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Abstract: This is a qualitative study of the faith of clergy children, with particular attention to
the role of parents in their children's faith development during adolescence. A number of
interesting findings came out of the study: first, that clergy kids carry much of the weight that
their clergy parents bear, without the counterbalancing rewards; that the church
communicates to them that they are in some sense "church royalty," and that where these
messages are not consistent, trouble results; and that one of the key elements for future
faithfulness of clergy children is the management of resentment. One of the greatest sources
of this resentment, surprisingly, was the knowledge they carried of the conflicts between the
church and their parents.



Introduction
Dealing with clergy children is an almost inevitable part of church youth
ministry. And while some preachers' kids (PKsl) are eager to be involved and helpful, others
are disengaged, or worse, actively hostile. After years of dealing, sometimes well, sometimes
not so well with PKs in ministries that [ have worked with, I undertook this study to attempt
to understand the issues that affect the faith development of PKs and their involvement in

church and church programs.

The approach I've taken is formal and academic. This is a qualitative analysis
of in-depth interviews with college age PKs. The young adults in this study are clergy kids
who have "made it," bucking trends that have high percentages of clergy kids leaving the
church (Stoffels 2004, 8). This group not only stayed involved through high school, but as
college students identify themselves as evangelical Christians and are active in church and

ministry.

The evangelism and discipleship of clergy children is a subset of a much
larger issue that involves the efforts of the church to pass on Christianity between succeeding
generations. This effort involves a number of different institutions: not only the church itself,
but her children's and youth programs, para-church ministries, sometimes Christian schools
and of course, parents. These institutions work together forming a complex educational

ecology, sometimes in concert with and sometimes at odds with the related secular

" In this article "PK" standing for "Preacher's Kid" will be used synonymously
with the term "clergy children."
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institutions that include schools, the media, libraries, the internet and secular youth programs.

Since the major qualifying characteristic of the participants of this study is
their having grown up in a clergy home, the emphasis of this research is on the contribution
of parents to this educational ecology. Of the institutions involved in the preparation of
succeeding generations, the role of the family is widely considered to be crucial (Barna 2007,
56; Smith and Denton 2005, 120; Bowlby 1988, 120). Parents spend more time with their
children than other adults and generally make more decisions for their children than any
other adult. Parents are directly involved in the discipline and early education of their
children and sometimes continue, in the United States at least, to make important decisions in
their children’s lives until the early 20’s. Like other Christian children PKs report that the
most significant positive influence on their faith is their parents (Anderson 400). But, despite
the time that parents spend with their children and the influence they exercise in their lives,
children often grow up to become very different from their parents (Smith and Sikkink 2003;

Harris 1995; 1998).

This is particularly true of clergy children. Some studies have found that as
many as 40% of PKs leave the faith (Stoffels 2004, 8). And clergy children encounter
challenges that non-clergy Christian children seldom face, such as competing with the church
for their parents attention, frequent moves, isolation, and difficulty fitting in with peers
(Newman 2008). At the same time PKs also report unique blessings including warm
memories of special care poured out on them by congregation members. Those experiences
apparently produce a very strong self-identification as clergy children that lasts throughout

their lives (Stoffels 2004, 9).

The purpose of this research, then, is to explore the perception of young adult
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Christians who were raised in pastors’ homes regarding factors that influenced the
development of their faith. The emphasis will be particularly on the PKs adolescence and the
contribution of their paren‘ts.2 In the next section I will review applicable literature, then
outline the study's methodology, present the findings and end this article with a discussion of

the findings.

Literature Review

A great deal has been written about the value of adolescent religion and how it
is transmitted. Much less has been written about the particular challenges of PKs. A brief

summary of some of this research in both of these areas is presented in this section.

Religious faith in adolescence is good for teenagers. It has been positively
correlated with a number of healthy behaviors including self-esteem (Donahue and Benson
1995), healthy diet and exercise (Wallace and Forman 1998), ego-strength (Markstrom
1999), and high educational performance (Regnerus, Smith, and Fritsch 2003, 16). Faith
during adolescence has been negatively correlated with depression (Harker 2001), drug use,
and suicide (Knight et al. 2007). Faith in teenagers is also important for the Church. No
institution can thrive without it's values and behavior being passed on from one generation to

the next (Dudley and Dudley 1986, 3).

Many studies have found a strong correlation between the religiosity of
children and the faithfulness of their parents (Gibson 2004; Dudley and Dudley 1986, 3;

Black 2008; Black 2006; Boyatzis, Dollahite and Marks 2006; Smith and Denton 2005, 261;

*In previous research clergy kids have overwhelmingly identified their
adolescent years as the most difficult of their lives (Anderson p 400).
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Regnerus, Smith, and Fritsch 2003). However there are also studies that claim that the
influence of parents on their children’s religiosity is weak (Gunnoe and Moore 2002; Clark,
Worthington, and Danser 1988; Hoge, Petrillo, and Smith 1982; Ploch and Hastings 1998) or
non-existent (Harris 1995, 458). Several studies suggest that this apparent contradiction
might be explained by the different ages of the adolescents under study: that parental
influence may decrease as adolescents age (Shulman and Seiffge-Krenke 1997, 44;
Newcomb and Svehla 1937; Keeley 1976). Studies have also pointed out that parents
indirectly influence their children’s faith by influencing their choice of friends (Barna 2007,

69; Cha 2003).

