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How parents approach the task of passing on religious faith and practice to their childrenHow

do American parents pass their religion on to their children? At a time of overall decline of

traditional religion and an increased interest in personal “spirituality,” Religious Parenting

investigates the ways that parents transmit religious beliefs, values, and practices to their kids.

We know that parents are the most important influence on their children’s religious lives, yet

parents have been virtually ignored in previous work on religious socialization. Renowned

religion scholar Christian Smith and his collaborators Bridget Ritz and Michael Rotolo explore

American parents’ strategies, experiences, beliefs, and anxieties regarding religious

transmission through hundreds of in-depth interviews that span religious traditions, social

classes, and family types all around the country.Throughout we hear the voices of evangelical,

Catholic, Mormon, mainline and black Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist parents

and discover that, despite massive diversity, American parents share a nearly identical

approach to socializing their children religiously. For almost all, religion is important for the

foundation it provides for becoming one’s best self on life’s difficult journey. Religion is primarily

a resource for navigating the challenges of this life, not preparing for an afterlife. Parents view it

as their job, not religious professionals’, to ground their children in life-enhancing religious

values that provide resilience, morality, and a sense of purpose. Challenging longstanding

sociological and anthropological assumptions about culture, the authors demonstrate that

parents of highly dissimilar backgrounds share the same “cultural models” when passing on

religion to their children.Taking an extensive look into questions of religious practice and

childrearing, Religious Parenting uncovers parents’ real-life challenges while breaking

innovative theoretical ground.

"A revealing picture."---Thomas E. Bergler, Christianity Today"[Religious Parenting] is a solid

contribution to the literature about religious socialization and offers a fruitful way to advance

theory in close dialogue with empirically grounded research"  � American Journal of Sociology --

This text refers to the paperback edition.Review"Christian Smith has been the leading

contributor for more than a decade to the literature on religion among young adults. This

rigorous, engaging book shows how parents think about their children’s religious upbringing

and challenges social scientists to reconsider the importance of beliefs and values in their

understandings of culture. It will interest congregations and religious communities, as well as

social science and religious studies scholars." �Robert Wuthnow, author of The Left Behind:

Decline and Rage in Small-Town America"Counter to wide perceptions about religious

indoctrination, this striking work reveals American religious parents as valuing their children’s

freedom and self-determination in relation to religion, while at the same time wanting their

children to come to the same beliefs, values, and religious perspectives that they themselves

hold. Religious Parenting is an important work in the study of family life and religion." �Anna

Strhan, coeditor of The Bloomsbury Reader in Religion and Childhood --This text refers to the

paperback edition.About the AuthorChristian Smith is the William R. Kenan, Jr., Professor of

Sociology at the University of Notre Dame. His many books include Religion: What It Is, How It

Works, and Why It Matters (Princeton). Bridget Ritz and Michael Rotolo are doctoral students

in the Department of Sociology at the University of Notre Dame. --This text refers to the

paperback edition.Read more
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PARENTINGIntroductionHOW DO RELIGIOUS PARENTS in the United States approach the

task of passing on their religious faith and practice to their children? And what can that tell us

about what “culture” is and how it works? This book answers these two questions, one

substantive and one theoretical. Substantively, we learn how American religious parents tackle

the challenge of intergenerational religious transmission to children. Theoretically, we learn

what an inquiry into that substantive concern teaches us about the nature and operation of

culture more generally.We actually know very little about intergenerational religious

transmission from the perspective of parents. A growing body of research looks at this issue

from the side of children.1 And an established body of literature statistically analyzes the

various factors that influence religious retention and switching.2 Numerous works have also

explored American parenting and family life from a variety of helpful perspectives.3 Social

scientists have also, of course, researched the socialization of children well (although usually

paying scant attention to religious transmission).4 Despite all this work, however, almost no

research has explored in depth how religious parents approach the job of socializing their

children into their religious identities, practices, and beliefs.5 That is strange, because we know

that parents are the most important factor shaping the religious outcomes of American youth.

Yet we know almost nothing about how they approach the task of passing on their faith and

practice to their children. This book helps remedy that oversight.This book is also for readers

interested in sociological and anthropological6 theories of culture, even if they are not

especially interested in religion. Our substantive analysis about religious transmission serves

as the springboard for advancing a general theoretical argument about culture, one that

contests theories dominating in recent decades. So one may have little interest in the study of

religion and still find our theoretical analysis and arguments significant and perhaps



challenging.Our ResearchOur substantive findings and theoretical argument in this book are

based on a national sociological study of American religious7 and nonreligious parents that we

and colleagues conducted in 2014 and 2015.8 We conducted 215 personal, in-depth

interviews with parents who belong to churches, synagogues, mosques, and temples who by

affiliation are white conservative Protestant, mainline Protestant, black Protestant, white

Catholic, Latino Catholic, Conservative Jews, Mormon, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist.9 To

compare with this religious sample, we also interviewed an additional sample of twenty

nonreligious parents. The parents we studied lived in the Chicago, Houston, Los Angeles,

Albuquerque, Washington, DC, and New York City areas; and in various parts of Indiana, New

Jersey, Florida, Wisconsin, Rhode Island, and Minnesota. We sometimes conducted interviews

in locations that in some way typify their religious group—for example, we conducted most of

our Latino Catholic interviews with parents in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and Brooklyn, New

York, rather than, say, Minnesota.We selected parents to interview using a “stratified quota”

sampling method. This means that we interviewed a set number of parents (the quota) from

combinations of categories (the “strata” of types) of religious tradition, social class, race and

ethnicity, family structure, and parental religious commitment. We intentionally interviewed

parents in middle- and upper-middle-class households and in poorer and working-class

households. We interviewed parents in two-parent households and parents who are divorced,

remarried in “blended” families, and never married. We interviewed parents who are white,

black, Hispanic, Asian, and of some other race or ethnicity. Most of the parents we interviewed

were heterosexual, but some were in same-sex parenting households.10 Many of the children

of the parents we interviewed are biological, but some are stepchildren and some are

adopted.Our interview sample is not strictly representative of the populations of religious

parents it includes. In-depth research interviews rarely are. Nor does our study include every

possible religious tradition. We only studied Conservative Jews, for instance, not Reform,

Orthodox, or other kinds of American Jews. Our interviews do, however, provide a large and

varied enough sample of different kinds of American parents to be able to identify major

themes and differences among these groups of parents in our sampled religious traditions. Our

central purpose was to identify the “cultural models” that inform the ways that many kinds of

American religious parents approach the challenge of handing on faith and practice to their

children. We also wanted to identify and explain apparent dissimilarities between different

types of parents. The substantive questions animating this book have received so little study by

scholars that we found it enough to undertake these basic explorations. Our interview sample

enables us to do that well—although future research with larger samples and including other

religious groups can build on and extend our findings here.11The heart of our argument in this

book rests on our analysis of the 235 personal interviews we conducted, primarily of the 215

self-identified religious parents. Our purpose is to identify the major themes, differences, and

complexities concerning faith transmission to children among American religious parents. Our

findings from the interviews, again, do not purport to represent all types of religious parents in

proportion to their numbers in the population. Still, we believe they offer great insight. We are

confident that our interview-sampling methodology has exposed us to major swaths of different

kinds of American religious parents, so that our findings do identify the major cultural models of

religious parenting in the United States. Our story is certainly not complete and our findings do

not represent in exact proportion the full population of American religious parents. But we are

assured that the themes we present in the following chapters are real and roughly

proportionate to their reality in American life.Our interview sample, again, represents religious

parents, those who have some membership connection to a church, synagogue, temple, or



mosque.12 Our focus is American parents who are religiously connected and invested enough

to have a tie to a religious congregation, not the full range of all American parents. We

intentionally chose to investigate the religiously “higher end” of American parents because we

think they will provide greater insight to better answer the research questions we are asking.

