The Church of Benign Whateverism 

be·nign -  of a mild type or character that does not threaten health or life; especially … having no significant effect; harmless. (m-w.com)


This section contains excerpts from a paper titled Youth And The Church Of “Benign Whatever-Ism” by Dr. Kenda Creasy Dean, assistant professor at the Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton, NJ, and an ordained United Methodist minister.  She presented the paper at the International Association for the Study of Youth Ministry, London, England, January 3-7, 2005.  It is available in its entirety at www.iasym.org/conf2005london/papers/Creasy-Dean.htm.  Her faculty bio is at http://www.ptsem.edu/PTS_People/Faculty01/dean.htm.
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Our distinct impression is that very many religious congregations and communities of faith in the United States are failing rather badly in religiously engaging and educating youth.  -  Christian Smith, National Study of Youth and Religion
Teenagers are heat-seeking missiles.  They’re drawn to fire.  They yearn for experiences that will channel their passions.  And by and large they’re not detecting many signs of life in the church. -  Cuyler Black, youth pastor 
… According to the National Study of Youth and Religion – the largest study of religion and youth ever undertaken in the U.S., extensively profiling 3,370 American teenagers between the ages of 13-17 – a sizeable portion of young people, 40%, practice their faith in significant ways, and have lives in which their religious convictions noticeably affect their daily lives and decisions. … These youth are disproportionately Mormon, conservative Protestant, and African-American Protestant …
As the project’s principle investigator, Christian Smith, a sociologist at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, put it, “Most religious communities’ central problem is not teen rebellion but teenagers’ benign “whateverism.”  Most of these youth call themselves Christians, and attend worship – and often Christian education, and youth ministry programs – regularly.  But they have virtually no religious language to prove it, nor do they understand central doctrines of historically orthodox Christianity.  In short, while they apparently engage in sometimes substantial Christian education, the amount of Christian learning that has taken place seems exceedingly slim.
[To these young people] religion is not particularly necessary, but it can be useful, especially in terms of validating what teenagers want to do anyway ... [Their] creed … goes something like this:  
1. A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life on earth.

2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and by most world religions.

3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when God is needed to resolve a problem.
5. Good people go to heaven when they die. 

… They practice it because this is precisely what we have taught them in church … [This view] is supplanting Christianity as the dominant religion of mainline Protestant and Roman Catholic congregations in the U.S. – and young people are the theological barometers of this shift.  As Smith observes, “Our religiously conventional adolescents seem to be merely absorbing and reflecting religiously what the adult world is routinely modeling for and inculcating in its youth” …

So this essay issues from my suspicion that something deeper lurks beneath teenagers’ frank descriptions of their bland religiosity: disappointment.  They would like to believe more than they do.  They wish they had a church community important enough to lay claim to them.  They wish God would just tell them what to do with their lives, and give them some reason to hope in anything other than themselves … My real suspicion is that we have disappointed youth by selling them—and Jesus Christ—short.  If the majority of young Americans find the church worthy of “benign whateverism” and no more, then the indictment falls on us, not on them.  Nothing reveals our apostasy more clearly than this: American young people are becoming exactly who we have taught them to be –  extensions of ourselves … [To counter this American churches must preach] a community that loves sacrificially, and that calls young people to love and sacrifice as well, and instills hope that God is up to something, with them and with the world.  
[The nationwide study reports that] Mormon teenagers are faring best.  In nearly every area, using a variety of measures (i.e., comparing the truth content of their religious tradition with adherents’ actual spiritual life and health), Mormon young people showed the highest degree of religious vitality and salience.  After Mormon youth, conservative Protestant and black Protestant teenagers scored strongest in terms of religious vitality and salience—followed by mainline Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish, and non-religious teenagers …

Supply and demand matters to the spiritual lives of teenagers.  The greater the availability of religiously grounded relationships, activities, programs, opportunities and challenges for teenagers, the more likely teenagers are to be religiously engaged and invested … Stated negatively, churches that do not invest in their youth will find youth unlikely to invest in them.