Multiple factors, other than parental faith, have also been found to correlate
with adolescent religiosity. These include, parenting style (Bader and Desmond 2006, 324;
Gibson 2004, 158; Baumrind 1980), the influence of peers (Bergler and Rahn 2006; Gibson
2004, 159; Gunnoe and Moore 2002, 615;), youth group participation (Black 2006; Gane
2006; Bergler and Rahn 2002; Rosemeyer 1994), religious schooling (Benson, Donahue, and
Erickson 1989), denominational membership (Hoge, Petrillo, and Smith 1982, 578), the
presence of non-parental mentors (Nuesch-Olver 2006, 100) and even geography (Potvin
1981). There are studies that find that certain aspects of faith may have genetic influences
(D’Onofrio et al. 1999; Bradshaw 2008), others that conclude that the transmission of
religious faith depends on societal and historical events (Sebald 1986, 12; Newcomb and
Svelha 1937; Firebaugh and Harley 1991, 495; Abrahamson 1983, 93) and some that find
that religiosity is largely a matter of lifecycle or age (Sherkat and Wilson 1994; Chaves

1989).
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Literature concerning clergy children

Anderson (1998) surveyed 487 children of Seventh Day Adventist clergy and
then tried to correlate the results with the PKs adult religious commitment. She studied a
number of different variables including "the feelings of the PK towards moving, consistency
of parental behavior, amount and quality of family time, ability to be oneself without being
noticed, expectations by others for self perceived as greater than their expectations for others,
the status of having a pastor as a father, and the support of church and members, and
intimacy with each parent, satisfying parental marriage, and relationships with friends and
extended family." The correlations she found were "significant but small". The perception of
having to live up to "Higher expectations" was the factor most closely correlated to rebellion

against the church with a correlation of over .4 (Anderson 1998, 399).

By comparing her data with an earlier study of non-clergy-child Seventh Day
Adventist children (Dudley and Hernandes, 1992), she found that PK's were less intrinsically
motivated than non-clergy kids (54% of PKS were intrinsically motivated towards religious
things whereas 80% of non-clergy Seventh Day Adventist teenagers were intrinsically
motivated). And found that only 67% percent reported feeling close to God vs. 87% of non-

clergy kids. (Anderson 1998, 399)

Ristuccia (1991) looked at three variables among clergy children: the PK's
perception of a difference between their preacher father and home and what he said from the
pulpit; the degree to which church responsibilities affected the home environment; and the
closeness of the child to their father, and found that only the closeness of the child to their
father correlated with adult faithfulness. The more intimacy the child and father had the more

likely the child was to be religiously similar as an adult to the parent. Because the other two
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variables investigated — the two variables that were unique to the clergy child--did not affect
later church involvement he concluded that clergy children should not be considered different

from non-clergy Christian children and so should not be considered "special cases."

A study done by Kennedy in 1980 compared 45 PK's to 50 of their peers and
concluded that the higher standards placed on PKs cause them to excel later in life. In a large
quantitative study of over 2,000 Dutch PK's found that while three quarters of the
respondents evaluated their upbringing in a clergy household as "(very) positive," one fourth
reported wishing their clergy parents had found another job (Stoffels 2004, 6). He made the
fascinating observation that "The more orthodox the respondents characterize their parental
family, the more negative they evaluate their upbringing. Of those raised in very orthodox
families 37% had a negative judgment, whereas only 17% of those raised in very liberal
families have a negative judgment." He also found that the more negative the PK's evaluation
of their upbringing, the less likely they were to be affiliated with a church or to profess
Christian beliefs.” The PK's reported feeling like they were "public property," always under
observation, and judged more strictly than other kids, both by their parents and the

congregation members (Stoffels 2004, 5).

In the next section we'll outline the methodology used in this study. Following

that we'll report on, and then analyze the findings.

3 Overall 59% of the respondents were church members at the time of the
survey. Of those that evaluated their upbringing positively 71% were current church
members and 78% believed in God; of those that evaluated their upbringing negatively, only
36% were current church members and 35% reported believing in God. Overall, although
one third of the clergy children reported thinking about studying theology, only 3% of the
PKs in the study became ministers themselves. (Stoffels 2004, 6)
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Methodology

The purpose of this research is to explore the perception of young adult
Christians who were raised in pastors’ homes regarding their parents’ contribution to their

faith. This purpose gives rise to two research questions:

1) What aspects of growing up in a pastor’s family do PKs (Pastors’ Kids)

perceive as having helped or hindered their faith?

2) What parental actions taken during adolescence do adult PKs perceive as

having contributed to their current Christian faith?

The population for this study is made up of young adults, between the ages of
18 and 25, raised in evangelical pastors’ homes, who self identify as evangelical Christians,
who no longer live in their parents home and are actively pursuing their faith. The sampling
was purposeful, rather than random, so seven PKs were chosen deliberately from this
population. All seven PKs, were young adults at Trinity International University and were
interviewed for about an hour. These participants were first identified as fitting the sampling
criteria by a university student life employee, and later identified themselves as committed
evangelical Christians, active in church and ministry. The interviews took place in an on-
campus student center, that all of the participants were familiar with and where conversation
could take place without interruption. Each interview was recorded and later transcribed. The
transcriptions were analyzed using a software tool called HyperRESEARCH (ResearchWare
2010) without pre-conceived categories, according to the tenets of "grounded theory" (Gall
2003, 167), allowing the themes to come from the analysis of the data. The interview

protocol is included as Appendix 1 of this article.
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The sample size and the sampling method mean that the results will not be
generalizable to larger populations, so this study should be conceived as an effort to generate
theory, rather than to prove theory. The concluding sections will suggest possible theory
arising from the results of this study. Generalizability outside of that sample will require
further similar studies, or a quantitative study with a statistically significant random sampling

of the population.

Validity and reliability were addressed in three steps. First, the findings were
reviewed by several PKs not involved in the study. Second, the report was distributed to the
participants of the study for comments. Finally, academic peers uninvolved in the study have
read and commented on the findings. The coding system was tied to the protocol questions.
In addition, themes that appear in more that one section were identified and linked using the
mapping tools of the qualitative research software. As an example, “Siblings” does not
appear in any of the protocol questions, but if it appears frequently in the participants

answers, it was abstracted as a theme that ran through all of the field data.

