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Confidence, Conversation and Community: Bible Engagement in Canada, 2013

Executive Summary

Three main factors drive Canadians’ Bible reading frequency: confidence, conversation and community.

About one in seven Canadian Christians, or 14%, read the Bible at least ence a week. The majority of
Canadians, including those who identify themselves as Christians, read the Bible either saldom or
never. Weekly Bible reading in Canada has fallen by half since 19296, Surprisingly, the frequency of Bibla
reading is much the same for older and younger Bible readers, a change since 1996 whean older Bible
readers were maore frequent than younger Bible readers.

The majority of
Confidence (anadians, including
those who identify

e Only 18% of Canadians strongly agree the Bible is the Word of
God, down from 35% in 1996. Canadians who strongly agree that
the Bible is the Word of God are ten times as likely to read the themselves af
EBible frequently (at least a few times a week} and six times as (hnsnam, rcad the
likely to attend religious services weekly as those who just Blble Clther $€|d0m

moderately agree.
T OF never.

o Thea majority of Canadians (63%) and half of Christians agree that the
Bible has irreconcilable contradictions. Among Canadians, almost no one (2%) who believes
the Bible has irreconcilable contradictions reads it frequently. Very few Canadians with that
belief attend religious services weekly (8%). By contrast, Canadians who disagree that the Bible
has ireconcilable contradictions are three times as likely to altend services weekly and nine
times as likely to read the Bible frequently.

e (Onein seven Canadians {13%) and about one in four Christians (23%) strongly agree that the
Bible is relevant to modern life. Canadians who strongly agree the Bible is relevant are more
than ten times as likely to read the Bible frequently, four times as likely to attend services
weekly, five times as likely to reflect frequently on its meaning for their lives and almost ten
times as likely to talk to others about it at least weekly as those who just moderately agrea.

o Almost two-thirds of Canadians {(64%) and six in ten Christians agree that the scriptures of
all major world religions teach essentially the same things. Those who do are likely to
disregard the teachings of these texis and find a common ethic of sacial peace behind the texts.

Conversation
e  Only about one in ten Canadians (119%) and two in ten Christians (21%) reflect on the meaning
af the Bible for their lives at least a few timeas a week. Canadians who reflect at least a few times
a week are four times as likely to read the Bikle frequently and twice as likely to attend services
weekly as those who reflect just once a week or once or twice a month.

o  Ornly 6% of Canadians and 11% of Christians talk to others about the Bitle outside of religious
sarvices at least once a wesek. Those who have conversations about the Bible at least once a
week have more robust Bible engagement and religious commitment profiles than any
other factor we've looked at: 63% attend religious services weekly compared to 16% of the
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Canadian population; 57% read the Bible at least a few times a week compared to 9% of the
Canadian population; and 81% reflect on the meaning of the Bible at least a few times a wesk
campared to 13% of the population.

Community
o fore frequent church attendance is associated with confidence in the Bible. The more
frequently Canadians attend religicus services, the more likely they are to strongly agree
the Bible is the Word of God. Those whe have only moderate confidence in the Bible are less
likely to attend services.

e During a time when church attendance was in decling, confidence in the Bible as the Word of
God has remained constant for each level of attendance. This suggests that something
happens at church services to instil and nurture confidence in the Bible.

o Bibkle reading is more prevalent in some religious traditions. Evangelicals are a small percentage
of this study (7%), but account for almost balf (4326 of frequent Bible readers. Comparatively,
13% of frequent Bible readers are Mainling Protestants, 11% are English Catholics, and 49 are
French Catholics.

e The Bible engagement of self-identified Christians as a whole is not very different from
Bible engagement of Canadians generally.

Conclusions

Ollr ﬂ“dy fﬂUﬂd that |t iS Conversations about the Bible nead to be participatory, not
|mp0rtant for people to belleve passive. Conversations about the Bible drive other kinds of

Bible engagement. To talk about the Bible you have to read

that the Blble “ the word Of the Bible, reflect on the Bible, and be present with others to
(od, that it is reliable and talk about the Bible.

TR OEE IR IO Given thiat targe swaths of the church lack confidence in the Bible
unique tea(hlngs‘ and rarely participate in conversations about the Bible, there is
work to do. Qur interviews and survey suggest that most
Canadians know very little of the centent of the Bible. Even when they have access 10 a Bible they are
marg likely to read in the meaning they assume lies under the text rather than engaging the text itself.
This suggests that the Bible is not directly shaping much of the church in Canada.

Our study found that it is important for people to belisve that the Bible is the Word of God, that it is
reliable and trustworthy, and that it has unique teachings. Churches can strengthen Bible engagement
by directly teaching these things.

Our study found that reflection on the meaning of the Bible for people’s lives is an important kind
of Bible engagement, but that conversation with others about the meaning of the Bible is the key
factor in deepening Bible engagement. It also tends to promote stronger religious communities,
because these conversations revolve around Christianity's central text.

Church leaders should create epportunities for people to talk about the meaning of the Bible for their
lives. Implicitly, by talking atout the meaning of the Bible, you teach pecple to have confidence in the
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Confidence, Conversation and Community: Bible Engagement in Canada, 2013

Bible because the very conversation communicates that there is meaning to be feund for their lives. If
churches prioritize conversations atzout the meaning of the Bible, it suggests that the Bible is an
important document to have conversations about.

This study looks at the confidence that individuals have in the Bible, but if churches are to strengthen
the Bible engagement of their congregants, they themselves need to be convinced of the
reliability, relevance, trustworthiness and divine origin of the Bible.

Find rescurces to help individuals and churches strengthen Bible engagement at
www.bibleengagementstudy.ca.
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Introduction
Three main factors drive Canadians’ Bible reading frequency: confidence, conversation and community.

