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Considering the years prior to adolescents to better understand committed 

Christian young adults 

 

ABSTRACT 

Local churches have implemented best practices that assist adolescent retention in their 

congregations after youth ministry. However, to successfully minister to youth and future 

youth workers, Christian educators may want to consider the experiences prior to Junior 

High that contribute to Christian commitment in young adulthood. This seminar will 

focus on the available research to date and address the possible childhood experiences 

that contribute to Christian commitment in young adulthood.  

Introduction 

Jesus commissioned His disciples to go and make more disciples throughout the 

world (Matthew 28:16-20). Evangelical Churches have embraced this challenge by 

evangelizing and discipling so people may know and love Jesus Christ (Groome, 1982). 

Several of these churches have ministries that serve people throughout their lifetime in 

programs designed specifically for children, youth and adults. These ministries utilize 

best practices that are creative and inventive so faith can develop at any age (Adams, 

2017; Fields, 1998, Warren, 1995). Even though churches are catering to various needs in 

a person’s life cycle, a recent research study found that 59% of millennials who grew up 

in the church and were born between the years of 1984 and 2002 have decided to leave 

either the Christian faith or the institutional church in their first decade of adulthood 

(Barna Group, 2013). Knowing people leave their childhood and adolescent faith, it 

leaves one to wonder about the young adults who are currently in an evangelical local 
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church. How did their childhood influence and contribute to their current Christian 

commitment, and if it did, was it because of church age-specific programs, their family, 

or relationships. 

 This research endeavor resulted from my personal dissertation with Talbot 

seminary completed Spring 2019. Prior to my time in doctoral studies, I worked at local 

churches in the children’s ministry department. During this time, I noticed several 

discussions on keeping youth in the church after they leave high school ministry. As a 

minister to children, I always wondered if there were experiences, decisions, or events 

that occur during the years prior to junior high and high school that influence a person’s 

decision to stay in the local church as a young adult. The following information includes 

the research question, recent literature, methodology, results, and implications from the 

completed qualitative study. 

 

 Statement of the Research Question 

For the purpose of this study, there was one primary research question: What 

childhood experiences are perceived as contributing to Protestant evangelical Christian 

commitment in young adulthood? With this overall question in mind, the researcher 

hypothesized that connections exist between childhood environmental experiences, 

informal and formal Christian education faith development and Christian commitment in 

adulthood. Therefore, a qualitative approach was utilized to explore various childhood 

experiences and uncover potential factors that link events in childhood to adulthood 

Christian commitment. 
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Methodology 

Methodology for this study consisted of in-depth interviews where participants 

could reflect back on their profound childhood experiences (age 12 and under) to further 

understand how, as adults, they make meaning of these experiences and connect them to 

their current Christian commitment. The sample for this study was drawn from 

evangelical churches of various denominations in the Southwestern section of the United 

States. The final number of participants in this study was 21. This group of 21 individuals 

were between the ages of 22 and 30, were ethnically diverse, balanced in gender, and 

were from various evangelical Christian churches in Southern California. 

 

Results 

The overall results and findings of this research endeavor resulted in seven themes 

as possible childhood experiences that contribute to Christian commitment in young 

adulthood. These include personal engagement in Christianity, loving actions from 

Christians, negative experiences commitment being perceived as positive, having a close 

relationship with committed Christians, attending church being perceived as positive, and 

having a family that engaged in Christian activities together. 

While some of the findings presented are novel findings, not all of them are 

ground-breaking. Some of the themes that arose are similar to themes other researchers 

have noted as significant when it pertains to childhood experiences that influence adult 

religiosity. The next few sections will address these types of findings by beginning with 

places where this study affirmed others’ findings and then discussing the areas of 

discontinuity between this study and previous research. 



CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES ARE SIGNIFICANT 4 

Affirmation of Findings 

Attachment to a caregiver and a close relationship with committed 

Christians. Prior research revealed the importance of a caregiver in the cognitive 

development of a child (TenElshof, 2000; Granqvist, 2004; DeRoos, 2006). Findings 

from this study echoed prior research as participants expressed the importance of 

observing and interacting regularly with committed Christians. Participants mentioned 

viewing nannies listening to Joyce Meyers and seeing parents read the Bible. Unlike 

TenElshof and Furrow (2000), having an overprotective childhood was not mentioned by 

participants in this study as a contributor to Christian commitment in young adulthood. 