Readers must keep in mind, then, that we are not discussing American parents of all levels of

religious commitment—even if our sample includes a lot of variation of religious commitment—

but relatively more highly religious American parents.The Overriding Importance of ParentsThe

single, most powerful causal influence on the religious lives of Americans teenagers and young

adults is the religious lives of their parents. Not their peers, not the media, not their youth group

leaders or clergy, not their religious school teachers. Myriad studies show that, beyond a doubt,

the parents of Americans play the leading role in shaping the character of their religious and

spiritual lives, even well after they leave home and often for the rest of their lives.13

Furthermore, this parental influence has not declined in effectiveness since the 1970s.14

Some American parents seem to think that they lose most of their influence over their children

around the early teen years; more than a few American teenagers act as if their parents no

longer matter much in their lives. But in most cases those are cultural myths belied by the

sociological facts.The influence of parents on children while they still live at home—including

their influence on their religious identities, beliefs, and practices—is paramount, lasting for

years, decades, often lifetimes. The best general predictor of what any American is like

religiously, after comparing all of the other possible variables and factors, is what their parents

were like religiously when they were raising their children. Parents do not of course control or

determine the religious lives of their children, and many households produce children whose

religious lives vary wildly. But a large body of accumulated research consistently shows that,

when viewing Americans as a whole, the influence of parents on religiousness trumps every

other influence, however much parents and children may assume otherwise.That profound

influence of parents provides the premise for the importance of this book, which speaks to

many audiences. Sociologists are interested in understanding processes of social

reproduction, how social practices and beliefs are carried on with continuity from one

generation to the next. That involves learning about the role of families and other institutions in

the process of socialization.15 Many parents are also invested in how their children turn out

religiously, as are many grandparents, religious leaders, clergy, youth pastors, family friends,

teachers, and mentors.16 Since parents are so important in shaping the religious outcomes of

their children, their approach to the matter deserves to be understood and explained well.In

fact, however, social scientists have conducted surprisingly little reliable empirical research on

the culture of parenting in the intergenerational transmission of religious faith and practice.

Sociology contains a massive literature on marriage and family, some of which engages

questions of religion, since in America family and religion are so closely tied together.17 The

sociology of religion has also enjoyed a recent burgeoning of studies on the religious lives of

teenagers and emerging adults. Sociologists of religion have also long studied religious

conversion from one faith (or lack thereof) to another. Some sociologists and political scientists

also research institutions involved in socialization generally, including political socialization,

such as families, schools, peer groups, and the media. But few have studied the perspectives

and approaches of parents themselves when it comes to the religious socialization of their

children—especially on a national level that includes a broad array of religious traditions and

other demographic variables.18 This book (and a second book produced by this same

research project)19 redresses that deficiency.Rethinking CultureThis book is not only an

empirical analysis of how religious parents in the United States approach passing on faith to



their children. We also advance a theoretical argument about the nature and workings of

culture. Our argument calls into question a broad set of theories of culture that have dominated

cultural sociology and anthropology since the 1980s. We do not critique one specific school or

theory of culture. Rather, we address an assemblage of views that nonetheless share strong

family resemblances marked by the influence of common reactions in the 1970s and ’80s

against the previously dominant view of culture.For present purposes, suffice it to say that we

went into our interviews with religious American parents from many backgrounds expecting to

encounter diversity, but instead we heard something approaching consensus. We anticipated

parental conversations about life, religion, and children to display internal incoherence, but

instead discovered an underlying coherence and reasonable intelligibility. We sampled our

interview respondents intentionally to examine differences between religious traditions, race

and ethnicity, social class, gender, household type, and rural-urban background, but we

encountered instead assumptions, hopes, and strategies that are widely shared across those

differences. Rather than rummaging their “tool kits” of culturally acceptable explanations to

justify their practices, our interview respondents expressed presuppositions, convictions, and

expectations that were clearly internalized and dear to their hearts. After completing our

interviews, we spent two years meticulously coding and analyzing our data just as the standard

“variables sociology” mentality would advise, but in the end we found not disparate outcomes

correlated with differing categories, but a general approach shared across the categories,

almost as if it had been systematically indoctrinated.This book’s theoretical contribution

grounded in our empirical case, therefore, is to show that culture can be coherent, consensual,

reasonable, internalized, and teleological in its orientation to guiding life practices. This is not

an argument for a return to antiquated theories of culture. Instead, we wish to move forward

into a theoretical space that corrects numerous over-reactions and mistakes of the dominant

approach of recent decades. Toward that end, this book reconstructs the “cultural models” that

inform how American religious parents approach the transmission of religious faith and practice

to their children, through a careful analysis of their extended talking about that and related

subjects. Chapter 5 then elaborates our theoretical view on the relationship between such

discourse, culture, and cultural models. But first, the next four chapters demonstrate our central

empirical case for the reality, coherence, agreement about, and substantive reasonability of

cultural models.1. Including Christian Smith with Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching:

The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press,

2005); Lisa Pearce and Melinda Denton, A Faith of Their Own (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2011); Christian Smith with Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition (New York: Oxford

University Press, 2009); Marjorie Gunnoe and K. Moore, “Predictors of Religiosity among Youth

Aged 17–22,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 41 (2002): 613–22.2. For example,

Richard Petts, “Trajectories of Religious Participation from Adolescence to Young Adulthood,”

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 48 (2009): 552–71; Vern Bengtson, C. Copen, N.

Putney, and M. Silverstein, “A Longitudinal Study of Intergenerational Transmission of Religion,”

International Sociology 24 (2009): 325–45; Christian Smith and David Sikkink, “Social

Predictors of Retention in and Switching from the Religious Faith of Family of Origin,” Review of

Religious Research 45, no. 2 (2003): 188–206.3. See, for instance, Rebecca Jo Plant, Mom:

The Transformation of Motherhood in Modern America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

2010); Jack Westman, ed., Parenthood in America: Undervalued, Underpaid, Under Siege

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001); Paula Fass, The End of American Childhood:

A History of Parenting from Life on the Frontier to the Managed Child (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 2016). For a comparative study set in the context of the larger animal world,



see Susan Allport, A Natural History of Parenting (New York: Harmony Books, 1997); Peter

Stearns, Anxious Parents: A History of Modern Childrearing in America (New York: New York

University Press, 2003); Jennifer Senior, All Joy and No Fun: The Paradox of Modern Parenting

(New York: Harper Collins, 2014); Elinor Ochs and Tamara Kremer-Sadlik, eds., Fast-Forward

Family: Home, Work, and Relationships in Middle-Class America (Berkeley: University of

California Press, 2014); Christopher Lasch, Haven in a Heartless World (New York: Basic

Books, 1979); Jan Dizard and Howard Gadlin, The Minimal Family (Amherst: University of

Massachusetts Press, 1990); Kathryn Lofton, “Religion and the Authority in American

Parenting,” Journal for the American Academy of Religion 84, no. 3 (2016): 806–41.4. For

example, religion as a topic merits only one sentence in Joan Grusec and Paul Hastings’s 720-

page Handbook of Socialization: Theory and Research (New York: Guilford Press, 2007). Ute

Schönpflug’s Cultural Transmission: Psychological, Developmental, Social, and Methodological

Aspects (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) includes no references to religion at

all.5. To be sure, a nontrivial body of literature examines the influence of family contexts of

religious transmission but little of it focuses specifically on the actual perspectives and

approaches of parents (one partial exception being Vern Bengtson, Families and Faith: How

Religion Is Passed Down across Generations (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).6. To

be clear, we are not anthropologists or expert in the latest debates in anthropological theories

of culture, so we are surer about our contribution to cultural sociology. Nevertheless, the theory

we employ is drawn from cognitive anthropology, so if nothing else, we hope to lend our

endorsement of the merits and value of that school of thought for the larger anthropological

enterprise.7. We define religion as “a complex of culturally prescribed practices, based on

premises about the existence and nature of superhuman powers, whether personal or

impersonal, which seek to help practitioners gain access to and communicate or align

themselves with these powers, in hopes of avoiding misfortune, obtaining blessings, and

receiving deliverance from crises” (Christian Smith, Religion: What It Is, How It Works, and

Why It Matters (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017). This definition, which focuses

on religious practices more than beliefs, compels us to count as religious a few parents who

were connected to religious congregations but who told us in their interviews that they were

agnostics or atheists, at least when it comes to a certain view of God.8. See the appendix for

methodological details. Also see Heather Price and Christian Smith, “Process and Reliability

for Cultural Model Analysis Using Semi-Structured Interviews,” American Sociological

Association Annual Meeting, Montreal, August 2017.9. Ten of the interviewed parents sampled

through religious congregations turned out to be religiously affiliated and more or less

practicing but not personally religious believers—for example, they reported not believing in

God but nonetheless being religiously involved for the sake of their spouses or children. Three

of these were Jewish, two Buddhist, two white Catholic, and one each mainline Protestant,

