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Abstract

:

The aim of this paper is to perform a sociological and pastoral analysis of the religiousness of young people in Poland, which is a challenge to Catholic education. The authors analyse this issue based on the empirical study conducted in 2019 and 2020. The study employed an online survey questionnaire. The study included 1171 people, students in grades 7 and 8 of primary schools and of secondary schools in the Małopolskie and Podkarpackie Voivodships in Poland. The paper focuses on young people’s self-declarations concerning: the religion they profess, faith, affiliation with a religious community, a bond to the community, the respondents’ and their parents’ attending religious services, celebrations/masses and praying individually. It was regarded as important to determine the correlations between the self-declarations of affiliation with a religious community and self-declaration of the religion professed and between the self-declarations of faith and bond to a religious community and self-declaration of the religion professed. These issues are enriched with the respondents’ opinions on religion as a school subject. They provide an insight into not only the respondents’ religiousness but also a diagnosis of young people’s attitudes towards religion as a school subject. They allow for conclusions to be drawn on Catholic education in the secularising society, especially with young people increasingly often quitting religious lessons in schools.






Keywords:


youth; religiousness; religious lessons; Catholic education; Poland; sociology; pastoral theology












1. Introduction


The religiousness of young people in Poland is among the key issues lying in the sphere of interest of researchers in sociology, pedagogy and theology, as well as practicians—religion teachers, educators and priests. (See, e.g., Baniak 2015; Dziedzic 2016; Głowacki 2019; Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021; Kaźmierska 2018; Kućko 2019; Mariański 2018, 2019, 2021; Skoczylas 2017; Święs 2018; Urbańska 2021). The quality of changes in the religious life of the young generation of Poles has been discussed for many years (see, e.g., Baniak 2015; Mariański 2018; Urbańska 2021). Among the issues most frequently raised are relations between young people’s self-declarations and religious practices and morals (see, e.g., Boguszewski and Bożewicz 2019; Mariański 2018, 2019). The considerations also deal with issues related to religion lessons in schools and one’s involvement in the Church by participation in various communities and religious movements. (see, e.g., Jedynak 2018, 2019; Kielian and Witos 2017; Sowa-Behtane 2020; Zubrzycka-Maciąg 2021). These issues, presented from the perspective of various scientific disciplines, not only provide a deeper insight into young people’s relations with the Church, their needs and expectations, but they also help to identify the challenges faced by Catholic education in Poland, provided in various circles, particularly in the family, in schools, parishes and in the media. They also help to develop new proposals regarding reaching young people, meeting them and establishing dialogue—first as with any human being, and then making evangelisation attempts. This is because there is no effective Catholic education in the family, at school, in a parish or in social media without proper knowledge of the current religiousness status of the target population—in this case, young people. Hence, the religiousness of young people in Poland is still a topical research area. Properly identified, it provides a challenge to Catholic education. It allows for properly programming the didactic, educational and evangelisational activities in various environments.



When discussing religiousness, one should note that it is not a uniform feature but rather a collection of features, with each one having its own characteristics (Potocki 2017, pp. 25–26). One’s attention is directed towards the external dimension of the real and dynamic personal relation of a human being to the transcendental reality, understood as a personal God in our culture, on whom a human feels dependent both in his/her existence and actions, and who is the ultimate goal imbuing human life with sense (Wiszowaty 2002, p. 13). One must also take into consideration the selected parameters of religiousness, understandable to contemporary youth, which are rooted deeply in sociological research. These include self-identification of religiousness, religious experience, obligatory practices (as required by the canon law) and non-obligatory ones, and bonds to a religious group and to the Church (Potocki 2017, pp. 26–27; Wiszowaty 2002, p. 14).



In order to respond to the question about the challenges that the current religiousness of young people presents to Catholic education, selected parameters of religiousness were examined, and opinions on religion lessons at schools were collected. This will help to present the subject matter defined in the paper title. The findings of this study will be juxtaposed with the results of a study of young people from around Poland and religion teaching at schools. These data will help to reveal a whole picture of the reality under study and to draw conclusions.




2. The Socio-Cultural Context of Religiousness among the Polish Youth


An overview of the education of Polish youth cannot be separated from an analysis of the dynamically changing context. The impact of the contemporary global culture, in which the subjective conviction becomes a norm of human thinking and the subjective conscience—the norm of conduct, is a challenge for education (Zellma 2014, pp. 111–12). With intensively progressing secularisation, dechristianisation and reducing religion to its private aspect, Christianity becomes one of many options for life (Czupryński 2017, pp. 148–49). Increasing popularity is enjoyed by axiologically neutral educational models, and attempts, although often in a concealed manner, are made at reformulating the moral foundations of social and individual life (Życiński 1998, p. 139). The value of faith and religious practices are being discredited, and the church is increasingly often perceived as an archaic institution and one which is completely useless in a contemporary, modern world. (Szauer 2020, pp. 129–45; Twenge 2017, p. 119; Chałupniak 2007, p. 706). Increasing popularity is also enjoyed by the idea of reducing Christianity to the norms of social conduct without reference to transcendence and the ultimate goal (Mariański 2007, p. 524). Focusing on the mundane dimension of life leads to a consumption-oriented model of life, as a result of which many young people subordinate their lives to material values (Roguska and Antas-Jaszczuk 2020, p. 39).