Findings in this study were also consistent with Granqvist and Kirkpatrick (2004), as they 

discovered a connection between strong parent-child relationships and religiosity in 

young adulthood. Findings from this study also echoed DeRoos (2006). DeRoos (2006) 

revealed the value of childhood relationships with a Christian parent, educator, or 

caregiver. Several participants in this study expressed closeness with family and 

remember spending quality time with them during their childhood.  

Involvement in a Christian community. Prior research revealed the significance 

Christian community can have on the faith development of a child (Martin, 2003; Allen, 

2002). Participants from this study expressed a perception of positivity toward childhood 

church experiences. This theme was created due to the affirming comments participants 

made regarding the members of the church. Interviewees described church members as a 

second family. Martin, White, and Perlman (2003), also found relationships, and the 

importance of Christian friendships, to be a significant contributor to Christian 

commitment, as these types of relationships demonstrate the loving actions of Christians. 
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Participants from this study expressed closeness with people at their local church, such as 

volunteer children’s ministry leaders, pastors, peers, or friends of their parents. 

Nevertheless, exposure to and interaction with an intergenerational religious community 

was not mentioned as a significant contributor to Christian commitment in young 

adulthood (Allen, 2002). 

Interactions with generations of family. Prior research revealed the influence 

grandparents and great-grandparents have on the development of children (King, 2008; 

Deprez, 2017). Several participants in this study highlighted the importance of being 

connected to generations of believers. One member, expressed the significance his 

grandmother had on the current Christian commitment of his family: 

Yes. So, mom's side, grandma is the one that I would say has kept the family in 
the faith or you know, when things go up and down families -- my grandma points 
to pretty much the reason why we're still Christian almost. (Troy) 
 

A few participants shared experiences of living with grandparents that echoed the 

findings of King, Burgess, Akinyela, Counts-Spriggs, and Parker (2008). Another 

participant lived with his grandfather and was exposed to teachings from him prior to 

attending school, “When I was living with my grandpa, every morning he'd be preaching 

to me and -- yeah, as a kid. I started school at 7am” (Jake). This experience was 

highlighted as a significant contributor to his current Christian commitment. A third 

participant expressed similar comments regarding the influence her grandmother had on 

her current Christian commitment: 

But my grandma, she like supports me, like emotionally, still. And so, I call her 
my mom. So, she's like probably the biggest influence, or like as far as like a 
relationship, I guess. Because she's always been pretty straight forward and like 
what, how I should be acting, like what I should be doing, and she's very open to 
like talking about religion and like that. (Laura) 
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Due to findings from prior research and comments from participants in this study, 

exposure to a Christian grandparent who actively discusses their Christian faith with their 

grandchild is a possible childhood experience that contributes to Christian commitment in 

young adulthood. 

Family dynamics. Prior research revealed the significance family dynamics have 

on the development of children (Denton, 2012; Petts, 2015; Sasson, 2007; Deroos, 2004). 

Findings from Denton (2012) and Petts (2015) were supported by this study as 

participants expressed how engaging in religious activities together was a key contributor 

to their current Christian commitment.  

In regards to family structure and the influence a parental divorce may have on 

young adult religiosity, demographics seemed to support the findings from Denton 

(2012). Denton (2012) discovered that children who grow up in homes with Christian 

parents who are involved and have an intact marriage are more likely to be committed 

Christians in young adulthood. In this study, only two of the 21 participants experienced 

a parental divorce during later childhood. These participants had parents who made 

Christian nurture choices for their childhood and, as such, this seemed to remove the 

negative influence divorce may have had on the religiosity of their children. Finally, of 

the participants who had a parent who married someone of a different religion, results 

showed they were still practicing the religion they had prior to their marriage. Therefore, 

findings from Sasson, Aronson, Chertock, Kadushin, and Saxe (2017) seem to be correct 

as well. 

A difficult or traumatic experience. Prior research uncovered the influence that 

childhood trauma and difficulty have on adult religiosity (Bierman, 2005; Sansone, 2013; 
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Schafer, 2014; Dyslin, 2011). These studies demonstrated that hardship in childhood 

could enhance religiosity in young adulthood. However, findings from prior research 

revealed that certain childhood traumatic experiences, such as sexual, physical, or 

emotional abuse, especially from a father figure, could inhibit religiosity in young 

adulthood (Bierman, 2005; Sansone & Kelly, 2013). Results from this study echo prior 

research, as many of the participants declared that a childhood difficulty enhanced their 

current Christian commitment, and none of the participants admitted to having any of 

those types of childhood traumatic experiences that could hinder religiosity in adulthood.  

