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The young still believe
MICH AEL VALPY
Relig i on and Ethics Repor ter

A pub lic-opi nio n poll has fou nd that the core
elem e n t s of Chris tia n fa ith are accep ted by
a sub stantia l majo rity of you ng adul t Cana-
dians alt hou gh few of them hav e gr own up
in a chu rch or reg ularly att end relig i ous ser-
vi ces.

Where they get it from is a bit of a mys-
ter y. It wil l be good news – may be – for
Cana da’s mains tre a m chur c h e s , which in-
crea singly voi ce fears that an entire gen era-
tion cou ld be largely bey ond their reach ,
oblivious of the Chris tia n sto rie s and the
Christia n chur c h’s teachings.

No t so, says the Angus Rei d or ganization.

Its sur vey fou nd that alm o st as many Ca-
na dians in the 18-to -34 age group (66 per
cent) as those 35 and ove r (70 per cent) be -
li eve in salvation from sin throu gh faith in
the Res urrection of Jes us. Cana dians in
ge neral ove rwhelm ingly identify themselves
as Chris tia ns.

At the same tim e, howeve r, the young Cana -
dians had strongly negative feeli ngs about
or ganized relig i on, and only 15 per cent in-
dicated they att ende d a relig i ous ser vic e on
a reg ular weekly basis. For ty per cent said
they att ende d no relig i ous ins titutio n at all.

In the 35-54 age group, 17 per cent att end
chur c h on a weekly basis (on ce a week or
mo re); in the 55-and -ov er group, the figure
wa s 31 per cent.

The pol l, don e fo r The Globe and Mai l and
CTV, was con duct e d April 11-16 and sur vey-
ed 1,500 adult Cana dians. It has a margi n
of error of 2.5 poi nts, 19 tim e s ou t of 20.

Angus Rei d senior vic e-presid e n t And rew
Grenvi lle said the fact that few you ng Cana-
dians reg ularly att end chur c h didn’t surpris e
him – only about 20 per cent of all adult
Cana dians do – but thei r st atements about
fa ith did .

Be cau se you ng Cana dians, unlike olde r Ca -
na dians, liv e in a socie ty whe re they hav e
neve r ha d to deal wit h the ins titutio nal
chur c h, the ret entio n of faith "in some ways
... is astonishing", he said.

Thes e young Cana dians, he said, are for the
mos t part the daug hters and son s of bab y

boome rs who fel l aw ay from the chur c h and
did not raise their chil dre n in sid e it.

"B ut obviously a transmissio n of faith has
occur red in a family setting", Mr. Gre nvi lle
said. "We don’t know how deep that trans-
missio n is. The basic ele ments of faith are
there, but bey ond that we just don’t know".

The indication s are that, beyond the basic
fa ith ele ments, the re isn’t much. Respons es
to sur vey questio ns about the Bib le and the
im por tanc e of faith in day-to-day life sug -

ge s t that, for you ng adul t Cana dians, conve n-
tion a l Christia n teaching seems to do lit tle
mo re than float on the sur face of their liv es.

Davi d Re e d, a speci ali st in relig i on and
socie ty who teaches at the Unive rsity of
To ron t o’s Wycli f fe Col lege, said an exp lana-
tion for the transmissio n of Chris tia n fa ith
value s to Canadians who liv e thei r live s ou t-
si de the chur c h li es wit h the fact that Chris-
tia n ity is Cana da’s dominant relig i on – "a
kind of spi ritual tem p lat e fo r the cul ture."

When relig i on becomes wove n toge the r
with cul ture, Prof. Reed said, its ten ets be-
co m e fu sed with the cul ture’s value s , with
it s creative art for ms, wit h it s basi c cultur al
conv ersation.

"B ut what has hap pen ed in the past 20
ye ars is the unl ock ing of the relig i on from
the chu rch."

The 18-to -34 gen eration wou ld be bey ond
re ach of the chur c h, he said, if Chris tia n ity
we re not a missio nar y relig i on. He poi nted
ou t that the evangeli c a l fe rvou r that swe pt
throug h No rth Amer ica in the 19th centur y
wa s a respons e to emp ty chu rches. The re
are a lot of emp ty chu rches today.

"The chur c h ju s t ne e ds to reorder its mes-
sage. It’s been use d to bei ng the inher ito r of
biol ogical bir ths and the immig rant boat.
Bu t now that those hav e dried up, it doesn’t
know what to do," Prof. Reed said.

The Ang u s Rei d survey als o fo und that:

• At lantic Canada is the cou ntr y’s real Bib le
Belt – not, as com monly assume d, Alber ta

and Britis h Colu mbia . In fact, B.C. win s the
title of the mos t Godle ss place in Cana da.

• Fewe r Quebecke rs than othe r Cana dians
att end chur c h regularly, and accep tanc e of
conv entio nal chur c h doct rin e in Quebec ap-

pears lowe r than in other par ts of Cana da.
Mr. Gre nvi lle said Quebeck ers are incli ned
to vie w themselves as cul tur ally, but not par-
ti c ularly relig i ously, Roman Catholi c.

• The percent age of adult Cana dians who
say they believe in God – 84 per cent – has
not change d signific a n tly in more than half a
centur y althou gh reg ular chu rch att endanc e
ha s plum met e d. The ins titutio nal chur c h
ha s ex per ienc e d the same erosi on in pub lic
confid e n ce as other Cana dian socia l in stitu -
tion s, a phen omen on exp l ore d by Unive rsity
of Toron t o poli tical scie n tis t Nei l Nevitt e in
his book, The Declin e of Defer ence.

• Eight out of 10 Cana dians in all age
gr oups say they don’t think they need to go
to chur c h to be a good Chris tia n and 70 per
cent across all age groups say their private
beli efs about Christia n ity are more impor-
tant than what the chur c h teaches.

• Fewe r than half of Cana dians believe the
devi l is activ e in the world today.

Why Atlantic Canada is the true Bib le
Belt is in par t a produ ct of its con tin uing
st able, tradit ion a l socie ty but largely the re-
sult of its his t ory.

The evangeli c a l Great Awa kening mov e-
ment that swe pt the Marit ime provi nces af-
ter the Ame rican Rev olu tio n and the U.S.-
Cana dian War of 181 2 penetrated deeply
in t o Maritime socie ty. It set the dominant
relig i ous tone for the regio n and, stil l today,
ha s le ft a mark.

In Atlantic Canada, 93 per cent of adult s

beli eve in God and 28 per cent att end chur c h
on ce a week or more – in fact, nearly 50
per cent onc e a mon th or more, far hig her
than in other par ts of the cou ntr y.

Br itis h Colu mbia ns showe d the lea st beli ef
in God and – just after Quebec – the mos t
inf r eque n t chur c h att endanc e. (Fifteen per
cent of Quebeck ers att end chur c h on a
we ekly basis; in Br itis h Colu mbia, the fig-
ure is 18 per cent.)

Mr. Gre nvi lle sugge s ted two rea son s: high
leve ls of immig ration from non -thei sti c
parts of the world and – con trary to the
prov inc e’s prevaili ng myt hol ogy – the prov-
in ce has the cou ntr y’s hig hest sui cid e rate
and lowe s t satisfactio n-wit h-life index. It is
not the land of the relig i ously hopef ul.
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