Sociocultural transformations also apply to the religiousness of young people. It is on them that young people’s reference to God, the Decalogue, the Church and religious education depends. They point to the need for examining the declarations of young people from various circles (countries, regions) to draw conclusions based on this in the area of programming and providing religious education in a specific country.




3. Study Methodology


The digital revolution and the social and economic transformations that it brought about have caused—along with huge benefits—phenomena unknown earlier and not always desired. The need to monitor and constantly analyse the trends related to the axiological and religious preferences of young people prompted researchers representing the Faculty of Theology of the Pontifical University of John Paul II to join an international study project conducted at the Tilburg School of Catholic Theology. Their aim is to diagnose and interpret the behaviour of European adolescents in the area of axiology and religiousness. This is a Polish part of a broader, international research, with participants including young people in the Netherlands, Poland, Germany and Czechia, and its findings are published regularly (van Dijk-Groeneboer et al. 2021).



The study was conducted by the method of a survey as a way of collecting knowledge of structural and functional attributes and the dynamics of social phenomena, opinions and views of selected populations, intensification and directions in which specific phenomena develop, of other not institutionally localised phenomena—educationally important—based on a specially selected group representing the general population in which the phenomenon under study occurs (Pilch and Bauman 2001; Łobocki 2010). An Internet survey was applied as the study technique, with the questionnaire as the tool, which was used to gather young people’s self-declarations on matters associated with religiousness and religion lessons (Zellma 2019).



This study employed the questionnaire entitled Youth and religion, which has been used in The Netherlands for over 20 years to evaluate religious attitudes, beliefs, values and outlooks on the world among secondary school students (van Dijk-Groeneboer and Maas 2001, 2005; van Dijk-Groeneboer et al. 2008; van Dijk-Groeneboer 2010, 2015; van Dijk-Groeneboer and Brijan 2013). The socio-cultural context of religiousness among the Polish youth was also taken into consideration. The questions in the questionnaire were translated from English into Polish by native speakers of the language in cooperation with the research staff from the Faculty of Theology of the Pontifical University of John Paul II in Kraków and—when needed—adapted slightly to the local context, for example, in the case of such terms as “Protestant”, “Lutheran”, “Evangelical” and “Orthodox” (instead of the original Dutch Reformed). Specific religiousness in Poland also includes affiliation—usually with one religious community, rather than with many at the same time. What is more, the term “religious community” is understood by religiously involved young people more in the sense of “a pastoral group” or a “youth parish group” rather than different religious institutions. Hence, the meaning of some values is difficult to grasp. A complete original questionnaire (in the Polish and English versions) can be obtained from the authors.



The study was conducted between September 2019 and June 2020 by the CAWI (Computer-Assisted Web Interview) method on a population of grade 7 and 8 primary school students (single structure education covering both ISCED level 1 and 2) and secondary school students (ISCED level 3—upper secondary general and secondary vocational schools) in Poland aged from 15 to 20 years. From school year 2019/2020 those students who have graduated from 8-year primary school enter upper secondary education at the age of 15. There are three types of higher secondary schools in Poland: 4-year high school, 5-year technical school and 3-year vocational school. Students can choose one of them within the compulsory education up to the age of 18 (cf. Eurydice 2019). The age of the respondents is illustrated in Figure 1.



A convenient method for the choice of a sample was applied in order to select the respondents. It sometimes happens that when ethical or religious elements appear in research, many schools refuse to take part, which is why it is difficult to find schools willing to participate in this type of study. The staff of the Faculty of Theology of the Pontifical University of John Paul II in Kraków have contacts with primary and secondary public schools, in which theology students have their practical training supervised by experienced CRE (catholic religious education) teachers. This is why the schools which participated in the study were those in which the teachers were known to the researchers. This, obviously, has an impact on the possibility of data generalisation (Zellma 2019). All of the students were able to fill in the questionnaire in an electronic form on their own devices.



Complete responses were provided by 1171 students from 29 schools, including from 20 in the Małopolskie and Podkarpackie Voivodships in Poland: 867 responses from 14 schools in Kraków (Małopolskie Voivodship), 144 from 3 schools in Krosno (Podkarpackie Voivodeship) and 119 from the Complex of Economic Schools in Dębica (Podkarpackie Voivodeship). All of the necessary consent forms to conduct the study were obtained in each of these schools. The respondents were informed that the data they provided were completely anonymous. The survey was accessible through a link to the Internet website of the Kraków Archdiocese, which is why there were also 41 voluntary responses from students from other schools (e.g., from Łódź, Nowy Tomyśl, Świętochłowice, Olsztyn, Elbląg, Garwolin, Szczecin and Rabka-Zdrój).



The collected data were saved and are protected in accordance with the rules of data protection in scientific research. They do not contain personal data as understood by the GDPR and can be presented only as statistical data. The information will be kept as the original information source at the Faculty of Catholic Theology of Tilburg University for ten years and will be available to other researchers to check the reliability of the analyses and conclusions. The study was approved by the Data Management Unit at the Faculty of Catholic Theology of Tilburg University.