Being raised in a religious environment during childhood. Prior literature 

shared how Wuthnow (1999), DeAngelis, Acevedo, and Xu (2016), and Basden (2000) 

uncovered a connection between childhood upbringing and adult religiosity. Participants 

expressed that living a Christian lifestyle during childhood was a key contributor to their 

current religious choices. A Christian lifestyle was described as significant because it was 

filled with personal connections, friendships, and role models, echoing findings from 

prior research (Wuthnow, 1999; DeAngelis, Acevedo, and Xu, 2016; Basden, 2000). 

A Christian conversion experience during the years prior to age thirteen. 

Prior research uncovered the influence a childhood conversion experience has on adult 

religiosity (May, 1993; Sanders, 2013). The theme with the greatest number of responses 

was labeled “personal engagement with Christianity.” This theme was created by 

identifying participants who made a personal choice to be a committed Christian during 

childhood and who chose to be baptized. A participant expressed how her parents 

declared that deciding to be a committed Christian would be a positive life choice. This 

affirms the findings from Scottie Mays’ (1993) study, as she discovered the value a 
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childhood conversion experience has on adult religiosity. Findings from this study also 

affirm Sanders (2013), as participants expressed appreciation for having a foundation of 

the Christian faith during their childhood years. 

Religious education in the home by Christian parents. Religious transmission 

is affirmed from the findings in this study. In particular, conversations about faith with 

parents were found to be significant, reflecting Abel’s (2011) findings. Findings from this 

study also affirmed Macgruder (2017), as observing Christian behavior, regular church 

attendance, and engaging in spiritual disciplines were found to be one of the key 

contributors to Christian commitment in young adulthood. Finally, having a father who 

actively demonstrates Christian commitment is significant as reflected in Clark (2103). In 

this study, a few participants expressed appreciation for a Christian father; however, 

several expressed this same sentiment towards a Christian mother. Therefore, findings 

from this study did not reflect the same necessity of a Christian father on Christian 

commitment in young adulthood as the findings from Clark (2013). 

 

Areas of Discontinuity 

Exposure to spiritual and religious education during early childhood, 

specifically the years prior to four years old. Prior research emphasized the importance 

of exposure to spiritual and religious education during early childhood, specifically the 

years prior to four years old. Horton (2010) and Lun (2015) discovered the value of 

religious experiences, such as an early childhood conversion experience and religious 

education during the preschool years. Findings from this study do not contradict these 

declarations; however, they do not fully affirm them as key contributors to Christian 
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commitment in young adulthood. Many participants could not remember their 

experiences prior to five years old. In addition, only four of the 21 participants attended a 

Christian preschool and only one participant stated they were a committed Christian prior 

to five years of age. Therefore, findings from this study do not seem to illuminate the 

significance of the early childhood years on young adult Christian commitment.  

Formal Christian education through Christian private school. Prior research 

revealed involvement in Christian education during childhood through private schools as 

a possible contributor to young adult Christian commitment (Gunnoe & Moore, 2002; 

Uecker, 2009; Reimer & Furrow, 2001; Minor & Grant, 2014; and Blanchette, 2016). 

Findings from this study do not seem to affirm the necessity of this childhood experience 

in regards to Christian commitment in young adulthood, as only eight of the 21 

participants had this experience. However, it should be noted that two participants who 

attended Christian private school identified this experience as a contributor to their 

current Christian commitment. 

 

Novel findings as well as findings that expand on existing literature  

As noted previously, personal engagement and negative experiences seem to be 

important childhood experiences that contribute to Christian commitment in young 

adulthood. Previously, a number of experiences were addressed that corroborated prior 

literature findings. However, some participants discussed important experiences that 

were not mentioned or clearly addressed in the literature. Specifically, when it comes to 

childhood experiences, the impact of personal engagement in Christianity through 

making personal religious choices and understanding the claims of Christianity, as well 
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as negative childhood experiences as a means of spiritual growth, have not been 

explored fully. In the sections that follow, childhood experiences that are not clearly 

represented in the literature, discovered through this research endeavor, will be 

discussed. 