Hindu, and Hispanic Catholic. For purposes of this study, we count these ten parents as

religious, since they affiliate and usually at least minimally practice religiously, even if they do

not completely believe the doctrines of their religious traditions (which many even more

religious American parents do not). See how we define religion in footnote no. 7 and its

relevance for this methodological decision.10. Our sample was not large enough to draw out

reliable comparisons, but our same-sex household parents did not differ at all from

heterosexual parents in their views about passing on religion to their children.11. A second

book also produced by this same research project, however, does include nationally

representative data and perspective (Christian Smith and Amy Adamczyk, Handing Down the

Faith: How Parents Pass Their Religion on to the Next Generation [2020]). In addition to



analyzing the in-depth interviews, that book also statistically analyzes four existing, nationally

representative survey datasets of American parents and congregations that included questions

about the transmission of faith and practice to children: the National Study of Youth and

Religion survey (2002–13), the Culture of American Families survey (2012), the Faith and

Families in America survey (2005), and the US Congregational Life Survey (2008–9). The

results of those statistical analyses provide a big-picture, contextual framework that is

nationally representative, within which we can set and understand the qualitative findings from

our personal interviews in this book.12. The nonreligious parents we interviewed were a

convenience sample, intended to provide some comparative leverage for our religious sample,

not the basis of a study of nonreligious parents in its own right. In fact, we found that the

nonreligious parents we interviewed reflected the same underlying cultural models about life,

children, and parenting as the religious parents—their basic assumptions, perspectives, and

priorities sounded nearly identical—the only difference being that the religious parents

naturally spoke more personally about the value and importance of religion.13. Smith with

Denton, Soul Searching; Christian Smith with Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition (New York:

Oxford University Press, 2009); Bengtson, Families and Faith; S. Myers, “An Interactive Model

of Religious Inheritance: The Importance of Family Context,” American Sociological Review 61

(1996): 858–66; Lisa Pearce and Arland Thornton, “Religious Identity and Family Ideologies in

the Transition to Adulthood,” Journal of Marriage and Family 69 (2007): 1227–43; Richard

Petts, “Trajectories of Religious Participation from Adolescence to Young Adulthood,” Journal

for the Scientific Study of Religion 48 (2009): 552–71; Marjorie Gunnoe and K. Moore,

“Predictors of Religiosity among Youth Aged 17–22,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion

41 (2002): 613–22; Christopher Bader and S. Desmond, “Do as I Say and as I Do: The Effects

of Consistent Parental Beliefs and Behaviors upon Religious Transmission,” Sociology of

Religion 67 (2006): 313–29; Darren Sherkat, “Religious Socialization,” in Handbook of the

Sociology of Religion, ed. Michele Dillon (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 151–

63; J. Kim, Michael McCullough, and D. Chicchetti, “Parents’ and Children’s Religiosity and

Child Behavioral Adjustment among Maltreated and Non-maltreated Children,” Journal of Child

and Family Studies 18 (2009): 594–605; Vern Bengtson, C. Copen, N. Putney, and M.

Silverstein, “A Longitudinal Study of Intergenerational Transmission of Religion,” International

Sociology 24 (2009): 325–45; Sarah Spilman, Tricia Neppl, Brent Donnellan, Thomas

Schofield, and Rand Conger, “Incorporating Religiosity into a Developmental Model of Positive

Family Functioning across Generations,” Developmental Psychology 49 (2013): 762–74;

Pamela King, J. Furrow, and N. Roth, “The Influence of Families and Peers on Adolescent

Religiousness,” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 21 (2002): 109–20; W. Bao, L. Whitbeck,

D. Hoyt, and Rand Conger, “Perceived Parental Acceptance as a Moderator of Religious

Transmission among Adolescent Boys and Girls,” Journal of Marriage and Family 61 (1999):

362–74; R. Day, H. Jones-Sanpei, J. Smith Price, D. Orthner, E. Hair, K. Moore, and K. Kaye,

“Family Processes and Adolescent Religiosity and Religious Practice,” Marriage and Family

Review 45 (2009): 289–309; K. Hyde, Religion in Childhood and Adolescence (Birmingham:

Religious Education Press, 1990); E. Maccoby, “The Role of Parents in the Socialization of

Children,” Developmental Psychology 28 (1992): 1006–17; John Wilson and Darren Sherkat,

“Returning to the Fold,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 33 (1994): 148–61.14.

Bengtson, Families and Faith, 54–67, 185–86.15. For a landmark and exemplary work focused

on social inequality, see Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011).16. Some previous studies show that

grandparents play a significant role in the religious outcomes of their grandchildren (e.g.,



Valerie King and Glen Elder, “Are Religious Grandparents More Involved Grandparents?”

Journal of Gerontology 54 [1999]: S317–S328; Holly Allen and Heidi Oschwald, “The Spiritual

Influence of Grandparents,” Christian Education Journal 5, no. 2 [2018]: 346–62). Our focus in

this study and the nature of our data do not, however, lend themselves to an investigation of

the role of grandparents in this process.17. For example, Penny Edgell, Religion and Family in

a Changing Society (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006); Wesley Burr, Loren

Marks, and Randal Day, Sacred Matters: Religion and Spirituality in Families (New York:

Routledge, 2012).18. See, for example, the observations of S. Hardy, J. White, Z. Zhang, and J.

Ruchty, “Parenting and Socialization of Religiousness and Spirituality,” Psychology of Religion

and Spirituality 3 (2011): 217–30; Kim, McCullough, and Chicchetti, “Parents’ and Children’s

Religiosity”; P. Heaven, J. Ciarrochi, and P. Leeson, “Parental Styles and Religious Values

among Teenagers,” Journal of Genetic Psychology 171 (2010): 93–99.19. Smith and

Adamczyk, Handing Down the Faith.CHAPTER ONEThe Purpose and Nature of LifeHOW DO

RELIGIOUS PARENTS in the United States approach the job of passing on their family’s faith

and practices to their children? What assumptions, categories, and beliefs inform their views

on the question? Which desires, feelings, and concerns influence the ways they undertake the

transmission of their religion to their kids? This chapter answers those questions by

systematically analyzing the cultural models that most US parents hold about the issue. To be

clear, we are not examining parents’ actual faith-transmission practices, their behaviors—

although we do consider their reports about their behaviors. Our concern instead is to identify

the relevant cultural models that parents hold, which we also have good reason to believe

significantly influence their behaviors. In short, we are interested in cognitive frameworks that

we think shape practices rather than the practices themselves. We presented the basic idea of

cultural models in the introduction, and we will elaborate our theory of cultural models in a later

chapter. But first we simply explore the cultural models themselves.A Constellation of Cultural

ModelsThe dominant cultural model of most American religious parents for why and how they

should pass on their religious faith and practices to their children can be summarized this

way:Intergenerational Religious Transmission: Parents are responsible for preparing their

children for the challenging journey of life, during which they will hopefully become their best

possible selves and live happy, good lives. Religion provides crucial help for navigating life’s

journey successfully, including moral guidance, emotional support, and a secure home base.

So parents should equip their children with knowledge of their religion by routinely modeling its

practices, values, and ethics, which children will then hopefully absorb and embrace for

themselves.FIGURE 1. The Constellation of Cultural Models Defining Why and How American

Parents Should Transmit Religious Faith and Practice to Children. Source: The

Intergenerational Religious Transmission Project Interviews, 2014–16 (N = 235).This is the

simplest, most compressed version of the cultural model of intergenerational religious

transmission, compacted into which are a host of related and supporting beliefs, metaphors,

and meanings that we must decompress, unpack, and examine to understand this matter

adequately. Doing so reveals a constellation of cultural models that hang together in parents’

cognitive networks, representing and governing their approach to religious transmission. Our

interest is with their cultural models of the purpose and means of passing on religion to

children. But those make sense because of related cultural models about life’s purpose,

experience in the world, the nature of children, the task of parenting, family solidarity, religion’s

value and truth, and the role of religious congregations. Figure 1 represents the full

constellation of these models. This chapter and the following three chapters describe each

model from the parents’ perspective, elucidating the metaphors, beliefs, and language that



parents use to express themselves on the issue.Few American parents think like philosophers.