4. Characteristics of the Respondents


The students who completed the questionnaire mostly came from the south and south-east of Poland, and they lived in three towns: Kraków (a population of 800 thousand, an important academic centre), Krosno (a population of 46 thousand) and Dębica (44 thousand) and in surrounding towns and villages, from which they commute to the schools in these three towns. The respondents were students who attended non-obligatory lessons of the Catholic religion, organised under the relevant regulations in public schools in Poland, which does not mean that they were all declared Catholics. With an intention to present the religiousness of young people from a narrower perspective than the national perspective, to present the local dynamics and diversity, the study was conducted in towns situated in the regions with the highest religious practice rates in Poland. The rate of attendance in religion lessons in the region exceeded 94% in 2019 (Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021). The concept of the region used above should be understood in its geographic-historical-cultural meaning as a socio-spatial whole, whose residents participate in the common cultural resources, generating a homogeneous structure with a specific identity and the level of development and a sense of distinctiveness. Due to the study area, one should emphasise the importance of religious distinctiveness among the anthropological features of culture. A bond to the region can result in negative judgements and opinions arising from asserting one’s distinctiveness. One of the objectives of the research is to grasp such features which potentially characterise the cohort under study in association with religious beliefs (Castells 2001; Román del Río 2001, pp. 59–62; Różańska 2015, pp. 207–9).




5. Analysis of Empirical Data


The results of empirical studies apply to the religiousness parameters—selected, understandable to contemporary youth, and relatively easy to diagnose. Some of them will be presented in correlation with the self-declaration of the professed religion.



In order to define their attitude to religion, the young people under study had fifteen categories to choose from: Christian, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran, Jew, Sunni, Shi’ite, Alevi, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, uninvolved in any church, religion or philosophy of life, atheist, humanist or other religious or non-religious philosophy of life. Although Roman Catholicism is considered to be one of the Christian churches, as well as Orthodox or Lutheran, these categories have been distinguished here to estimate whether the respondents place themselves in a wider, multidenominational category or rather choose a specific community. As a result, the strength of their religious self-assignment can be assumed, taking into account divisions within Christianity. These Roman Catholics, as representatives of the largest religious group in Poland, who assign themselves to Christians, may seem less attached to denominational differences and more to common Christian values, but this hypothesis requires a deeper study. However, classifying oneself into one of the mentioned above groups required the respondents to be able to look into themselves, self-reflect, and to be able to evaluate the reality of their own faith. Therefore, the declarations of the young people under study are introspective and subjective. All of the respondents gave their responses to these questions. In total, they declared themselves to be Christians in general (51.8%), Roman Catholics (28.4%), uninvolved in the church, religion, philosophy of life (7.7%), atheists (4.9%) or others (1.2%)1 (Figure 2). Self-declaration of the professed religion. Nearly two-thirds of the respondents are young people who see themselves as Christians and Roman Catholics. The other individuals declare uninvolvement or even atheism.



In order to examine the attitude of the youth under study toward the religion they profess, they were asked about their affiliation with a religious community (Figure 3).



The respondents had four responses to choose from. The largest portion of respondents (51.1%) declared to be members of a religious community (e.g., the Catholic Church) and to attend religious services (in a church or other shrine) This can be compared to a 2018 Polish national youth survey according to which 63% of 18–19 y.o. declared as being religious or deeply religious and to a similar 2021 survey that unfolded a 9% drop to 54% religious youth (cf. CBOS 2019, 2022). The study group also included individuals who declared affiliation with a specific religious community, but they did not have to attend religious services (16.7%). They emphasised that they could not live without an affiliation with a religious institution. Moreover, 15.8% of the respondents claimed that they did not profess a specific religion or attend religious services. In turn, 10.2% declared not being a member of any religious community but that they had to attend religious services regularly (compare: Figure 10 below), and 6.3% of the respondents did not respond. Therefore, it is obvious that a large group (42.7%) of the respondents are influenced by the processes of secularisation, individualisation and privatisation of faith and liberal culture. They are guided by a subjective approach to the religion they profess, and they do not see religious practices as necessary. Considering this, it is worth looking at the self-declarations of affiliations with a religious community in correlation with a self-declaration of the professed religion (Figure 4).



The highest percentage of those declaring themselves as Christians in general are those who respond that they are members of a religious community and attend religious services in a shrine regularly (55.4%). Therefore, more than half of the individuals declaring themselves to be Christians in general demonstrate a consistent approach to faith and religious involvement. Far fewer Christians in general under study declare that they are members of a specific religious community, but they do not necessarily have to attend religious services. However, they cannot live without an affiliation with a religious institution (17.5%). This may indicate a considerable motive for affiliation with a group and identification with a specific circle without a strictly religious reference, based on a personal relationship with God. Therefore, it seems that, in this case, affiliation with a religious community is more emotional than rational and not yet preceded by conscious reflection or decision. This type of behavior is typical of adolescence. It is puzzling that there is a high percentage (11.2%) of respondents who do not have to be members of any religious community, but they have to attend religious services regularly. The smallest portion of those declaring to be Christian (8.6%) do not need a specific religion or to attend religious services.



