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  Introduction




  The Gallup Poll has become synonymous with accurate statistics on what people really think, how they live, and what they do. Founded in 1935 by statistician Dr. George Gallup, the Gallup Organization continues to provide the world with unbiased research on who we really are.




  From recent Gallup Polls, we can learn a great deal about the modern family. For example, a June 2007 Gallup Poll reported that Americans, on average, believe the ideal number of children for a family to have these days is 2.5. This includes 56 percent of Americans who think it is best to have a small family of one, two, or no children, and 34 percent who think it is ideal to have a larger family of three or more children; nine percent have no opinion. Another recent Gallup Poll found that when Americans were asked, “Do you think homosexual couples should or should not have the legal right to adopt a child,” 49 percent of Americans said they should, and 48 percent said they shouldn’t; 43 percent supported the legalization of gay marriage, while 57 percent did not. Yet another poll found that 34 percent of Americans feel a conflict between the demands of their professional life and their family life; 39 percent still believe that one parent should ideally stay home with the children while the other works.




  Keep in mind that Gallup Polls do not tell us what is right or wrong. They don’t report on what people should think—only on what they do think. And what is clear from Gallup Polls is that while the shape of families is changing in our modern world, the concept of family is still vital to our sense of who we are and how we interact with others. An indication of this is the 2008 Gallup poll that found that three out of four Americans reported that family values are important, while one in three said they are “extremely” important.




  And how do Americans define “family values”? According to the same poll, here’s what Americans say is their definition of a family: a strong unit where faith and morals, education and integrity play important roles within the structure of a committed relationship.




  The books in the series demonstrate that strong family units come in all shapes and sizes. Those differences, however, do not change the faith, integrity, and commitment of the families who tell their stories within these books.
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    Terms to Understand




    prohibited: not allowed; forbidden.




    deity: a god or goddess.




    morals: standards of right and wrong.




    optimistic: believing the best about people and circumstances and confident in the best outcome.




    empathy: being aware of and understanding the feelings, thoughts, or experiences of another person.




    egotistical: self-centered and selfish, caring only about oneself.




    hypocrites: those whose actions do not match their stated beliefs and principles.




    dispositions: people’s natural mental and emotional outlooks.




    indispensable: absolutely necessary and essential.




    pious: concerned about spiritual and religious things.




    supposition: assumption, guess.




    conceded: admitted, acknowledged.




    peculiar: unique, special.




    constitutional: consistent with or established by a constitution.




    fundamental: foundational, basic.




    antidote: something that prevents or counteracts negative effects.


  




  What does the phrase “religious community” mean to you? Do you immediately think of a closed off group, having no contact with the rest of the world? Do you think of a certain religion or group? Do you think about your own faith tradition?




  Many different types of religious communities exist in North America and around the world. The distinguishing feature of these communities is that they are somehow separate from the world around them—in how they dress or what they may or may not eat or what they are prohibited from doing. Some of these communities truly are closed off from the rest of the world, having little contact with those outside the community. Some groups keep their religious practices secret from those who are not a member of the community. Other communities mingle with the people around them, despite the ways they have separated themselves.




  Religion is a part of many people’s lives, whether or not they consider themselves part of a religious community. What people believe about a deity, or about how the universe and people came to be created, shapes their morals and their actions. For those growing up in a religious community, though, these beliefs and practices are a large part of everyday life.
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    This father and his daughters are members of the Satmar community in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, NY. Satmar is a branch of Hasidic Judaism started by Hungarian and Romanian Holocaust survivors.


  




  There are both good and bad things about growing up in a family that is a part of a religious community, just like there are good and bad things about growing up in any family. For example, many who grew up with a strict religious tradition have found later in life that their upbringing gives them a sense of stability, even if they are no longer a part of that tradition.
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    Researchers from the University of British Columbia have done a study that indicates a personal belief system (spirituality) is more important to an adolescent’s happiness than organized religious practices.


  




  Studies have shown that children in religious families are often more well-adjusted and better behaved than children in families where religion does not play a large role. Another study points out that this does not necessarily mean they are happier; this study found that spirituality—a person’s individual belief system—is more of a key to happiness than religious practices alone. So just growing up in a religious family isn’t enough to make you happy (or unhappy); other circumstances affect you, of course, and what you think and believe about your religion make a big difference.




  

    There are more than 400 recognized Christian religious organizations/church groups in the United States alone. This number does not include the many non-Christian religious groups that exist as well.
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