the process of animal evolution.*



	
3.Jesus Christ was the divine Son of God.


	
4.The Bible is the word of God given to guide humanity to grace and salvation.


	
5.Those who feel that God answers prayers are just deceiving themselves.*



	
6.It is ridiculous to believe that Jesus Christ could be both human and divine.*



	
7.Jesus was born of a virgin.


	
8.The Bible may be an important book of moral teachings, but it was no more inspired by God than were many other books in the history of humanity.*



	
9.The concept of God is an old superstition that is no longer needed to explain things in the modern era.*



	
10.Christ will return to earth someday.


	
11.Most of the religions in the world have miracle stories in their traditions, but there is no reason to believe any of them is true, including those found in the Bible.*



	
12.God hears all our prayers.


	
13.Jesus may have been a great ethical teacher, as other people have been in history, but he was not the divine son of God.*



	
14.God made man of dust in God’s own image and breathed life into him.


	
15.Through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, God provided a way for the forgiveness of humanity’s sins.


	
16.Despite what many people believe, there is no such thing as a God who is aware of our actions.*



	
17.Jesus was crucified, died, and was buried, but on the third day he arose from the dead.


	
18.In all likelihood there is no such thing as a God-given immortal soul in us that fives on after death.*



	
19.If there ever was such a person as Jesus of Nazareth, he is dead now and will never walk the earth again.*



	
20.Jesus miraculously changed real water into real wine.


	
21.There is a God who is concerned with everyone’s actions.


	
22.Jesus’ death on the cross, if it actually occurred, did nothing in and of itself to save humanity.*



	
23.There is really no reason to hold to the idea that Jesus was born of a virgin. Jesus’ life showed better than anything else that he was exceptional, so why rely on old myths that don’t make any sense?*



	
24.The Resurrection proves beyond a doubt that Jesus was the Christ or Messiah of God.





You noticed, we are sure, the two different kinds of statements on the scale. Half of them are worded in a religious way, and the other half (marked here with an asterisk) reject religious belief. On the average, our students “ slightly agreed” with the religious statements, and “slightly disagreed with the rejections. So most students endorsed Christian teachings.10 But the bottom quarter of the distribution did not. Instead, it landed on the negative side of the neutral point, indicating a rejection of the basic tenets of Christianity.


We selected, as potential Amazing Apostates (AAs), all students who scored in the top quartile on the Religious Emphasis  scale, and yet scored in the bottom quartile on the Christian Orthodoxy scale.11


Such persons proved quite rare. In 1994, eighteen were filtered out of 1,457 students who answered the screening booklet at the University of Manitoba. Fifteen turned up among 813 Wilfrid Laurier University students. In 1995, the figures were just 11/1,070 in Manitoba and 14/924 at Wilfrid Laurier. That works out to 1.4 percent of the sample being potential Amazing Apostates. We had to screen over 4,000 students to locate 58 of these rare beings.


Recruiting the Amazing Apostates for an Interview


A few weeks after the students had answered our questionnaires, we sent letters to the potential AAs in each psychology class, asking them to serve in a one-hour interview about their religious beliefs. Reminding them of the recent in-class surveys, the letter explained that they seemed to have traveled an interesting road, from a strong religious childhood to religious disbelief. Would they be willing to tell us about this journey? We promised them a sympathetic, understanding hearing, as well as an “experimental credit” (worth about 1 percent of their grade in the course).12


The Interview


We were able to interview forty-six AAs. We began the meetings, which were conducted in our offices, by guaranteeing the student anonymity and obtaining permission to make an audiotape of the conversation. Then we gathered a few background facts such as age and birth order. (The AA Interview Schedule is given in Appendix A.) We verified that, at some time in the past, the student had been much more religious than s/he was at present.


Next, we tried to identify “the tip of the wedge,” the first question about religion that had eventually led to apostasy. When had this question arisen, and had the student felt guilty or afraid for questioning the faith? Whom did s/he turn to for answers, and what had happened? Did the parents know questioning had begun? If so, what was their reaction? Who else knew?


We then tried to chart the next steps, the further questions that led to doubts and disengagement. Did the student still feel a member of the home religion? At what age, then, did s/he “break away”? Who knew? Did the student now feel guilt or fear about this decision? How likely was it s/he would go back to the old beliefs someday?