The Findings

Description Of PKs And Parents

The seven PK’s interviewed were all at Trinity International University; four
were female and three were male, with ages between 18 and 25. Six PKs were students, one
was a young employee. They came from all over the country, from California to Washington,
DC. One was a second generation immigrant from southeast Asia, another was a first
generation immigrant from Scotland, having immigrated before adolescence. Most came

from large families; the seven families represented by the participants had a total of thirty-
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one children. Of those thirty-one children, only one was reported to not be a practicing
Christian. All the participants reported that they had close families and that they felt loved by
their parents. They all appeared to be middle or upper middle class economically. They were
about evenly split between homeschoolers and public school students. All, of course, ended
up attending a Christian University and consider themselves practicing evangelical
Christians. Their parents were all still married. Every father was the head pastor of an
evangelical church; three were Evangelical Free Church of America, two were Baptist, one

was Christian and Missionary Alliance and one was Reformed Church of America.

In the following sections we’ll look at the findings: first, a characterization of
the issues that PKs identified as having affected their faith; next their perceptions of their

parents’ qualities and actions that were important to their faith.

PKs And Their Families Face A Number Of Challenges To The PKs Faith

Church Conflict Affects Them And Generates Resentment Against The Church

While conflict in the church is widespread, it was surprising to find how much
of an effect it has on PKs. It came up in every interview and was discussed more than any
other subject except parents and siblings. The PKs talked about knowing too much about the
“dirt” in the church. They were aware of church members in conflict with their parents and it
affected their faith and their feeling towards the Church. The following interchange is

typical:

S: You were talking about "junk in church that others don't know about," can
you say more about that?

Nan: Yeah. In [my father’s] church now, there's a woman organist. We haven't
used the organ for 5 or 6 years but now she's causing trouble and trying to turn
people against my dad cause he won't let her rule the worship service. And
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stuff like that, like no one else knows about all that drama going on, but my
dad knows that he's going through it and that she's causing all these problems.

The conflict affected the PKs: the words “bad” and “hard” were used
frequently when describing the situations. For instance, Cathy said that she became
discouraged when her father was discouraged over the conflict in his church. Sometimes the
conflict affected the PKs peer relationships in the church. Edward said that during a conflict
in his father’s church, that people who had been his friends in the youth group “just stopped
talking to me and didn’t look me in the eye ... at fifteen years old, that’s really hard.” Both
he and Gill reported that the results of the conflict led them to distrust Christians. Gill talked

about how church conflict led to disillusionment with the Church:

Gil: A lot of churches have been disappointing in one way or another:

Christian leaders or Christian friends.... There’s such potential for devastation

in the life of a pastor’s kid. Nine out of ten pastors kids will probably tell you

that they’re disillusioned with the church.

Families dealt with the conflict in different ways. Some parents shared openly
with their children about the conflict. Edward said, “Yes. They didn’t hide anything. [The
conflict] was just really hard.” Other parents tried to hide it from the PKs. Nan said that her
parents “didn’t want us to know the dirty stuff going on.” Whether the parents talked about it
or not, all the PKs were aware, at some level, of its existence. Brenda said, “Sometimes |
would kind of assume that there were problems going on, but [ knew even if I asked they

wouldn’t tell me.” The more serious conflict would have been hard to hide, Edward’s, Gill’s

and Jane’s fathers had been fired from churches as a result of church conflict.

Knowledge of the conflict was damaging to the participants’ faith. Edward
reported that the conflict his family had encountered was the biggest negative influence in his

faith and said that after his dad got voted out of the church, he (Edward) stopped praying and
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reading the Bible and “stopped enjoying going to church.” Even though the conflict
happened in 2004, “in a lot of ways I’m still dealing with all of that: learning to trust God and

Christians.”

Only Brenda and Jacob didn’t think that conflict had damaged their view of
the church. Brenda said, “if anything, it made my faith stronger. ... [ was able to see that this

is what people look like ... when Satan is at work in the church.”

They Deal With Behavioral Pressure From Parents, Church Members And Friends

Every participant in the study brought up the pressure of expectations about

PK behavior that came from the church, from parents, and even secular friends. Cathy said:

Cathy: Sometimes growing up, church gives off the impression that pastors’
kids are supposed to be perfect. If [ was struggling with anything I wouldn’t
want to make it known to many people because my dad’s a pastor. ...there is
definitely that pressure in church on pastors’ kids. I remember one lady told
me [ was supposed to be perfect because I was a pastor’s kid. Seriously, at 11
years old. I said, “what?”. ... For the most part I liked church and being there,
but sometimes the pressure was too much.
Brenda, Jane and Cathy talked about the expectations in terms of stereotypes.
Brenda said, “There are two different stereotypes of pastors kids, and they’re often mostly in
the extremes.” They reported that the typical PK stereotype was either a naive goody-goody,
or a rebel. Interestingly, they reacted against both sides of the stereotype. Cathy said, “I'm

not either extreme, [’m in the middle and sometimes that surprises [people].”

They also reported that people expected them to be more virtuous, know the
Bible better and have a better relationship with God than their friends. Brenda said,
“...people would say stuff like, ‘Don’t say that around them, they’re pastors’ kids.”” She also

reported that if a Bible or church question comes up, “even now Church people will say ‘oh
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she might know the answer, she’s a pastors’ kid.’... People in the church kind of look at us
like they look at the pastor...It’s almost like [they expect us to be] really good friends with

God or something.”

