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Religious Continuity

Personal Agency

Ephraim, a conservative Jewish father: “It’s very important to
us. What’s tough is that we don’t control. I don’t think there
is anything . . . other than their health and happiness, I don’t
think there is anything that is as core Jewish, to the core of
being Jewish, we would want more than our children, God
willing, our grandchildren, and their off spring, to be Jewish
and have the same values.”

Not Forcing

Jing, a Chinese Christian mother: “We could not decide for
them or force them to believe. They have free will. But we
should tell them we have responsibility to bring them to God.
They make the final decision to believe or not.”

Banafsha, a Muslim, Indian mother: “I have 4 daughters, and I
explained to them this is [what] God wants us to do. You don`t
have to wear saris . . . but the covering of body is required . . .
which is modesty. But I said, when you are ready, not when I
[am], I`m not going to force upon you, because that there is no
purpose, you know. And they understood it, and whenever
each one of them was ready they did it, at different times.”

Teaching
Joe, a Latter-day Saint father: “There is no way that Margaret
and I will be able to teach them everything that they need to
know to get ready and go out and face the world. But,
hopefully, if we can teach them the correct basic principles,
then the things that they don’t know, they will either be able to
infer or they will be able to understand how best to get the
answers to those problems that they have.”

Allowing Exploration
Devon, a 17-year-old Baptist son: “First, one of the key things
that my parents did, which I am very grateful for, is they give
us a good amount of freedom to think, to process things . . .
we’ve been taught to really think things through our own brains
and we can ask them any questions if we need to.”

Providing Expectations
Anoki, a Methodist, Native American father: “I think we’re
very intentional about these practices, and it does establish a
tradition and something that our children have just come to
know. For instance, that on Sunday morning, . . . there’s no
question about whether we’re going to church or not. We are.”

Respecting Child’s Views

Setting an Example
Kari, a Christian and Missionary Alliance mother: “To bring
children up in the way they should go . . . to guide them and
teach them. Spend time together; and to be good examples, that
was another . . . what I agree with Rob on. To walk the walk,
and not just talk the talk.”

Parental Interpretations
Wyatt, a Seventh Day Adventist, African American father: “You know [we’re] not gonna make all right choices and I know they’re
not, but as they are growing and see certain things, they know that these are certain avenues that they don’t want to travel. So, it’s a
blessing just to see them you know coming up and standing strong for something which is for Christ, that’s a blessing in itself.”

David a 14 year-old-Jewish son: “I think that you guys have
brought us up in a way that, like I feel that I could choose to
continue with Judaism or I could . . . really I have the
intentions of continuing Judaism, but I still have a long time so
something could change, but I feel that you guys would be
accepting of any choice that I would make.”

Review of Literature

Method

Findings

• For religious parents who feel that it is important to pass on their
faith to their children, balancing this desire with their children’s
agency can be challenging.
• Parents have been found to be the greatest source of religious
influence on children (Myers, 1996), and positive family
relationships have been associated with intergenerational religious
transmission (Spilman et al., 2013).
• The topic of intergenerational religious transmission is not new, yet
questions remain about how religious transmission occurs and why it
may not.
• More recently there has been discussion of bidirectional influences of
transmission where parents and children influence each other as
agents (Kuczynski et al., 2007).
• Religion may be a parenting context that engages bidirectional
processes (Palkovitz et al., 2003).

• Through purposive sampling an ethnically and religiously diverse
sample of 476 participants from 200 families was obtained as part of
the American Families of Faith Project.
• In-depth interviews were conducted and data was gathered through
self-report from multiple family members.
• Using a team-based approach to data analysis and coding, 314
accounts of agency and accountability between parents and children
were identified (Marks, 2015).
• An in-depth analysis of these pre-identified quotes revealed processes
and meanings related to balancing parents’ desire for religious
continuity and children’s religious choices.

How important is it to you that your children continue in your faith?
Through an analysis of in-depth interviews, we found that parents expressed a desire for
Religious Continuity (Theme 1) but also recognized the importance of their children’s Personal
Agency (Theme 2).
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How do parents balance their desire for religious continuity and their children’s agency?
Guided by this research question, a second analysis identified relational processes that included
interactions supporting parents’ desire for religious continuity such as: (a) teaching ideals and
values, (b) providing expectations of religious involvement, and (c) setting an example in
addition to interactions supporting children’s agency such as: (e) not forcing, (f) allowing
exploration, and (g) showing respect for child’s views. We identified these six processes as
Processes Relating to Religious Socialization (Theme 3).
How do parents respond to children’s religions choices?
In a final analysis an additional theme was identified as Parental Interpretations (Theme 4). This
theme related to meanings parents attributed to children’s religious choices. Parents interpreted
children’s religious choices in different ways but primarily talked about accepting their children’s
varied choices and hoping their children would “see for themselves.”

