Teenagers' perspectives of worship--some surprising findings

Author: Joel C. Gerlach

Changing worship styles in some churches are influenced by common assumptions about teenage members. Since the church's youth are the church's future, youth must be served.

Common assumptions include the notion that teenagers get turned on only by the music they like. If we want them to participate in worship, we need to include their music. What they like is Christian contemporary music, either easy listening variety or music with a rock beat. So if we don't plug that into worship, we can expect them to be turned off.

Dr. Barbara Resch, a faculty member at Indiana-Purdue University, Fort Wayne, disputes that conclusion. She had reservations about the assumptions people make about teenagers and worship, and devoted three years to research to determine whether they were valid.

Resch's research included a survey of 479 high school students in five states. The students were Catholics, Lutherans, Baptists, Reformed, Holiness bodies, non-denominational, and unchurched. Forty to 70 students represented each group. All listened to a tape of 40 examples of various music used in Christian churches. The samples ranged from Gregorian chant to Christian contemporary music. They included country gospel, choral, solo, instrumental, and organ music.

The question put to each participant was: "How appropriate do you think this music is for the church?" Not, do you like it; but rather, is it right for the church?

A computer analysis of the responses revealed that the students grouped the 40 examples into six categories: traditional choral, Christian contemporary (religious easy-listening), improvisatory vocal, traditional instrumental, soloistic performance, and dynamic percussive.

Each of the examples was rated on a scale of 1 to 7. The highest ratings of appropriateness were in the traditional choral category. Catholics and Lutherans scored that category the highest. Reformed and non-denominational groups scored it in the middle. Baptists and the unchurched rated it the lowest. 

The Christian contemporary category produced a real surprise. Catholics, Lutherans, and the unchurched rated it inappropriate. Baptists and Holiness groups rated it high.

Resch concluded that the historical period which produced the examples she used had nothing to do with how students rated them or where they placed them in categories. In other words, the assumption that because a piece of music is old, it's not right for teens, and because it's new, it is, was not substantiated in this research.

Only three percent, the lowest rating in the survey, said music in worship ought to be entertaining. A majority agreed that soloistic music, improvisatory vocal styles, and music with a rock beat were inappropriate for church.

The moral is that before we accommodate worship styles to what we assume young people are thinking, we need to be certain that our assumptions are correct. Resch's study deserves serious study and reflection. We applaud her for sharing it.

Joel C. Gerlach is pastor at St. John, Wauwatosa, Wisconsin.
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see next:

The following appeared in NL, 1-97, following a readers forum response by Bob Diener.

An article by Barbara Resch, survey conductor, and a 90-minute lecture on cassette are available from the Commission on Worship, 414/256-3278.

Bryan Gerlach, administrator for worship, responds:

The survey should be judged for what it is, not what it is not. Certainly other questions should be asked about teens, music, and worship. But, according to music education faculty at Indiana-Purdue University, this was unique research. The students came from 33 different religious backgrounds. 12% were unchurched. Unchurched teens did not rate “traditional choral” the lowest*; they rated classical instrumental music and contemporary Christian music the lowest -- music targeted by Christian radio to women, age 25-40.

Yes, we should discuss how we might “become all things to all people.” But let’s not make negative assumptions about the power of church music -- done well -- to communicate the gospel to people of many ages and cultures. 

* this was inaccurately quoted by Diener