Personal Religious Choices. Prior research expressed the value of childhood 

Christian education and religious ceremonies on young adult religiosity. However, 

findings from this study seem to reveal the reasons behind the significance of at least 

some of these childhood events. Participants expressed that personal engagement in 

Christianity was significant as these types of events were decisions they personally made 

during childhood. When asked about their significant childhood experiences, many 

declared the personal choice to be baptized as a key contributor to their current 

religiosity. A participant declared that this moment made him realize he was in charge of 

his choices: 

I remember being baptized when I was at Vineyard. That was a spiritual moment. 
Yeah, just like I was like this Christian thing is cool, so I like it a lot. And, then I 
think I realized at that point that I was conscious of like my decision to be able to 
choose if I wanted to, so I chose it and I remember I got baptized in their little 
fountain in the middle of their courtyard. So, that was a pretty good moment. 
(Peter) 
 

Another shared how this decision made him realize he was not a child anymore and 

could make his own religious choices: 

I think it was kind of significant as a moment of like now, I'm not just a kid 
anymore. I felt like I could think about things for myself and I was making a 
decision that following Christ was important to me. (Ian) 
 

These comments express the value children place on making their own personal 

religious decisions. Not only are these moments important during childhood, but they 

seem to have a lasting impact influencing religious choices in young adulthood. 
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 Understanding the claims of Christianity. Prior research emphasized the 

importance of Christian education and religious discussions with friends and family 

during childhood; however, the power of understanding the claims of Christianity at a 

young age is not referenced in prior research. Many participants expressed appreciation 

for a childhood that contained exposure to biblical education. The declaration from 

participants that “Christianity always made sense” brings new insight into the 

significance childhood religious education has on young adult religiosity. A participant 

shared that religious education shaped him as a person and the claims of Christ were 

never something he questioned: 

Well on one hand, it kind of shaped who I was a person in general. And then what 
they did is because if you talk to people that weren't raised Christian it's almost 
like a completely foreign planet to them so I didn't really have that. So there was 
never really a time where it didn't make sense to me I would say. (Ethan) 
 

Another shared how an apologetics class taught him the claims of Christ and created an 

interest in learning more about the Christianity. Information he gained from a childhood 

education course and personal research informed him of the reasonableness of 

Christianity:   

And so, I kind of continued that all my own size, listening to a lot of podcasts, I 
started asking my mom for some of apologetics books, so I was doing some 
reading on the side there. And so, as I moved into high school, I had already, kind 
of looked at the, like a variety of different issues that may have, trouble Christians 
like later in life, like maybe in college I had already worked through them. And, 
you know, it seemed very reasonable to me, I didn't see like -- the arguments were 
strong, and I could, I could, like, it just made sense to me. (Kirk) 
 

Participants expressed that acceptance of Christian ideas in young adulthood was 

directly influenced by the reasonableness of the various claims the religion itself makes. 

Painful memories as a means of spiritual development. Prior research revealed 

the significance childhood trauma may have on religiosity in young adulthood (Bierman, 
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2005; Sanson & Kelly, 2013; Markus Schafer, 2014; Dyslin & Thomsen, 2011). 

However, findings from this study share some of the “how and why” these events are 

significant for spiritual development. These events seem to present the reality of the 

temporary aspect of time on earth, the character of God as a comforter during hardship, 

and begin to develop dependence and reliance on God. 

 Beyond understanding the types of experiences, the truly new findings from this 

study that were not highlighted in prior research was in the area of how these memories 

informed their view of God. The most insightful comments from participants was how 

difficulty revealed to them the presence of God. A participant shared how losing her 

best friend during childhood provided her with the opportunity to feel the presence of 

God: 

And then a second time was probably, you know, as broken as the experience was 
the year before that when my best friend was killed in a car accident. And in that 
sorrow and brokenness, again, like two experiences of brokenness, there was just 
this spiritual element. Like you could just feel the presence of God in those-- in 
that brokenness. Not just with me, but you could-- just like if you-- even her 
funeral or just the moments we would all gather-- her family, her friends, me-- 
and we were just always in a room, there was something very spiritual about it, 
but not in like a positive or negative way. Just you sense presence of God. So, 
there were just moments of experience, I think, growing up. (Beth) 
 

Other participants shared how difficulty during childhood taught them how to depend on 

God at a young age. One shared how tragedy taught him the plans God has for him and 

his great faithfulness in his life: 

