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Abstract: The article provides a sociological and pastoral analysis of a representative empirical
study conducted by means of an interview questionnaire among 1003 secondary school students
in 2020 and 2021. The analysis was expanded to include data from parallel and similarly designed
sociological studies carried out among teachers of religious education in order to obtain a broader
view of the research problems and a better understanding of young adults by becoming familiar with
the perceptions and opinions of teachers on the analysed issues. The article reflects on and discusses
the following issues: personal relationships between young adults and the Church along with their
expectations towards the latter, factors considered to persuade young adults to develop their faith
and be part of the Church, as well as Church activities and offers regarded by the surveyed subjects
as particularly needed. These issues, presented from an interdisciplinary perspective, provide a
deeper insight into people’s relations with the Church and allow for diagnosis of their needs and
expectations. They also enable identification of the elements and aspects of the functioning of the
religious institution, which, in a pluralistic society and the course of the ever-advancing secularisation,
requires a profound diagnosis, a thorough analysis and questions about the adequacy of forms and
methods of evangelisation, as well as ways of reaching the target audience and the fulfilment of the
fundamental religious mission.

Keywords: youth; teachers; Church; Poland; sociology; pastoral theology

1. Introduction

Contemporary transformations in the religiousness of individuals and societies are
part of the complex processes of social and cultural changes associated with economic and
social modernisation. Their hallmarks include differentiation and institutional specialisa-
tion, worldview competition, individualisation, religious pluralism and inclusiveness when
interpreting the role of individual religions in social life. These processes affect the func-
tioning of religions and churches, causing people to distance themselves from traditional
religious systems and institutional forms of religiousness. They imply the privatisation of
religion and the formation of religiousness of choice, constructed by autonomous decisions
of individuals (Mariański 2018, pp. 19–21). Although religion and churches are losing their
significance and binding power in the lives of many communities, their importance in the
social space does not decrease while religious institutions remain key participants in public
debates (Ebertz 2017, pp. 30–31).

Sociological images of religiousness in individual countries bring to light its complexity,
diversity and manifestations of both secularisation and de-secularisation accompanied by
clear signs of a return to the sacred. The coexistence of these multidirectional processes is
noted by researchers diagnosing changes in religiousness within the Catholic Church. They
indicate a decrease in the level of religious practice and self-declaration of faith, an increase
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in the percentage of people who do not practise and declare agnosticism or atheism, as
well as a higher frequency of critical attitudes towards the Church and its representatives.
At the same time, they note that many countries see a stabilisation in the percentage of
individuals declaring deep faith and involvement in religious life or even manifestations
of religious revival and revitalisation of traditional religious systems (Stachowska 2019,
pp. 78–79). Similar conclusions were already reached in the 1980s and 1990s by Lesie J.
Francis and his collaborating authors, who studied attitudes towards different Churches in
various countries (See Kay and Francis 1996; Richter and Francis 1998).

Against this background, Poland remains a country with relatively high rates of
religiousness compared to other European countries and where “the number of people
declaring a high level of religiousness is higher than those who declare themselves as
non-religious” (Urbańska 2021, p. 40). Reasons for this state of affairs include historical
conditions, national and cultural homogeneity and, as noted by many analysts, a significant
influence of the pontificate of Pope John Paul II.

In Catholicism, the state of belonging to the Church and active participation in its life
is fundamental to living out one’s faith and striving to attain the key goal of salvation. From
a theological perspective, the Church is a community of people who believe in Christ and
were baptised in that Church. In Catholic theology, they form the People of God who pursue
salvation under the leadership of the Pope. However, the Church is understood not only as
the community founded by Christ, but also as His Mystical Body of which He is the Head.
The most crucial attributes of the Catholic Church include unity, holiness, universality and
apostolicity (Whitehead 2000; Catechism of the Catholic Church 2005, pp. 811–70).

The sociological understanding of the Catholic Church assumes that it is “a social
organisation uniting those who share common religious beliefs, undertake common ac-
tions, recognise similar religious values and norms, and accept certain hierarchical and
organisational structures” (Mariański 2021, p. 10). Sociology analyses the historical and
social aspects of the Church’s functioning, changes in its position and its role in society.

The theological context and sociological analyses of the Church highlight the fact
that religiousness is integrally linked to ecclesiasticism. This is evident from the empirical
diagnoses of changes in religiousness, which identify the intensification of “dechurch-
ing” processes (the weakening of the bond with the Church) without departure from the
Transcendent (Mariański 2021, p. 135). Due to historical conditions, this link between
religiousness and ecclesiasticism is particularly visible in Poland (Mariański 2014, p. 82;
2018, p. 205). For many years, it was reflected by the high level of trust in the Church as an
institution, recorded in surveys and public opinion polls, as well as by the perception of its
role as an actor in the public space or a community within local communities (Szymczak
2018, pp. 258–84). According to a study conducted a few years ago in 13 countries of
Central and Eastern Europe, Poland was the place where the level of trust in the Church
was the highest (Müller 2013, p. 98). Janusz Mariański believes that in Poland, trust in
the Church as a social institution has a fluctuating character and, at the same time, is
conditioned by a generally low level of social trust among its inhabitants (Mariański 2018,
pp. 195–97). Many sociological analyses show that Poles’ trust in the Church has been
systematically weakening. In 2020, it was declared by 42% of respondents; in 2010—by
78%, in 2012—69% and in 2016—70%, with 47% of the surveyed individuals indicating
their lack of trust in the same year (Sadłoń 2021, pp. 19–20).