Affiliation with a religious community as correlated to a self-declaration of faith was the most marked among Catholics. As many as 68.4% of the respondents declaring themselves to be Catholics claimed to be members of a specific religious community and to attend religious services regularly. Only 4.8% of the Catholics under study do not need a specific religion or to attend religious services. This group also contains a puzzlingly high percentage (8.4%) of respondents who do not have to be members of any religious community, but they have to attend religious services regularly. A question arises: Is this caused by a certain type of traditional religiousness—“cultural obviousness”—inherited from one’s parents? May it be a consequence of a certain pressure from one’s parents or grandparents? The data in Figure 4 show that individuals with more established convictions belong to two polarised, opposite groups: Roman Catholics and atheists. This may indicate the tight-knit nature of the group of their fellow believers, sharing similar views, or greater confidence in the declared views (possibly together with a lower ability to establish open dialogue; however, this cannot be inferred from the study), as opposed to people with more flexible views, as Christians in general and the uninvolved, potentially more labile and prone to change those declarations. The latter can still hesitate about which side to choose—whether to join the others or to keep a distance. The responses of those who declared being uninvolved religiously are rather predictable—52.9% of the respondents claimed that they did not need a specific religion or to attend religious services. A much smaller percentage of the respondents—19.5%—do not have to attend religious services despite a sense of affiliation with a religious community (institution). Such declarations are justified in the group of uninvolved individuals. Further responses were surprising—11.5% of the religiously uninvolved respondents, who declared not being members of any religious community, also declared attending religious services regularly. 10.3% of the religiously uninvolved respondents declared to be members of a religious community (e.g., the Catholic Church) and attending religious services regularly (in a church or other shrine), which may be surprising. It seems that those declared to be religiously uninvolved, like Christians in general and Catholics, although to a smaller extent, choose what suits them best and treat religion like one of many activities to choose from.



This picture is complemented by the responses of individuals declaring themselves to be atheists. Obviously, the largest group of respondents (67.3%) claimed that they did not need a specific religion or to attend religious services. The most puzzling responses are those of 14.5% of the atheists, who claimed to be members of a religious community (e.g., the Catholic Church) and to attend religious services in a shrine regularly. In light of these data, one can suppose that the respondents did not believe in God, and they regard religion as contrary to science and reason, but they do not discard outer forms of religiousness for some reasons. This may also be motivated by non-religious factors, such as: the beauty of sacred music and architecture or regarding a shrine as a place where one can experience peace and quiet and find inner harmony. These self-declarations may also show a lack of consistency between one’s beliefs and outward behaviours (attitudes).



The self-declaration of faith and affiliation with a religious community is interesting (Figure 5).



Professing one’s faith actively and a feeling of a strong bond to one specific religious community was declared by 31.5% of the respondents, and 19.6% of them professed their faith actively and felt a strong bond to various religious communities (e.g., Catholic Church, Orthodox Church, etc.). A similar percentage of the young people under study (19.5%) declared not to profess any faith actively but felt a certain affiliation with one specific religious community. The responses chosen by those who claimed to profess their faith actively but not to be members of any religious community (13.3%) are puzzling. 9.7% of the respondents declared not to profess any faith actively and not to be members of any religious community. These statements reflect the young people’s courage in their religious self-declarations. They also testify to the individualisation of faith and the possible abandoning of the institutional framework of religion. No response was provided by 6.3% of the young people taking part in the study. This may be caused by the difficulty they face when self-declaring their faith and affiliation with a religious community or a reluctance to answer questions about their faith and bond to any religious community.



Very interesting conclusions can be drawn from an analysis of self-declarations of faith and affiliation with a community in correlation with a self-declaration of the religion one professes (Figure 6).



The largest percentage of the declared Christians in general (52.0% of the total study population) responded that they professed their faith actively and felt a strong affiliation with a specific religious community (32.9%). A little smaller percentage of them (25.4%) were those who professed their faith actively and felt a strong bond to various religious communities (e.g., Catholic Church, Orthodox Church, etc.). Moreover, 18.9% of the respondents declared not professing any faith actively but felt a certain affiliation with one specific religious community. Probably, in some cases, those are non-practicing or hardly practicing believers. It is notable in this context that 13.5% declared not to be members of a religious community while professing their faith actively. They must be respondents whose faith and religious practices have an individual and subjective dimension. They value their autonomy and freeing themselves from the influence of tradition. The attitudes of the others are more stable. Only among the Roman Catholics is affiliation with a group unrelated to professing one’s faith actively high enough (12.7%) to indicate that it satisfies the need for social belonging and acceptance, and this is seen by this group of respondents in the church community. A relatively small percentage (1.8%) of the declared Christians in general did not profess any religion actively and were not members of any religious community. In some cases, these are certainly respondents who—despite having been baptised—do not identify themselves with faith and they do not want to publicly declare their affiliation with a religious community. This is different from declared Catholics (28.0% of the total study population). In this case, a definitely larger percentage (48.5%) are those who declared that they professed their faith actively and felt a strong bond to one specific religious community. At the same time, 19.0% of this study group declared professing their faith actively and felt a strong bond to various religious communities (to the Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church, etc.). Furthermore, 13.9% of Roman Catholics declared professing their faith actively while not being members of any religious community. This may indicate that the phrase “religious community” was considered by the responders not to be synonymous with “official religion” but rather to be identical with small religious groups and/or movements within the certain religious organisation. It is interesting that 12.7% of the declared Roman Catholics did not profess any faith actively, but they felt a certain affiliation with one specific religious community. These are certainly non-practicing individuals. It is also notable that 4.8% of the declared Roman Catholics did not provide any response, and 0.9% claimed not to profess any religion actively or to be members of any religious community. This latter group of respondents can be perceived as religiously indifferent individuals. The responses of religiously uninvolved individuals (8.0% of the study population) are also noteworthy. Over half of the respondents (51.7%) in this group declared not to profess any religion actively and not to be members of any religious community. Far fewer of those religiously uninvolved (34.5%) responded that they did not profess any faith actively but that they felt a certain affiliation with a specific religious community, which indicates their indecisiveness, non-established convictions but inclined somehow to seek for a kind of religiousness. Only 3.4% of religiously uninvolved respondents declared that they professed their faith actively and that they felt a strong affiliation with various religious communities (e.g., the Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church, etc.), and the same percentage (3.4%) responded, “I profess my faith actively and I am not a member of any religious community”. The fewest religiously uninvolved respondents (1.1%) declared that they professed their faith actively and they felt a strong bond to one specific religious community. The religiously uninvolved individuals who did not provide any response accounted for 5.7%. These data do not in any way indicate an advanced process of individualisation and pluralisation of religion. They suggest that also for young, religiously uninvolved people, faith and affiliation with a religious community become an object of important, individual considerations, leading to individual choices and preferences. It is also notable that 68.4% of the declared atheists did not profess any faith and were not members of any religious community. Such declarations are justified, and they arise from the very essence of atheism. At the same time, 14.0% of the respondents in this study group declared not to profess any faith actively but did feel a certain affiliation with one specific religious community. This may come from family and/or social traditions. There are some puzzling responses in which declared atheists responded that they professed their faith actively and that they were not members of any religious community (5.3%), they professed their faith actively, and they were strongly bonded to various religious communities (1.8%). Self-declarations may be a manifestation of the lack of consistency between one’s inner convictions and attitudes, and a full explanation would require further studies. The rate of the lack of response is also notable (5.3%). Possibly, the respondents in this group have some problems with justifying their self-declarations.