Even in like the negative experience of not passing the prelim conjoined, I was 
kind of like, "well, God must have a plan for me, so I'm not going to worry about. 
I'm just going to explore all the options; I don't have to force myself. And if none 
of the options work, then obviously God has something different for me". And it 
was one of those things where, you know, I could overcome, or at least I had a 
basis to overcome my emotions based on a prior, like intellectual commitment 
and confidence that, you know, that God does have a plan for me. And I think 
that, you know, in a lot of cases where I have had negative experiences, it's -- or 
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even some positive ones, that's been positive ones had been like, "yay! God is 
great", and the negative ones had been like, "remember, God is great". So, I don't 
think they've necessarily influenced me because since I've to be honest, 
stubbornness [laughter]. I've been upset, but I've never like, necessarily like a 
move towards like really doubting God because I was able to develop the -- I kind 
of develop the idea of both on my own, and, you know, with some input from 
some messages I've heard that. What you think is the best way, is not most likely 
not the best way, and what you think God is doing to you is probably the best 
way. (Kirk). 
 

Some participants declared that pain taught them the reality of heaven and hell. A 

participant shared how he chose to accept Jesus Christ as his savior after the death of his 

great grandfather: 

And when I prayed with my mom and my twin sister, to accept Jesus Christ as my 
personal savior, it was because my great grandfather on my mom's side was in the 
hospital, and we're talking about it because my mom was pretty sure that, you 
know, he wasn't going to out the hospital, he's probably going to die soon, and so 
we started talking about like heaven, and how -- it was in the back of the car at the 
hospital. And so, I was like, "you know, heaven sounds like such a much better 
place", I was like, "yes, I want to go to heaven. All right, let's try". And so that's, 
that's kind of my initial experience there, so I prayed in the back of the car with 
my twin sister, with me, because as twins we were always together. (Kirk) 
 
Types of childhood painful experiences. Prior research emphasized the 

significance childhood trauma has on religious choices in young adulthood (Bierman, 

2005; Sanson & Kelly, 2013; Markus Schafer, 2014; Dyslin & Thomsen, 2011). Findings 

from this study revealed the possible childhood experiences that contribute to Christian 

commitment in young adulthood. In addition, they revealed the ways these experiences 

influenced spiritual growth. 

 There are many negative experiences that can occur in childhood. Participants in 

this study expressed certain types of experiences that significantly influenced their 

current religious choices in young adulthood. The first was change. Participants 

expressed changing schools, churches, and locations and how that was a difficult 
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experience. Others mentioned difficulties with peer relationships and how that 

influenced their current religious. Experiencing a parental divorce was also highlighted 

by participants. A few mentioned memories of having their Christian beliefs challenged 

during childhood, while one participant mentioned a painful experience of feeling 

forced to be baptized, and another of feeling unloved and unwanted during her 

childhood. 

 Benefits of positive church experiences. Participants expressed appreciation for 

a positive childhood church experience. In fact, many specifically stated thankfulness for 

safe and fun experiences at church during childhood. A participant shared thankfulness 

for having a childhood that was free from sexual and spiritual church abuse: 

That's a good question. I think that if I was-- well, it's interesting because I've had 
my own-- I think I would define it as like spiritual abuse or like it's a bunch of 
different abuses, like sexual abuse and all that, but like to summon it up, I've had 
my own spiritual abuse in like more of my adult life. So-- and I-- but I just can't 
imagine, like, having that kind-- having spiritual abuse and even sexual abuse as a 
kid. And I think that-- I think that for me just like not-- like still being in the 
church is more because that's my personality. Like I'm a challenger. Like, oh, like 
there's something wrong with it. I'm a fixer, so I like to fix things. Not that I will, 
it's just that I think I want-- I don't know. I try to-- it's like oh, I see a problem, 
let's try to solve that. You know? And so I think that for a lot of people though it's 
not like that. And so I know I'm a little odd-- I know I'm odd. Not odd as in 
different, but just-- yeah, I'm different, but-- yeah. So, I think it affects me 
because it just makes me want to help those who have been hurt. It's less about me 
running away and more about me being like, hey, before I give up, let's see if 
there's ways to, like, reconcile some things and do things a little better than 
they've been handled. (Beth) 
 

Her comments seem to imply that a childhood that contains these types of experiences 

would contribute to a lack of Christian commitment in young adulthood. Another echoed 

this belief that painful church memories would inhibit religious choices in young 

adulthood: 
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Like my parents might've seen different things, and they might've seen like the 
corruption in it or different colors, or how the people were behaving, but I didn't see 
that. So, I think that that's really important for children to have good memories of the 
church rather than like fire brimstone, like beat them down kind of thing. So, yes. 
(Stephanie) 
 

This idea seems to reveal a new finding in the area of traumatic experiences and how a 

childhood painful church memory could inhibit Christian commitment in young 

adulthood. 