Similar to other European countries, Polish society experiences changes in religious-
ness, which take place at different speeds; there is even a process referred to as the em-
igration from the Church (Mariański 2008), which is one symptom of the previously
mentioned secularisation and individualisation of religiousness. Mariański writes about
the increasingly widespread phenomenon of extra-Church religiousness and, in extreme
cases, anti-church attitudes (Mariański 2006, p. 95). Particularly dynamic changes in the
area of religiousness have been taking place since the death of John Paul II in 2005 (Mąkosa
2017). Data collected by the Pew Research Centre show that the secularisation of young
Poles occurs at the most rapid pace of all countries surveyed (Pew Research Center 2018a,
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2018b). In Polish conditions, secularisation often does not indicate a complete rejection of
religious needs, but rather the privatisation of the search for ways to satisfy them, including,
among other things, the contestation of the Church (Steinfels 2004). Catholics, especially
young ones, more and more frequently claim that being religious does not require be-
longing to any religious organisation or community (Hervieu-Leger 2003, p. 166). This
approach is reinforced by the postmodern philosophy involving anti-institutional assump-
tions (Janaszek-Ivaničková 2002, p. 18). At the same time, scholars identify the process of
religious polarisation in Poland as analogous to the tendencies across Europe, meaning
there is a stabilisation or even a slight increase in the percentage of people declaring to be
deeply religious and practise more frequently, accompanied by a significant increase in the
number of non-religious individuals (Sadłoń 2021, p. 14).

According to the report published by Statistics Poland in late 2021, currently, 84.5% of
the Polish society declares affiliation to the Catholic Church (Statistics Poland 2021, p. 197).
The aforementioned findings are dynamic and consistent with the above processes reported
by the researchers. Pursuant to the results of the 9th edition of the 2018 European Social
Survey, the percentage of people declaring religiousness in Poland fell from 93.3% in 2002
to 87.2% in 2018. Compared to other countries, Poland distinguishes itself in terms of the
percentage of people describing themselves as “very religious”, but this area also features a
downward trend (a decrease from 13.2% in 2002 to 11% in 2018). It is worth noting that
different tendencies, e.g., regarding the revival of individuals’ religiousness, have been
identified in countries such as France and Spain, where the recorded level of religiousness
remains stable or decreases, while the number of followers of Catholicism who declare
intensive faith is constant (Mikołejko 2020, p. 15). The percentage of people who pray
daily (31%) and participate in religious practices at least once a week (46%) is also high
(Mikołejko 2020, p. 18; Stachowska 2019).

Since 2020, the process of abandoning religious practices in Poland has accelerated,
and, as noted by Mirosława Grabowska, every month, the percentage of individuals
claiming not to practise exceeds 20% (Grabowska 2021, pp. 2–3, 6). The secularisation
tendencies present in Polish society are further indicated by the 2019 data of the Institute
for Catholic Church Statistics, according to which the rate of dominicantes was 36.9%, with
the rate of comunicantes at 16.7% (Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021, p. 22).

The processes of emigration from the Church are particularly evident among young
adults, who are becoming increasingly secularised across Europe. Analyses of the indi-
vidual parameters of their religiousness indicate a decrease in the frequency of religious
practices, a weakening of bonds with the Church and parishes, increasing autonomy of the
moral sphere, a critical attitude towards the Church and a weakening trust in its representa-
tives. Compared to other European countries, the dynamics of changes in the religiousness
of Polish young adults is, as previously mentioned, particularly prominent and reaches
very high. The level of religiousness declared among 15–24 year olds fell from 91.6% in 2002
to 82.1% in 2018 (Mikołejko 2020, p. 16). In 2021, in the 18–24 age category, the percentage
of believers amounted to 71% (a 22% decrease compared to 1992), while the number of
non-believers increased to 28.6%. In this group, the proportion of regular practitioners
has also been declining at the fastest rate—from 69% in 1992 to 23% in 2021—while the
proportion of non-practitioners has risen from 7.9% to 36%. Grabowska believes that one
of the possible explanations is that for the youngest respondents, “who mostly live with
their families and are still studying, non-practising is an element of emancipation from the
influence of their family and immediate environment” (Grabowska 2021, p. 10). A number
of other factors should also be taken into account, including passage into adulthood—the
process of shaping one’s own identity, attitudes and opinions, searching, contesting and
verifying values passed on by adults—as well as the impact of intensive cultural changes,
such as those within the communication—diffusion of cultural patterns, the influence of
modern technologies, mediatisation, etc.—all of them have affected the young generation
(Kaźmierska 2018, pp. 16–29).
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The declining importance of religious life among young Poles and their tendency
to ascribe it a considerably less significant role than adults is evidenced by the results of
surveys, according to which young people “less and less frequently link their behaviour to
any single, strictly defined system of values” (Boguszewski and Bożewicz 2019, p. 36). In
response to the question about the dominant types of activities in everyday life, religion
was indicated by 10% of adults and 3% of young people aged 18–24. At the same time, in
this group of young individuals, the share of people describing themselves as non-believers
(5% in 2008 and 17% in 2018) and religiously indifferent (13% and 21%, respectively) has
substantially increased, while the number of those declaring faith has decreased (from 73%
to 55%). This attitude has significantly differentiated young people from the adult genera-
tion since 2018. Moreover, the rate of believers practising every Sunday is decreasing—in
2018, it was 28% (Boguszewski and Bożewicz 2019, pp. 37–39).