People generally do not consider or discuss life in systematic, coherent, logical terms. When

people give verbal accounts of their ideas and actions, much of what they say in the moment

can be pretty uncertain, inarticulate, and spotty. But that does not mean people are not

reflective or do not have explicable reasons for the ways they live. They usually do. If as

scholars we cannot perceive those reasons, the problem is ours, not theirs. To identify and

understand people’s reflective reasons motivating and making meaningful how they live, we

need to listen long and analyze patiently. When we do, people’s thinking can become clearer,

usually taking the form of networks of clusters of beliefs, which we can represent in cultural

models.To validate and illuminate the propositions comprising the cultural models, we provide

numerous interview quotes from parents for each. We want to demonstrate the collectively

shared nature of these cultural models, so we err on the side of offering more rather than less

substantiating interview evidence. We actually could have supplied many more quotes, but we

limit ourselves to avoid extreme evidence overkill. Many of the quotes contain statements that

overlap with ideas in different cultural models. Certain themes—such as the importance of

being happy and a good person—recurrently circle back and associate with each other across

the models. That is because in the minds of parents those ideas really do connect in complex

networks of beliefs and metaphors that are intricately linked. It is also because, as we said,

people do not ordinarily think and express themselves in highly systematic forms, especially

when “on their feet.”In this chapter and in the following three chapters we arrange myriad

interview quotes in something like a “mosaic of words” in which pieces of parental talk, like bits

of tile, fit together to make a single mosaic that, when stepped back from and viewed as a

whole, presents an intelligible picture. Only in our case the picture is not created from the

artist’s mind but is a representation of the real underlying cultural models of religious parents.

In theory, if we showed these cultural models to the parents we interviewed, and if they were

thoughtful and honest with themselves, they would react by saying, “Yes, that’s just what I think.

Thank you for putting it into words.” Our sociological task, then, is to reconstruct as accurately

as possible from the mass of messy interview materials the cultural models that parents

actually embrace but which they can have difficulty making explicit and cogent. In that, we are

looking to understand and explain (what critical realists call) “the real” (the cultural models) that

operates behind and beneath “the empirical” (the interviews). To do so, we must read not only

on the “surface” of interview statements, as if they might only provide direct propositional

“proofs” of beliefs, but also discern and ferret out the assumptions and beliefs that stand

behind and beneath the interview quotes, ideas that are latent in or must be presupposed by

the surface statements and by interviews read as wholes—using what critical realists call

“retroductive” and “abductive” reasoning.1 “Mosaics of words” depict individual cultural models,

which then, when arranged in a network by relevant thematic logic, comprise the constellations

of cultural models that together answer our research questions (figure 2).A few words about

taking in the many quotes by parents offered in this chapter. Readers may be tempted simply

to read the italicized highlights and skim the quotes as mere “yada yada” supporting evidence.

However, we recommend spending the time and effort to unhurriedly and closely read all of the

parent quotes for two reasons. First, a key theoretical point of our analysis is that the cultural

models to which the many quotes point are truly widespread among and shared by the

otherwise highly diverse group of parents we interviewed. Unlike some other kinds of

sociological arguments, the persuasiveness of that particular kind of claim demands a certain

manner of consideration and reception on the part of readers. Skimming will not do. A fair

evaluation of our point depends not only on the adequacy of our exposition as authors but also



on the reader’s manner of reception of the talk of parents. Our theoretical point will be

accepted (or not) not merely intellectually but also existentially, we think, as a kind of personal

knowledge embraced or refused.2 Part of the burden of proof of the particular theoretical claim

we are making thus rests on readers sustaining a posture of thoughtful but open reception to

the reality of the cultural models we reconstruct. And that is best achieved by allowing the

weight, richness, and complexity of countless quotes from parent interviews to sink in and

marinate in readers’ minds.Second, we hope our exposition makes more than a theoretical

point, but also some practical, social, and moral ones. We believe that an attentive and

empathetic reading of parent quotes can humanize those parents for readers, even when they

represent different religions, races, ethnicities, social classes, and immigration statuses, and

even when one does not agree with all they say. Conducting this research humanized these

parents for us, and we hope it has a similar effect on readers. But that requires readers to treat

the parent quotes not as mere “data” but as the generously shared beliefs, thoughts, feelings,

hopes, fears, and joys of very real people with whom we may be better able to relate than we

might have imagined. In the world today, such empathetic understanding and connection

across differences is imperative and urgent, and sociology rightly contributes to it. We think the

time and effort readers invest in carefully absorbing the quotes below will be rewarded in ways

that not only benefit readers but also strengthen the common good.FIGURE 2. The Analytical

Reconstruction of Real Cultural Models through the Retroductive Analysis of Extensive

Interview Talk.We focus on the “dominant” cultural models of religious transmission to children,

by which we mean the models held by the majority of American religious parents across most

religious traditions. We realize that our emphasis on similarity across religious traditions

violates the current insistence, especially in the discipline of religious studies, on the detailed

particularities of different religious traditions, sub-traditions, and sub-sub-traditions. The days of

fitting “the World Religions” into neat analytical typologies and categories or speaking blithely

about “the Judeo-Christian worldview” are over, and rightly so. Nevertheless, for our purposes,

the empirical evidence in fact does point to sameness and convergence across religious

traditions, which we cannot ignore, even if it does not fit the expectations of some scholarly

fields. We do note when different kinds of parents accentuate different aspects of the shared

dominant cultural models as well as exceptions and contradictions when they arise. But our

primary focus is on what is dominant due to its being widely shared. Doing so means exploring

the constellation of cultural models representing the approach of most American religious

parents to intergenerational religious transmission, which, it so happens, starts where

philosophers might have us begin: beliefs about the purpose of life.The Purpose of LifeWhat

religious parents in the United States believe about the specific issue of intergenerational

religious transmission is partly driven by what they believe about the general issue of the

purpose of human life. To understand the specific we must first comprehend the general. For

the vast majority of American religious parents, the cultural model of the purpose of life is

this:Life’s Purpose: The purpose of living is to lead a happy and good life, in the dual sense of

both having life go well (enjoying success and happiness) and living life rightly (doing what is

morally right). A good life is one in which self-directed individuals are happy, live ethically, work

hard, enjoy family and friends, and help other people. Good lives must be self-determined and

pursued in ways that are true to each unique individual self. But they should not be

individualistic in the sense of isolated or selfish; they must always be realized and enjoyed with

others, in and with communities, groups, families, and probably marriage partners. Good lives

achieve a certain quality of life in this world, in the here and now; they are not primarily

preparing for the hereafter, eternity, or some ultimate reality. In order to realize life’s purpose of



living well, one must be equipped by others with preparation, learning, and competences for

the task of self-realization—without which one may become lost, compromised, or fail in life.

Still, each individual must find his or her own particular way to discover their own purpose and

lead a good life true to who they are as a unique self.We unpack, validate, and illuminate this

cultural model proposition by proposition, as follows.The purpose of living is to lead a happy

and good life, in the dual sense of both having life go well (enjoying success and happiness)

and living life rightly (doing what is morally right). A good life is one in which self-directed

individuals are happy, live ethically, work hard, enjoy family and friends, and help other

people.Among the 235 American parents we interviewed for this study, it is not possible to find

even one who does not assume, affirm, and support these first two propositions of this cultural

model. These ideas are “hegemonic,” as sociologists say, among parents from every religious

tradition, race, ethnicity, social class, family structure, and region of the country examined here.

These ideas are also expressed equally for boy and girl children and regardless of the number

of children parents may have.3 A modest offering of interview quotes—just a few among the

many we could have offered—will help make that point. Remember that sometimes parents’

investment in these ideas are explicit and other times tacit, presupposed, and indirectly evident

in what they say.Consider, for example, the expressed wishes of this mainline Protestant father

from New York City: “I hope my kids have friends and good relationships and be happy. Get

married and have a family of their own, only if that’s what they want. I hope they have

meaningful relationships and friendships with people that give them love and friendship.” And

those of this mainline Protestant mother from the same area: “I hope my children find careers

they want to be in, that they’re both married and have kids and have a house just like me—I

have no doubt in my mind they will achieve those things. How much money they earn is not

important, because I’ve learned that money really doesn’t do anything, as far as truly being

happy, having good friends, money doesn’t make any difference. So it’s not about that, but

really being happy.” Speaking of his own life, a white conservative Protestant father from

Florida told us: “I pretty much have accomplished just about everything I want to. Money

doesn’t make you happy, but I have a pretty rich, happy, wonderful life, no complaints. Now, to

see my business grow, watch my children grow up, that’s really all I look to accomplish in the

next ten years, so I’m pretty complacent and happy with where I’m at in life.” A black Protestant

mother from Houston shared, “I want my sons to be productive citizens, to go to school,

graduate, and be productive citizens. I don’t want them to fall victim to the monotony and

ridicule many black men have to deal with. I just want them to be successful and productive,

well-rounded, Christian young men.”Catholic parents spoke the same way. A white Catholic

father from New York City said, “I want my kids to be really happy people. Happy people who

like their parents, who like their family, to be independent. I want them to explore the world, to

be interesting people, good people, to be kind and generous.” A white Catholic mother from