Close relationships with committed Christians. Findings from this study reveal 

that relationships with Christians during childhood matter. As prior research 

demonstrated, these experiences seem to teach spiritual disciplines through offering 

children the ability to observe, demonstrating the loving actions of Jesus Christ, and 

providing community (Martin, White, & Perlman, 2003; Allen, 2002). A new finding not 

mentioned in prior research is that participants in this study expressed how relationships 

with committed Christians demonstrated the difference between a life following Jesus 

and one that did not. Many participants expressed how viewing the life choices of others 

was a significant contributor to their current Christian commitment. One in particular 

shared how seeing his father drink during childhood made him not want to make those 

choices later in life:  

As a kid just seeing how my dad's past life of, you know, like them drinking but 
like drinking and like, you know, his past, his child abuse and everything of his -- 
like, you know, I know his story. He always told people every -- you know, 
family reunion when I was little I kind of understood that my dad went through a 
dark periods of life. And then, versus my life of obviously how it's so good. And 
just being able to see the impact of me -- you know, I was able to -- I would say 
for me personally as a kid I grew up very fast because I was able to understand 
the very heavy topics of my dad's side. Because my mom came from a perfect 
family, Christian -- like me. Christian, well parents that believe in God. Protected 
them, sheltered them, went to bible study. So perfect. But my mom married a, you 
know -- I call it she married a party animal, you know, like someone that totally is 
opposite, but my dad loved the innocent part of my mom. So, but my mom 
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obviously -- she paid the price of going through a lot of his baggage of just having 
to -- but she sustained him obviously. He's obviously strong because of her. But 
yeah, as a kid it was being able to see what my dad went through, knowing his 
story, because he always shared it out -- shared it as a testimony. And then being 
able to go through a lot of his imperfections as a kid. So you know, him you 
know, sometimes -- him not dealing with us the right way, not committing us the 
right way, and always wondering if other people are going through this. (Troy) 
 

Rather, it was viewing the life choices of his mother and grandmother that made him 

want to follow Jesus Christ later in life. 

 

Implications 

 A number of implications may be gleaned from this research endeavor. 

Specifically, a few key implications should be considered for children’s and youth church 

ministries, and Christian Higher Education. Each of these areas are addressed 

subsequently through the presentation of the major findings below. These findings 

include the themes: personal engagement with Christianity, negative childhood 

experiences as contributors to Christian commitment in young adulthood, church 

attendance being seen as positive, and having a close relationship with committed 

Christians. 

Church children and youth ministries 

Based on the findings in this study, church ministries have the opportunity to lay a 

solid biblical foundation for children prior to youth ministry. Church ministries can do 

specific things through both staff and lay volunteers in order to address the findings in 

this study. To begin, church ministries can encourage personal engagement with 

Christianity during childhood and adolescents. Many participants expressed how making 

the decision to participate in a religious ceremony had a significant impact on their 
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current Christian commitment. For churches that observe baptism for children, it would 

be beneficial to create a baptism process for elementary aged children and invite them to 

make a personal decision to be baptized. Youth ministries could create a baptism process 

with adolescents in their ministries for teenagers who were not baptized as children. 

These programs could involve a time of teaching about baptism with an opportunity for 

participation in the ceremony. Churches that observe childhood and adolescent baptism 

often include a time of hearing the minor’s Christian testimony. These are moments 

where the young person can affirm salvation through Jesus Christ and realize they are 

making a commitment to follow Him. Beyond creating a process for children and youth, 

churches could also invite children and youth to observe baptisms. These moments were 

mentioned as powerful memories for children. They also created moments of curiosity 

about the claims of Christ. 

To further personal engagement with Christianity, churches can discuss the claims 

of Christianity with elementary aged children and youth. Church staff in children’s and 

youth ministries can create times where young people can ask questions regarding their 

faith. Volunteers could be trained on how to engage in these types of conversations so 

young people can be encouraged to further their curiosity. Church leaders and volunteers 

can be encouraged to admit their own doubts and questions to children. Many participants 

shared how they wished adults were honest about their own lack of knowledge with them 

during their childhood.  