With regard to the topic discussed in this article, it is once again worth noting that the
abandonment of religious practices is not equivalent to the departure from faith among
young adults in Poland. As argued by the authors of a nationwide CBOS survey, “young
adults first stop attending Church, and only then begin to identify themselves as non-
believers. Still, those declaring to be non-believers constitute half the percentage of those
who do not practise” (Boguszewski and Bożewicz 2019, p. 40). At the opposite pole are
young deep believers (about 8%), whose declarations of faith and religious practices go
hand in hand.

Transformations of religiousness are also visible in its consequential dimension, i.e.,
in the area of values and norms shaping everyday moral attitudes. A significant part of
Polish society rejects the comprehensive system of beliefs and moral principles proclaimed
by the Church, constructing “its own God, its own heaven, its own salvation, its own little
creed” (Mariański 2006, p. 87). The individualisation prevailing in modern societies and
the autonomy of individuals as a principle of action results in the subjectivisation of faith
and a change in previous forms of religiousness, often involving the “dechurching of the
individual”, as well as liberation from the influence of family and tradition in favour of
independently constructed, autonomous systems of belief (Kaufmann 2011, pp. 73–95;
Knoblauch 2018, pp. 329–34). The transformations of axiological and cultural sensitivity
revolve particularly around the youngest Poles, whose beliefs and attitudes have become
increasingly deviated from the institutional framework of religious culture (Sadłoń 2021,
p. 13). The vast majority of young Poles are in favour of selective religiousness and do
not accept the Church’s teachings on issues related to sexuality, such as contraception or
homosexuality (Kiełb and Mąkosa 2021, p. 25), thereby consciously selecting which values
and norms to accept or reject (Kaźmierska 2018, p. 81). As the authority of the Church is
weakening, a decreasing number of young people are becoming involved in its activities
(Krzyżak 2020).

The aforementioned processes are accompanied by critical opinions on the Church
among young people. Many of them perceive it as too conservative, distant from life
problems (Rusek 2018, p. 119), unreliable, intolerant and excessively focused on politics
and material matters (Adamczyk 2020, pp. 165–92). The main problem is that the Church
does not respond to the existential problems of young people (Skoczylas 2017, p. 623). The
indicated reasons undermining the authority of the Church include phenomena such as
moral scandals, paedophilia among some priests, as well as the active involvement of the
Polish Church in political activities (Głowacki 2019, p. 153; Mariański 2014, p. 82; Rusek
2018, p. 121).

In terms of the described fluid boundaries of the religious field in the lives of young
people, it is extremely important, from the perspective of both pastoral theology and
sociology, to update, expand and acquire reliable knowledge about young people’s attitudes
towards the Catholic Church to which they declare belonging.
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2. Method

In 2020 and 2021, representative sociological research was conducted among secondary
school graduation class students and religious education teachers in the Archdiocese of
Lublin. This archdiocese is located in the southeastern region of Poland, covering the area
between the middle part of the Vistula and Bug rivers. It is an administrative area of the
Lublin province, comprising 272 parishes on 9108 km2. It is inhabited by 1,074,242 people,
including 1,023,680 Catholics.

The sociological research related to, among other things, the contemporary needs,
values and problems of young people, the place of faith and religiousness in their everyday
experience, as well as their participation in religious education lessons and extracurricular
activities. One segment of the research project studied the respondents’ relationship with
the Catholic Church and, more specifically, their perceptions of their own presence in
it. From a sociological point of view, these issues concern the communal dimension of
religiosity. Nevertheless, the research project did not aim to analyse religiousness, but
rather to search for information forming the outline of a portrait depicting what young
people think about themselves and their peers, their own activity, faith, religiousness, the
meaning of religious education and being in the Church (See Szymczak 2020). The original
research idea was to formulate analogous questions in sociological studies conducted
simultaneously among teachers in order to broaden the cognitive perspective, describe
the issues of interest in a more accurate manner and establish how individual issues are
identified by adults teaching young people. The goal of the project was to understand, as
accurately as possible, young adults in their perception of the issues selected for analysis to
gain insight into their situation and, at the same time, establish how their teachers perceive
particular issues.