A major source of the pressure of expectations came from church members
(for four of the seven PKs). Edward said, ““...I was always aware that people were watching
us closer than the other kids.” Brenda said, “People in the church idolize the pastor and their
family.... I have to be on my best behavior all the time.” Gill remembered times when church

boards had tried to require his father to have his children attend every church event.

Parents were another frequently mentioned source of pressure on their PKs.

Jacob said:

I don’t know how it is with other pastors’ families, but my mom and dad

always said in our culture, the kids can reflect the parents, so if they’re bad, if

we’re very poor Christians, then that’s got to reflect the very poor faith of our

parents and such. And that’s very bad since my dad’s a pastor.

The PKs agreed that when the behavior of the PKs matched their fathers’
preaching it gave him great credibility. Gill and Edward talked about feeling this as a

pressure to “represent your parents well.”

The PKs believed that their non-PK peers had less parental pressure to deal
with. Jane said, “I couldn’t just be like my friends. If this skirt is too short I can’t wear it.
Well, that’s the same skirt my friend would wear. What’s the difference? That was hard.” It
seemed that PKs evaluated their parents’ rules based on their peers’ situation. In a way, their
peers defined “normal.” When “normal” was different from what their parents required, it
was a source of disquiet and resentment. Jane theorized that pressure from parents was a

major issue in why so many Christian children turn away from their faith:
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I feel like a lot of times people have unrealistic expectations on their kids and
they feel like they have to measure up and then the kids just get to the point
where they’re going, “You know what? This just isn’t worth it. I can’t
measure up. [ want to do what I want to do.”

Direct parental pressure is evidently not an issue in every clergy family. Both

Brenda and Gill said that while they did deal with expectations, it did not come from their

parents.

Three of the seven PKs also reported having to deal with the expectations of
secular friends and co-workers: Cathy said that at her high school job, “if people found out I
was a pastor’s kid, they’d be like, ‘I have to be better around you than I would around
someone else.” Really weird.” Both Gill and Jane talked of dealing with pressure that came
as they realized that their public school friends didn’t share their Christian faith: Gill
reported, “I was trying to fit in and I didn’t want to be made fun of, so I remember choosing
to join in with a conversation about how sort of silly it was. You know ‘my dad’s great and
all but his beliefs are silly.”” Jane had similar experiences that led her to become “more

embarrassed about being a Christian.”

There was also evidence that the PKs had internalized the pressure. They
themselves believed that PKs should be exemplars of Christianity. Cathy said, “I think
people assume that since we’re around church all the time our relationship with God should
be above average. It should I guess.” Edward, Gill, Jacob and Nan justified feeling like they
should be good examples by reflecting on how their behavior affected their parents. Gill said,
“I wanted my dad to look good. But he was less concerned about that than I was.” So the
majority of the participants wanted to live up to expectations so that their parents would look

good.
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The majority of the PKs (five out of seven) agreed that the effects of the
pressure were bad. Cathy, Gill, Nan, Jane and Brenda described how hard it was to feel like
they had to be on their “...best behavior all the time.” Gill said the expectations “... can be a
total tool of the devil.” Like Cathy in the opening quote of this section, several of the PKs
responded to the pressure by trying to hide their struggles. In fact, Edward remembered that
“if my parents were arguing about something, they would tell me, ‘Don’t tell people at
church that we were having this argument because it might look bad.” So I was taught to
think about things in our personal life and how they would look to the people in the church.”
Cathy, Jane and Brenda saw the pressure as a possible cause of rebellion. Cathy thought that
the expectations of her parents might have contributed to her brother leaving the faith.
Brenda was the only PK who disagreed that the pressure was bad: “I think if anything, it
challenged me more to be aware of how people think and even stretched me and my faith to

299

be like, ‘Oh, I should be setting an example.

Sermon illustrations contributed to the PKs’ sense that people were watching
them and that they always needed to be on their best behavior. All of the participants
reported that their fathers used them as sermon illustrations. Most laughed as we talked about
it (five out of the seven), Edward and Cathy said that it didn’t bother them now, but that it
was a source of embarrassment and anger when they were younger. On the other hand, Jane
reported that she liked being used as an example: “It was kind of fun. ‘Oh good, he’s telling a
story about me.’ It was always positive.” I got the sense from Jane’s comments and the
laughter of the others as we discussed it that the use of their lives as sermon illustrations gave

them a certain sense of celebrity.
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They Compete With The Church For The Attention Of Their Parents

Six of the seven (all but Jacob) talked about feeling that their fathers were at

the church too much. Nan said:

I think it’s easy for pastors to pour so much energy into the church. That’s

their ministry and that’s what they’re called to be doing, but ... the parents

[aren’t around], and the church is what [the PKs] naturally blame for that,

because they’re the ones taking up all the time.

Not only fathers, but mothers get very tied up in the affairs of the church. Jane
said, “It was always about what was going on at the church and sometimes I just got really
frustrated. ‘Mom, you have a family and you have kids and why is it...” And she was saying,

299

‘Well, this is what our family is called to.

Brenda, Edward and Jane said that competition with the church wasn’t an
issue for them. However, they later talked about their fathers not being home. Edward said,
“I don’t remember feeling competition with the church. Just wishing he was there more.”
Nan remembered, “just feeling like the church took up most of his time. I think that’s kind of
hard, not having a dad there all the time and seeing him so devoted to the stuff of the church
and not always at home.” It could be that they didn’t connect missing their fathers to their

fathers’ work in the church.

Like the problem of church conflict, Brenda believed that that competition
with the church was one of the issues that led PKs away from the faith: “I think a lot of
pastors kind of overlook their family and go to the ministry first...and those are the kids that
rebel first.” Gill’s advice to clergy parents was that they explicitly discuss this issue with
their PKs. Unfortunately, none of the participants reported having had that discussion with

their parents.
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They Judge Their Father At Home Based On What He Preaches In Church

Jane, Gill and Brenda identified integrity as a difficult issue in clergy families.
They watched to see if their fathers actually practiced at home what they preached at church.