Another way churches could encourage personal engagement to Christianity is by 

offering apologetics classes for children and youth. Many participants stated that these 

courses assisted their faith during their high school and college years. As apologetics is 
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knowledge of defending the Christian faith, churches could begin offering this course to 

children in upper elementary school. Participants shared stories of their own courses 

during this time of their live, and Westerhoff reveals this age as one of seeking answers. 

These courses could teach a biblical perspective on creation, the historical evidence for 

Jesus Christ, the truth of the resurrection, and the accuracy of the Bible. In terms of 

format, including moments of discussion with times of question and answer would 

provide a place for children to openly ask questions. Findings from this study revealed 

that these types of discussions taught participants that they could find answers to their 

questions by reading their Bibles. Overall, an apologetics course at a local church would 

provide young people a place where they can reconcile the education they are receiving 

from school, their home, and the church. 

Another way churches could encourage personal engagement is through teaching 

spiritual disciplines. Participants expressed how engaging in spiritual disciplines, such as 

personal prayer or reading the Bible, during childhood influenced their current religious 

commitment. However, these habits were not created on their own. They were taught by 

others or were behaviors learned through observing other Christians. Church leaders, 

staff or volunteers, should create times where children of all ages are taught how to read 

their Bibles and pray on their own. To assist young people in executing these disciplines 

on their own, parents could be educated in the value of spiritual disciplines and the means 

of implementing them so they could engage in them with their children or encourage 

them to complete them at home. Senior Pastors and other church leaders who work with 

adults could also include material on the value of spiritual disciplines and encourage their 

participants to engage in these with their families. Lastly, church leaders, staff or 
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volunteers, should also model reading scripture and praying to God in front of children so 

they can imitate this behavior in their own lives. 

Churches can also address negative childhood experiences in order to encourage 

Christian commitment in young adulthood. To begin with, funerals appear to be an 

opportunity for teaching young people about the realities of eternity. Church leaders 

could use these moments to explain the grace and justice of God. In the children’s and 

youth ministry classroom, churches could teach about the character of God and of his 

goodness during times of hardship. For example, when children or youth are learning the 

story of Joseph, ministries to children can inform children how the life of Joseph reveals 

that God has a plan and is with His people during life’s difficult moments (Genesis 

50:20). This type of teaching allows people to hear a biblical story through the gospel 

narrative that God offers them grace and forgiveness and lovingly has a plan for their 

lives.  Teaching Bible stories through the entire gospel narrative will teach children about 

the goodness and gracious character of God. 

Having emotionally and physically safe church memories was revealed as a 

possible contributor to Christian commitment in young adulthood. Churches should 

create a safe and welcoming environment and realize that it is essential to a faith that lasts 

into adulthood. To achieve this, churches could conduct background checks for 

volunteers and train people in how to lovingly discipline and interact with children and 

youth. Churches can also teach volunteers how to create a loving environment for 

children and youth through expressing the value of remembering names, assisting in the 

formation of peer relationships, and giving children special religious gifts such as a Bible. 



CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES ARE SIGNIFICANT 20 

These practices could ensure that fond memories of the church are embedded in the 

minds of young adults. 

Christian Higher Education  

There are several implications that apply to Christian Higher Education. To begin, 

Youth and Children’s ministry educators can ensure students in their classrooms are 

educated in the best practices that encourage personal engagement in Christianity, loving 

actions with Christians, and negative childhood experiences. Professors can include 

curriculum that teaches students the importance of understanding a churches theological 

view of baptism and salvation. In particular, students should learn how these theological 

views are implemented in ministries for children and youth. Finally, Christian Higher 

Education courses can encourage students to visit a baptism class of a local church to 

observe these practices in the field.  

Professors in Christian Higher Education can also encourage their students to be 

the people that positively influence children and young adults. Many of the participants in 

this study mentioned that kindness and loving actions from Christians greatly influenced 

their decision to be a Christian in young adulthood. Professors can share this revelation 

with their college students to emphasize the importance of our actions in our ministry.  

Educators in Christian Higher Education can also assist future ministry leaders by 

discussing how negative childhood experiences influence a person’s spiritual journey. 

Those seeking to minister to children and youth can be trained in how to serve young 

people during times of crisis. This could be a counseling class or supplementary material 

that informs young adults how God uses pain and suffering for spiritual development. 
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Finally, Christian Educators can assist the formation of positive church 

experiences through affirming the local church in class discussions. By speaking highly 

of the local church, young adults will consider attending church to be a positive 

experience. Christian Educators can also train their students in the current best church 

safety practices in regards to children and youth ministry to further encourage the 

creation of safe childhood church memories. 

