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An Unlikely Mentor? Science Teaches Christianity About Faith and the Dropout Problem 

 Going to school means starting on the road to science, and if religion does not follow the  

 same road with an open and critical eye, the grown adult who flies the ocean in superjets  

 might be religiously still content with a tricycle. 

 —Henri Nouwen, Seeds of Hope: Thoughts to Nourish a New Spirituality, 1989   

 In trying to discern the causes of the current exodus of American Millennials from the 

Christian church, it appears clear that no simple or single explanation will suffice. The 

complexity of culture, as well as the depth of religious subject matter, complicate the question 

beyond a handful of intuitive variables. Research shows, to an extent, why young people say 

they’re leaving the church (e.g., institutional hypocrisy, a lack of real-world relevance, etc.; 

Kinnaman & Hawkins, 2011), but this phenomenology leaves one wanting of a deeper analysis. 

Apart from helping to delineate the actual causes of the religiosity decline, such a deeper analysis 

could allow more reliable predictions of its consequences.  

 Consider two examples. If analysis suggests that (1) young people are leaving the church 

for its malice, bigotry, and/or arrogance, then so much the worse for the church and so much the 

better for the situation. If instead (2) they appear mostly to leave because the church fails to 

accommodate their unrepentant decadence and depravity, then so much the worse for them and, 

as it were, the future. The truth, of course, lies somewhere between these extremes, and this 

paper serves a narrower purpose than identifying every cause of the cultural shift. It seeks rather 

to examine one potential cause, analyze its possible upshot, and suggest a solution.  

 My aim, then, is fourfold. First, I will explain the concept of faith, both religious and 

secular, I use throughout the paper. Second, I will explain one aspect of contemporary Christian 
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practice that, in my opinion, significantly contributes to the American decline in religiosity, an 

aspect I call Christianity’s emphasis on peripheral (vs. core) faith-items. Finally, I will suggest 

that Christians adopt a style of pursuing truth more akin to scientists’—that they distribute 

confidence in action, thought, and expression in proportion to “evidence” based not only in 

scripture but also in the reflective experiences of people pursuing Christ’s mission in the world. 

Throughout, I will expound and draw from the ideas of Crosby (2011), Kinnaman and Hawkins 

(2011), Frankl (1946), Lewis (1961), James, Hume (2004) and Peck (2003), beginning with 

Crosby’s and James’s concepts of faith.     

 For Crosby (2011), faith has no exclusive tie to secular or religious facets of life (p. 2) but 

instead underpins all world views except nihilistic skepticism (p. 3). Reason itself involves faith, 

since to reason about any object one must make assumptions not only about that object but about 

relations between objects in the world generally. Faith, for Crosby, is existential, underlying the 

possibilities of social connection, meaning, and the institutions of science and religion (p. 5). 

One’s assumptions about the world, what Michael Polanyi calls one’s “fiduciary programme” (p. 

4), color one’s experience and, more importantly here, one’s reasoning and emotional processes 

(ibid.). Faith plays an equal role, in other words, in forming our knowledge of facts and our 

systems, both religious and secular, of value.  

 As an example, Crosby notes Einstein. In his later career, Einstein failed to accept and 

adapt to certain advances in quantum physics, vehemently denying chance a role in the universe 

(p. 11). This caused him to fall behind the emerging quantum physics community, since as they 

focused on exploring new ideas and developing a fresh paradigm, he plowed forward in search of 

a static theory of everything (ibid.). His faith, Crosby says, his core conviction that reality would 
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conform to his basic assumption, largely determined the world he saw and worked to delineate 

mathematically. Although to a remarkable point this faith served him well, it eventually stymied 

his growth, preventing him from appropriately apprehending new evidence and revising his 

system accordingly (ibid.). I lack the knowledge and skills, of course, to critique Einstein’s work 

directly, but the story of his intellectual waning, as told by Crosby, serves as a clear example of 

the process I hope to address in the context of Christianity. 

 In his landmark book, Peck (2003) explores this process—the process of clinging to a 

worn world view—in terms of religious development. He calls our faith systems, our sets of 

assumptions and ideas about the universe, world maps (p. 44). Ideally, the child sheds the map 

that served her best as an infant, the adolescent sheds the map of childhood, and the adult sheds 

the map of adolescence in a continuous process of revision-as-needed (p. 46). Psychiatrists call 

the failure of this process, the dragging, so to speak, of a dead view of reality, transference, and it 

can constitute a serious mental problem (p. 47).  

 Peck extends this process to religion, which he construes as encompassing one’s entire 

view of the world, not just as it pertains to God, deities, divinity, etc., but as it pertains to one’s 

overarching ideas of reality and one’s place in it (p. 185). Like Crosby, Peck acknowledges that 

one’s faith is incompletely conscious (p. 186). In other words, unconscious beliefs (e.g., “A God 

or God-like being exerts some control over events; moreover, this being disdains and punishes 

sexual behavior”) can override explicitly-held convictions (e.g., “There exist no gods or deities”) 

(p. 187, my examples). Faith, then, according to Peck and Crosby, can form the basis of our 

thought and experience and can, moreover, grow maladaptive.  
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 In what follows, I hope to show that contemporary American Christianity has 

systemically cultivated and propagated such a maladaptive faith and that this has contributed to 

the decline in religiosity. First, however, I’ll explain in more detail the faith of the scientist.  