Spiritual and religious understanding are very weak among American teenagers.  The vast majority of U.S. teenagers are, to quote the study, “incredibly inarticulate [incapable of giving clear expression to one's ideas or feelings] about their faith, their religious beliefs and practices, and its meaning or place in their lives” … [The study’s leader] hypothesizes that youth were inarticulate in matters of faith because no one had taught them how to talk about their faith, or provided opportunities to practice talking about it.  For a striking number of teenagers, researchers reported, the [research] interview seemed to be the first time any adult had asked these young people what they believed and how it mattered in their life.  “Our distinct impression is that very many religious congregations and communities of faith in the United States are failing rather badly in religiously engaging and educating youth” …
Highly religious teenagers appear to be doing much better in life than less religious teenagers … The study supports the assumption that religious identities, organizations, and practices significantly shape people’s lives, despite the fact that most teenagers are only dimly aware how, why, or even that this is happening.  
Mormon Envy:  In Search of a Consequential Faith - Perhaps this explains my reaction, and maybe yours, to the study’s consistent portrayal of Mormon young people as “topping the charts” in terms of spiritual vitality, depth of religious understanding, salience of faith in their daily lives, hope for the future, and general well-being as adolescents.

... An initial “sounding” of what Mormon, conservative Protestants, and black Protestants offer young people suggests that they offer—in quite unique ways—young people four resources, embodied by the faith community itself, that provide anchors for a religious identity.  For the sake of conversation, I’ll call these resources  1) a creed to believe, 2) a place to belong, 3) a call to live out, and 4) a hope to hold onto … This experience prepares teenagers for living in a morally significant universe in which their lives make a difference, where they are asked to respond to God in ways that contribute to God’s ultimate transformation of the world.  
The question is: Can mainline Protestants and Catholics offer that?  … Here might be one piece to our puzzle.  While youth in the [research] study were stunningly inarticulate about religious belief, those who could articulate a basic understanding of their faith traditions—primarily Mormons and conservative Protestants, and to some degree, black Protestants—talked about God in personal, experiential terms [derived from experience], and expressed belief in God’s active role in their daily lives …
Without going into exhaustive [explanations] we can say with some certainty that, for Mormon, conservative Protestant, and African-American young people, God is not a wimp … 
For Mormons, seminary takes place for an hour before school, every single day throughout high school, in someone’s home.  The host parents serve as catechists (for four years), driving the kids to school after the lesson.  Students typically arrive at school together, as if to reinforce their identity as Mormons before the school day begins, and to remind one another that they are not alone in their faith; they have each another to hold them accountable to the church.  
The point is that all religiously devoted young people actively participated in practices that enabled them to put their God-images into words and actions, giving them a verbal and nonverbal language to share the content of their creeds.  Mormons (72%) and conservative Protestants (56%) were especially apt to share their religious beliefs with someone not of their faith (only 37% of Catholic youth did this), and Mormons were especially likely to take part in personal practices like fasting or self-denial and Sabbath-keeping, as well as communal practices like being part of a scripture study or prayer group or teaching Sunday school.  Music provided an important avenue for religious education for all devoted teenagers … 

Mormon, conservative Protestant and African American youth seem to receive more in the way of intentional teaching core doctrines of the faith … and more opportunities to actually put those core doctrines into practice than mainline Protestant and Catholic youth. Religiously devoted teenagers seem to come from communities that value their participation in the life of the community, and encourage and offer them opportunities to practice their [interpretive] and practical skills.  
… Mormon teenagers take formal leadership in church school classes, and seem to have a great deal of experience talking to their friends about their faith, from the time they are quite young ... Speaking of Mormon communities, Richard and Joan Ostling observe, “The Saints outshine most in devotion to what they believe.  Generous with their time, they also put their money where their mouth is, faithfully tithing for the church and fasting for the needy, even as American society promotes selfishness.  While other Americans yield to the demands of youth, adult Mormons impose high demands on their next generation, requiring them to ingest church teaching an hour a day through high school and expecting boys to save up their own money and spend two years in hard-core mission work.  The system produces young adults with pride and commitment.”.
… A small minority of teenagers (once again, mostly conservative Protestants and Mormons) stand out in the study, not because they thought religion helps them do what they want, but because of their desire to do what God wants.  These young people had a significantly more developed view of vocation than their peers … 
Young people capable of living in the “big picture” of a morally significant universe, once again, disproportionately came from Mormon and conservative Protestant backgrounds … From elementary school forward, Mormon youth rotate leadership roles among every child in the program, giving young people a chance to articulate their faith first within the safe embrace of the faith community before going out to represent the Latter Day Saints in the broader culture, and especially before the two-year mission stint required of all LDS young men after they graduate from high school.  
… As one 16-year-old white mainline Protestant from Texas told interviewers, “Well, God is almighty, I guess [yawns].  But I think he’s on vacation right now because of all the crap that’s happening in the world, cause it wasn’t like this back when he was famous.”  But by and large, teenagers dismiss God’s shortcomings with a colossal shrug.  As long as God demands little, teens are free to invest little; everyone is happy.  [The lead researcher] pointedly observes, 
It is thus no wonder that so many religious and nonreligious teenagers are so positive about religion, for the faith many of them have in mind effectively helps to achieve a primary life goal: to feel good and happy about oneself and one’s life.  It is also no wonder that most teens are so religiously inarticulate.  As long as one is happy, why bother with being able to talk about the belief content of one’s faith? 