After taking into account the assumptions and goals, two survey questionnaires were
developed targeting secondary school graduation class students and teachers. The research
tools included original questions developed for the purposes of this project, as well as
questions used in previous sociological or pastoral studies, modified or updated, which
were relevant to the formulated research questions. Four indicator questions concerning
young adults’ relationships with the Church were created within the segment; the first
concerned the definition of one’s own relation with this institution, and the second one
concerned young adults’ expectations towards it. The third question gathered young adults’
opinions on factors that persuade their peers to practise faith and be part of the Church,
while the fourth involved offers provided by the Church that, according to the respondents,
are particularly needed by young people at present. Teachers were asked to answer
analogous questions from the perspective of their teaching practice and observations of
young people.

The empirical research was conducted by the Centre for Sociological and Economic
Analysis in Lublin. An auditorium questionnaire was used as a research tool with stratified
random sampling. The study was participated in by students aged 18 and older. Audi-
torium questionnaires were filled in and collected during lessons in which attendance is
required from all students. Religious education and ethics lessons were excluded, consider-
ing that participation in these classes is optional and thus partial. The empirical material
collected from 1003 respondents was used for statistical analyses. Two independent vari-
ables were applied to describe the results of the empirical study: “gender”—questionnaires
were completed by 561 females, i.e., 56.4% of all participants, and by 433 males, i.e., 43.3%,
as well as “place of residence”—538 respondents lived in rural areas (54.0%) while 459 lived
in urban areas (46.0%). In terms of statistical analyses, the chi-square test was used to
determine the relationship between the analysed variables based on the frequency distribu-
tion of the responses. Cramer’s V was applied to demonstrate the strength of this relation.
The empirical analyses in question describe only the independent variables that, when
correlated with dependent variables, showed a significant statistical dependence confirmed
by the chi-square test, i.e., p ≤ 0.05. The strength of the relationship between the inde-
pendent variable and the dependent variable, as determined by Cramer’s V, can be read
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individually within the following ranges: 0–0.2—very weak relationship, 0.2–0.4—weak
relationship, 0.4–0.6—moderate relationship, 0.6–0.8—strong relationship, 0.8–1—very
strong relationship.

A sociological survey among religious education teachers was conducted in 2021, also
by the Centre for Sociological and Economic Analysis. The aforementioned institution
developed a survey script using the Lime Survey tool. After the survey was downloaded to
the server of the analysing centre, a relevant link was sent to all religious education teachers
in the Lublin archdiocese via e-mail. A total of 348 teachers completed the online survey,
including 248 women (71.3%) and 100 men (28.7%). Among them were 253 laypeople,
51 priests, 42 monks and nuns and 2 individuals from institutes of consecrated life.

3. Analysis of Empirical Data and Discussion

The results of the empirical research on the following questions are presented below:

3.1. Relationship with the Catholic Church

The first question posed to the young surveyed adults was: “Which of the following
statements describes your relationship with the Church?”. Its purpose was to gain an
understanding of how young people define their personal relationship with the Church.
Each respondent could choose any number of answers from among the seven suggested.
The answers gave them the possibility to declare a bond with the Church (or lack thereof),
name the type of belonging in religious and community terms, provide key factors in
their relationship with the Church (family tradition, religious practices) and indicate a link
between the Church and clergymen or between the Church and an institution teaching
only about moral issues or associated mainly with charity activities. The respondents could
also declare indifference or hostility towards the Church. The detailed survey data are
presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Relationship of young adults with the Church.

The three answers most often indicated by young adults included the relationship
with the Church based on the tradition handed down by parents/family (45.4%), followed
by the belief that “the Church consists mainly of priests and bishops, I have no sense
of community or bond with it” (24.4%) and: “the Church is an institution that mainly
suggests what is good and what is bad” (22.2%). Taking into account the possibility of
multiple-choice answers to the question at hand, it can be seen that half of the respondents
declared to have a relationship with the Church that is anchored in the tradition handed
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down by their parents or family; one in four respondents saw the Church as an institution
composed of clergy and had no sense of bond with it; one in five had a sense of belonging
to the Church and felt a communal and religious bond with it; and one in five perceived
the Church as an institution that first and foremost teaches what is good and what is bad or
as one of many institutions of social life towards which they are indifferent. Almost one in
six respondents declared that they attend Mass and services while not experiencing a sense
of community and bond with the Church. It is worth noting that one in four respondents
were indifferent to the Church or declared a sense of belonging along with a religious and
communal bond. By contrast, one in eight individuals being studied declared a hostile
attitude towards the Church.

