How Do European

College Students Experience
Their Adventist Faith?

ftentimes, as [
look at young
college students,
I don’t see a clear
evidence of reli-
glous commit-
ment in their

lifestyles. However, after hav-

ing spent many hours inter-

viewing them, I realize that

the sincerity and high quality

of religious experience of Picture

many of these young men Removed

and women could be an in-

spiration to others.

As one student put it:
“Religion is quite impor-

tant when I think about it. It

affects my life a lot. The Sab-

bath is a very important part

of the week, and there are

things that I obviously would

not do because of what I be-

lieve. Prayer to a certain ex-

tent was something ritualistic

to me when I was a child (i.e.,

prayer before eating or going

to bed). But now it is proba-

bly more like talking to God when I

want to and not because I am supposed

something I practice regularly.”

Similar responses were offered by a higher education
positively affected
their religious life.

high proportion of students who, by
looking at their outward behavior,
would not necessarily be seen as “spiri-
tual” or “religious.”

Other responses I have received have
been rather negative: “It is worse
than before. . .,” “It is not a very big

part of me at this time.” But when BY J U LIAN M E LGOSA

they elaborated on their answers,

Most participants
to, like when I was younger. This is stated that Adventist

even these young people
looked hopefully toward the
future.

Questions About the Study

In late 1996, I conducted
20 in-depth interviews, with
follow-up questions in early
1997. Participants were young
people from 16 eastern and
western European countries
who enrolled at Newbold
College in Bracknell, England.
All were members of the Sev-
enth-day Adventist Church or
had been raised in Adventist
families. The 11 young men
and nine young women sur-
veyed were born between
1975 and 1979. Seventeen
were baptized members of the
Adventist Church; three were
not. Half of the group had at-
tended our schools—primary,
secondary, or both.

All participants were inter-
viewed in depth about their
personal religious experiences.

The open-ended questions encouraged
free expression. Here are some sample
questions:

¢ Past—How do you recall living
your faith? Do you think you have ex-
perienced a conversion? If yes, how was
it? Describe significant persons/circum-
stances in your conversion.

¢ Present—What do you think of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church lead-

ers? What do you think of the

church doctrines? What about the

lifestyle proposed by the church?

¢ Future—How do you see the fu-
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The critical com-
ments [from respon-
dents] centered
around two issues:
the apparent dis-
tance between youth
and church leaders,
and the rather formal
and rigid style of
worship.

ture of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church? How important do you expect
the church to be in your life in the years
to come? If you had children, would
you raise them as practicing Seventh-
day Adventist believers?

® Current educational experience—
How is Adventist higher education af-
fecting your religious experience? What
are the main factors influencing your
spiritual life, beliefs, and values as a col-
lege student?

Main Findings

Almost all the students interviewed
pointed to their family as the most rele-
vant factor in their early religious expe-
rience. This was just as true for those
with non- believing parents, especially if
adults were tolerant and open enough
to set a good foundation for their chil-
dren’s later conversion.

The mother’s influence appeared
prominently. “I remember that my mom
would read stories to me at night. . .”
was a comment | kept hearing. Even in
atheist families, the mother seemed to
play the “religious” role: “My upbring-
ing was strictly atheistic,” said an East-
ern European. “Religion was banned. I
grew up as a godless person. However, |
could hear my mom whispering some-
times: God exists.” The mother’s influ-
ence may be due to the significant
amount of time that, in most cultures,
mothers spend with their small children.

However, divorce may also be an im-
portant factor. The interviews revealed
that at least one-fourth of the partici-
pants’ parents were divorced and they
had lived with their mother. In some
cases, family problems had placed the
mother in a protective role. “My father
drank very heavily,” stated one young
man. “His drinking periods would be-
come longer and his sober times shorter
and shorter. So my relationship with my
mother became stronger. She was. . .
and even now is my best friend.”

The church also appeared to be a
strong factor in the young people’s early
religious experience. Sabbath school in
particular was mentioned by the major-
ity of those who grew up as Adventists.
“It was fun,” said a young woman.
“The Sabbath school is what I remem-
ber best. I enjoyed it thoroughly as a
child, especially because we could par-
ticipate.”