The next responses of the young people in the study group concerned their religious practices. The study focused on selected, regular and occasional religious duties. Therefore, the respondents were first asked whether they often attended religious services/celebrations/masses (in a synagogue, church, mosque, etc.). The results are shown in Figure 7.



The results indicated that 32.5% of the respondents declared attending religious services frequently. The other respondents attended such services very frequently (13.7%), from time to time (17.3%), rarely (16.6%) or never (8.8%). 11.3% of the respondents did not respond. In order to obtain more data on this issue, the respondents were asked to answer whether they attended religious services/celebrations/masses (in a synagogue, church, mosque, etc.) on major holidays. The answers are shown in Figure 8.



Practicing believers account for 56.9% of the whole study population, including 29.6% who declared that they attended religious services on major holidays (understood as holidays regarded as the most important ones in a specific religious tradition) very often, and 27.3%—often. Only 13% of the respondents attended religious services on major holidays from time to time, 10.8%—rarely, and 8.0%—never. As many as 11.3% of the respondents did not answer this question. Possibly, the young people taking part in the study—while experiencing a relatively strong bond with God and with the ecclesial community—do not abandon the obligatory religious practices en mass in favour of their individual preferences. This is probably affected by various social and cultural factors, especially one’s family situation. Therefore, the respondents were asked: do your parents attend religious services/celebrations/masses (in synagogue. church, mosque, etc.)? The answers are shown in Figure 9. According to this, 28.8% of the parents often go to religious services, 27.9% of them do it very often, 13.2%—from time to time, 11.2%—rarely and 7.7%—never, and 11.3% of the respondents did not respond. The respondents’ declarations about their parents attending religious services/celebrations/masses are diverse.



There is still a vertical transmission of religious attitudes, although it is weakened. Figure 9 shows that there is a 10% deficit of religious practices in the vertical transmission between the parent and children generations.



The respondents’ declarations on the frequency with which their parents attend religious services show that their parents’ attitude to faith and religious practices is very important. This is also a conclusion drawn from the responses to the following question: have your parents ever made you attend religious services/celebrations/masses? (Figure 10).



Interestingly, 24.3% of the respondents declared that their parents had never made them attend religious services/celebrations/masses, and 24.9% responded that they had done it rarely, while 14.9% of the respondents declared that their parents had made them attend religious services/celebrations/masses from time to time, 13.2% responded that they had done it often, 10.3%—very often, and 11.3% of the respondents did not answer. According to Figure 9, there are a total of 56.7% practicing parents (the sum of the “often” and “very often” responses). Figure 7 shows that there are 46.2% of practicing young people (very often and often). This gives a 10.5% deficit, which leads one to the conclusion that the example provided by parents is met with more effective neutralising tendencies, which include the impact of mass culture or other factors which were not analysed in this study. Moreover, Figure 10 shows that more than half of the respondents had not been made to attend religious practices (rarely + never = 50.3%). This means that the parents practicing and giving an example with their actions and religious education were more frequent than making young people attend religious practices. Therefore, one can conclude that the bond to religious traditions and practices is still strong in the south and south-east of Poland, i.e., the regions under study, especially in the generation of the respondents’ parents, although this bond diminishes in the vertical transmission. This tendency can be demonstrated in further studies.



Bearing in mind that individual prayer is an important manifestation of one’s religiousness, the respondents were asked whether they pray, how often and when. The responses show that the respondents’ attitudes to these issues varied (Figure 11).