Jane’s reflection was telling:

Integrity is really important because if the kid is seeing their parents and how
they act in the church ... then they’re going to be looking at how the parents
act in the home, the child is going to be really quick to be like, “Ha, why do
you act this way for the church and this way at home?” ... So it’s like in the
Bible, teachers are warned that they will be held to a very high standard ... I
was very much aware of what my father was saying and how he was trying to
live it. And if that matches, it’s going to put so much power and authority
behind what they’re saying.”
It was interesting that in Brenda’s life, her father’s preaching set the standard
for good parenting. She said, “My dad has given sermons on parenting things, and I thought
everything he said was valid because it’s what he displayed in his own life. And that was

29

what first made me think about it. I was thinking, “Wow, I do have good parents.

They Move Frequently As Dad Changes Churches

Four of the seven participants (Gill, Jacob, Nan and Edward) talked about the
effect that frequent moving for the sake of their fathers’ ministries had on their faith. Jacob
and Edward both reported that moving was negative. Gill and Nan believed that moving had
actually helped their faith by putting them in environments that were better for their faith.
Gill said, “The move over here was tough. But the spirit was really at work, ... I don’t know
what would’ve happened if I’d stayed ... and had the same influences that I had there.” Nan
said something very similar. Her move forced her away from school friends and brought her
closer to her new church youth group after a move: “It was a really hard time for me. I didn’t

have a lot of friends at school, and my youth group was where I had a lot of my friendships
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and my youth leaders came along side of me and I felt really loved by them.”

Parents Are Perceived As Having Great Influence On Their Children’s Faith

Each participant was asked about the most important influences on their
Christianity during their adolescence. The most important positive influence for five of the
seven participants was their parents; one was “life events;” one was a youth pastor. Siblings
were mentioned frequently. Surprisingly, when discussing their families’ influence on their
faith, little of what the PKs talked about was specifically Christian practice. Most of what the
PKs talked about were solid parenting practices and the strength of their families. Edward,
Gill and Nan also mentioned Christian grandparents as an influence. Rather than exclude this
information as not being unique to pastor families, I include it to consider the possibility that
the most effective thing that pastor parents did to raise their PKs as Christians was to build a
solid family. Other influences mentioned included Christian peers, youth group activities and
youth group leaders. Mission trips were identified as an important influence by all of the PKs

but Brenda and Jacob.

In this section we’ll examine what the PKs said about how their parents
influenced their faith. I’ve divided the contribution of parents to the faith of their children
into three categories: building a solid family, Christian nurture, and dealing with PK

challenges.

PK Parents Built Strong Families And Close Relationships With Their Children

Brenda, Nan, Jane, Gill, Edward and Jacob all talked about the strength of

their family as a central element in their faith, and all seven of the participants reported
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having felt loved by their parents. Cathy, the one participant who reported the most problems
with parental restrictions was the only one who didn’t credit her family for being a major
influence in her faith. Jane’s comments were typical: “I remember Dad used to always say to
us, we may not be rich financially but we are a very rich family because God has blessed us
with each other and our relationships. And so relationships were something very valued in
my family.” After examining the participant comments, it seems that three elements were
important for building strong families: the parents’ involvement in the PK’s world; the
family spending time together doing fun things; and good two-way communication. The next

three paragraphs will discuss these elements.

As PKs described what they meant by their parents being “very involved in
my life,” the examples they gave were not things that happened at home. They were things
that happened in the child’s world: school, sports and youth group. Brenda said, “My parents
were just really involved in everything [ was doing whether it was volleyball games or
coming to concerts with me or plugging me into youth groups, or encouraging me to start the
FCA at my high school.” Jane said, “Dad was great. Like, I remember that anytime I had like
a race at school he would work his schedule around it and he would come. He ... really cared

about what was going on in our lives.”

Brenda, Gill and Edward all specifically talked about how much fun their
families had together, whether on vacation, or going out together for meals, or even reading
together at bed time. Gill commented that this was important so that, “our first identity was

not necessarily as a pastor’s family.”

Communication played an important role. Jane said, “I was so close to them.

Being older and going through stuff I could just talk to them about the bad stuff.” Brenda
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made a point of saying that having her parents talk to her about their ideas was helpful “so [I

was]| not out of touch with what they were thinking.”

The PKs talked about the importance of balance in parenting. Not only with
regard to their parents’ role of friend vs. disciplinarian, but also with regard to the parents
desire to protect their children from the values of the secular world without “suffocating”
them. Brenda said, “So it’s those two extremes you need to stay away from. Don’t
completely forget about your kids, but at the same time don’t be so concerned ...that they
don’t feel like they have the opportunity to step out and do things on their own. Jane said,
“And I remember especially for things like movies, during a critical time in my life, they
didn’t put rules and restrictions on me that made me feel like I had to rebel. It was like I felt
like I had a freedom and I felt like I had their trust.” This practice of balance meant that some
rules were flexible. Jane talked about sometimes getting a “sick day” from attendance at

church, a practice otherwise required.

Jane and Jacob both talked about the significance of their parents’ respect for
them. Jane said, “all us kids felt very respected by our parents, then they earned our respect.

They didn’t just demand our respect.”

PK Parents Made God A Part Of Their Family Life

Besides careful attention to parenting, all seven of the participants talked
about specific ways that their parents made Christianity a part of their family life. In
childhood, parents led five of the seven PKs to the Lord (Jane was led to the Lord by her
sister at age four. Jacob reported finding the Lord at a conference at the age of fourteen).