Indiana explained, “We don’t have any major issues. Our kids are healthy and happy and they

love their school. My husband has a good job, and we’re just comfortable. Our biggest family

value is just trying to just be happy, and I tell my kids, no one’s happy unless you’re being nice

to each other [laughs]. I just want everyone to get along and be happy. I just want them to find a

path that makes them happy. As long as they’re making enough money to live, I don’t care how

successful they are, if they’re successful for them, if they’re just happy doing what they need to

do.” A Hispanic Catholic mother from Chicago told us, “We try to do the best we can for our

kids, whether it be a Catholic education, so they become good men in the future. Giving

material things, but better with education and teaching them that in the future they will be good

people.” Another Hispanic Catholic father from Chicago explained: “My dream for my children is



they are a good person. I hope when I’m done, I’ve given them the tools to be able to take care

of themselves, both in their personal life and spiritual life. I hope they’re doing what makes

them happy.”The statements in interviews become monotonously repetitive, but that empirical

pattern makes an important theoretical point about cognitions and culture, namely, that very

different kinds of people can share the same cultural models of what is real and important in

the world and how it works. The repeated perspective continues beyond mainstream Christian

traditions. A Mormon mother from Indiana told us, “I used to want them all to be doctors and

lawyers, but since we’re older now I really just want them to be happy. And good people in

society, part of society, actively trying to progress in some way and don’t just settle.” Likewise, a

Jewish father also from Indiana explained, “I may not have had the most exciting life, but family

and faith and ethics and all those things are what I value, and they have been there, on both

sides of the family. So that’s something worth striving for.” This Jewish mother from the same

area told us, “We have a very comfortable life, a stable marriage, healthy kids who are

successful, and we don’t want for a lot, so we have a good life. My husband and I have worked

hard and stayed focused through our educations to be able to get what we wanted. And we

have been successful, so it’s nice.” And one Jewish mother from New York City said, “I think all

those books that say it’s not about the destination but about the process are really wrong. It’s

about attainment, and when there’s something that you want really badly and you don’t obtain

it, there’s nothing worse.”A Hindu father from Chicago explained his view of life, “We are not

going to live for long, it’s a short period, and in that time we should be a good person.

Everybody should say they have lived a very nice life, know how to live like a good role model,

not a bad life.” This Hindu mother also from Chicago said about her daughter, “Overall I think

she has to be a good human being at the end of the day, but then, yeah, if she becomes a

doctor, that’d be good for her.” A Muslim mother from Indiana told us, “I just want to see my

daughter married and happy in her life, and my son successful just like his dad and even better.

To be able to establish a good life and be on his own and live a respectful life and earn

everything and have appreciation for what he has, then I’ll be happy” A Buddhist father from

Chicago explained about his daughter’s possible future religion, “As long as she’s a good and

happy person, she can believe [religiously] what she wants.” And this (non-theist) Buddhist

mother also from Chicago said about her girls: “I want them to be happy, whatever that means,

and to be independent and strong and smart about it, meaning don’t get dependent on a man.

That screwed me up. Be your own person first, then worry about men later. Have fun while

you’re growing up. So I want them to be happy, good people, good happy people. If we had

more of those in the world, things would be nicer.” These common beliefs lay the bedrock of a

most basic cultural model held and expressed by religious parents in the United States about

the purpose of life. Additional belief propositions build on them.Good lives must be self-

determined and pursued in ways that are true to each unique individual self.This proposition is

also universally embraced as obvious by all the parents we interviewed. Listen to this Hispanic

Catholic father from New Mexico: “In life you have to have it all: to be healthy, intelligent, and

everything. But for my children I want mainly that they’re well, and that they achieve what they

really want, not what I want. What they want.” And this Hispanic Catholic mother from New York

City: “I would love to see them finish school and become something accomplished, whatever

they want to do in life. To see them good in life so that I could move on and do whatever I want

to do. I can’t do it until I see them happy, so I would love to see them happy.” Or this white

Catholic father from Chicago: “They can choose whatever religion or beliefs they want, just be

successful and happy with whatever you do. Enjoy life, ’cause it’s short. That’s really what I

want. They’re free to do whatever they want, just like sports: I’ll never force you to do anything.



Overall we have done a good job of letting them choose their paths, but also giving them the

foundation and structure to build on so they’re successful and happy. Even if they choose to

change religions or not have the same political or whatever beliefs as me, as long as they’re

successful and happy, I’m happy.”This view of individual self-determination shaped not only

parents’ views of children but also their own lives, as is clear in the statement of this Hispanic

Catholic father from New Mexico: “I decided to become Catholic. Do you understand me? I had

many choices, I could be Mormon, evangelical, Baptist, Pentecostal. Or Catholic, and I decided

to become Catholic. Because I liked it, I got to know it, I understood that that was my truth, and

now I no longer think on anything else. I have no doubts.”These ideas are repeated by

Protestant parents too, as with this mainline Protestant father from Indiana: “Each journey is

different, there’s so much that says, you’re different, a unique person, so I’m going to treat you

without the judgment of my expectations on you. Yes, we expect you to be honorable and

dignified, but not to go out and make a million dollars, though if that happens, glory be to God.”

The same is expressed by this mainline Protestant mother from Washington, DC: “I try to instill

them with their own beliefs and values and to feel good and solid about those, not in a way

that’s negative to anybody else, just good with who they are and know and are okay with what

they believe.” A white conservative Protestant mother from Florida said, “I hope my grown kids

are different and individual in their own thinking and lifestyle. If they want to travel an RV

around, that’s fine.” Some of the black Protestant parents we interviewed expressed the same

idea, though especially emphasized financial independence, as with this black Protestant

mother from Houston, “I want for my children that they grow up in the church, be successful, be

independent, able to take care of themselves. None of my siblings are at home with my mom,

we all grew up and got on our own. That’s what I ask, that’s our prayer, stay strong in church,

be able to grow up and be independent, and don’t leave, be helpful to your parents.”This theme

continues across other religious traditions. This Muslim father from New York City answered

our question about his hopes for his children this way: “Honestly, whatever path they choose, I

just want them to be content and happy. Being content is the most important thing to me. The

world is their oyster, right?” And this Muslim mother from Indiana told us: “I always want them

to be safe, happy, educated. I want them to be in control of their life instead of life choosing for

them. I want them to be open to everything and worldly, so that they can decide what they want

to be in charge.” A Hindu father from central New Jersey said, “If he’s different [from me], I’m

okay as long as he’s happy, if he’s happy and safe I’m okay. I will try to guide him to make sure

that he follows the correct paths, but I don’t really care about the political or religious, as long

as he’s happy and safe that’s my main concern.” Likewise, this Buddhist mother from Chicago

told us, “He wants to become another religion? By all means, you have the choice, it’s your

belief. But think it through, not just because friends do it or dad did or family did it, you have to

believe it now, you have to use your own judgment wisely and then you will see.” This Jewish

father from New York City explained: “I want them to do what they want to do, basically. But I’d

love to see them contributing to society in some way. It doesn’t have to be winning a Nobel

prize or something, just being a productive member of the human race. It’s important for them

to figure out how they’re gonna fit in to that. I can’t prescribe for them what to do. But I want

them to be decent people, to think of others, and appreciate what they have.”While pondering

the idea of her children switching from Conservative to Orthodox Judaism, this Jewish mother

said, “I might not choose them becoming Orthodox [Jewish], but as long as it was a lifestyle

where they could be happy functioning in the US, then I’m really pretty open. I don’t want them

to be a cookie-cutter version of me, but to do their own thinking.” Similarly, a Mormon mother

from Indiana told us: “I want my kids to learn that in being good they have free agency, that you



yourself are an individual free person, you can make choices, they are your choices to make,

and you are responsible for those choices, you don’t blame other people for them. If I hear one

more person say it’s their mom’s fault that they did something! No, it’s not. You can only blame

somebody so much for something that’s happened twenty years ago, then you’ve gotta go on.

