LAUNCH: PUTTING LIFE TOGETHER 21/3/07

It’s a pleasure to be here tonight, launching a book by a man I esteem highly as a valuable and insightful researcher and commentator on Australian religion. 

I haven’t been asked to review this book, so like the wicked godmother in the fairytale I’ve brought three reviews of other books. They are among my all time favourites (the reviews, not the books).

The first comes from the 18th century. It is by the Duke of Gloucester to Edward Gibbon, who presented him with the latest volume of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.
Another damned thick square book! Always scribble, scribble, scribble! Eh, Mr Gibbon?

The second is Groucho Marx to humorist S.J. Perelman.

From the moment I picked your book up until I laid it down I was convulsed with laughter. Some day I intend reading it.

The third, by Ambrose Bierce, says everything in one pithy, percipient sentence: 

The covers of this book are too far apart.

Well, this is a modest but handsome volume, whose covers seem generally well placed. So much for the book. What about its subject, young Australians?
Young people tend to get a bad press. They are portrayed as irresponsible, lazy, self-willed and disinclined to trust the good sense of their elders and betters. I know for certain that this picture is accurate, because not only am I a parent, but also I was young _ and such a short time ago. 

In Putting Life Together we get a pretty accurate snapshot of young people in Australia today, at least as they relate to values, to spirituality, to society, to the environment and to each other. 

Sociology often seems to provide statistical evidence for facts we knew intuitively, but even if that were all it did it would still be useful. And, of course, it does much more. This book is an impressive contribution.

One thing I had no intuition of is that one in five young people are in a state close to despair, usually because of relationship problems or lack of a sense of meaning and purpose. Both are key areas where Christianity has a story to tell. 
The focus of life for nearly all young people is on enjoyment. Actually that’s probably true for most people of any age, but what brings enjoyment can change and develop over time. For young people, it’s usually close friendships and excitement. Another important aspect much more pronounced today is that young people expect to construct their lives and experiences from an array of choices. They don’t believe their identity is determined by class or affiliations; they believe they can develop their identities by the choices they make and that they can custom-build their own sense of purpose. 
Unlike many of their parents, they are not hostile to the concept of God or to spirituality or even to organised religion. After all, up to 40 per cent of them are in church at least once a month, though many find it boring, at least some of the time. But the concept of spirituality often doesn’t gain much traction in their lives. For many, it is the Brussels sprout in the smorgasbord of life: they know it’s good for them, that it’s important even, but they’ll partake when they feel like it, some other time. Their views of God are vague and unformed – their only certainty is that they don’t want to be told. Even so, 45 per cent of people under 25 pray at least sometimes, and 30 per cent at least weekly.
Family and friends are the most important influence on young Australians, though for many school and church are not entirely irrelevant. The number going to private schools – overwhelmingly church schools – is constantly rising, and they usually have some exposure to a faith tradition there. 
Generation Y is used to thinking more globally than previous generations, and also the opposite pole of that, which is a much more atomistic society in which individual interests and rights outrank communal interests and obligations. This generation takes technological change for granted, and accepts an individualistic economic philosophy – economic rationalism - that disturbs some people, no doubt some in this room.  

Philip identifies smaller family sizes as another major change, brought about partly because of the pill, partly because Australian families began to see additional children as more of a cost than a benefit. The internet and mobile phones have not just expanded their world, but have reshaped their sense of community, making it much less restricted by geography. 