Interestingly, five of the PKs, after talking about having been led to the Lord by a family
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member during childhood went on to say something like “but I didn’t own my faith until I
was....” Then they proceeded to describe a time of commitment that took place in their
adolescence at a youth group, youth group event or a mission trip. In no case were parents
directly involved in the “owning” of the PKs faith in adolescence. Four of the seven
mentioned how important it was that God was a part of their family life. Both Jacob and Nan
mentioned how their parents’ example of living out their Christianity in the home was
important. Nan and Edward both talked about how their parents encouraged them in their

faith, and Edward went on to talk about the encouragement of a Christian legacy:

As far as positive influences, having a family that is Christian. Like I said,
both sets of grandparents, and my parents are all Christian, and have been
involved in the church for my whole life. And that’s a big encouragement
Most of the PKs reported that their parents had answered questions about the
faith. Brenda, Cathy, Jane and Jacob talked about having had family devotions, although
Brenda and Cathy both said that it hadn’t been a big influence in their faith. Several of the

participants mentioned that the frequency of family devotions fell off as they got older, and

only one participant said that they happened every day.

Parents’ prayers figured prominently in the stories of Brenda, Gill, Jane and

Nan. Gill said:

At my lowest moments when I didn’t know where I was going and I wondered
if God loved me at all and had real questions, knowing that my parents, and
my grandparents for that matter, were praying for me every day... was huge.
Most of the parents encouraged (and sometimes required) their children’s
participation in church youth activities. Jacob’s parents encouraged him to go to the

conference where he made a decision to follow Jesus. Brenda’s parents encouraged her to go

to other church’s youth groups when their church plant was too small to have youth



22

activities. Edward’s mom pushed him to attend youth groups after his father was fired and
Edward’s faith was at low ebb. Youth groups and activities were crucial to most of the
participants’ faith. Five of the participants talked about not having “owned” their faith until
their adolescence. Of those five, two said they owned their faith at a youth group, and two
were on youth trips: a conference and a mission trip. Gill owned his faith while choosing to

attend a Christian university.

This brings up an interesting issue of balance. It seems that in the mind of the
PKs, high parental strictness was related to rebellion. On the other hand, the parents’ efforts
to involve their children in church events seem to have been crucial for the PKs faith. The

following reflection by Edward is instructive.

S: So your parents did not require you to go to youth group? They just
encouraged you to go?

E: Yes. Although I suspect if I had said I’'m not going, they still would have
made me. They did that with my sister. But with me, just encouraging me was
enough, whereas they had to force my sister to...[For me] it was mostly an
encouragement to go. Whether it was or not doesn’t matter, in my mind it was
encouragement.”

Later Edward reported that his sister is entering college to become a youth

pastor.

Parents also encouraged several of the participants to get involved in ministry
in the church. All but one of the PKs were musicians who had played in a church or youth
group band. Several worked in the church nursery. Six of the seven (all except Gill) reported
having felt like they were involved in their parents’ ministry. Cathy, Jane and Nan all listed
their parents encouragement of their participation in mission trips as an important factor in

their faith.
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PK Parents Helped Their Children Deal With PK’s Challenges

Six of the seven PKs talked about ways that parents can help with PK issues.

Gill said:

There is such potential for devastation in the life of a pastor’s kid. Nine out of

ten pastors’ kids will probably tell you that they’re disillusioned with the

church for reason X, Y, or Z. And I believe that it’s the parents that are going

to be most influential in combating that tendency in their kids.

These PKs advice to clergy parents highlighted four particular issues: good
communication about church issues, combating pressure from the church, using incentives,

and making sure that the PKs have a life outside of church. These will be discussed in the

next three paragraphs.

Communication was discussed as a crucial issue. Gill said, “It sounds cliché
but you cannot over-communicate with your kids when you’re in a pastor’s family. There’s
so much they’ll have to process in terms of church and church situations.” Four issues require
clear and frequent communication according to the PKs. First, family and church issues: Nan
said that it is important to “...strive to understand how your children view your role in
ministry and their involvement in the church and be open to valuing how they feel and
helping them understand things they don’t understand.” Second, talking about the priority of
the children over the church. Gill stressed that without that communication, which none of
the participants reported that they received, there is a tendency for the PKs to see the church
as a competitor and to resent it. Third, the parents can help protect the children against PK
stereotypes. Brenda said, “So my parents were always encouraging me that I didn’t have to
fit into the Christian kid mold.” Fourth, Gill talked about how in the face of almost inevitable

church conflict, “protecting the kids’ impression of the Church is a huge part of the role of
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the parents” and that it is important to convey to children “what Christ wants to do through

the local church and what it looks like when it’s done well.”

Brenda, Jane and Cathy all talked about how parents need to combat the
pressure that the church places on them to be perfect. Cathy talked about her father
“reassuring me that I didn’t have to be perfect.” Brenda made the point that if the church is
mentioned as part of the disciplining of the child, it can lead to resentment against the church.
Gill said that his father protected Gill and his siblings from requirements of the boards of

churches that he served in.

Most of the PKs talked about having spent a great deal of time at church, and
being forced to do pastoral things with their parents, like pastoral visits, or having non-family

members over on holidays. Cathy’s comments were typical:

I would just get bitter about always having to be there...we’d have people
over on Christmas that didn't have places to go and I'd just be like “can’t it
just be our family?” ... I mean my dad was a pastor and it was kind of them,
but sometimes I definitely wanted family time.

Jane suggested that an important tool in helping PKs deal with all the time they spend at

church and having to always wait for parents is to provide incentives, like a meal at a favorite

restaurant or small gift that the child wants.