The independent variable “gender” revealed a significant statistical differentiation
with regard to only one statement included in the question: males declared that the only
thing they value in the Church is its charity activity more often than females (14.8% vs.
10.0%; p = 0.013, Cramer’s V = 0.073). Significant statistical differentiation was found
more often in the case of the independent variable “place of residence”; rural residents
more frequently felt connected to the Church through the tradition handed down by their
parents/family (51.2% vs. 38.6%; p = 0.0001, Cramer’s V = 0.127) and indicated a sense of
belonging to the Church along with the feeling of communal and religious bond with it
than urban residents (28.4% vs. 15.4%; p = 0.0001, Cramer’s V = 0.160). In the remaining
three statements revealing a significant statistical relationship, urban residents were more
likely to state that “the Church consists mainly of priests and bishops, I have no sense of
community or bond with it” (29.2% vs. 20.4%; p = 0.023, V Cramer’s V = 0.023), regard the
Church as an institution like any other in society, declaring their indifference towards it
(23.1% vs. 16.5%; p = 0.009, Cramer’s V = 0.082) and indicate hostility towards the Church
than rural residents (16.5% vs. 8.9%; p = 0.0001, Cramer’s V = 0.0115). The above data show
that aversion and hostility towards the Catholic Church are more common among urban
residents than rural ones.

As previously mentioned, an analogous question was asked in a sociological study
conducted on a group of religious education teachers. They were asked to determine, on a
seven-point scale where “1” means “very often” and “7” means “never”, the relationship of
secondary school students with the Church. The empirical results indicate that, according
to the teachers, young adults most often feel connected to the Church through the tradition
handed down by their parents/family (scale from 1 to 3: 71.0%). The second most frequent
answer provided by the teachers concerned the perception of the Church as an institution
that first and foremost suggests what is good and what is bad by young adults (62.0%),
and the third answer reflected young adults’ conviction that the Church consists mainly
of priests and bishops and their lack of a sense of community and bond with it (61.9%).
It is worth noting that the hostility of young adults towards the Church was identified,
although to varying degrees, by every third surveyed teacher (31.6%). Detailed data on the
analysis are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Opinions of religious education teachers on the relationship of students to the Church.

Which of the Following Statements, in Your Opinion, Describes
the Relationship of High School Students to the Church?

Answers on a 7-Point Scale in the
Following Ranges:

Mean Score on
the 1–7 Scale

1 2–3 4 5–6 7

Very Often Never

In Percent

I feel connected to the Church through the tradition handed
down to me by my parents/family 32.8 38.2 13.5 14.1 1.4 2.6264

I have a sense of belonging to the Church and a religious and
communal bond with it 7.5 32.2 24.4 33.3 2.6 3.8793

I attend Masses and services, but I have no sense of community and
bond with the Church 11.5 44.8 22.7 19.3 1.7 3.3046

The Church is primarily priests and bishops, I have no sense of
community and bond with the Church 17.8 44.1 19.5 17.8 3.4 3.1839

The Church is an institution that mainly suggests what is good and
what is bad 22.1 39.9 20.4 15.2 2.3 3.0086

In the Church, I value only charity activities 10.9 40.2 21.8 22.1 4.9 3.5747

The Church is an institution like any other in society, I am
indifferent to it 9.2 34.8 22.1 27.6 6.3 3.8075

I am hostile towards the Church 6.3 25.3 19.3 39.7 9.5 4.3851

Declarations of a considerable part of young adults suggest the dominance of the
family tradition in their bonds with the Church. The teachers’ observations are analogous:
they are convinced that for a large number of young people, their bond with the Church
stems from the tradition handed down by parents and family. From the perspective
of sociological and pastoral analyses of Polish Catholicism, it is crucial to note that the
answers of the students and observations of the teachers ranked second and third in terms
of frequency (the image of the Church as consisting only of priests and bishops and the lack
of bond with it, as well as the image of the Church that mainly teaches what is good and
what is bad). On the one hand, it can be concluded that these statements reflect stereotypical
beliefs, which have been reproduced or popularised in Polish society and confirmed by
numerous sociological studies (Mariański 2021, pp. 145–58; Baniak 2015, pp. 31–53). The
analogous answers of students and teachers show the actual awareness of a significant part
of young adults. These included their observations and perceptions; they often identify the
Church exclusively with priests and bishops without feeling any bond with it and see the
Church as an institution whose primary message concerns the distinction between what is
good and what is bad, i.e., moral issues.

From a pastoral perspective, the results of the empirical research raise two issues. First,
there is the matter of paying particular attention to family as an environment for religious
and ecclesial formation, considering that it continues to influence a young adult and has
significance as far as faith and the Church are concerned. This could involve various forms
of pastoral support for parents, who are the primary bearers of the responsibility for the
religious education of their children. The second issue concerns creating an image of the
Church as a community of all the believers, and not only of the clergy. To this end, it would
be necessary to initiate the abandonment of clericalism, which is quite common in Poland,
while striving to establish the awareness that the Church constitutes a community of both
the clergy and the laity. In practice, this may mean increasing openness to daily dialogue
between the clergy and the laity and seeking space for cooperation.
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3.2. What Do Young Adults Expect of the Catholic Church?

In the next part, the surveyed individuals were asked the following question: “What
do you expect above all from the Church?”. After gaining knowledge about their attitudes
towards the Church, the aim was to indicate which areas are primarily concerned and how
the expectations of young people towards the Church are distributed. The questionnaire
contained answers corresponding to the selected functions of the Church, understood in
theological and sociological (religious, communal, moral, assistance-related) terms. The
respondents were able to select up to three out of ten suggested answers and provide their
own suggestions. Detailed data on the study are presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Expectations of young adults towards the Church.