Here, then, might lie yet another clue to the importance of religion to Mormon, conservative Protestant, and black Protestant youth.  These faith communities are built on stories depicting a universe that has a definite “end time.”  In other words, God is working toward a goal in which the hope of the faithful will be consummated (and justice will be visited upon the reprobate).  The Mormon emphasis on progress toward becoming divine … suggest[s] the importance of a theology that “goes somewhere.”  Eschatology [a belief of the Second Coming] provides the faithful with a hopeful end view that conditions their interpretation of events in the present, and gives young people a meaningful reason to take part in religious practices (almsgiving, Sabbath-keeping, worship, chastity, to name a few) that defy the norms of  “what’s-in-it-for-me” … 


Teachers Note:  Things are looking good for us.  See 2 Ne. 28:24-25.
Joseph Smith - We behold that darkness covers the earth, and gross darkness the minds of the inhabitants thereof—that crimes of every description are increasing among men—vices of great enormity are practiced—the rising generation growing up in the fullness of pride and arrogance—the aged losing every sense of conviction, and seemingly banishing every thought of a day of retribution—intemperance, immorality, extravagance, pride, blindness of heart, idolatry, the loss of natural affection; the love of this world, and indifference toward the things of eternity increasing among those who profess a belief in the religion of heaven … and in the midst of all this, the day of the Lord fast approaching when none except those who have won the wedding garment will be permitted to eat and drink in the presence of the Bridegroom, the Prince of Peace! (History of the Church, v. 2, p. 5)  (Sheet prepared by Zan and Misty Larsen)
Extra Material

Teachers Note:  We live in a time of brightening confirmations of our beliefs.  Our Word of Wisdom has gone from laughingstock to complete validation.  In the last few decades the verifications for the Book of Mormon have snowballed into an avalanche, including now even solid archeological evidence.  What should we do next?

Truman Madsen - First, we should rejoice and be exceeding wary. For while during the first generation Mormonism was thought to be utterly outlandish, we may live to see the generation in which it will be thought to be utterly obvious. The attending attitude in each case is the same - indifference. 

Unless we can testify with spiritual splendor that God has restored more than a pastiche [obvious imitation], a glorious divine unity, unless we can bear witness that there is power from God in all that we witness, others will simply say, "We already have it. There is no more. Goodbye."

Second, it is alleged that Brigham Young offered a tantalizing prediction a century ago. … He said the time would come when the elders would no longer testify and face rigid persecution of the basic truths of the gospel, for the constraint of evidence would have led much of the world to recognize them. 

The one thing they would go forth to the world to bear witness of was authority. The ultimate question would be, "Who has been commissioned of God?" And the final evidence for authority is not words. It is life, it is radiance, it is the expression of the Christ that is genuinely within. (BYU Studies, v. 15, Autumn 1974, p. 93-94)
Hugh B. Brown - … Some months ago the President received a letter from the head of the Theological Presbyterian Seminary in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. In the letter he asked President McKay to come or send someone to tell them what we teach. He wished to know what the Mormons have that seems to attract the attention of so many people and to hold the interest of its own people. The President was not able to go and asked if I would take his place, which I tried to do. In the course of the discussions we had with this group, I found an interest which seemed to be rooted in a sincere desire to know how to solve their own problems in their own church-largely a problem of indifference, as they said, a problem of trying to get the people to participate and to come to church and to conform their lives to the teachings of the church. And, as I say, they tried to find out what it was that we have that seems to work, as they thought, somewhat better than what they are trying to do.  (The Abundant Life [1965], p. 24)
Joseph F. Smith - In any conflict with indifference and the spirit of worldly pleasure, moral influence and religious earnestness will always conquer and rule.  (Improvement Era, October, 1903, v. 6, p. 944)

Joseph F. Smith - How shall we stem the tide of this evil, this indifference, this consequent ignorance? It appears to me that the only way to do it is to wake up and become interested, or to interest ourselves in those things which are so important and necessary to the happiness and well-being of the children of men, especially that which is so needful for the happiness and well-being of ourselves individually.  (Gospel Doctrine: Selections from the Sermons and Writings of Joseph F. Smith, p. 342)