Conclusions and Interpretation of Findings

In this section I want to make several brief reflections on the findings: about
the effect of church conflict on the PKs; issues that are unique to clergy families; and the
indirect influence of parents. Then I want to consider the PKs as “church celebrities,” and

discuss implications for parents. Finally, I’ll discuss some recommendations for clergy
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parents and youth pastors, based on the findings.

Several Reflections On The Findings

The problems that the PKs reported with church conflict surprised me. It
didn’t seem that the PKs were directly involved in the conflicts. After some thought, I
believe that their non-involvement is actually the problem. It starts when they see their
parents unhappy, and hear the stories about what others in the church have done to hurt their
parents. The PKs then take up their parents’ offense themselves. Not being directly involved
in the conflict means that they have no way to reach a resolution. Unlike their fathers, who
are in day-to-day contact with those involved in the conflict, and can eventually reach an
understanding, the PKs have no way to resolve the issue, so they are left holding the offense.
There is a similar problem with clergy spouses, who listen to their clergy person work
through bitter conflict and then are left angry at the other parties of the dispute, with no way

to resolve the resentment because they weren’t directly involved in the conflict.

Two parenting issues that came up in the findings may be unique to clergy
families. The first is the issue of behavioral expectations from the parents. Maybe more than
any other kind of parents, clergy parents are affected by their children’s behavior, not only
because their congregants see their children so frequently, but because church members
judge the lives of pastors by the behavior of their children. Indeed, the Bible links the
behavior of children to the suitability of a person for leadership in the Church (as in Titus
1:6). There aren’t many other professions where children are frequently seen by people in
their parents’ workplace. The second issue is the one I identified in the findings as integrity. |

can not think of any other profession where children frequently hear the advice and
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admonitions that their fathers give to people while they are working. This puts additional

pressure on parents to make sure that what they do at home matches what they say at church.

I wrote earlier that the most important aspect of growing Christian children
may be to have a strong and supportive family. At the same time, every participant except
Gill talked about a youth group, youth event or a youth leader that was vital at an important
point during adolescence in the development of their faith. It may be that parental
encouragement to attend youth activities in the church was a major part of the parents’ role in

the development of their PKs’ faith during adolescence.

Lastly, it is important that every clergy child talked about dealing with
resentment. The sources of that resentment included the issues found in the literature:
perceived higher expectations on the part of the both the congregation and their parents, and
the perception of the "glass house" (Anderson 1998, 402), which caused them to feel that
they were always under observation. Church conflict was seldom mentioned as an issue of
resentment in the literature I surveyed and yet was present in every participant (Newman
2008). It appeared that every PK had to work through some degree of resentment in their
faith. I wonder if the management of resentment might be an important tool to teach PKs. It
would also be interesting to see if resentment is present in the cases of PKs who no longer
identify themselves as Christians, and if the intensity of the resentment is correlated to the
likelihood of their staying in the faith. This is in line with Anderson's findings that the
perception of being held to higher expectations was the factor that most strongly correlated

with PKs who left the faith (Anderson 1998, 402).
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A Reflection on PKs as “Church Celebrities”

In this section I want to argue that the church, parents and the society at large
communicate subtly to PKs that they are in some sense “church celebrities,” or perhaps

“junior clergy.” What elements of the findings suggest PK celebrity?

PKs as church “Stars” — all of the PKs in the study reported that they were
used sometimes as sermon illustrations, and that they were conscious that “a lot of eyes were
on us.” While sometimes this bothered them, being talked about during a speech in front of a
large audience does lend an air of celebrity. The negative aspects of celebrity include lack of
freedom, and always having to be “on.” This may be the flip side of the behavioral pressure

that all the PKs reported.

PKSs as church Insiders — As the problems with church conflict highlight, often
PKs know more about what is going on in the church than other people. Being privy to
internal goings on in the church might also contribute to a sense of being important in the
church. Further, like their parents, they spend long hours at the church. The negative side of
the church insider is that while they are aware of church issues, they don’t have the power to

influence those issues, and so tend to carry bitterness against the church.

PKs as Called — The findings demonstrated that parents sometimes
communicate to their children that they share their parents’ call to the ministry. Both Nan and
Jane reported their parents saying things like: “This is what our family is called to.” Usually
when trying to explain something that the PKs didn’t like. It is not surprising then that

children would think of themselves as somehow called, as well.

PKs as Models — The findings demonstrated that the PKs are expected to be
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models of Christian behavior, just like their parents. Those expectations are part of the price
that their parents willingly pay in assuming the role of pastor, which carries commensurate
esteem. For the PK, there is no associated esteem. If a PK is a golden example of good
Christian behavior, the honor and reward go to the PK’s parents! If the child is a rebel, they

receive punishment from parents and judgment from the church.

PKs as Experts — It is normal for both the congregation and the public to
assume that a pastor will know more about the Bible than “regular people.” Further, pastors
are assumed to spend more time in prayer and to have exemplary relationships with God. The
PKSs indicated that both church members and the general public communicated to them that
they also should be experts, that they should know more about the Bible and be “better

friends with God” than their peers.

PKs as Virtue Police — Several of the PKs reported that non-church members

would make comments about how they had to watch what they said and did around the PKs.

PKSs as church Royalty — There were hints in the findings that there might be
an element of “royalty” that the PKs felt: a sense that because their fathers were important in
the church, that they were special. Only three of the participants were asked, and two of the
three reported feeling "special" at church. The reports of feeling special are consistent with

previous research (Stoffels 2004). Brenda recalled:

When I was four years old I remember when I was in Sunday school my mom
came and got me and took me out to watch the baptism in the church and I
thought that was the coolest thing, because everyone else had to stay in
Sunday school.