Only one in seven Canadian Christians, or 14%, read the Bible at least once a wesk. The majority of
Canadians, including those who identify themselves as Christians, read the Bible either seldom or
never.

Canadians who frequently read the Bible are confident that it is the reliable word of God, that its
teachings differ from those of other world religions, and that it does not have irreconcilable
contradictions. There is a striking difference between Canadians who strongly agree with the Bible's
raliability and uniquaness and those who only moderately agree.

A key characteristic of Canadians who read the Bible is that they have conversations about what it
means for their lives, conversations with themselves {reflection) or conversations with ¢thers cutside of
religious services. This study also finds Bible engagement differences among Christian traditions.
Evangelicals tend to have greater confidence in the uniqueness and reliability of the Bilile, and tend to
read it more frequently.

The Bible informs and transforms the lives of Christians. Bible engagement matters because it sustains
and nourishes faith. Bible engagement and church engagement decling together; there is a ¢lear
correlation, although this study doas not demonstrate that one causes the other.

In the lagt 25 years, Bible engagement and church attendance have fallen dramatically. This study
sarves as a benchmark to measure Bible engagement and to point to the characteristics of Bible-
engaging Canadians.

This report is based on the ground-breaking Canadian Bible Engagement Study (CBES) of 4,474
Canadians conducted by Vision Critical on their Angus Reid Forum, and qualitative interviews. It
describes the kay findings of beliefs and activities that correlate with Bible reading among Canadians.
This report is the first in a series based on the CBES data. Other reports will cover topics such as the
translations of the Bible that Canadians read, formats of the Bible Canadians use, and Bible literacy.
See Appendix for more information on the study.

The Canadian Bible Forum and the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada sponscred the CBES, with
funding participation from Stronger Together Grants. The members of the Canadian Bible Forum are the
Bible League of Canada, Canadian Bible Society, Every Home for Christ, Gideons Canada, OnaBook,
OCpen Doors Canada, Saripture Gift Mission Canada, Scripture Union Canada, and Wycliffe Canada.



Confidence, Conversation and Community: Bible Engagement in Canada, 2013
Bible Reading Frequency

Weekly Bikyle reading has dropped almost in half over the last two decades, among Canadians generally
and also among Canadian Christians. The decline has been steeper among Mainline Protestant and
Catholic traditions. The differances do not follow generational lines: young paople are just as likely to
read the Bible as older Canadians.

Fewer Canadians reading

The majority of Canadians, even those who self-identify as Christians, saldom or never read the Bible.
Armong Canadians, about 14% read the Bible at least monthly. Four in five Canadians report that they
read the Bible seldom or never (see Chart 1),

Chart 1. Bible reading frequency in Canada, CBES
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Among Canadians who identify themselves as Christians, one in five read the Bible at least monthly: 6%
read daily, 620 read a few times a week, 3% read once a week, and 4% read at least once or twice 3
month. About 2 in 4 Canadians who identify thamselves as Christian report that they read the Bible
seldom or never (see Table 1).

The percentage of frequent Bible readers has dropped significantly in the last two decades, for the
general population and for Christians. In 1996, 21% of Canadians reported reading the Bible at least
weekly, compared to 11% in 2013, Among Christians, the percentage of those who read at least weekly
fell from 27 % in 1996 to 14% in 2013 (see Chart 2).

In 1996, more Canadians reported reading the Bible “once a week” or “onge or twice a month” -
answers in the middle of the scale of Bible reading frequency — than report 3¢ now. Over time,
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Canadians have tended to shift to one end of the Bible reading frequency scale or the other, with most
shifting to the less frequent reading end of the scale.

Religious fradition matters

Bible reading is more prevalent in some religicus traditions. Evangelicals are a small percentage of the
CBES sample (7%, but account for almast half (43%) of frequent Bible readers (once a week or more).
Comparatively, 13% of frequent Bible readers are Mainline Protestants, 11% are English Catholics, and
4% are French Catholics.”

Table 1. Bible reading frequency by tradition, CBES

Tradition
Frequency Catholic Fr. Catholic En. Mainline Evangelical Christian
Daily 2% 3% 3% 22% 6%
A few times g week 1% 3% 4% 22% 6%
Once a week 1% 2% 3% 6% 3%
Once or twice a month 1% 4% 4% 8% 4%
A few timeas a year 2% 9% 13% 6% 8%
Seldem 1894 2% crd 2144 29%
MNewver 5% 48% 7% 15% 45%
At least a few times a week 3% 6% 6% 449 12%
At least weekly 3% 89% 9% 5124 1484
At least monthly 5% 12%% 13% 58% 189

Celumn sectiang may not add to 100% becauza af rounding.

BEible reading has declined among all Christian traditions, with the most dramatic declines among
Mainline Protestants and Catholics. Weekly Bityle reading has droppead by more than half since 1996 for
Catholics and Mainline Protestants (see Chart 2). Although Evangelicals read more frequently than other
traditions, the percentage of Evangelical daily readers dropped by one-third since 1236, Nationally,
weekly Bible reading fell by half.

' The remaining and substantial group of Bible readers come from other religious traditions.
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Chart 2. Daily and weekly Bible reading, by tradition, 1996 and 2013
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Sources: God and Society in North America, 1996 and CBES, 2013. See Appendix for more information about these studies.

No generational differences

Clder Christians read the Bible at roughly the same frequency as younger Christians. Bible reading
frequency is constant across the generations, in every religious tradition. This marks a shift from 1926,
when older Christians were maore likely t0 read the Bible frequently than younger ones.