Also to learn it’s okay to be different and tolerant. Spiritually, they need to listen to themselves,

what some refer to as the Holy Spirit, whatever makes you question situations, to learn that it’s

okay if you are different from your friends, it’s okay to follow that. Just being yourself. You can

use religion for that, to some degree, you don’t have to be like everybody else.” Another

Mormon father from the same area related this as what he tells his difficult son: “When you

have a kid not doing quite what you want, but at the same time I love him, if that’s what he

wants, that’s his life and I’ve told him that for years and years, it’s your life. I’ll give you some

advice I know you won’t take, because at age 19, at what age do you start listening to people’s

advice? It’s a concern, but at the same time, it’s his life and he’s gotta live it.” The story is thus

identical across all of these demographic differences: in life, each individual must be self-

determining and true to their unique selves.Before proceeding, we should note that none of the

propositions of these cultural models is humanly obvious, necessary, or universal. If they seem

obvious to some readers, it is not because they are objective common sense or necessary, but

because those readers happen also to share commitments to these same cultural models—

making their power all the more evident. But for perspective, remember that if this study had

instead interviewed parents in, say, hunting-gathering tribes, warrior societies, medieval feudal

systems, modern communist parties, or Amish communities, we would have had to reconstruct

very different cultural models of life, religion, and parenting. To get the most out of this analysis,

we do well to remember the sociological imperative to “make strange the ordinary,” especially

what is ordinary to us.But they can never be individualistic in the sense of isolated or selfish;

they must always be realized and enjoyed with others, in and with communities, groups,

families, and probably marriage partners.This communal imperative qualifies the autonomous

individualism just observed, confirming sociologist Claude Fischer’s observations about

American individualism being a particular type, a “voluntaristic” individualism in which the

voluntary joining of associations and enjoyment of chosen social relationships is normative.4

Many of the following quotes came as immediate responses to our asking what parents’

biggest hopes and dreams are for their children. Again, often this belief is explicitly stated and

other times only presupposed, implicit, or latent in what is said. One Buddhist mother from

Chicago, for instance, said about her children, “Above all I want them to be happy, happy and a

good person, good at heart. And good for the community. Right now in society there’s difficult

and aggressive, selfish people and I don’t want my kid to be that way.” A Buddhist father also

from Chicago explained: “Anything you do to give back to society is practicing Buddhism. The

core value for us is family stability, well-rounded kids, that the kids are functioning. Some

parents demand their kids be the best. For us, as long as they’re functioning well and can

benefit society in the future, that’s good. You want to make sure they’re whole as persons, and

you have to provide a stable family for that. So, helping society, doing what you love and being

passionate about it, and always give back. Those are the most important.”The Jewish parents

we interviewed also emphasized this theme. One Jewish mother from New York City said, “I

want my children to feel connected to another person, to have work that has meaning for them,

pleased to enjoy their lives, and make some kind of contribution, I don’t care what way,

whatever that involves.” Another from New York City said, “I want them to have the same values

as us, valuing family, community, bettering themselves, taking care of themselves, not letting

people push them around.” And this Jewish mother from New York told us, “I want for my kids



to be happy with themselves and their lives, to know not only their needs matter but others’

needs as well, and to learn how to negotiate that. I want for them to love deeply and freely and

to be loved that way, to be grateful and giving and generous, to give back to the planet. That’s

what our lives are based on and what we have valued and what I want for them.”American

Hindu parents spoke similarly, as with this mother from Chicago: “I want him to become a good

father. Then a person who’s not standing in one place but moving forward, always checking

himself to ask what can I do better? Not lazy, physically, mentally, or emotionally. A humble

nature, not being arrogant. That’s what I want him to be. The rest all depends on luck and fate,

whatever comes to him will come.” One Hindu father from central New Jersey said, “I want him

to be really happy, happy with his life, no regrets, to do whatever he wants to do. But at the

same time be caring and gentle and compassionate, I just I want him to value life.” More

succinctly, a Hindu mother from Chicago told us, “I just want him to be good human being, treat

people with respect, and be more jolly about things.”These themes were equally evident

among Christians. Consider, for instance, this view of a mainline Protestant father from

Washington, DC: “At the most fundamental level, it’s kind of like what the New Testament

describes as how you’re supposed to form your faith, it’s your independent decision, but you

live it out in a community with other people.” A mainline Protestant mother from Washington,

DC, described the kind of life she hopes her children have: “Being a good person, a caring

human being out into the community. That’s important.” Not very differently, a white

conservative Protestant father from Los Angeles said: “First I want them to grow up to have

Christian faith of their own, and from there for them to serve the community around them as it’s

needed. I don’t really care what they want to be, but that they’re able to serve their neighbor in

the best way possible—if that means being a garbage man, awesome, we need garbage men;

if it means being a doctor, great. Whatever that turns out to be is probably their individual bent.”

This conservative Protestant mother from Florida said: “I value family, for sure, being tight and

supportive and loyal to each other. My kids are pretty close anyway, but I want them to be there

for each other, no matter what. So I value family time, and our role in the church, our

community, being active in our community. I hope they all have maturing spiritual relationships

of their own, individualized, not something somebody else created for them. And service, I

want service to be a part of our family life.” And this black Protestant father told us: “I grew up

going to work, being there for family, going to church, and having a positive attitude and being

helpful. We’re kinda helpful people. If somebody need help, we’ll help ’em, you know. Always

trying to reach out and help somebody and being there for somebody. I always say, don’t

bother nobody, but if somebody need help or something, we’ll do what we can.” And this

Hispanic Catholic father discussed his core life priorities: “Sometimes one gets plagued to think

you should live in another city, or a certain house, or have some type of car or live in comfort. I

just want to feel happy, to feel free, in this habitat where I am, be calm, and above all to protect

my family, my two children, my wife, my mom, my sister, living here in the city. To know they’re

doing well, to have the closest, feel well with them, and that makes me feel good.”Many parents

from various, but not all, religious traditions—perhaps especially conservative Protestant and

Mormon families—commonly express their hopes that their children marry and have kids. A

Mormon mother from Indiana, for example, told us: “I want my children to be successful, to

pursue whatever dream they have, and to succeed. I want them to get married, to have

children, to be happy above everything. And to be good people, to whoever they’re around.”

This white conservative Protestant father also from Indiana explained: “I hope they get married,

to have that experience. I hope they find somebody to complete themselves as one, two shall

become one, somebody that loves Jesus more than they love anybody, especially themselves.



I don’t care if they dig ditches, if they’re in missionary work, in ministry, I don’t care what they

do, but be in love with Jesus and find a spouse who will love them as Christ loves the church.

You’ll have joy.” A Buddhist mother from Chicago said, “I want them to get married and have

kids, that my daughter will meet somebody who is Chinese or Vietnamese, to keep our custom

and tradition.” A Hindu mother from central New Jersey reported, “I just want to see my girl all

settled, find somebody nice [to marry] and be settled, happy, educated, make the right

decisions in life. I want her to find the right job that she wants to do, not something she’s not

interested in. As long as she’s happy, money doesn’t matter, she will find a way to make it.” A

conservative Protestant mother from Washington, DC, reported to us: “Thirty years from now I

think they’ll be a replica of me, their mom, married, they’ll be strong and members of a church.

Hopefully they’ll get married by that time, and be in a career and wherever they go

representing what they believe in.” And this Mormon father from Indiana said, “We try to

encourage them to pursue goals, being contributing members of society, but also to have jobs

that pay [laughs]. To have families, which is a source of joy and fulfillment.”But pushing

marriage and grandchildren was not on the agenda of all. Hear, for example, what this white