David O. McKay - Indifference toward religion is a dangerous state of mind. The most precious thing in all the world is to accept God as our Father, to accept his Son as our Redeemer, our Savior, and to know in one's heart that the Father and the Son appeared in this dispensation and gave the gospel of Jesus Christ for the happiness, salvation, and exaltation of the human family. To accept that as an eternal truth is to have the greatest possession that the human mind can possess. (Man May Know for Himself: Teachings of President David O. McKay, p. 145)
Gordon B. Hinckley - But in this world so filled with problems, so constantly threatened by dark and evil challenges, you can and must rise above mediocrity, above indifference. You can become involved and speak with a strong voice for that which is right. ("Stand Up for Truth," BYU Devotional Address, Sep. 17, 1996)
Harold B. Lee - Others have been melancholy and discouraged and have seemingly yielded to the deadly fatalism all too often found among soldiers. These have adopted a sort of indifference and an "Oh, what's the use" attitude. These are the ones who frequently yield to the enticing invitations that lead to harmful practices and vices and are encouraged in their indulgences by the "eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die" philosophy... (Ye Are the Light of the World: Selected Sermons and Writings of Harold B. Lee, chapter 23)
Neal A. Maxwell - Ironically, if the Master is a stranger to us, then we will merely end up serving other masters. The sovereignty of these other masters is real, even if it sometimes is subtle, for they do call their cadence. Actually, "we are all enlisted" (Hymns, #250), if only in the ranks of the indifferent. (Ensign, Nov. 1995, p. 22)

Truman Madsen – Often we are confronted in the world by those who want to believe in God without believing in God.  They are willing to affirm that there is something – and that’s the strongest word they are willing to use – that there is something out there that accounts for things: a principle, a harmonic force, or an ultimate cosmic mystery.  How rarely is the testimony welcomed that the Father is in the likeness of the Christ!  One reason – and Latter Saints can testify of this – is that such personal beings can get involved in your life, changing it, giving specific commandments and counsels, rebuking, approving, or disapproving.  A God who is utterly distant stays out of your hair.  (Joseph Smith the Prophet, p. 18)
D&C 1:16 - They seek not the Lord to establish his righteousness, but every man walketh in his own way, and after the image of his own god, whose image is in the likeness of the world, and whose substance is that of an idol …

Zöe K. Rasmussen (sister missionary at Temple Square) – I encounter [whateverism] a lot.  People don’t always question the validity and truthfulness of the gospel, but it doesn’t affect them, they’re often ambivalent to it.  On saying that, I constantly need to pray and study the scriptures to have the enthusiasm in every tour, every contact. (Personal letter received 5 Aug. 2006.)
Truman Madsen - And so I close with these words. If we would only testify to the truth as we see it, it would turn out at once that there are hundreds, thousands, millions of men just as we are who see the truth as we do; are afraid, as we are, of seeming to be singular [odd] by confessing it; and are only waiting, again as we are, for someone to proclaim it. As Leo Tolstoy is reported to have said to President Andrew White of Cornell [University], if Mormonism could be true to its foundation and remain unchanged for four generations, it might well become the most powerful social influence in the world. 

Tolstoy was concerned with the social; we are concerned as well with the vertical - with the divine. Social transformation can only come in the wake of individual transformation under the power of the living Christ.  (BYU Studies, v. 15, Autumn 1974, p. 93-94)

Carl M. Cannon - … 67 percent of [people under 30] say that religion is important to them.  And more than a quarter say they’ve become more religious in recent years.  When this concept is expanded by substituting the word spiritual, the figure climbs to 34 percent.  (Readers Digest, June 2008, p. 113)
D. Todd Christofferson - Sadly, much of modern Christianity does not acknowledge that God makes any real demands on those who believe in Him, seeing Him rather as a butler “who meets their needs when summoned” or a therapist whose role is to help people “feel good about themselves.” 2 It is a religious outlook that “makes no pretense at changing lives.” 3 “By contrast,” as one author declares, “the God portrayed in both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures asks, not just for commitment, but for our very lives. The God of the Bible traffics in life and death, not niceness, and calls for sacrificial love, not benign whatever-ism.” 4  (“As Many as I Love, I Rebuke and Chasten”, General Conference, April 2011.  From his footnotes:

2. Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers Is Telling the American Church (2010), 17.  

3. Dean, Almost Christian, 30; see also Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers (2005), 118–71.

4. Dean, Almost Christian, 37.)
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