Discussion

The difference between a mere Bible activity and Bible engagement is the intent to connect with God.
Bible reading is often the precursor to other types of Bible engagement, o understanding how to
encourage Bible reading will provide ingight into how we can promote other kinds of Bible engagement
as well.

Two decades ago, there were more Canadians in the middle range of Bible reading frequency, reading
the Bible sometimes, once a month or s¢. That middle group of readers has collapsed, most of them
migrating to the seldom or never categories of readers. Now, there tend to be two kinds of Bible
readers: those who read at least a few times a week and those who read seldom or never. Either Bible
reading is a regular habit or discipling, or it tends not to be done at all.

Discussion questions
What prompts you to read the Bible, or discourages you from reading?

Has your practice of reading the Bible changed over time? Why?
What do you think might help you to deepen your engagement with the Bible?
Has your church done anything that has encouraged you to read the Bible more regularly?
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Confidence in the Bible

Canadians who frequently read the Bibla are confident that it is the reliable Word of God, with a
message that is unique amaong world religions and relevant to theair lives. Those who strongly agree that
the Bible is the Word of God are far more likely to read and reflect on it and to attend religious services
than are those who anly moderately agres.

The Bible as the Word of God

Frequent readers helieve the Bible is the Word of God

Canadians who believe the Bible is the Word of God are more likely to read it. The majority of
Canadians (80%) who read the Bitle at least weekly, strongly agree that it is the Word of God.
However, Bible reading frequency is down from 1996 levels among all Canadians, regardless of how
strangly people belisve the Bible to be the Word of God (see Chart 3).

Chart 3. Frequency of Bible reading by agreement with “l believe the Bible to be the inspired
Word of God” {1996} and "l believe the Bible to be the Word of God™” {2013)
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e W Once a day or
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3%
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2013 1996 | 2013 1996 | 2013

Moderately Moderately Agree Strongly Agree
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Sources: God and Society in North America, 1996 and CBES, 2013. See Appendix for more information about these studies.

People who only moderately agree that the Bible is the Word of God are unlikely to read it. Waekly Bible
reading among those with just moederate confidence in the Bible has dropped by more than half since
1986, from 119 to 4%.
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Interviewees Ken and Tem understand the Bible as containing "God’s inspired words” or "information
from God™ and believe that it has a purpose. It "tells people how to get closer to [Ged]” and “develops a
relationship, and understanding of God.”

! would say the Bible is God's inspired words. That it tefls people how to get closer to him. And
he also provided a pfan for us to get connected to him through his onfy son Jesus Christ who

died on the cross, that he lakes away our sins or cur wrongdoings, or that we have a connection
with God. (Ken, 54 — reads the Bible daily)

The Bible is information about us from God and kind of like the biusprint of it, The intercession
yvou know, the Holy Spirit in the belief process, it's fike | was teffing vou, there's a fot of people
that can read the Bible, and { mean it has a lot of information and a lot of people are duplicating it
from, vou know, phifosophy and stuff like that ... so we read the Bible and there's a lot of
information there but it develops a relationship, an understanding of God. (Tem, 56 — reads the
Bibla daily}

In their intarviews, Scott and Michagl explain thair views on the Bible.

{ feit that a fot of it [the Bible] was just, just kind of made up by crazy peopfe and il's just been,
it's just been polfuted over the millenniums, you know. | think it's our, | think it's, one person tefls
the story and then another person and then a country gets all, it kind of gets fragmenited and this
and that, (Scott, 42 — never reads the Bible)

Hthink it's [the Bible] just a made-up fictional book. [ think it's very well written and | think it's got
s0 many contradictions and it and evervthing fike that over time, it's probably just inevitable that
everybody's put their own views info it and added to . (Michael 54 — never reads the Bible)

Scott and Michael indicate that they see the Bible as the product of “crazy people” or those who “put
their own views into it." They are both convinced that the Bible has been gither intentionally or
unintentionally corrupted in its transmission over time. Even if it was onca the Word of God, they do not
believe that the Bible today could passibly be God's message. They never read the Bible.

Maost frequent attendees have sfrongest confidence

More frequent church attendance is associated with confidence in the Bible. The more frequently
Canadians attend religious services, the more likely they are to strongly agree that the Bible is the Word
of God (see chart 4}. Those who have only moderate confidence in the Bible are less likely to attend
services.

It is significant that over a time period when church attendance declined, confidence in the Bible as the
Word of God remained constant for each level of attendance.
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Chart 4. Strong agreement that the Bible is the Word of God, by attendance at religious services,
18996-2013
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Sources:
God and Saciary in North Amedca, 1996; FMG et al, 2000, FIC and SHES, 2007, and GRS, 2013, See Appandix far more information about
these stuches.

Some traditions have stronger confidence than others

The level of agreement that the Bible is the Word of God varies by religious tradition. Catholic and
Mainline Protastant affiliates are less likely than Evangelicals to strongly agree that the Bible is the Word
of Gad, and their confidence that the Bible is the Word of God has significantly declined from 1996 {see
Table 2).

Table 2. Strong agreement that the Bible is the Word of God, 1998 and CBES {2013}

Tradition 1896 2013
French Catholic 30% 2249
English Catholic 45% 29%
Mainline Protestant 400%4 23%
Evangelical 725% 70%
Christian 45%; a29;
Canada a5% 18%

In some religicus traditions, thera is & strong relationship between frequent service attendance and
confidence in the Bible. The vast majority of Evangelical weekly attendees (95%) strongly agree that the
Bible is the Word of God (see Table 3). About three in five English Catholic weekly attendess report
strong confidence inthe Bible, a ratio essentially unchanged from 1996, Strong confidence in the Bible
among Mainline Protestant weekly attendesas, however, has fallen by one-third since 1996, with only
50% reporting strong confidence in 2013, compared to 75% in 1996.
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Table 3. Strong agreement that the Bible is the Word of God among those who attend religious
services at least weekly, 1996 and 2013

Tradition 1906 2013
French Catholic 60% —°

English Catholic 6454 60%
Mainline Protestant 5% 50%
Evangelical 6% 95%
Christian TE% 74%:
Canada T5% 729

“Mat enough chsarvations.