Catholic mother from Indiana said of her hopes for her daughter:I want her to be independent

and know she does not need a man to survive. I want her to balance being independent and

knowing you need things in life too, and there’s a fine line. I want her not to be so independent

that she can’t see that she does need help. We all need things from people. We can’t do

everything alone. But there’s a fine line of being too independent where relationships struggle

because she feels she doesn’t need anybody. That’s a hard line I think especially for

women.On the specific point of the priority of finding a mate, this view opposes those just

quoted above. But on the deeper cultural point about independent individuals not becoming

selfish or isolated but learning how to share and enjoy life with others, it shares the same

underlying belief.Here is a good place to expand on that observation and make a key

distinction. We argue that cultural models can be and often are internally coherent and

rationally intelligible. But that does not mean that they are uniformly consistent or monotonic

about every idea they entail. The cultural models we are examining in fact can hold quite

different beliefs in tension, such as self-determining individual autonomy versus the obligation

of each person to belong, to relate, to contribute, or the importance of getting married versus

not being dependent. The cultural models also combine and balance metaphors that suggest

different images or dynamics, such as movement and change (“journey,” “path,” “track”) and

stability and immobility (“foundation,” “grounding,” “base”). This observation we further develop

in chapter 5.Some sociologists, perhaps especially those of the Swidlerian persuasion (as we

will discuss further in chapter 5), hear these tensions and differences and interpret them as

contradictions, incoherence, and confusion, concluding that people do not make sense and

could not be motivated in actions by such confused muddles. We beg to differ. Life is

complicated. People’s beliefs are often complex. The metaphors people always use to make

sense of life are inherently analogical and sometimes equivocal. The whole point of metaphors

is that certain things are like others in some but not all ways that need not be precisely

specified. The evocative but ambiguous image is more telling than any consistent prose

description. So just as we have finally learned that emotions are not mutually exclusive with

reason,5 we also must recognize that apparent oppositions, tensions, contradictions, and multi-

directionalities in cultural models need not be at odds with their simultaneously being rational,

coherent, intelligible, and motivating of purposive action. Sometimes what seems merely

confused on the surface of interviews proves with patient and careful saturation in, re-reading,

and detailed analysis simply to represent incompletely or inarticulately what is actually a



complex, underlying coherence of beliefs and thought. If we are properly to understand the

nature of culture generally and the character of cultural models specifically, we need to grasp

and accept this reality.Good lives achieve a certain quality of life in this world, in the here and

now; they are not primarily preparing for the hereafter, eternity, or some ultimate reality.This

proposition highlights part of our methodological point that cultural models cannot simply be

read off of the surface of interview transcripts. Sometimes just as important as what people say

is what they do not say, not the presence but the absence of attention and talk.6 Noticing that

requires researchers to have personal, substantive knowledge of the peoples and cultures they

study in order to be sensitive to what “should” have been said but was not, what might have

been expected yet was absent. And then in presenting empirical evidence, the challenge is

underscoring the significance of discourse that does not exist. In our case, we can show that

the parents we interviewed talked a lot about the quality of life in this world, but few of them,

despite their being among the most religious of parents in the United States, thought to

mention existence after death, eternity, or an ultimate reality (exceptions to this rule we discuss

further on). That absence is an important part of the cultural models we exposit. But working

mostly with silence on the topic, readers must simply trust that such talk was largely missing in

our interviews. And what we can present here are typical references to this-worldly

concerns.What do parents most want for their children? Even when they emphasize morality

and character, very rarely are they tied to heaven, salvation, the hereafter, or eternity. For

example, a mainline Protestant mother from New York City observed: “In my life now I feel like I

have everything that I want. Basically, the things I was looking for was to be married, have kids

in the house, and friends. And I have those things, so for me I have everything.” A mainline

Protestant father from Washington, DC, answered the question about what he wants for his

children: “Happy and healthy, honestly. The world isn’t easy, there is so much pressure, and I

watch parents put their pressures on their kids. Yes, I really want my kids to do well

academically. I would like for them to be great athletes, it’s fun, it’s wonderful. I just want them

to be happy and healthy and they can figure the rest out. Would I love for them to be famous for

inventing something good for the world? Yes. Would I like for them to be a renowned architect

or doctor? Yes. But at the end of the day, happy and healthy is it.” A mainline Protestant mother

also from Washington, DC, said, “I want my kids to be successful obviously. I want them to be

happy and secure and self-confident in doing whatever it is they want to do. I felt like I was

insecure in a lot of ways in high school, college, into adulthood. I wasn’t sure I was doing the

right thing. I would like for them to feel more confident than I was, to be sure of themselves and

not wishy-washy.” One mainline Protestant father from New York City said, “I want my children

to grow up to be gentle and kind, generous and forgiving, it’s more of those kinds of qualities

and attributes. Academically accomplished for sure too. I want them to excel, I would love that,

but that’s definitely secondary to having character.”We might expect white conservative

Protestants to talk a lot about salvation and heaven, and some do, but most do not.

Conservative Protestants more than most do bring religious and spiritual talk into their

discussions, but that normally concerns how faith affects their lives now, not heaven or eternity.

Consider, for example, the explanation of this conservative Protestant mother from New York

City why she wants her children to have religious faith: “I would love for my three kids to

embrace the faith. Because I think they’ll have a much better life. I want it for them because I

think that they’ll, yeah, I want it for them. Why? Why? Because I, yeah, I think they’ll have a

better life. It’s really because they’ll embrace a way of living with others and acting with others.

In life, you go so much more forward when you open yourself and just accept the bumps and

keep going, that’s an effect in life. I believe they would have a better life if they have faith.” In



their vocabulary, white conservative Protestant parents usually sound less secular than those

from other religious traditions, but in the underlying content of their concerns they are not much

more focused on “heavenly” things. Notice, for example, how the vocabulary of “godly” figures

into the aspirations of this conservative Protestant mother in Indiana: “I want my girl to be

happy and settled, I want her to find a godly man. She has ideas about what she wants to do

for work, but I have no ambition in that area, which is nice because I’m not pushing her in any

direction. I tell her you’re thirteen you don’t have to decide yet.” The word “godly” drops into this

talk, but substantively it is all about this-worldly happiness and success. Or consider this from a

conservative Protestant father from Florida: “I hope my kids follow the Lord, get married, and

have a happy life. I know there will be ups and downs, but we’ll be there for ’em. I just hope

they succeed in life. I want them to experience life like there is no tomorrow. I want them to do

things, experience life, go overseas, to another country, ’cause I mean God made all this for us

to enjoy, it’s just living as best you can.”Again, religious talk is present, but the content of the

answer is all about enjoying the good things of life in this world, now, “like there’s no tomorrow.”

We could present scores of similar quotes of conservative Protestant parents, but it would

become tedious, because they are mostly the same, focusing on success, education, marriage,

children, careers, paying bills, the possibilities of fame or distinction, travel, being good people,

being happy, and of course “loving Jesus.” Still, one last conservative Protestant quote here is

worth noting. We asked a conservative Protestant mother from Indiana how she would feel if

her children married non-Christians. Her response is revealing:I would have concerns, but I

don’t know as far as their salvation anymore, don’t know what I would think about that. I believe

in an afterlife, but am just not sure anymore exactly how that all works. I might be worried more

about their quality of life now, living a life in peace, feeling at peace and having God’s best for

them. Maybe more that, and maybe part of me would still worry about their salvation, I just

don’t know anymore.The reality of heaven and eternity and the need for salvation are not

ignored or denied, but their relevance is uncertain, and of greater concern is a “quality of life

now,” “feeling peace,” and enjoying “God’s best.”The talk of parents from other religious

traditions follows the same pattern. This black Protestant father from Houston said, “My goals

and dreams for my kids? To keep the faith, work hard at whatever job, be the best that they can

be, and able to provide for themselves.” A white Catholic mother from Indiana described her

aspirations this way: “Well first and foremost, I want them to have a relationship with God, to

hold on to their faith. And then I want them to be successful, whatever that means to them, I

don’t know, but happy and successful. And just have a good foundation.” A father from the

same tradition and state replied, “Health and happiness, that’s it, health and happiness and

nothing more important, I mean there’s nothing more. Whatever makes them happy and I mean

that. My grandfather used to say all the time, that if you have your health you have everything,

so I just want them to be happy and healthy and happy.” This white Catholic mother from New

York City said: “I want them to be really happy people, happy people who like their parents,

their family. I want them to be independent, to explore the world. I want them to be interesting

people, good people, kind and generous.” Speaking of his own life, this white Catholic father

from Indiana reported, “I’m happy with my life, and I can’t say I would change anything, I have

my family, my health, and great friends. What more can I ask for? We’ve been blessed with

good kids, have a roof over our head, and have food on the table, I mean, just be happy.”

Another white Catholic father also from Indiana told us, “I don’t want my kids to grow up being

so focused on religion, because you want to have a balance where you’re connected to God

but you have to have your feet on the ground too. This life is about balance, so if you have your

head in the clouds the entire time, you lose the connection, and I don’t want that to happen



with them.”Hispanic Catholics discussing their values and aspirations express the same basic

commitments to happiness, success, education, family, and so on, enjoyed in this world, but

with a few distinctive emphases. Along with white conservative Protestants, they tend to talk

more about God than most other parents. And their visions of success for their children tend to

be more about upward mobility, “doing better than I did,” than children simply reproducing their

own material success, which is how other parents tend to talk. One Hispanic Catholic mother

from New York City, for instance, said, “I wish they get a little beyond what I’ve done; I did not

do great things, but I feel very happy, very quiet. In the spiritual realm, to be people who are full

of the love of God and spirituality. In the intellectual field, as they get a little further, perhaps

having their own business.” This Hispanic Catholic father from New Mexico told us: “I want

them first to know more about God, who he is, why God sent us to the world, that he is our

savior. And I would like to see them serving God too. Also that they respect their elders, their

parents, their uncles, their grandparents. Then find out what they are interested in studying,

whether it’s a PhD, a masters, or BA. I want them to study because I think that if maybe I had

also studied, I would have [accomplished] something better, another level of life.” Again,

religion is important in these parental visions, but primarily in order to live good lives on this

earth, not as preparation for eternity. Consider the account of this Hispanic Catholic father from

New York City: “I have for him many goals! I wish that he be a good man. To make his career.