What gets them out of bed in the morning, as I noted, is the prospect of enjoyment or fun. Enjoyment can be activities or relationships, or both, but is tied up with autonomy and freedom. Young Australians don’t see religion as preventing enjoyment, but as extending the focus beyond the here and now. Not all want that, of course. The main gender difference, interestingly, involves shopping, which is largely irrelevant to nearly half the males but only a quarter of the females.
They like to experiment, and see what feels right, whether it’s hobbies, a job, or living together before marriage or fundamental beliefs. There is a generally benign view of God (loosely defined) as there to help, able to resolve problems. God is there for us, rather than us being there for God; He is seen as nice, loving, friendly, forgiving, caring. Majesty and transcendence don’t really come into it. God is the cosmic therapist, useful in times of trouble but otherwise not particularly demanding. 
Philip reports that young people are not in fact more selfish than their parents, and see the value of helping others. That may refer to friends and family rather than a general concern for social justice, but about 40 per cent have that too. They are inclined to respect Christian moral teaching, such as its emphasis on compassion and rejection of exploitation, but not to consider it binding. To them, morals are relative – what you look at is the situation. I find something encouraging about this, and that is the fact that they rightly want their own consciences to be engaged. The challenge for the church, of course, is to educate their conscience. The automatic assumption by so many people of all ages that a Peter Singer-style utilitarianism is self-evidently right is one of the things that most worries me about our future. But often people - like Singer himself - are morally better than their philosophies.  Most Australians do think religion is valuable, Philip says, especially because it encourages people to act morally. 

There is no fixed view of spirituality. Some see it as religion, some as the antithesis of that, some see it as God, some as an inner self, some as morality or commitment to something outside, such as nature. Spirituality is not a word they use much. They share the post-modern suspicion of authority and of institutions, and not just the church. This is not a generation that joins organisations.  Not only do fewer go to church than in the past, but in a pluralistic society the church’s teachings are no longer seen as the foundation of the culture. In this sense, religion has been largely forced out of the public arena and privatised.
But the churches still play a huge role. Four in 10 young people are there at least once a month, and most people at primary school get some exposure to religious education. This usually comes via the church and its volunteers. More than half the young people who go to church say they often find it boring, but nearly all say they find the churches warm and welcoming. More and more are finding other ways to explore faith, including Christianity. 

So there are certainly challenges for the churches today. As Philip writes, the “theological debate needs to be conducted anew in the language and cultural context of every generation. It must build on the traditions of faith, but must express itself in the language of the day and in relation to the context. It must develop a sense of what being a person means today in a context where such a range of choices of life must be made. It must work out again what community means in a rapidly mobile context that spans the globe. It must think through who God is when science has drawn creation with extended lines and in a greater range of colours than ever before”.
That is certainly right. But there is another big question for me. Are young people today in fact that different from their parents and the generations before them? The world is certainly different, and the pace of change seems to be constantly speeding up. But today’s young people are still people. As Goethe observed, if youth is a fault, it is one which is soon corrected. If Augustine is right that we have a God-shaped hole inside us, then they have it too, and many will want to fill it. 

Secondly, how much do we work to provide young people with what they think they want – fun and excitement – and how much do we work to provide a counter-cultural message. Obviously we have to do both at the same time. Churches have to work to engage young people where they are, and tread lightly over ritual and tradition. They see ritual as confining self expression and focusing on repetition and order whereas life is about newness and change. Pentecostal churches, with their multimedia, modern music and fast pace have a much more obvious appeal. Yet it takes time for people come to value tradition, and I don’t think that’s the last word.

Angus Kinnaird, a Melbourne advertising strategist, directed a campaign for churches in South Australia in 2005.  He kept the church, the Bible and religion in the background, and focused entirely on Jesus. Research showed the church was the problem, not the solution, he said, but Jesus was portrayed as a tough-talking, no-nonsense philosopher who makes life easier and, incidentally, eternal. Many young people think Christianity is for losers, but they see the power of peace, forgiveness and rejecting pride.

So, it seems, the answer is simple. The church just has to be like Jesus! And, after all, that is a direct biblical injunction. So the challenge for us is to have integrity in our own lives and witness. As always, it starts with us, ourselves.
The Christian message for 2000 years has offered something unique: grace and hope. Young people value relating. Christianity is certainly about relating, to God and to each other. Philip points out that young Australians commonly cite Nelson Mandela as a hero for his patient suffering, then his forgiveness and the way he engineered reconciliation. Non-Christian South Africans tell me it was the church, and especially Christian women, who prevented violence and led reconciliation in the bitterly divided society at the end of apartheid. The power of the gospel still changes lives. 

And now, with as much fanfare as possible, I launch Putting Life Together: Findings From Australian Youth Spirituality Research. 

May God bless all who sail in her. 
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