In an environment where their fathers have the highest status position in the church, it may
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be communicated to the children that they somehow share his status in his workplace.
Stoftels (2004) called this "reflected glory." Further, it’s probably true that church staff,
important church personalities in their own right, recognize and acknowledge the PKs far

more than they acknowledge their peers.

This sense of “church celebrity” might serve to explain some of the observed
problems of PKs: Why they sometimes have trouble in Sunday School and often don’t
connect to youth groups in their churches. In those environments they are treated just like
everyone else, in conflict with the message that their parents and the church communicate
that they are in some sense special. It also may be that this is why the PKs in this study were
so involved in ministry in the church. Giving them ministry is consistent with the rest of the
messages that they receive. I noticed in the interviews, that the PKs in church plants and
small churches seemed to have a greater sense of having been needed in their family’s
ministry. This may be an important clue to the raising of PKs: give them ministry that is

consistent with the messages that their parents and the church communicate to them.

Recognizing that PKs bear much of the weight of the clergy themselves,

without many of the counterbalancing rights and honor” the difficulty of their position can be
better understood. Their celebrity comes with different expectations and obligations from
ordinary Christian young people. The parents’ job in raising PKs may be to properly balance
the responsibilities and expectations with the rewards. That balance is going to be different

for each child and each family.

*In surveys of adult clergy, preaching, leading worship and teaching
generated the most satisfaction (Rowatt 2001; Kay 2000). These are activities that are not
generally available to clergy kids.
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Recommendations

Clergy parents as mediators

In the previous section we discussed how clergy parents and the church
communicate to PKs the idea of church celebrity. In this section I want to make
recommendations for clergy parents. It seems that many of the problems that the participants
expressed were a consequence of too much exposure of the child to the church, or too much
exposure of the church to the child. I want to suggest that a helpful role for clergy parents
may be to see themselves as “mediators” between the church and their PKs. Their function as
mediator is two-fold. First, to protect the children from the expectations of, and the attention
of, the church. Second, to interpret the church, and church actions, to their children in a way
that protects the reputation of the church in their children’s eyes. This leads to a number of

recommendations for clergy and churches in dealing with PKs.

1) Children and teenagers should probably not know the details of church
conflict or the people involved. Without the ability to work through conflict with people that
they are socially connected to, it can only lead to anger and bitterness towards the church and
church members. It is also important that parents be alert to the possibility that church
conflict may affect the child’s peer relationships as it did in the case of Edward, and be quick

to talk it through with the child. Again, maintaining the proper balance is very difficult.

2) Even though the child’s behavior may well affect the pastor’s credibility in
the church, parents need to be very careful not to include the church as an element of their
expectations for the child. In addition, the church should probably not be brought up as an

issue in discipline matters. As Cathy pointed out, if the child thinks that they are in trouble
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because of the church, they might tend to carry that as an issue of resentment.

3) A third job of the parents as mediators is to make sure that issues and
struggles concerning the relationship between the church and the PKs are discussed
regularly. These issues include PK stereotypes, and making sure that the PKs know that their

parents see them as a priority.

4) If indeed the PKs are treated like church celebrities or junior clergy, parents
might take the time to try to give them age appropriate and publicly recognized responsibility
and authority in the church. This probably won’t work for every child, but it was very
interesting to me to see how many of the PKs in the study (six out of seven) were involved in
ministry leadership in their churches and reported that they felt like they had been included in
their parents’ ministry. The one that did not report involvement in church ministry was also

the one who did not feel involved in his parents’ ministry.

Implications for youth leaders working with clergy kids

1) Every attempt should be made to allow the PK his or her own space.
Leadership should be very careful to communicate to the child that no more is expected of
them than of any other child. As with parents, when discipline is necessary, youth leadership
should be very careful not to include their role as clergy kids, or the credibility of their

parents to come up as an issue.

2) Even though it goes against the grain to consider some kids "special." It
may be that giving clergy children, if they are willing and interested, some sort of leadership
or special responsibility may help to balance out the message that PKs receive that they are

somehow called along with their parents to ministry. Within that role, higher expectations are
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appropriate.

3) Church conflict should never be a topic of discussion in a group that
includes PKs. Likewise care should be taken never to let church disputes spill over into the

youth group.

4) A child who is having trouble being "public property" might be allowed to

find another youth group at a different church, where they can function like any other kid.

5) Clergy parents have a bias towards forcing participation of their children as
an example to other families and parents. Discussion of PK issues, and expectations and
different options for the PK might be a very helpful thing for a youth minister to bring up

with a pastor who's children are almost youth group age.

6) Finally, youth leaders should acknowledge that there are unique and
difficult challenges to the PKs faith, and as the PKs pastor, a youth leader might devote extra

attention to the children of clergy.
Issues For Further Research

If these findings and their interpretations are going to be verified, more
research will be needed. First, a larger set of participants, perhaps from different
denominations, would be useful. Second, a survey based on these results to a statistically
significant sample of PKs would help to establish the generalizability of the findings. Third,
an investigation of the PKs who are not now, as adults, practicing evangelical Christians
would be good in order to compare their experiences with the PKs in this study. Fourth, it
would be helpful to interview older adult PKs, ages 30-40, who left and came back to the

church. Finally, it would be very interesting to follow-up on the idea of “church royalty.”
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Conclusion

In the first section of this paper we asked about the perceptions of religiously
committed PKs in regard to their parents contribution to their faith. The findings seem to
suggest that in these seven faithful clergy children, their parents’ work to build a warm and
supportive family, include God in their lives, help their children deal with the challenges to
PKs’ faith, and find appropriate leadership roles in the church were sufficient to over come
the challenges to the PKs faith: especially resentment over behavioral expectations and
church conflict, competition with the church for their parents attention and mixed messages

that they receive about their role in the church.
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