We then began probing hard to answer the question, “Why you?”—beginning with a “Back to the Future” fantasy.13 We asked the students to imagine traveling back in time, to the last age when they were devout. Getting out of the Delorean, they meet their younger self and reveal that someday they will no longer believe in their religion. How would they explain this dramatic change to their younger selves? How would the “younger them” react to this news?


We next asked if the student had experienced other problems with the parents during the time when religious beliefs were being abandoned. Was this a difficult time in general? What had the student’s grades been like in school?


Getting right to the point, we explained that while almost all people question their religion at some point, very few reject it. “What’s different about you, compared (say) with your brother/sister” or others?


We then posed three questions about the rewards and punishments of the students’ apostasy. What had it cost them? What had they gained? Then we inquired, “Why not go back to the ‘bosom of Abraham’ [i.e., embrace once again their old belief]? Things would be so much simpler—your parents/family would be pleased; the world would be simpler; you would have the security of beliefs and a supportive church, and so on. Why not go back?”


Next we asked the AAs to imagine that a younger member of their home religion came to them for advice. Religion had played a big role in this person’s life, but now questions were arising. This person wanted advice on what to do. What would they say? (In the 1995 study, we also asked the apostates how they would rear their children, when it came to religion.)


Finally, we thanked the students for being interviewed, and asked if we had missed anything important in their stories, or if they wanted to add anything. We also answered any questions they had about the study.


Amazing Believers


We searched out potential “ABs”14 among our 4,000+ students by looking for the exact opposites of our Amazing Apostates. That is, we identified every student who scored in the bottom quarter of the Religious Emphasis scores, and yet scored in the top quarter on the Christian Orthodoxy scale.15 Given the overall scores in our samples, this meant we were hunting for students with almost no background in religion, and yet very strong beliefs in Christianity. Potential ABs turned out to be even rarer than AAs, being only 0.8 percent of our 4,264 respondents.16


We asked the 24 ABs who gave us interviews almost exactly the same questions we asked the AAs, but with most questions pointing in the opposite direction. For example, instead of pursuing the “first doubt” that had arisen about religion, we asked when the ABs first began to wonder if religious teachings might be true. You can find the complete interview schedule in Appendix B.


In the next chapter we tell the stories of our Amazing Apostates as told to us in their own words. Chapter 3 then focuses on a detailed analysis of the AA cases. Likewise, chapter 4 recounts the stories of the Amazing Believers and chapter 5 summarizes and considers their responses. Finally, in chapter 6 we step back and reflect on what our stories and analyses tell us about these two important groups of students.


Notes


1. The study is based upon a booklet of surveys answered by 1,070 Manitoba and 924 Wilfrid Laurier introductory psychology students in the fall of 1995. Among other thing, the booklet asked how much the student believed the central teachings of Christianity, how much the home religion had been emphasized while growing up, how often questions about religion had arisen in the past, how the student had tried to answer the questions, to what extent the student now had active doubts about religion, the student’s home and present religion, and how often s/he attended church.


Within Protestantism, 96 percent of the Lutherans had been raised Lutherans, 97 percent of the members of the United Church had grown up in that faith. (The United Church of Canada was formed in 1925 by the union of the Congregationalism Methodist, and most Presbyterian churches.) Ninety percent of the Anglicans had been brought up Anglicans, 85 percent of the Mennonites had come from that background, and 78 percent of the “Fundamentalists” (Baptists, Pentecostals, Brethren, Salvation Army, etc.) had been raised as such.


(A low percentage should please members of a religion. It means they are winning some converts.)


Similar strong tendencies among people to maintain affiliation with the religion in which they were raised have been noted in other studies (e.g., Hadaway, 1980; Kluegel, 1980).


2. Emphasis upon the home religion was assessed by asking the students how much (on a 0—6 scale) their parents and others had emphasized sixteen different religious teachings or behaviors. The complete Religious Emphasis scale is described later in this chapter.


Summed scores across these sixteen items averaged 28.4, indicating religion was only “mildly” emphasized overall. Correlations among the items had a mean of .56, yielding a “Cronbach’s alpha”* reliability of .95, and suggesting that these items constituted quite a good scale, in terms of its psychometric properties.


The importance of emphasizing religion during childhood is discussed in greater detail in chapter 7.


3. Altemeyer (1988), p. 214. In numerical terms, today’s parents emphasized religion to their offspring about 70 percent as much as it was emphasized to them when they were growing up. That is, religious training dropped about 30 percent when it became their turn to “pass it on.”