A total of 51.8% of the respondents pray in bed in the evening (20.2% pray from time to time, 16.7%—very often, 14.9%—often), 18.8%—never, and 18.2%—hardly ever. Praying was not associated with the meal ritual. 52.9% of the respondents never pray before and/or after meals, 21.9%—hardly ever, and 14.1% of them admit that they pray (10.3%—from time to time, 2.5% often, 1.3% very often). Fear is not a motive for praying for 23.3% of the respondents. It seems to be a very weak motivator for praying for 14.8% of the respondents who chose the “hardly ever” response. However, as many as 50.7% of the respondents pray when they are anxious or concerned, including 21.7%—from time to time, 15.8%—often, 13.2%—very often. Furthermore, 29.8% of the respondents declared that they never prayed when they were sad. However, as many as 40.9% of the respondents pray when they sad (19.7% pray from time to time 13.4%—often, 7.8%—very often). When they are happy, 19.6% of the respondents pray from time to time, 15.3%—hardly ever, 14.9%—often, 5.2%—very often. No praying when they were happy was declared by 33.8% of the respondents. Gratitude is a reason for praying for 53% of the respondents (23.1% pray from time to time when they are grateful, 20.8%—often, 9.1%—very often), 11.7% hardly ever pray in such situations, and 24.0% of the respondents never pray when they are grateful. Not praying at fixed times was declared by 45.2% of the respondents did not pray at fixed times and 17.6% hardly ever prayed. 14.3% of the respondents declared praying at fixed times from time to time, 7.2%—often and 4.4%—very often. As many as 11.3% of the respondents did not provide an answer in each category specifying the time and place of praying (like with the questions about attending religious services, about their parents attending such services and about their parents making them attend such services). The data show the young people’s highly diverse attitude to praying. A large majority of them pray for emotional and personal reasons (e.g., sadness, gratitude, happiness), with no fixed timeframe and with no link to meals. Therefore, it is more an individual than a community-related practice, usually with no link to home and family rituals.



Let us note the respondents’ opinions on religious education provided as part of religious teaching at school. They gave their opinions on religion lessons at school. Closed matrix questions with one possible answer, according to Likert’s five-point scale, were applied (Figure 12, Figure 13 and Figure 14). The conversion index was also indicated by providing the percentage of people who did not give an answer in the questionnaire.



Figure 12 shows that the respondents gave diverse opinions on whether religious lessons bring students to the faith. 27.8% of respondents agreed that religious lessons brought students to faith, and 25.8% saw them as neutral. 19.3% disagreed with this statement, and 10.6% definitely disagreed. Only 4.5% of the respondents definitely agreed that religious lessons brought students to faith. Therefore, 32.3% of the respondents agreed that religious lessons brought students to faith, and 29.9% of them disagreed. Therefore, the responses in this category are comparable, with a majority of the negative responses (half of the respondents in whose opinion religious lessons do not bring students to faith chose the answer “definitely not”). The respondents also answered the question of whether religious lessons helped students to seek the sense and purpose of life. 31.9% of the respondents agreed with this statement. 24.9% of respondents were indifferent about it, 18.1% disagreed, and 8.9% definitely disagreed. Only 4.4% of the respondents agreed that religious lessons helped students to seek the sense and purpose of life. Therefore, only 36.3% of the respondents were convinced that religious lessons helped students to discover the sense and purpose of life to a lesser or greater extent, with 51.8% of them being of the opposite view or indifferent. It is puzzling that there was a high percentage (12.0%) of those who did not answer. This may indicate serious deficits in teaching religion in schools. The respondents also found it difficult to mention the positive aspects of religious lessons in schools.



Of interest are also the respondents’ opinions on developing an objective view of the world’s religions and discovering the truth about God. 42% of the respondents agreed (including 5.5% of those who gave their definite support) that religious lessons gave students an objective view of the world’s religions, and 21.9% expressed their indifference. Only one in four respondents did not agree (14.6% disagreed, and 9.6% definitely disagreed).



It is also worth pointing out the respondents’ opinions on whether religious lessons enable students to discover the truth about God/Allah/other deities. 53.9% of respondents agreed (including 8.4% definitely) that religious lessons enabled students to discover the truth about God/Allah/other deities, 19.0% were indifferent, 9.6% disagreed, 6.0% definitely disagreed that religious lessons enabled students to discover the truth about God/Allah/other deities. Twelve percent of the respondents did not give an answer in any category of options to choose from.



A total of 47.4% of the respondents, including 6% definitely, agreed that religious lessons helped students to understand the true meaning of religion. 21.5% saw it as neutral, 19% disagreed, including 7.3% who disagreed definitely. Therefore, a large majority agreed with this statement, but the opposite opinions are relatively more intensive, although they are shared by a smaller cohort—in total nearly every fifth respondent. Only 12.8% of the respondents disagreed—including 4.9% who definitely disagreed—that religious lessons provided students with an opportunity to discuss religious matters, 13.7% neither agreed nor disagreed, 61.5% agreed—including 13.6% definitely—with the statement. 43.8% of the respondents agreed—including 5.1% definitely—that religious lessons helped to understand social problems. 22% of the respondents neither agreed nor disagreed. 22.1% of the respondents disagreed—including 6.6% definitely—that religious lessons helped to understand social problems. 27.8% of respondents were indifferent to whether religion is taught as a school subject. As much as 38.6% (including 16.7%, who responded: “definitely disagree”) disagreed with the statement that religion should not be taught at school, i.e., they accept religious lessons in schools. There were individuals (12.7%) among the respondents who thought that religion should not be taught at schools. A definitely negative opinion on the presence of religious lessons at schools was expressed by 8.8% of the respondents. Therefore, a total of 21.5% of the respondents are against teaching religion at schools, 38.6% of them are of the opposite opinion, with a relatively large group of indifferent respondents (nearly 28%).