There is a striking difference between thase who strongly agree the Bible is the Word of God and those
who only moderately agree (compara Tables 4 and 5). Canadians who strongly agree are six times as
likely to attend services weekly, ten times as likely to read the Bible at least a few times a week, five
times as likely to reflact on the meaning of the Bible at least a few times a week, and seven times as
likely to talk to others about the Bible at least once a wask.

Table 4. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who strangly agree that the
Eible is the Word of God, by tradition

Reflect an Talk to others
meaning of the about the Bible
Read the Bible for my outside of
Bible at least life at least a religious
Attend religious afew times a few times a services at
Tradition services weekly week week least weekly
French Catholic 18% 10%% 29% 16%
English Cathalic 40% 15% 37% 149,
Mainlime 265 19% 4294 149
Evangelical 55% 6819 745% 49%
Christian 41% 32% 50% 28%
Canada 38% 31% 49% 28%

Table 5. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who moderately agree that
the Bible is the Word of God, by tradition

Reflect on Talk to others
meaning of the about the Bible
Read the Bible for my outside of
Bible at least life at least a religious
Attend religious afew timesa few times a services at
Tradition services weekly week week least weekly
French Catholic 2% 1% 0% 3%
English Catholic 15% 3% 10% 4%
Mainline 10% 3% 13% 3%
Evangelical 11% 7% 15% 13%
Christian 10% 3% 9% 4%,
Canada 6% 3% 8% 4%
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The Bible and “Irreconcilable Contradictions”

Those who believe Bible is unrefiable are fess likely to read or attend

Most Canadians, 69%, believe the Bible has irreconcilable contradictions (see Table 6). Half of
Christians hold the view that the Bible has irreconcilable contradictions, with the highest prevalence
among English Catholics (59%) and Mainline Protestants (58%), and the lowest prevalence among
Evangelicals (27%).

Table 6. Agreement that “the Bible has contradictions that cannot be reconciled,” by tradition

Agree the Bible has contradictions

Tradition that cannot be reconciled
French Catholic 52%
English Cathalic 59%
Mainline 58%
Evangelical 27%
Christian 52%
Canada 69%%

Among Canadians, almost no one (2%) who believes the Bible has irreconcilable contradictions reads it
frequently (see Tabla 7). Very few Canadians with that belief attend religious services weekly (8%). A
low percentage of Canadians (16%) who believe the Bible has ireconcilable contradictions strongly
agres that the Bible is the Word of God.

By contrast, Canadians who disagree that the Bible has irreconcilable contradictiaons arg moreg than
three times as likely to attend services weekly, ning times as likely to read the Bible frequently, almost
five times as likely 1o reflect on the Bible’s meaning, and five times as likely to falk to others about it
{campare Table B with Takle 7).
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Table 7. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who agree that “the Bible
has contradictions that cannot be reconciled," by tradition

Talk to
Reflect on others
meaning of about the
Read the the Bible for Bible
Attend Bible at Strongly my life at outside of
religious least a few agree thatthe leasta few religious
SErvices times a Bible is the times a services at
Tradition weekly week Word of God week least weekly
French Catholic 3% 1% 14% 4% 5%
English Cathalic 14% 3% 15% 9% 3%
Mairline 3% 3% 13% 14% 3%
Evangelical 19% 15% J6% 21% 18%
Christian 10% 3% 169 10% 5%
Canada 8% 2% 7% 6% 3%

Table 8. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who disagree that “the Bible
has contradictions that cannot be reconciled,” by tradition

Talk to
Reflect on others
meaning of about the
Read the the Bible for Bibla
Attend Bible at Strongly my life at outside of
religious least a few agree thatthe leasta few religious
SErvices times a Bible is the times a services at
Tradition weekly week Word of God week least weekly
French Catholic 5% 5% 31% 109% 4%
English Catholic 27% 11% 499% 269% 11%
Mainline 17% 11% 3B8% 24% 9%
Evangelical 50% 55% 83% G8% 449%
Christian 27% 2129 519% a2, 1829
Canada 269% 18% 43%, 28% 16%

Modern Relevance of the Bible

Few see the Dible as retevant ta modern fife

Just over one in tan Canadians overall and French Catholic Canadians {13%) strongly agree that the
Bitrle is relevant to their lives (see Table 9). A slightly higher percentage of English Catholics {1724) and
Mainline Protestants (18%) strongly agree that the Bible is relevant. About 6 in 10 Evangelicals (6196)
strongly agree that the Bible is reélevant to their lives,
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Table 9. Strong agreement that “the Bible is relevant to modern life,” by tradition

Tradition Strongly agree that the Bihle is relevant to modern life
French Catholic 13%
English Cathalic 17 %
Mainline 18%
Evangelical B81%
Christian 23%
Canada 13%

There are striking differences between thase who strongly agree that the Bible is relevant to modern life
and those who only mederately agree (compare Tables 10 and 11). Canadians who strongly agree that
the Bible is relevant are four times as likely to attend services weskly, more than ten times as likely to
read the Bible frequently, five times as likely to reflect on its meaning for their lives at least a few times a
week and almaost ten times as likely to talk to others about it at least weekly.