Young people most often expected the Church to allow them to “experience God”
(32.5%), followed by the provision of “support in crisis situations” (29.7%) and “arguments
for the validity of faith” (27.0%). One in four respondents expected nothing from the
Church (26.0%), while one in five (20.8%) expected guidance on how to live. Females
expected to experience God (36.0% vs. 28.6%; p = 0.014, Cramer’s V = 0.0780) and the sense
of community more often than males (16.4% vs. 10.0%; p = 0.003, Cramer’s V = 0.093),
while males more frequently admitted to expecting “dogmas and principles of faith” (9.1%
vs. 13.2%; p = 0.041, Cramer’s V = 0.065) or claimed not to expect anything (22.8% vs.
29.6%; p = 0.014, V Cramer’s V = 0.078). In the case of the independent variable “place
of residence”, a significant correlation was identified with regard to two answers: young
adults from rural regions more often expected “to be taught what is good and what is
bad” (23.6% vs. 18.0%; p = 0.032, Cramer’s V = 0.068) and less often claimed not to expect
anything than those from the urban areas (23.0% vs. 29.0%; p = 0.0019, Cramer’s V = 0.074).

When teachers were asked the same question, the distribution of their responses was
found to be very similar to that of young adults. Detailed data concerning these answers
are included in Figure 3 below.
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Figure 3. Opinions of religious education teachers on young adults’ expectations towards the Church.

More than half of the surveyed teachers indicated that young adults primarily expect
the Church to allow them to experience God (70.4%) and community (50.6%); nearly half
pointed to support in crisis situations (47.7%), and one in three indicated an expectation for
arguments for the validity of faith (34.4%). When analysing the young adults’ expectations
towards the Church, it is interesting to note the similar percentage of the three most
frequently selected answers: the wish to experience God, receive support in crisis situations
and arguments for the validity of faith. The first and third expectations, selected by one in
three respondents, refer to the basic relationship in the life of any person declaring religious
faith—a relation with God. From a theological perspective, such a response relates to the
essence of being a believer and the fundamental mission of the Church, as mentioned
earlier in the article. The expectation of arguments for the validity of faith implies the need
for rational content in the Church’s message and religious education. It may also point to a
deficit in the Church’s education of young people, especially in situations of uncertainty; a
clash with contemporary culture and its pluralism, syncretism and eclecticism; the need to
justify one’s own beliefs; and the multiplicity of alternatives to faith.

The vast majority of the teachers stated that young people mainly expect the Church
to allow them to experience God. This answer ranks first, while the remaining ones fall
20 percentage points behind. In the second place, teachers indicated the expectation to
experience community and support in crisis situations. In turn, this observation brings
to prominence the aspect of building relationships, showing the Church as a place where
community may be experienced and where young people undergoing crises typical of this
stage of development need to find support and feel a sense of community.

From a pastoral point of view, it is worth paying particular attention to the need to
personally experience God and community, which was clearly emphasised by the surveyed
group. This includes desires arising from the natural, spiritual and psychological needs of
human beings, inherent in religion and their own constitution. At the same time, however,
they indicate deficits and unfulfilled desires in this dimension of the Church’s activity
in Poland. It is often perceived as a formalised institution, offering few possibilities for
personal and communal experience of faith (Mąkosa 2009, p. 541). The expectations of
young people constitute both a challenge and an opportunity for the Church to reformulate
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its current style of pastoral ministry towards the community by providing both individual
and social religious experiences.

3.3. What Encourages Young People’s Faith Development?

In the next question, the surveyed individuals were asked to indicate what, in their
opinion, most convinces young people today to develop their faith and be part of the
Church. The goal was to discover, from the perspective of a young person, what persuades
their peers to practise their faith and what influences their decisions to be part of the
institution. It is, therefore, a question about the factors that young people identify as
significant in the discussed context. Each of the respondents was able to select up to five
out of nine responses. Detailed data on this question are presented in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Factors persuading young adults to develop their faith and be part of the Church.

The answer “personal experience of encountering God” achieved the highest rate
(35.8%). Other most frequent answers included “examples of sincere and consistent faith in
the immediate environment” (33.7%), “authenticity and commitment of priests” (30.7%),
“examples of courageous and sincere faith among people from the world of culture, art,
film, sports, media, etc.” (27.4%) and “example of faith among peers” (22.2%).

The variable “gender” revealed a significant statistical differentiation of the studied
group with regard to the following answers: “religious content on the Internet as the factor
that most persuades young people today to develop their faith and be part of the Church”
(24.9% vs. 14.5%; p = 0.001, Cramer’s V = 0.127), “authenticity and involvement of priests”
(46.9% vs. 34.2%; p = 0.001, Cramer’s V = 0.127), “authorities such as saints, popes” (15.4%
vs. 22.3%; p = 0.0019, Cramer’s V = 0.018) and “examples of courageous and sincere faith
among people from the world of culture, art, film, sports, media, etc.” (40.6% vs. 32.2%;
p = 0.020, Cramer’s V = 0.086).