The results show the respondents’ diverse attitudes to religious education offered at religious lessons at schools. Some respondents mentioned positive, didactic and educational aspects, while others declared indifference. The negative and definitely negative attitudes of some respondents to the didactic and educational tasks pursued in the lessons are a cause for concern. It shows that the secularisation and individualisation trend is present and accelerating. However, this is opposed in regions with strong and well-established (culturally or socially) religious convictions, which, however, are weakening. Further studies may reveal long-term trends.



These considerations can be summarised by juxtaposing the answers to the question about the presence of religion at school with the self-declaration about the religion one professes (Figure 14).



Definitely positive opinions on the presence of religion were expressed by 22.6% of the Roman Catholics, 16.8% of the Christians in general, 9.1% of the atheists and 6.9% of the uninvolved. This group of respondents definitely disagreed with the statement that religion should not be taught at school. A positive, although weaker opinion on this matter was expressed by those who chose the “I disagree” response: 24.2% of the Christians in general, 24.1% of the Roman Catholics, 13.8% of the uninvolved and 7.3% of the atheists were in favour of the presence of religion lessons at schools, i.e., they disagreed with the statement that this subject should not be taught at schools. Their indifference to this issue was expressed by 32.2% of the uninvolved, 27.0% of the Christians in general, 25.5% of the atheists and 26.5% of the Roman Catholics. One should note that there were individuals among the respondents who agreed that religion should not be taught at schools. This opinion was expressed by 14.5% of atheists, 13.8% of Christians in general, 10.2% of Roman Catholics and 17.2% of the uninvolved. Their objections to the presence of religion at schools were expressed by 30.9% of the atheists, 20.7% of the uninvolved, 5.4% of the Christians in general and only 4.2% of the Roman Catholics. This shows a polarisation of the respondents’ opinions on the presence of religious lessons at schools, with a majority of those who are in favour of it (in total: 16.4% of the atheists, 41% of the Christians in general, 46.7% of the Catholics and 20.7% of the uninvolved). However, this was accompanied by a relatively high indifference rate, with the highest percentage in all the groups except the atheists. Self-declarations on the professed religion are important in the respondents’ attitude to this issue. Those who declare atheism or religious uninvolvement objected to the presence of religious lessons at schools more often and in a more definite manner. It was found that 12.7% of atheists, the same percentage of Christians in general, 12.3% of Roman Catholics and 9.2% of the uninvolved did not give an answer to this question.




6. Discussion and Conclusions


All the data under analysis were based on young respondents’ self-declarations. It should be noted that the young people’s self-declarations, especially regarding their faith and religious practices, provide a set of more personal answers, which help to grasp and understand the respondents’ religious sphere. Naturally, they are subjective. They are often emotional. However, they can show the direction of changes in religiousness in a specific community. They also help to get to know the place that religion occupies in young people’s lives. They do not show the respondents’ uncertainty and hesitation. Moreover, they do not give the possibility of giving their free opinions on the matter, e.g., on religious lessons. These data were collected from a sample that is not sufficient to project the conclusions onto the whole population of young people in Poland. They should be juxtaposed with the findings of studies conducted in other regions of the country. For example, a decrease in the number of young people attending religious lessons and distinct secularisation processes are noticeable in the north, west, south-west and north-east of Poland (Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021).



This study shows that the religiousness of the respondents in the south and south-east of Poland, i.e., ones with the highest religious practice rate in Poland, does not show any distinct secularisation trends. The data show that a majority of young people in the region of Poland under study still declared that they took part in religious practices often or very often. Religiousness and affiliation with religious communities, mainly among the Christians in general and Roman Catholics, may be mentioned as a characteristic feature of the socio-cultural picture of the region in the period and cohort under study. The young people’s self-declarations show that they are not abandoning religious practices in total and that their faith is becoming privatised and individualised to a small extent. According to their declarations, young people attend religious services. Their religiousness is based on praying, bonds with religious communities, and attending celebrations, religious services, and masses. The young people declare being members of (and to feel bonds to) communities (e.g., Catholics, Christians in general). The young people’s self-declarations show that their religiousness does not tend to be deinstitutionalised, individualised, selective or privatised.



The majority of the respondents demonstrate a positive attitude toward religious lessons at schools. They declare sporadically that religious lessons play no role in shaping their views, discovering the sense of life, learning about other religions, and learning the contents of faith. Such attitudes of the respondents do not correspond to the opinions of those in national surveys. They are different, positive and optimistic. It is difficult to say in which direction the views of these people on religious lessons at schools will evolve. A question also arises whether their religiousness will be stable or will change dramatically. The findings of the empirical quantitative studies conducted by Antoni Głowacki, Dominik Kiełb and Paweł Mąkosa, Janusz Mariański show that the religiousness of young people in Poland is trending towards selectivisation, individualisation, privatisation and deinstitutionalisation. They also show that the number of young people declaring themselves to be practicing believers is diminishing in Poland, even in its south-eastern part, which has always been more religious than the other parts of the country (Kiełb and Mąkosa 2021). Religiousness is becoming more of a social phenomenon than a strictly spiritual one for many young people (Głowacki 2019; Mariański 2019, 2021). Therefore, young people, even if they declare faith and bond to the Church and attend religious services, do not feel a personal relationship with God and do not feel responsible for the Church (Grabowska 2021; Mariański 2021; Kiełb and Mąkosa 2021). Therefore, negative attitudes to the Catholic Church as an institution are increasingly frequent, which is associated with an unethical lifestyle of some of the clergy, including the sexual exploitation of minors (Kiełb and Mąkosa 2021; Szymczak et al. 2022).