These differences are particularly dramatic for Bible reading frequency. Mainline Protestants and
English Cathelics who strongly agree the Bible is relevant are nine times as likely to read the Bible
frequently as those who moderately agree. Evangelicals who strongly agree the Bible is relevant are
saven times as likely to read the Bible frequently.

Table 10. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who strongly agree that
“the Bible is relevant to modern life,” by tradition

Reflect an Talk to
meaning of others about
Strongly the Bible for the Bible

Attend Read the agree that my life at outside of
religious  Bible at least the Bible is least a few religious
services afewtimesa theWordof timesaweek services at

Tradition weekly week God least weekly
French Catholic 2884 169 89% 4654 19%
English Cathaolic 45% 27 % Fd%% 43% 21 %%
Mainline cr 27% 88% 5454 22%
Evangelical B81% 87 % 95% BO% 56%
Christian 49% 44% 82% 63% 38%
Canada 48% 4285 79% 651% A7%
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Table 11. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who moderafely agree that
“the Bible is relevant to modern life,” by tradition

Reflect an Talk to
meaning of others about
Strongly the Bible for the Bible

Attend Read the agree that my life at outside of
religious Bible atleast the Bibleis least a few religious
services afewtimesa theWordof timesaweek services at

Tradition weekly week God least weekly
French Catholic 5% 2% 33% 2% 4%
English Catholic 19% 3% 309 169 4%
Mainline 10% 3% 17% 159 3%
Evangelical 149% 9% 40% 20% 10%
Christian 13% 4%, 27% 13% 4%
Canada 12% 3% 21% 12% 4%

Uniqueness of the Bible

Most see Bible teaching as the same as ofher world refigions

About two-thirds of Canadians (64%) agree that “the scriptures of all major world religions teach
essentially the same things.” A similar percentage of Catholics and Mainline Protestant share that belief,
and more than one-third of Evangelicals (38%) (see Table 12).

Table 12. Agreement that “the scriptures of all major world religions teach essentially the same
things,” by tradition

Agrea the scriptures of all major world religions

Tradition teach essentially the same things
French Catholic 549
English Catholic 68%
Mainline 85%%
Evangelical 38%
Christian 60%
Canada 64%

TWO'thirdS 0f In qualitative interviews, Natasha, Joseph and lan described how they find
essentially the same messages in the teachings of the Bible and other

ClEEIFE RIS religions' scriptures.
the Scriptures of all

Natasha is a 26-year-cld professional who grew up in a devout Reman
Catholic home. She continues to attend Mass but also participates in a

major world religions
tea(h CSSCI]tia"y l'he Buddhist group and recently started reading the Quran:

fame thmg Al of them [scriptures of different world religions] are very simifar when you
really, when you realfy drilt down. Um, the part of the Quran that I'm reading
right now is very rufe-based, it's very sirict, buf then again, if yvou read the Ofd Testament it's also
very rules-based, very sfrict, but if vou read, your true digging down, if vou're looking for
morality, or that aciual essence of the book, what is the purpose of this, um, but alf three of
them|Christian, Buddhist, and Muslin scriptures), it's very much a simifar, a simifar pattern.
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Joseph, a devout 43-year-old Mormon, talks about the scriptures of Islam, Judaism and Christianity this
Way:

My understanding is that the Quran and the Torah as well, many of the stories of the Ofd
Tastament of, are the same. They belfieve in father Abraham, they believe in Moses, and they
befieve in father Adam. So in that respect, | don't know the Quran. ... [ believe that what it [the
CQuran] teaches, though, in spirt is good.

Finally, lan, a G5-year-cld minister, says:

{ do believe there are imporiant truths in alf the sacred texts. 've read the Quran a fittfe bit and
certainly feft that there are truths in there. The important thing for us in terms of how we read our
text is how we take from i and apply it to our daly fives ... And so the Bible, as f understand it,
was never written down as historical documentary. They were written down to fell stories that
were iflustrative of important fruths. And so if vou're reading the Bible that way we learn the
most,

Natasha, Joseph and lan all approach these scriptures by seaking a principle Qllalltatlve mteereWS
behind the text rather than what the texts themselves say Natasha looks for reveal that people seek

a principle behind the

“the actual essence” or “purpose” of the texts, Joseph looks for "the spirit” of
the texts and lan finds value not o much in the texts but in "how we take .
[truths] frem [the varicus scriptures] and apply them.” The important thing for S(rlptllre tCXt rather
lan is the method of taking and applying. Natasha finds the principles by than what the texts
“digging down.” Joseph discerns a spirit behind the text, and lan looks for the themfelves @

truths that are illustrated by the text and which, significantly, are not the text. y

When respondents were asked to slaborate on what principles they saw behind the text, their answers
tended to be variants on the Golden Rule, such as:

Um, it's, um, teaching on morality, uh, like a social code of fove and respect toward vour feffow
human beings.

Alexander, who grew up in a Baptist church but who rarely attends today, says this about religion and
religious differences:

{don't know. ! don't think it, { don't think it matters a whole lot. [ think it's the, kind of, to give you
faith and fo give you hope, to befieve the good things will happen, to belfeve in. ... [ don't think
ahe [refigion] would be any better than the other.

Religion, then, for Alexander, is what gives you "hope to believe the good things will happen.” All
religions are similar in effect since "one [religion] wouldn't be any better than the other.” For Alexander it
iz the effect, not the content, of religion that matters. While religion is seen to offer hope, Alexander
rarely attends religious services, and he rarely reads the Bible — or any other religious text.