The second independent variable, i.e., the “place of residence”, showed a significant
statistical differentiation within only one of the proposed responses. Rural residents were
more likely to choose online religious content as a way of developing their faith and being
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part of the Church than urban residents (23.6% vs. 17.0%; p = 0.027, Cramer’s V = 0.081).
The religious education teachers were asked the same question to assess what is crucial in
persuading young people to develop their faith and be part of the Church from their own
perspective. Detailed data on teachers’ opinions are presented in Figure 5.
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The surveyed teachers most often indicated “examples of sincere and consistent faith
in the immediate environment” (79.6%), “authenticity and commitment of priests” (67.0%)
and “personal experience of encountering God” (62.4%). Nearly half of the respondents
chose the “example of faith among peers” (45.4%) and “examples of courageous and sincere
faith among people from the world of culture, art, film, sports, media, etc.” (41.4%). It is
worth noting that the young adults participating in the study more frequently indicated
the importance of the testimony of faith among people from the world of culture, art, film,
sports, media, etc., than examples of faith among peers.

The juxtaposition of the teachers’ and students’ answers to the above question implies
several observations. The three most frequent answers are the same for both groups; the
only changing variables are order and frequency. As in the previous question, the young
adults emphasised the personal experience of encountering God as the element persuading
their peers to develop faith and be part of the Church. The most frequent motive and
argument selected by the respondents to maintain faith and stay in the Church’s orbit is
therefore a personal relationship with the sacrum. From the pastoral perspective, this piece
of information is extremely valuable and opens space for reflection on today’s model of the
Church’s functioning and its attempts to strengthen the communal dimension.

Other answers provided by the respondents refer to examples of sincere and consistent
faith among close and distant people in their environment. The emphasis placed on the
importance of examples of faith in shaping the religiousness of young adults is very
clear among the surveyed religious education teachers. While this factor was quoted by
approximately 30% of young adults (it is among the most frequently chosen answers),
nearly 80% of teachers indicated examples from the immediate environment. The latter
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also highly value the attitudes of priests and personal experience of God (over 60%).
Approximately half of those in second place selected examples of faith among peers and
famous persons from the world of culture. In summary, both from the perspective of young
adults and based on the observations made by teachers, personal religious experience
and encounters with attitudes of consistent faith, authenticity, courage and commitment,
including among the clergy, have the utmost importance for developing faith and being
part of the Church.

From a pastoral perspective, it is necessary to draw a practical conclusion from the
research to attach more importance to the testimony of faith as an effective method of
religious, including ecclesial, formation. The testimony of conformity between one’s
lifestyle and life choices, on the one hand, and the message of the Gospel combined with
the teaching of the Church, on the other, is a convincing argument for their credibility.
This is especially true of decisions involving a dose of renunciation and sacrifice. Their
acceptance for religious reasons is an indication of a genuine commitment to these values.

3.4. Activities Needed by Young Adults from the Catholic Church

The picture of young adults’ personal attitudes towards the Church, its conditions
and their expectations towards the institution was to be supplemented with answers to the
following question: What kind of activities/offers provided by the Church are particularly
necessary in young people’s opinion? In this way, the respondents were guided through
reflection on their own attitudes towards the Church: what they expect from it, what does
and does not persuade them to develop their faith and be part of the Church and specific
proposals, i.e., types of activities and offers particularly needed by young adults. They
could choose up to five answers from the proposed list. Detailed data on this study are
presented in the Figure 6.
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The most frequently selected answers included: “availability and openness of priests to
talk about young adults’ quests and problems” (35.6%), “places for open meetings, discus-
sions, common relaxation, parish rooms and clubs” (28.6%), “young adult shelters—places
where one can always go to in case of a crisis” (26.5%), “interesting thematic cycles of reli-
gious education for young adults, open to everyone” (23.5%) and “places and opportunities
to meet people who share the same values” (23.1%).

The independent variables revealing a significant statistical differentiation for some
answers included gender; males indicated that the “open meetings, discussions, common
relaxation, parish rooms and clubs” are especially needed by young adults from the Church
more often than females (46.6% vs. 33.2%; p = 0.0001, Cramer’s V = 0.135). In contrast,
females were more inclined to choose “individual and specialist (free of charge) counselling
for young adults” (34.6% vs. 20.7%; p = 0.0001, Cramer’s V = 0.151), “availability and
openness of priests to talk about young adults’ quests and problems” (52.0% vs. 42.8%;
p = 0.014, Cramer’s V = 0.091) and “young adult shelters—places where one can always
go to in case of a crisis” (44.0% vs. 24.0%; p = 0001, Cramer’s V = 0.205). Urban residents
were more willing than rural residents to select individual and specialist (free of charge)
counselling for young adults (34.0% vs. 25.3%; p = 0.010, Cramer’s V = 0.094%), as well
as religious events and meetings of communal and experiential character, e.g., prayers of
worship, charismatic meetings (14.5% vs. 9.3%; p = 0.032, Cramer’s V = 0.079).