Sociologists have used the term “drift” to refer to the tendency for apostates simply to drift farther away from the normal religion of their relatively nonreligious home background (e.g., Bahr & Albrecht, 1989).


4. Other studies, for example by Hunsberger, McKenzie, Pratt and Pancer (1993), have also found a paucity of religious doubts among university students, especially among more orthodox and fundamentalist young people. The most doubts, of course, were likely to be found among people who said they did not generally believe basic Christian teachings, and also those who were not fundamentalist in their religious orientation. But even for the “most doubting” students (i.e., those who scored in the bottom third of the Christian Orthodoxy scale), reported doubts averaged only about 4 on the 10-point scale used. The most orthodox students, on the other hand, had even weaker doubting levels, averaging less than 2 on the same measure.


5. To be specific, the bottom quarter of the Religious Emphasis distribution had means of 3.74 over the six Seek Confirmation items, and 5.67 over the six Seek Wider items. The corresponding figures for the top quarter of that distribution equalled 15.30 and 8.37.


You will note that the first set of numbers is far smaller than the second. It makes sense to us that persons with weak religious backgrounds would do less searching of any kind for answers to questions about religion. It has, after all, played a very small role in their fives. But the preference of those who came from strong religious backgrounds for confirmation, rather than a wider search, was pronounced. Over the whole sample, Religious Emphasis scores correlated .65 with Seek Confirmation responses, and only .16 with Seek Wider.


6. This finding meshes neatly with previous work by Hunsberger, Alisat, Pancer and Pratt (1996). They studied high religious fundamentalists (who tend to come from homes which strongly emphasize the family religion) and nonfundamentalists (who are much more likely to come from homes where there was less religious emphasis). Their investigation led to the conclusion that “high fundamentalists were more likely to report that they had resolved their religious doubts (typically in ways which strengthened their religion) than were low fundamentalists (who tended to report that their doubt resolution had undermined their religious beliefs)” (p. 218).


7. The correlation between Religious Emphasis and scores on the Doubts Scale equalled −.11. In turn, Religious Emphasis correlated .54 with “believing” responses to the Christian Orthodoxy Scale (Fullerton & Hunsberger, 1982), which we shall encounter later in this chapter.


8. For a consideration of the importance of factors such as communication and relationships with parents, see Wilson & Sherkat (1994).


9. We have since improved the Religious Emphasis Scale, which now contains the following items (still answered on the same 0–6 basis):




	
1.Emphasize attending religious services as acts of personal devotion?


	
2.Review the teachings of the religion at home?


	
3.Make religion the center, the most important part of your life?


	
4.Emphasize that you should read scriptures or other religious material?


	
5.Discuss moral “dos” and “don’ts” in religious terms.


	
6.Make it clear that about the worst thing you could do in life would be to abandon your religion?


	
7.Stress being a good representative of your faith, who acted the way a devout member of your religion was expected to act?


	
8.Teach you that your religion’s rules about morality were absolutely right, not to be questioned?


	
9.Tell you how wonderful it would be to be in heaven for all eternity?


	
10.Teach you that your religion was the truest religion, closest to God?


	
11.Stress that it was your responsibility to fight Satan all your life?


	
12.Impress upon you that unrepentant sinners would burn in hell for all eternity?


	
13.Make religion relevant to almost all aspects of your life?


	
14.Tell you how wrong it was to sin against a loving God?


	
15.Have you pray before bedtime?


	
16.Teach you that persons who tried to change the meaning of scripture and religious laws were evil and doing the devil’s work?


	
17.Teach you to strictly obey the commandments of almighty God?


	
18.Get you to do many “extra” religious acts so that the family religion “filled your life?”


	
19.Make a personal commitment to God as your only hope and savior?


	
20.Teach you to obey the persons who acted as God’s representatives, such as priests, ministers, pastors, or deacons?





In a study of over two hundred parents of University of Manitoba introductory psychology students carried out in the fall of 1996, these twenty items had a mean inter-item correlation of .64 producing an alpha reliability for the scale of .97. In contrast, the 16-item version given in the text had a mean inter-item correlation of .56 and an alpha of .95.