The belief that the Bible's teaching is unique, that it is not essentially the same as other warld religions’
scriptures, is correlated with significant differences in behaviour {compars Tables 13 and 14). Canadians
who disagree that the scriptures of world religions teach essentially the same things, (ie., thase who
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believe the Bible is unique) are twice as likely to attend services weekly, four times as likely to read the
Bible at least a few times a week, twice as likely to reflect on the Bible's meaning at least a tew times a
week, and three times as likely to talk to others about it at least weekly.

Table 13. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who agree that “the
scriptures of all major world religions teach essentially the same things,” by tradition

Talk to
Reflect on others
meaning of about the
the Bible Bible
Attend Strongly for my life outside of
religious Read the Bible agree thatthe atleasta religious
SBrvices at least a few Bible is the few times  services at
Tradition weekly times a week Word of God a week least weekly
French Catholic 5% 2% 21% 2% 7%
English Catholic 18% 4% 259% 14% 5%
Mainline 12% 5% 21% 18% 3%
Evangelical 15% 15% 43% 26% 1494
Christian 12% 5% 249 15% 6%
Canada 11% 3% 13% 9% 4%

Table 14. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who disagree that “The
scriptures of all major world religions teach essentially the same things,"” by tradition

Talk to
Reflect on others
meaning of about the
the Bible Bible
Attend Strongly for my life outside of
religious Fead the Bible agree thatthe atleasta religious
EBrvices at least a few Bible is the few times  services at
Tradition weekly times a week Word of God a week least weekly
French Catholic 7% 4% 25% 3% 1%
English Catholic 22% 9% 38%% 21% 3%
Mainlime 14%% 10% 29% 18% 8%
Evangelical 57% B2% B86% 3% 51%
Christian 27% 22% 45% 0% 19%
Canada 24% 14% 27% 19% 12%

Discussion

What a person thinks the Bible is, to & large extent, determines what he or she does with it If a person
believes the Bible is the Word of God to his people, and believes that God is real and good, he is far
mare likely to devote time 1o reading it. But if a person believes that the Bible is corrupted or
propaganda, he is unlikely to devote time to reading it

The relationship between confidence and Bible reading is not linear, where 3 little more confidence
results in a little more Bible reading. Confidence is fast becoming an all-or-nothing proposition: those
who strongly agres the Bible is the Word of God read the Bible, and those who agres less strongly do
not read.
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It is astonishing that over a time when church attendance was in decling, confidence in the Bible as the
Word of God has remained constant for each level of attendance. This suggests that something
happrens at church services that tends to instil and nurture confidence in the Bible.

Confidence in the Bible has implications beyond Bible engagement. Because confidence in the Bible-
and Bible engagement generally— are comelated with other measures of Christian religious cemmitment,
they can serve as a barometer of Christian religicus commitment generally.

We are in an interesting situation in Canada. Althcugh there is a fairly common sentiment that religious
scriptures, and the Bible in particular, have been ¢orrupted over time, there is another commeanly held
santiment that there are principles behind the texts that remain accessible, constant, universal and
uncorrupted. Most of the interview respondents whao discemed comman principles behind the
scriptures of different world religions did not evidence much knowledge of the actual text of any of
them. Usually these principles were describad as ethics that made for social paace.

People who believe the Bible teaches essentially the same things as other world raligions’ scriptures do
not tend to have rebust Bible engagement ¢r Christian religious commitment. If someone believes that
the Bible is not unigue and that its essential teachings are easily accessible through other sources, then
he or she is likely to find the Bible unnecessary.

Discussion guestions
e How would you describe your confidence in the Bible? Do you think it is the Word of God?
Reliable? Contradictory?

What strengthens your confidenca in the Bible? Have you had experiences at church that
have strengthened your confidence in the Bible?

What do you do in your church to instil and nurture confidence in the Bible?

Conversation about the Bible

Canadians who frequently engage in conversations about the meaning of the Bible for their lives, either
through reflection or conversations with others, are more likely to read the Bible frequently and attend
church weekly.

Reflection on the meaning of the Bible

About one in ten Canadians (11%) reflect on the meaning of the Bible in their lives at least a few times a
week (see Table 15). The percentage is slightly lower for French Catholics, at 795, and slightly higher for
English Cathelics and Mainline Protestants, at 14% and 15% respectively. Just over half of Evangelicals
(54%) reflect on the meaning of the Bible in their lives at least weekly.

Table 15. “l reflect on the meaning of the Bible in my life" at least a few times a week, by tradition

Reflect on the meaning of the Bible in my life

Tradition at least a few times a week
French Catholic 7%
English Cathalic 149,
Mainline 15%
Evangelical 5484
Christian 21%
Canada 11%
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Theare is a significant difference betweaen thase who reflect on the meaning of the Bible for their lives at
lzast a few times a week and those who do 50 less frequently, just once a week or once or twice a
month [compare Tables 16 and 17}. Canadians who reflect at least a few times a week are twice as
likely to attend services weekly, four times as likely to read the Bible at least a few times a week, and
almost four times more likely to talk to others about the Bible at least once a week.

Table 16. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who reflect on the meaning
of the Bible in their lives at least a few times a week, by tradition

Talk to others

about the
Attend Strongly agree  Bible culside
religious Read the Bible at that the Bible is  of religious
Sarvices least a few times the Word of services at
Tradition weekly a week God least weekly
French Catholic 419%° 28%" g4%° 40%"°
English Catholic 529% 31% 668 % 7%
Mainline 34% 26% 54% 219%
Evangelical £56% 73% 94% 50%
Christian 54% 49% TB% 43%
Canada 52% 44% T0% 38%

“Cnly 31 absereations — use with caution.