 William James (Polmerlaeu) describes the “postulates of rationality,” both science- and 

value-related, that we cannot justifiably claim to know—that is, which seem reasonably 

doubtable (ibid.). They include the beliefs “that every event is caused and that the world as a 

whole is rationally intelligible” (ibid.). Hume (2004) famously exposes the fallacy science rests 

on, noting that we are neither logically nor empirically justified in accepting that condition x in 

the past and condition x in the present or future will yield the same result y. Hume and James 

eventually conclude that although the bases of science (and values; Polmerlaeu) escape rational 

justification, science appears to work. That is, we can, most the time, confidently rely on its 

findings, which play a central role in changing and arguably improving human life (Hume, 

2004).  

 As I see it, then, the conscientious scientist relies on the faith that an empirically-

discoverable truth exists, although she cannot claim to know this beyond doubt or, still, the 

nature of that truth in any absolute sense. She moves toward it by successive, often nebulous 

approximations. Moving closer to the truth requires revision, and revision, doubt—but not doubt 

of the central postulates. The scientist’s faith in these postulates remains strong, perhaps for some 

(non-philosopher) scientists, unwavering, and yet she makes her living questioning, expanding, 

and revising human knowledge. She pursues empirical knowledge with steadfast confidence that 

there are ultimately intelligible answers but also with skepticism about the answers she and her 

colleagues have so far provided. Her faith in science’s central postulates coupled with her 
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skepticism about its particular answers makes science a profoundly effective and collaborative 

tool across cultures, one that acknowledges and deals well with the sheer expanse of our 

ignorance. It may, on the surface, seem that science reveres nothing, but on closer examination 

we see that it reveres its ultimate, core truth so deeply that its peripheral propositions and 

theories become only means to that end and so remain subject to the highest scrutiny. Science, in 

other words, humbles itself to a truth imperfectly understood, and even when disputes arise in the 

scientific community, its members have this to fall back on—they all explicitly share a goal. And 

the community, unlike Christianity, has experienced no cultural decline.  

 Kinnaman and Hawkins (2011) explore the current decline in religiosity empirically, in a 

phenomenological analysis of interviews extracted from a database containing hundreds of 

thousands of participants over thirty years (p. 21). They focus exclusively on the twenty-

somethings who, for whatever reason, leave the church and don’t plan to return (p. 22). 

Reviewing the classes and individual statements of the dropouts they interviewed will help 

clarify the nature and relative import of the dropout phenomenon as well as suggest how the style 

in which the church tends to hold and teach its faith affects it.  

 After analyzing hundreds of these interviews, Kinnaman and Hawkins (2011, p. 25) 

distinguish three types of dropouts: nomads, prodigals, and exiles, all of whom, according to 

most clergy and Christian writers, pose a serious problem for the church’s future. Nomads, 

despite leaving an official congregation, nevertheless consider themselves Christians. Their beef 

lies with the institution, not its professed principles. Prodigals are genuine dropouts, the segment 

that has truly renounced their faith in Christian principles and their identification as Christian 

people. Exiles, though still invested in their faith, teeter between the values of their culture and 
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their church. An exile, for example, might attend parties and drink alcohol and yet still, at least 

internally, identify as a mormon (ibid.).  

 These categories provide a useful overview, but to better grasp what’s happening on the 

individual level, I’ll look at the reasons some Millennials explicitly give, reasons that, at least 

intuitively, seem loosely representative. Kinnaman and Hawkins (2011, p. 26) note an 

interviewee, a nomad, who says her youth groups in high school offered nothing in the way of 

asking and providing guidance about deep questions. In college, her campus church group 

chased quotas of saved souls, quotas that seemed to undermine the value of individuals as 

individuals. “I never lost faith in Christ,” she says, “but I have lost faith in the church” (ibid.). 

Another interviewee, an ex-Catholic prodigal, cited the church’s intellectual stagnation and 

closed-mindedness as his reason for departing. A science enthusiast, he claims the church made 

no genuine effort to accommodate his questions about religion—sometimes even punishing him 

for being disrespectful—and that he eventually outgrew all of it (p. 27). To depict an exile, the 

authors quote a very popular musician who hosts an “enormous cynicism toward all things 

institutional Christianity” (p. 26). The baggage of imagery and implications that come with the 

Christian label, frankly, embarrass him. Despite always believing in God and the admirability of 

Christ, he cannot stomach the rest of the church’s subcultural properties as he knows them: the 

childish optimism, the musical taste, the proselytizing, etc (ibid.).  