Beyond educating future leaders, the findings of this study could inform educators 

of the possible childhood experiences that influenced their student’s current religiosity. 

Based on the findings of this study, it is plausible that many of the students taught by 

Youth Ministry Educators today discussed the claims of Christ during their childhood. 

Knowing this, those involved in Christian Higher Education could adapt curriculum and 

college programs that enhance their foundation in apologetics. Assignments such as 

creating church apologetic programs could build on the foundation created in childhood.  

Findings from this study also inform teaching methods in the college classroom. 

Many participants in this study expressed how beneficial it was to talk through doubts 

during childhood. As such, those in higher education should consider including moments 

for students to continue discussing their doubts to further solidify their faith in Jesus 

Christ. Professors could include moments of question and answer, as well as reflection, to 

further encourage the exploration the students began in their childhood. Beyond 

discussion or classes, Christian Higher Education should also provide moments of 

personal interaction with spiritual disciplines such as prayer, fasting, or reading the Bible. 

Christian Higher Education should also consider the negative childhood 

experiences that may have been a catalyst for their college students to make a decision to 
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be a committed Christian. Most of the participants in this study stated that a negative 

childhood experience contributed to their decision to be a committed Christian. Those 

involved in Christian Higher Education should provide areas for young people to 

continue processing these difficult childhood moments. This could be through times of 

reflection during class, counseling sessions, or cohort student groups.  Being involved in 

the childhood pain of young adult students could encourage them to develop a faith that 

remembers the hand of God during times of difficulty. Finally, professors can share with 

their students moments from their own lives where they had to rely on God. 

Conclusions 

This paper revealed the possible childhood experiences that contribute to 

Christian commitment in young adulthood. Strong findings related to personal 

engagement with Christianity, loving actions from Christians, and negative childhood 

experiences as contributors to Christian commitment in young adulthood. Implications 

for church ministries, and Christian Higher Education were included and tailored to each 

of the three major themes. 

While a great deal is still left unknown when considering how childhood 

influences Christian commitment in young adulthood, a number of areas have been 

revealed. It is my hope that these findings are both helpful and encouraging to those who 

minister to and interact with children. 
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Appendix 1: Table of themes and subthemes 

 

Themes Subthemes n 
Personal engagement in 
Christianity 

Understood personally the truth of the gospel 
message  

Discussed Christianity 
Developed personal views after observing a 

Christian adult 
Engaged in spiritual disciplines 
Personal supernatural experiences 

19 
 
13 
6 
 
5 
4 
 

Loving actions from Christians Guidance from a Christian other than parents 
Christian parents modeled Christ-like behavior 
Christian adults were kind 
A Christian peer asked for friendship 
Prayed over by someone 
Comforted by a Christian during hard times 

14 
7 
7 
5 
4 
2 
 

Negative experiences contributed 
to Christian commitment in 
young adulthood 

Difficulty developed understanding of 
Christianity 

Painful childhood memories 

15 
 
14 
 

Commitment was perceived as 
positive 

Consistent experiences demonstrated 
commitment 

Observed commitment during childhood 
Being a committed Christian was presented as 

special and important 

19 
 
12 
1 
 
 

Close relationship with 
committed Christians 

Implemented Christian behavior due to 
observing an influential Christian  

Family member highly involved in ministry 
(staff or volunteer) 

Generations of Christian believers 
Christian education provided Christian friends 
School teachers were Christians  
Seeing the difference between a Christian and 

a non-Christian 

13 
 
11 
 
10 
9 
5 
3 
 
 

n = 21 participants (table continued on next page)  
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(continued) 

Themes Subthemes n 
Attending church was perceived 
as positive 

Ceremonies made Church special 
Church was perceived as fun 
Church was not connected to painful 

memories  
Volunteering was perceived as important and 

fun 
Church was filled with great relationships 
Church people were perceived as second 

family 
Church felt safe 

13 
9 
9 
 
9 
 
6 
5 
 
1 

   
Family engaged in Christian 
activities together 

Valued parental spiritual nurture choices 
Celebrating Christian traditions and rituals 

was important 
Family read the Bible together 
Going to church was part of the family 

rhythm 
Prayed as a family together 

12 
10 
 
5 
5 
 
2 

n = 21 participants (table continued on next page) 