Table 17. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who reflect on the meaning
of the Bible in their lives once a week or once or twice & month, by tradition

Talk to others

about the
Attend Strongly agree  Bible culside
religious Read the Bible at that the Bible is  of religious
Services least a few times the Word of services at
Tradition weekly a week God least weekly
French Catholic 12%° 8%° 53%° 13%°
English Catholic 34% 8% 54% 4%
Mainline 269 8% 7% 8%
Evangelical 26% 21% 67 % 19%
Christian 26% 10% 51% 9%
Canada 25% 10% 4G% 11%

"Dnly 30 chesrvations — USe with cautian.

Thase who reflect on the meaning of the Bible at least a few times a week are more likely to attend
services weekly, to read the Bible at least weekly and to talk to others gabout the Bible. Dramatic
differences in religious commitment and Bible engagement are seen in some shifts from one frequency
or belief to ancther. For example, reflecting on the Bible at least a few times a week yields results very
differant from those of reflacting less than a few times a wesk.

Conversation, participation, and community

Only one in ten Christians (11%) talk to others about the Bible outside of religious sarvices at least once
a week. One in three Evangelicals has these weekly conwversations, whereas only ong in twenty Catholic
and Mainline Protestants do the same (see Table 18).
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Table 18. "Outside of religious services, | talk to others about the Bible” at least once a week, by
tradition

Talk to others about the Bible outside of religious services

Tradition at least weekly
French Catholic 4094
English Catholic 5%
Mainline 5%
Evangelical 36%
Christian 11%
Canada 6%

Only 6% of Canadians talk to others about the Bible outside of religicus services at least once a week.
However, those that have weekly conversations display marked differences in other measures of Bible
engagement than those who have thesa conversations just a once or a few times a month and dramatic
differences from Canadians generally.

About 16% of Canadians attend religious services weekly. Those who have conversations about the
Bible weekly are more likely to attend services weekly than those who have conversations only a few
times a month. More than six in ten Canadians (63%} who have weekly conversations about the Bible
attend religious services weekly, compared to 43% of Canadians who have conversations only a few
times a month (compare Tables 19 and 20}.Canadians who have conversations about the Bible even
once or twice a month attend weakly raligious services at a rate almost three times higher than the
Canadian average (16%). Similarly, only 9% of Canadians read the Bible at least a few times a week,
but almost three times as many {29%) of those who have conversations at least once a month read the
Bible frequently.

Conversation about the Bible at least once a week is the most significant factor for robust Bible
engagement and religious commitment. Canadians who have weekly conversations about the Bible:
63% attend religious services weekly compared to 16% of the Canadian population; 57 % read the
Bible at least a few times a week compared to 9% of the Canadian population; and 819 reflect on the
meaning of the Bible at east a few times a week comparad to 13% of the population.

Table 19. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who talk to others about
the Bible cutside of religious services at least once a week, by tradition

Reflect on
meaning of
Attend Strongly agree  the Bible for
religious Read the Bible at that the Bible is my life at
services least a few times the Word of least a few
Tradition weekly a week God times a week
French Catholic —° —° —° —°
English Catholic 60% 53% 64% 81%
Mainline 72% 55% 55% 6%
Evangelical 73% 80% 92% 92 %
Christian B68% 64% 81% 86%
Canada 63% 57% 71% 81%

T faw chasrvations to repot,
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Table 20. Religious commitment and Bible engagement among those who talk to others about
the Bible cutside of religious services once or twice a month, by tradition

Reflect an
meaning of
Attend Strongly agree  the Bible for
religious Read the Bible at that the Bible is my life at
sarvices least a few times the Word of least a few
Tradition weekly a week God times a week
French Catholic - - - —*
English Catholic 43% 18% 57% 37%
Mairline 30% 201% 49% 56%
Evangelical 51% 589% 92% 76%
Christian 45% 33% 67% 56 %
Canada 43% 29% 57% A7 %

* Tan faw ohesreations 1o report

Canadians wha regularly talk with others about the meaning of the Bible are very likely to reflect weekly
en the Bible’s meaning, read the Bible weekly, and strongly agree that the Bible is the Word of God.
Those with the most robust, all-around Bible engagement profile were frequently participating in
conversations with others about the Bible. This frequent conversation with gthers is the key
distinguishing factor.

In gqualitative interviews, Mary and Connie describe their active participation in conversations about the
Bible and their study to determine the meaning of passages. Mary described one of her conversations
about the Bible like this:

'm very close fo our pastor and his wife, and they coufd recite the Bible backwards if they had
to. Um, we attend community group once a week, and it's actuafly with our pastor. There's a
group of us that meet every weel to do Bibfe study and, and he’s fanfastic at helping vou figure
out the passage and what his interpretation of it is, and helps you find your intergretation of it.
(Mary, 33 — reads the Bible a few times a week)

tMary found the pastor to be "tantastic at helping you to figure out

(anadiam W|th the most mbUSt the passage.” However, as the conversation proceaeded, she made
DRI RE  clear that she was involved in the process of interpreting the

il i i passage and that the interpretation was her interpretation; this was
parn(lpate m convenatwm not merely a lecture. Connie describes her participation in a
abOlIt the B|ble. similar group this way:

We [Connie and her hushand] parficipate in a group that we call Community Group, which would
be similar to a Bible study. |[Expanding on her Community Group] We pray and we read, we
discuss the sermon from the previous Sunday, and our church does what they calf post-Sunday
content, so it's fikke a page questions to discuss the things that are refevant to the sermon, so we
usually aim to discuss those and sometimes we go off on rabbit fraifs and sometimes it's really
focused, and at the end, we have prayer time together, where we just present, fike, tell the group
what's going on in our lives and what they can pray for us, and then we either sit as a grougp or
split into smatfer groups and pray for each other, and then we have a snack and we go
home.(Connig, 28 — reads the Bible daily)
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Connie’s group is "similar to a Bible study,” and is oriented to
processing the previous Sunday's sermon, which presumably had
some basis in the Bible. Connie does not describe the discussion
and processing, but she is clear that in addition to "post-Sunday” pm(e;ging, ;haring and prayer.
discussion "we tall the group what is going onin cur lives,” and
“we pray for each other ™ These personal components, significantly, take place after the “post-Sunday
content” discussion, meaning that the processing of the Bible provides the social frame for tha sharing
and content that follows.