 Reading these accounts gave me the opportunity to think about what connected each kind 

of dropout—what aspect of each Christian church had, in their minds, failed them. After 

reflecting, I would like to suggest that we’re dealing at least in part with a problem of holding 
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and propagating faith, a problem that eventually makes Christianity unable to adapt to the real 

needs and questions of rising generations.  

 Young Christians seem to leave their churches because, in the vast majority of cases, 

Christian churches centralize peripheral propositions at the price of weakening their faith in and 

resolve to pursue core ones. Consider an example from the church I grew up in and, in young 

adulthood, left. The Seventh-day Adventist Church, a protestant denomination, espouses a strict 

edict to attend church and worship on the seventh day of the week, Saturday. To many 

Adventists, attending church on Saturday and not Sunday represents such an important aspect of 

their faith that violating the rule bears moral implications. A literal interpretation of Leviticus 

excludes pork and shellfish from the Adventist diet with no reference as to how avoiding these 

foods helps Christ’s mission or in any discernible way improves the world.  

 In this culture, in other words, the injunctions to love your neighbor as yourself and to 

peel the bacon off your pizza stand, emotionally and practically, on equal ground. This strict, 

stack-of-cards theology leaves little room to grow intellectually and religiously as one moves 

into adulthood. One cannot shed one’s skin when every organ is vital. In Peck’s (2003) terms, 

many Christian circles unintentionally force a decision between personal growth and the 

maintenance of one’s current world map.  

 In an environment like this, I consider the mass exodus from the church the best possible 

move by Millennials—before it was in vogue, a courageous step into the unknown for the sake 

of self-realization. With the majority of churches functioning in this way, emphasizing shaky 

faith-items and thereby undermining the most fundamentally important, I argue so much the 
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better for the people leaving and for society at large. Systems resolved against change are, I think 

rightly, destined to crumble.  

 I don’t, however, consider the exodus the best possible situation. In a simplistic version 

of our society, people tend to have two types of questions: on the one hand, empirical questions, 

questions about what is true about the matter and the physical relations between matter that 

makes up our universe; and on the other hand, questions of value, religion, morality, etc., 

questions concerning our ultimate purpose and what makes a life good or bad. A world without a 

church is, in my mind, a world without a large enough community to explore questions of the 

latter sort, a world, probably, lacking in community in general.  

 Science so successfully addresses the former that we have little idea what kinds of 

technological and social advancements we might see in the next 100 years—without doubt, it 

affects the way most people live their day-to-day lives. Its influence permeates every corner of 

the modern world, and, ideally practiced, it avoids racial, age-related, and sexual prejudice. We 

find it formed with faith in very important, central tenets and radical skepticism outside of those. 

In a word, we find it with a reverence to its ultimate goal, truth, and a built-in system for 

breaking down and improving its current delineations. As a result, it makes a remarkable tool for 

increasing our understanding of the universe and developing new technologies. Unlike 

Christianity (and religion in general), it is experiencing no decline in participation or popular 

trust. 

 Brilliant authors have paved the way to form Christianity around this model. Frankl 

(1959) suggests people’s primary motive force is their search for meaning, and yet he can’t 

ignore the seeming meaninglessness so common in human life. He suggests a super meaning, a 
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meaning that evades detection, one we must, in some sense, uncritically accept in the face of our 

difficulties (p. 141). Belief in this super meaning, though currently unintelligible, Frankl puts to 

therapeutic use. And as he suggests placing an ardent faith in a real meaning beyond our 

comprehension, I suggest placing faith in a love beyond comprehension, just as science places 

faith in a discoverable Truth incompletely known.  

 In a famous passage from A Grief Observed, C. S. Lewis (1961) stresses that his “idea of 

God is not a divine idea,” that is must be “shattered time after time,” that “Chirst shatters it 

Himself.” Christianity, to continue to exert any positive influence in people’s lives, must, in these 

terms, let Christ shatter its ideas—must make itself as willing to revise its peripheral propositions 

as science. It must pursue its truths with due humility, with extreme reverence to divinity and 

open acknowledgment of how little we know, allowing people’s experience in the world to 

inform and help revise our ideas about God and love. Religion’s answers, I argue, should, like 

science’s, be tentative. To the extent that young adults are leaving the church because it stifles 

their attempts to grow in these ways—and I think this plays a significant role—I argue they are 

justified in leaving and that the consequences will be mostly good.  

 Still, because the church has potential benefits that seem unlikely to come from other 

sources, I want to urge Christian communities to model their faith systems after science’s, with a 

deep, hardly-shakable resolve in what we can take as absolutely essential (e.g., Christ’s 

commandment’s to love one’s God and one’s neighbor as oneself) and with radical skepticism 

regarding its precise meaning and all those associated peripheral propositions. I want to urge 

convergence over divergence in thinking—unity over separation in action and purpose. Let 

science and religion operate in conjunction in our culture to approach answers to our most 
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important questions, and I think we’ll start to see the end of religiosity’s decline, and hopefully 

the start of a better world to live in.   
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