To work. And to make his family. But that he never depart from Christian principles, to keep

them, and if you cannot take them to the front, at least that he puts them parallel. Never forget

Christian principles. I want him to be a man, that he fights, works, sacrifices, and values

everything he has, not what I gave him but that he worked for with much effort, with

perseverance.” One final accent heard in Hispanic Catholic interviews, especially among the

working class, which was absent in the others: the desire by parents for their children to avoid

abusive romantic relationships. One Hispanic Catholic mother from New Mexico, for instance,

explained:I’ve told my girls, I would like you to live a life not like the one I gave to you, like the

past. If you have a violent partner, do not take it. Do not let him touch you. If he verbally

abuses, hits you, shreds your clothes, tell the barbarities to your mother. I do not want them to

live with such husbands. You reach a breaking point and say, “What kind of life is this?” Some

commit suicide. But mine are young, can defend themselves because they went to karate, and

as much as you may want a partner, I always instilled in them having a job, buying a home or

renting their own apartment, so they can tell their partner, “There’s the door. You can go.” Be

independent. If he does not help, he should not be in the way. And not wish bad things upon

him, either. Let him go. Close the door. That chapter is over, get ready for another chapter.

Eventually you’ll meet another man, despite having a child, who will value you and your child,

your family.We know that abusive intimate relationships and domestic violence are not limited

to one race or ethnicity, but of those we interviewed it was Hispanic Catholic parents who

included this concern in describing their hoped-for good lives for their children.Parents from

other religious traditions echo the beliefs just expressed. A Muslim father from Indiana said, “I

hope my kids get education and are good Muslims, good human beings; and successful in

whatever they want to do.” A Muslim mother from Indiana reported: “I want to see my kids

successful first in their education, being happy. I want to see them married and established and

to see my grandkids while I am young. I love to travel all the time. If I can like go on vacation all

the time I don’t mind it. I like to keep myself busy, between my family and my kids, and always

improve with the kids and with my husband. I hope God will give us life and health. Thank God,

that’s all I’m hoping for.” This Hindu father from New York City said he took his newborns to the

temple for a prayer that “basically says to the god, ‘please help this child to grow up to be a



good person and all other things that follow, make her very educated,’ so it comes hand in

hand, because if you are well educated you’ll have good money and likely attract a person to

get married and so forth.” And what does he want for his daughter now? “To become a person

who does what we did, helping people, open minded, to be a person who does something

good in life. So I tell my daughter, work hard to get better grades to make sure you can do what

you want, because if you don’t get good grades you can’t go to medical school. Try to do better

for yourself, that’s your good karmas,7 if you do good, then good is coming your way.” The

following particularly Jewish view, spoken by a Jewish mother in Indiana, states explicitly what

we find functionally to be the implicit view of the majority of American parents in most religious

traditions, whether or not they could say it this bluntly:One thing I like about Judaism and why I

feel so connected to it is how much it focuses on how you live your life today, here on earth,

temporal life. Judaism has very little to say about afterlife, which is a kind of afterthought. What

the Rabbi talks about in sermons has little to do with hypothesizing about things obviously

unknowable to us. It focuses on how you live your life here, how you treat other people, how

you interact with the community. It’s more the communal nature, a focus on how you interact

with each other, treat them well, caring less about what if anything is outside of us [like an

afterlife]. So when I think of God, I focus more on how people are connected to each other and

treat each other, not if there might be anything beyond the physical world. That’s not a big part

of my life.This Mormon mother from New York City told us, “This church community is

preparing my kids for the kind of life I want them to have, that’s not sheltered, that sees all

people as important, as children of God who have value. They learn they have specific gifts

God has given them they can use to help other people, whatever they choose for their

vocation, their livelihood. Whether getting married and having a family or not, I don’t believe a

woman needs to get married or have children, it’s a calling, don’t necessarily want that for my

kids, I just want them to use their gifts, whatever way they can.” And this Buddhist mother from

Chicago explained, “In the Buddhism we don’t have the life after death. When we dead, done.

It’s like a light, you turn the light off, it’s off, we don’t have the life after death.” And a Buddhist

father from Chicago told us, “All religions if you start understanding they all provide you the

guide for you living a happy life, that’s what I believe.”In order to realize life’s purpose of living

well, one must be equipped by others with preparation, learning, and competences for the task

of self-realization—without which one may become lost, compromised, or fail in life.Here the

vision of life’s purpose begins to shade into the task of parenting, so we find similarities

between parental talk here and that referenced in that cultural model below, providing an

instance of how the beliefs and logics of cultural models can interconnect with each other. A

black Protestant mother from Houston told us, “You bringing new life into this world, it’s

something you cannot stop, can’t change, something you’re gonna have to help grow along the

way, you’re gonna have to teach them to be strong just like you were.” A black Protestant father

also from Houston observed about children:They can always tell you, “daddy said this” or

“momma said that,” “daddy and mommy taught us this, it might be right, oh yeah it is right.” You

know, we been down that road before, so listen to us and we ain’t gonna lead you wrong or

nothing, down a wrong path. So we just hope what we taught them will help them through life. I

just say, “I did my job, we blessed you, the Lord blessed us in what we had to do for you, and

now you on your own, and you just pray that the Lord keep blessing you and do the right

thing.”A conservative Protestant mother from Florida told us, “I set rules, and as long as they

stay safe, safety is a key issue. I try to build their self-esteem by allowing them to feel

independent—they think they’re doing everything on their own, but I’ve already put the

boundaries up, and within those boundaries they can do things. It’s amazing watching and



allowing them to grow and explore and figure things out ‘on their own,’ even though I know what

the boundaries are.” One mainline Protestant father from Indiana confessed, “You worry about

them, making sure they’re okay, but we’ve tried to prepare them as much as we could for things

that will come in their life.” A mainline Protestant mother from the same area told us, “My goal

as a parent when I had them was to make sure they were prepared to live a life of their own.”

And another mainline Protestant mother also from Indiana said, “You can’t do everything for

them, you have to teach them independence starting at birth, to teach independence, how to

think through things. All three of my sons can cook, ’cause I taught them, can do laundry, can

clean the house, and feed their children.”A white Catholic father from Indiana said, “The

parent’s job is exactly to equip children to be adults. So I think faith is important, not the only

thing that you want to teach but certainly one of the important ones. There’s a whole variety of

knowledge and skills that it is our vocation [as parents] to transmit.” A white Catholic mother

from Chicago explained this: “It’s important for me to have my children learn to be independent.

It’s a nonstarter for me to always be doing something for them. If I were to always tie their

shoes, I’d be like why aren’t I teaching them to tie their shoes? Honestly, there’s a little price to

pay, because sometimes you remember fondly back to mom or dad doing that. But where I’m

coming from is I should help them do it by themselves. They feel even better because they can

do stuff, they’re able to. So in terms of coddling children and doing everything for them, and pre-

arranging and making sure they never have any disappointments, I don’t really go for that too

much.” A Hispanic Catholic father from Chicago conveyed that, “I hope when I’m done, I’ve

given my kids the tools for them to be able to take care of themselves, both in their personal

and spiritual life. I hope for them to be good people, to be doing what makes them happy.”

Another Hispanic Catholic mother said, “By raising a kid in the Catholic beliefs or any other

beliefs, as long as you teach her what is right and wrong, and knowing about God, giving her

the tools to continue her education in religion and what is right and wrong. As long they believe,

it’s up to her, whatever they decide, as long as parents give them the right education, the right

tools to be a good person [they can decide their lives].” Similarly, this Mormon mother from

Indiana said, “I feel like one of my responsibilities, although it’s really hard for me, is to help

them to become independent as they take on things on their own and to foster that. I feel like

my job now is to help them to become as they get older to foster independence, but there’s a

part of me that wants to keep them babies and needing mommy.”
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