Morve than three-fourths of the par-
ticipants claimed to have experienced
conversion. The nature of the experi-
ence was quite varied: from those who
reached conversion in a calm and pro-
gressive manner to those who had been
able to shift the direction of their lives
only after engaging in delinquent behav-
ior. However, all could identify a single
person (a friend, teacher, or youth pas-
tor) who, often far away from home,
played a decisive role in their conver-
sion.

A young man from a Nordic coun-
try explained: “From 15 to 18, I basi-
cally lacked the church. . .. T drank reg-
ularly. . . . Later on, I met one of my old
friends. She told me that she had been
converted to Christianity. She had
stopped drinking and going out and
now she belonged to Christ. She asked
me: “What is your faith? What are you
going to do?’ This was for me the be-
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ginning of a new life.” Said another: “I
had this friend T met in Poland while I
was a student missionary there. . . . He
did strange things sometimes, but he in-
fluenced my spiritual development a
lot.”

Another male participant wrote:
“Accidentally, T met this young man. I
hadn’t gone exactly through the same
things, but I could identify with him in
a way. And so for the first time in my
life T actually told him some of the sin-
ful things T had done. And he didn’t
condemn me. He led me to the Bible, to
Isaiah 53 about Jesus and Psalm 51
about David. The pieces started to come
together. And I believe the Spirit was
working on me, so I prayed, looked at
the past and understood why Jesus was
on the cross. After this moment I felt
like sharing my experiences with oth-
ers.”

Their attitude toward church orga-
nization and doctrines was quite posi-
tive and when criticism arose, it was
moderate, responsible, and mature. One
participant, returning from a conference
session, said: “I observed that the
church leaders are looking for some-
thing, new methods. . . . They are open
to changes.” One young woman said: “I
have observed that during the last years
they have encouraged more young peo-
ple to participate. They have young
people on committees. I think this is
very positive because before they tended
to keep it for themselves.”

“My faith is independent of the
church,” declared another participant.
“If the church takes a stance, but [ be-
lieve differently, I still consider myself
part of that church. . . . ordination of
women, for example. I believe that
women should be ordained, but still T
want to belong to this church. . . . so
even if I do not agree with the stance on
women’s ordination, I still understand
why they chose that position. This way
keeps me open and within the church.”

The critical comments centered
around two issues: the apparent dis-
tance between youth and church lead-
ers, and the rather formal and rigid
style of worship. “One might forget,”
said a female student, “that the young
people are those that actually will be
the church of tomorrow. One should do
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a lot to keep young people in the
church, and too little has been done. In
my country, youth find church very bor-
ing. . .. They are drifting from the
church because there is nothing there,
so I really think that the organization
should do something about this.” Re-
garding the style of worship, one young
woman said: “My suggestions would be
to use microphones, keyboards, lots of
instruments to improve the sounds in-
side the church. I think that music
would bring young people to God in the
church.”

Adventist lifestyles are accepted but
should not be a second gospel. Al-
though I expected criticism about the
church-approved lifestyle, more than
three-fourths agreed with the guidelines
given by the church in regard to tradi-
tions such as attire, diet, and recreation.
And even those who expressed negative
opinions used qualitative terms such as
“a bit constraining” or “a little behind
the times.” Typical statements included:
“No problem,” “I think it’s wonder-

ful,” “There are good reasons behind
it,” “Personally, I am convinced that the
Adventist lifestyle is the best.”