Similar to the students surveyed, teachers taking part in the study were also asked to
answer the question about activities and offers provided by the Church that they believe
are particularly needed by young people (secondary school students) today. Detailed data
on this question are included in Figure 7.
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The five most frequent answers were the “availability and openness of priests to talk
about young adults’ quests and problems” (40.8%), “places for open meetings, discussions,
common relaxation” (31.3%), “young adult shelters—places where one can always go to
in case of a crisis” (30.7%), “places and opportunities to meet people who share the same
values” (28.2%) and “meetings during which one can openly share one’s faith and spiritual
life” (25.9%).

It is interesting to note that the answer to the question about the type of activities/offers
provided by the Church that are particularly needed by young people today according to
the students and teachers surveyed, which was selected most often in both groups, was
the “availability and openness of priests to talk about young adults’ quests and problems”.
They agreed that this is the most necessary to provide.

The second place of the most frequently selected answers, with a slightly lower
percentage of indications in the case of the students and teachers alike, was taken by
“places for open meetings, discussions, common relaxation (parish clubs and room)” and
“young adult shelters—places known to provide help in crisis situations”. Among teachers,
they are followed by “places and opportunities to meet people who share the same values”.
Young adults also chose this answer, as well as, with slightly greater frequency, “(interesting)
thematic cycles of open religious education for young adults”. This comparison draws
attention to the conviction that the Church needs to offer places and spaces for meetings,
relationships, exchange of opinions, support and spending time together. The similarity
between the observations of students and teachers is very telling in this regard.

From a pastoral perspective, the results of the sociological survey conducted compel
one to rethink the current style of pastoral care and religious formation. It is worth
placing particular emphasis on creating and providing young adults with various spaces
to allow encounters, acceptance, dialogue and action. Special attention should be paid to
dialogue about the existential problems of young adults in order to build empathy and
offer tangible help.

4. Conclusions

When attempting to answer the question of how Polish young adults perceive their
relationship with the Church, it is worth noting that this relationship is most often based
on the tradition handed down by their parents and family. Consequently, it is often not a
personal bond with the Church, which results in internalised beliefs and involvement in its
life. However, the sociological research at hand shows that rather than being indifferent to
the Church, young people expect a place where they can personally experience God and
community. The fact that some individuals see it only as an institution teaching about moral
issues should also not be overlooked. Irrespective of the reasons behind this perception,
this is an important message for the Church—one that raises the question of what factors,
on its part, elicit such a narrow view and what could be changed in this area.

Empirical research shows that young adults primarily expect the Church to provide
them with the availability of priests, their readiness to meet and offer their time, and
physical space, a place where young people can meet and spend time together. Personal
religious experience, which was frequently indicated by the young adults being studied
in various questions, is expected but requires external conditions that allow this type of
experience to flourish. Teachers observing young adults also notice their need for religious
experience, as well as availability, openness and support from priests. By contrast, a
significant discrepancy between the declarations made by the young adults surveyed and
the observations made by the teachers concerned attractive forms of leisure time activities
and the experience of community as the main expectation of the former towards the Church.
Teachers indicated the former answer five times, and the latter almost four times, more
often than the young adults.

Hostility towards the Church was declared by one in eight respondents; however,
indifferent attitudes of varied intensity are much more common. This group includes one
in five young adults for whom the Church is simply one of many institutions, and one
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in four respondents who identify the Church with priests and bishops and feel no bond
with it. Some young people participate in religious practices but do not feel any bond
with the Church community and do not expect anything from the institution. All of these
responses pose a challenge for the institutional Church, which should become seriously
and practically concerned about building ecclesiastical awareness among the clergy, the
faithful, the laity, and especially among young adults.

From the sociological perspective, it is worth noting that the independent variables
of “gender” and “place of residence” analysed in this article generally did not show a
significant statistical differentiation for the most frequently chosen answers proposed in
the survey questionnaire. The percentages for both males and females, as well as rural and
urban residents, were similar. Differences could be found in the independent variables
concerning answers to questions selected less frequently by the young adults surveyed.

It is beneficial to listen to the desires of young adults presented in sociological studies.
In order to fulfil them, it is necessary to change the mentality of people responsible for
the Church and their involvement in renewing the way it is functioning. These actions
should result in a reconstruction of the pastoral model in Poland and the abandonment
of clericalism and formalism in favour of creating opportunities for the clergy and the lay
faithful, especially young ones, to experience a sense of belonging to the Church and parish
community, expressed in ordinary daily experiences of being with other people—including
shared prayer (of the clergy and the laity), liturgy, meetings and religious formation,
the possibility to exchange experiences, support in a crisis, mutual concern for various
dimensions of the functioning of local parish communities, sharing responsibility for certain
areas, etc., in the spirit of faith. It is also necessary to build experiences of a more democratic
community that attaches greater value to laypeople.
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Statistics Poland. 2021. Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of Poland; Edited by Dominik Rozkrut. Warszawa: Statistics Poland.
Steinfels, Peter. 2004. A People Adrift: The Crisis of the Roman Catholic Church in America. New York: Simon and Schuster.
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