The respondents’ self-declarations, which show their negative or neutral attitude toward the Church community, including attending religious services and celebrations, prove to be consistent with the findings of studies by Wioletta Szymczak, Paweł Makosa and Tomasz Adamczyk (Szymczak et al. 2022). The young people participating in these authors’ study distance themselves from institutional forms of religion. Their relationship with the Catholic Church is based on a traditional model (Szymczak et al. 2022). It is not a personal bond to the Church, which leads to involvement and shared responsibility for the community. According to their self-declarations, the respondents have not given up praying individually (Kiełb and Mąkosa 2021). Such self-declarations concerning praying are consistent with the findings of the current study. The respondents’ answers about individual praying, though diverse, help one to understand the place it occupies in young people’s lives.



Reviewing the respondents’ self-declarations on atheism brings to mind the thesis put forward by James Emery White. In his opinion, functional atheism is at the heart of contemporary secularism (White 2017, p. 20). A contemporary young person ignores the idea of God instead of rejecting it. Therefore, not being an important part of young people’s lives, God erodes continuously, and their spiritual needs are transferred to those spheres of contemporary culture, which offer attractive content and ideas for young people (White 2017, p. 20; see also Drozdowicz 2022).



Attending religious lessons and reference to this school subject is correlated with the transformation of young people’s religiousness in Poland. They have been seen to distance themselves from the teaching of religion since 2016 (Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021, pp. 31–34; cf. Jedynak 2018). The answers provided by the current respondents regarding this school subject correspond to community opinions on teaching religion at schools (Głowacki 2019; Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021, pp. 31–34; Zubrzycka-Maciąg 2021). The group of respondents under study includes individuals who cannot see the sense or importance of religious education in the Polish school, which is why they quit religious lessons (Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021; Jedynak 2018, 2019). For them, religious lessons are not an opportunity to discover the sense of life, seek the truth, solve existential problems, learn about other religions, or learn the content of faith and personal encounter with God. This is also confirmed by national studies on attending religious lessons and the quality of this school subject (Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego 2021; Jedynak 2018, 2019; Zubrzycka-Maciąg 2021). Therefore, the religiousness of young people in Poland is expected to change. However, it is difficult to predict in which direction it will evolve and whether it will stop or change dramatically.




7. Final Reflections


The picture of religiousness that emerges from these partial analyses is a challenge to Catholic education. Without a doubt, it requires a multi-faceted, permanent diagnosis and an evaluation of the current state of religious teaching in Poland, especially in secondary schools, but also seeking and implementing new educational and formation solutions, with the active participation of young people. One must also bear in mind that it is not possible to define one specific strategy of action. The diversity and creativity of religious teachers and priests in thinking and actions also seem important.



Reaching out to young people and reaching them through social media and listening to their needs and expectations should also be regarded as significant. A greater value should be assigned to the attitude of openness, the ability to listen, to be with and for young people, to stay dialogue with both those involved in any religious communities and the unaffiliated ones. Creating authentic relations with young people, without aggression and apologetics, and supporting them gradually in their discovery of the community of the Church is also important.



It is also justified to make use of young people’s interest in art, music, literature, new communication and information technologies, even if they are of little interest to teachers of religion, tutors and priests. Therefore, dialogue should be conducted with young people on the basic topics concerning ethics, arts and science and on seeking transcendence. In this, one needs the courage to seek new signs, new symbols and new ways of transmitting the Word. Moreover, proper methodical, pedagogical, communicative and information skills are required.



Regardless of the outer activity of individuals involved in Catholic Education, this cannot be done without their testimony of faith. Therefore, one should care about evangelisation, catechisation and formation of adults, especially parents, religion teachers, and priests.
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This category included the responses in which the respondents declared themselves as Orthodox, Lutheran, Jew, Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu.
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Figure 1. Age of the respondents (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 2. Self-declaration of faith (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 3. Self-declaration of belonging to a religious community (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 4. Belonging to a religious community in correlation with self-declaration of professed religion (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 5. Self-declaration of faith and belonging to a religious community (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 6. Self-declaration of faith and attachment to a religious community in correlation with the self-declaration of the professed religion (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 7. Do you often attend religious services/celebrations/masses (in a synagogue, church, mosque, etc.)? (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 8. Do you attend religious services/celebrations/masses (in a synagogue, church, mosque) on major holidays? (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 9. Do your parents attend religious services/celebrations/masses (in a synagogue, church, mosque, etc.)? (%). Source: the author’s own research. 






Figure 9. Do your parents attend religious services/celebrations/masses (in a synagogue, church, mosque, etc.)? (%). Source: the author’s own research.



[image: Religions 13 01142 g009]







[image: Religions 13 01142 g010 550] 





Figure 10. Have your parents ever made you attend religious services/celebrations/masses? (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 11. How often and when do you pray? (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 12. Opinion on Religious Education as a school subject (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 13. Opinion on Religious Education as a school subject (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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Figure 14. Religious Education should not be a school subject (%). Source: the author’s own research. 
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