There was, however, one area of dis-
satisfaction among many in the group.
Although they openly recognized the
value of the Adventist lifestyle, they per-
ceived that the church has placed too
much emphasis on these behaviors
while forgetting more fundamental as-
pects of Christianity. Some made the
following comments: “I don’t see any
problem with the lifestyle that we pro-
mote as Adventists. But again, I do not
expect other people to live up to them
right away because it takes time.” “We
should consider the culture, the back-
ground of the people. For example, in
my country, the culture is so much dif-
ferent from the rest of European coun-
tries, especially the western countries.
When it comes to vegetarianism, that is
a taboo—it is something really weird.
But certain Adventist ministers come
and emphasize vegetarianism.” It is not
the lifestyle, therefore, that bothers
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Many in the group. . . . perceived that the
church has placed too much emphasis on
[lifestyle] behaviors while forgetting more
fundamental aspects of Christianity.

them. It is when, in the words of one of
the respondents, lifestyle becomes a
“second gospel” that young people be-
come uncomfortable.

Most participants stated that Ad-
ventist higher education positively af-
fected their religious life. More than
half referred specifically to the positive
role that other students at the college
played in their spiritual growth. State-
ments like these were common: “Other
students have affected my spiritual
growth significantly. Indeed, with my
friends and my fellow students I discuss
not only my beliefs, my faith, but also
my problems,” “The main factor in my
religious experience is friends. It is
stronger than teachers, worships or any-
thing else.” “For me, it is fellow stu-
dents. . . . The friends I have, they really
changed me.”

Teachers are also important:
“Teachers challenge you and make you
think of your beliefs.” “For me, teach-
ers come first, you see that they hold
Christian beliefs and, at the same time,
you see them teaching business, history,
religion. . . . Their Christianity comes
across. And a lot of them are very prac-
tical with their Christianity.”

Although mandatory worships were
generally disliked, students appreciated
the integration of faith and academic
life they saw on campus. “If I were
going to another university, religion
would be in my own time. Here it is
seen more as part of the ethos of the
college.” “I find it interesting to be at
an Adventist college because religion is
linked with anything you are studying.”

Young people look to the future
with hope both for the church and for
themselves as individuals. Here is what
they said: “I believe that the time will
come when many people will leave the
church, but again, many people will
join.” “There is a lot of potential in the
church. . . for me it seems like a bright
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future, even though I also realize that
the future is short.”

Eighteen of the 20 participants said
they intended to remain in the Adventist
faith. One participant, who was in the
middle of a spiritual crisis, answered
this question by saying: “Yes, of course
(I see myself as an Adventist in the fu-
ture]. This is what I’ve been living for.”

As for the two participants who
showed doubts about the future, one
ended up saying: “It really bothers me
that if I am not on God’s side, I am on
the devil’s side. And I don’t like that. I
would not like to cause suffering by
working against God. So maybe yes [I
see myself as a Seventh-day Adventist].”

All of the participants showed deter-
mination to train their children—should
they have any—in the Adventist faith.
This was also true for those few that
did not see themselves as Adventists in
the future. One of these said: “I’ve been
thinking about it. And if I do not be-
come an Adventist, I will not have chil-
dren because it will be hard for me. I
know what is right and I want my chil-
dren to have the best thing.”

Conclusion
This project constitutes a small at-
tempt to gather information on the way
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a number of Christian college students
live their faith. Additional qualitative
research from other colleges in different
locations is needed. Replications of this
type will reveal the necessary details
and perspectives to understand youth
and to formulate plans of action.

I personally learned a few things
from this survey. It reminded me as a
parent that parental influence is of great
significance while children are growing.
Those years provide the strongest spiri-
tual foundation. As children grow, par-
ents need to accept that—while they
must be available—other persons may
play a more powerful role in leading
them to the Lord.

I also learned that reasonable suffer-
ing, difficulties, and uncertainties may
be crucial to young people’s spiritual
growth, As a teacher, I am convinced
that I can have a very significant spiri-
tual effect upon my students. I believe
that teachers at all levels—not only pri-
mary and secondary but tertiary as
well—are powerful agents in helping
students to think and act in Christian
ways. At the college level specifically,
the information gathered suggests that
the way to encourage spiritual develop-
ment on our campuses is not to institu-
tionalize activities but to allow room
for their formation and development
within the student body.

Finally, we all need to unite in our
efforts to trust and encourage our
youth, It is very probable that they are
more committed to their convictions,
more loyal to the church, and more
hopeful toward the future than we may
think. &
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