10. Using a 1–9 conversion for the responses to the pro-religious items, and a 9–1 conversion for the answers to the anti-religious statement, summed scores on the Christian Orthodoxy Scale could range from 24 to 216, with 120 being “neutral.” The average among our students equalled 147.5. In turn the 24 items had an average intercorrelation of .66, reflecting the strength to which Christian beliefs are taught as a system in our society. The scale therefore had an alpha reliability of .98. Few psychological measures have such reliability. See Fullerton & Hunsberger (1982) for further information on the Christian Orthodoxy scale.


11. The cutoff points varied a little from site to site, and year to year. A few persons who qualified as “Amazing Apostates” in one instance would not have made the cut had they been in one of the other samples. But only a few.


Additionally, a person could score in the bottom quartile of the Christian Orthodox scale by rejecting many parts of Christianity, but still accepting the existence of God and the divinity of Jesus. To make sure the apostates were “apostates deep down,” we checked their answers to verify that they did not believe in God or Jesus9 divinity.


12. We also included a brief “Pre-Interview Survey” with the invitation, which we asked the student to answer and bring to the interview. It went:




Some people think that when a person drops most of his/her religious beliefs it is because s/he is becoming critical of many things, not just religion; that this doubting of religion results from a bigger critical attitude toward authorities and social customs in general: parents’ beliefs about many things are questioned, school teachers are viewed with less respect, social customs about being “good” and “obedient” are downplayed. According to this theory, the general moving away from authority and customs begins first, in many ways, and the dropping of religious beliefs comes later, as one of the results. Other people think that the change in religious beliefs is most important and comes first. The person is not “rebelling” in general, but instead first has problems believing in the family religion. Then, after the person has decided to no longer believe what their family and church want them to believe, they may (or may not) start breaking away in other ways. But the religious beliefs went first, for their own reasons, not as part of a general criticism of what authorities have taught. Which theory best describes what happened to you?





We never did reach eight of the 58 potential AAs we had worked so hard to find (five in Manitoba and three in Ontario). Our letters simply remained uncollected in the classrooms, despite repeated attempts. Of the remaining 50 whom we did reach, four declined to be interviewed (two at each site). Everyone else made an appointment and kept it.


13. This exercise was based on the popular Back to the Future series of movies. In fact, when we asked if our participants had seen one of these movies, all of them had, and all had little difficulty grasping the idea of traveling back in time in a “Delorean,” where they could meet their younger self.


14. “Apostasy” is a term with an extensive history in the psychology of religion literature. Our use of the phrase “Amazing Apostate” in this book is therefore intended to conjure up in the reader’s mind an exceptional kind of apostate—one who abandoned her religion against considerable odds. But at the “other end of the spectrum,” there is no readily available terminology to describe people who become very religious, against considerable odds. We initially thought of calling these people “Amazing Converts,” but abandoned the phrase when it became clear that some of them were not converts in the traditional sense of the word at all. They had not joined any established religion, for example, but they had become much more religious than they were earlier in their lives. So we settled on the term “Amazing Believer” (AB) to describe this sort of person.


They certainly are “believers,” though the actual content of their religious beliefs differs considerably from one person to the next, and their behavior does not always match their beliefs. They are indeed “amazing” because they became highly religious in their own way, in spite of having grown up in homes where there was little if any religious influence.


15. We looked for all people whose Religious Emphasis scale scores were below 12 (the bottom quarter of the distribution on the scale, which can range from 0 to 96). We then looked for people from this group who indicated, on the Christian Orthodoxy scale, that they substantially accepted basic Christian teachings. That is, they scored above 188, or in the top quartile of Christian Orthodoxy scores.


16. In the two Manitoba studies, eleven potential ABs were identified in 1994 and nine in 1995. At Wilfrid Laurier, five and nine were spotted, for a total of just 34 out of 4,264 respondents. We could not contact three of these students despite repeated efforts, all in Manitoba. Three of those we reached in Manitoba, and four of those in Ontario, declined to participate. So we ended up interviewing 24 of the 34 potential ABs (or 71 percent, compared with the 79 percent of the potential AAs we interviewed).


* The scientific support and references for facts asserted in this book will be found in the notes at the end of each chapter. For example, details of this study, to which we shall often refer, will be found in note 1 to this chapter.1 In general, we shall banish the technical reporting and terms to these notes, as this book is written for general readers interested in religion.


* Cronbach’s alpha is a statistical measure which reflects the “internal consistency” of a scale (as well as the length of the test), or the extent to which the various items are related to each other, and therefore to some uniting theme (such as religious emphasis in the scale above).
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