Bible study groups provide the
social frame for discussion,

By contrast, Gordon and Lindsay describe their experiences of family devotions when they were children in
these ways:

There's reguiar Bible reading affer every meal, just a short section of the Bible, right after lunch
and dinner every day. And we grew up with that. That was just part of the routine. | didn't ming. |
mean, especially as a kid, | enjoyed hearing the stories the Bible and the prayvers were basicatly
sort of the recited tvpe prayers. It was one of those things that as | got older | just didn't get a fot
aut of because | just felt that they became things that were done as routine but there wasn't a
whote fot of thought behind them. (Gordon, 49 — reads the Bitle daily)

Periodically my parents would decide we should have family devotions, and then we would sif
down together in the fiving room, in the morming before going to schoof or to the office and dad
wouwld read the passage, and | can't remember if vou would say a little bit about it and pray, but
that was never consistent. We would, maybe, a couple times, and then it would be months or
years before we would do it again, but periodically they'd return to it but it never fasted. {Lindsay,
43 - reads the Bible daily)

Unlike Mary and Cannie, who experienced Bible discussions where
Qualitative interviews reveal they "figured out the passage” and "processed” the contant of a

g - sermon built on a Bible passage, Gordon found family devotions
that famlly devo.tlom dre something that he “didn’t get a lot out of” because “there wasn't a
Oﬂen n0ﬂ-partI(Ipat0ry‘ whiale ot of thought behind [the devotions].” Satting aside the

inconsistency of Lindsay’s family devotions, the significant thing
about them was that they were essentially non-participatory for everyone except her father: "dad would
read the passage,” and whila the quote suggests some ambiguity about who “[zaid] a little kit about it”
and who “prayed,” other contextual material strongly suggests that it was her father who did these
things as well.

In the following excerpt from an interview, Andy describes what can happen when "Bible topics” take
the place of the Bible in conversation.

Andy dascribed a men's small group from his church like this:

It started with more, um, let’s talk about fopics from the Biblfe. And it was good. It's nice fo gat
together with a bunch of guys and do this, but it was really missing the word of God. And
actuatly one or two weeks ago | menfioned it to them all, you know, you look around the table
and there are 15 guys or so, everybody’'s got their Bibles, they've got their Bibles open now, but
five years ago when we started there was nobody bringing their Bible because we were just
doing Bible topics. ... .And { think the understanding of Scripture for all those guys, you know, for
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the dozen or two dozen guys who frequent throughout the vear, they've grown in their
understanding of Scripture. (Andy, 34 — reads the Bible daily)

Andy described his group moving from discussing "topics from the ; i iri
Bible" to the Bible. Andy sees several differences in this progression. Smdymg d Blble t!)p'( “ n0t
First, he says that the men whao participated in the groups "[have] the fame as Stlldymg the
grown in their understanding of Scripture.” The context implies that Bible. When people study the
prior to studying the Bible directly, they either had not grown in their
understanding of Scripture or had not grown at the same rate.

Bible directly they grow in

Second, studying the Bible directly led the men in the group to bring their undersmndi“g 0f
their Bibles to their meetings. S(ripwre‘

Lindsay talked about how accountability played a role in a group's
Bible engagement:

The people who were very infiuential for me were, ah, my college roommate and her boyfriend,
Mike and Sue. Mike, at one point in college, was trying to set up accountability for Bible reading
among a group of friends, and so he started to start a fitte newsletter group. And so, he calfed it
the 8BS chicks and dudes, ha, ha, Bible Study Chicks and Dudes, and in it, um, it was
accountability for Bible reading. So we were, we would track how much we had read and then it
would be in the BS Chicks and Dudes, um, how much we had read.(Lindsay, age 43 — reads the
Bibla daily}

Lindsay’s story does net have the Bible present in a group
Rl R TR H and at the centre of a discussion as with Andy’s men's
group, but encouraging Bible reading certainly was the
central purpose of “Bible Study Chicks and Dudes.” What

our Bible reading practices it positively
influences our Bible engagement. might be overlooked in this story is that Mike and Sue

were "very influential people for me" and that this
influgnce was mentioned in the context of a story about a Bible reading accountability group. Influence
and the rele of this group that had the Bilzle at its centre are linked.

Both Andy and Lindsay participated in groups that placed Bible engagement or conversation at the
centre of their activities. For each of them, these groups formed around Bible engagement are, or were,
very impaortant in their lives.

Discussion

Itis important for pecple to actively participate in conversations about the Bible and its meaning.
Conversations that promote Bible engagement need several factors working together: a context that
promotes and nurtures confidence in the Bible, a purpose of discerning the meaning for paricipants’
lives, and active participation. Reflection is a conversation with onaself.

Cur study confirms that reflection has an impact on Bible engagement, but that it is conversation with
others about the Bible that really takes Bible engagement to another level.

Conversation assumes participation. This participatory element is what distinguishes a conversation
about the Bible from listening to a sermon or homily abaut the Bible. When listening to a sermon the
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listener has the option of being passive. When someone engages in a conversation, he or she needs to
be actively fellowing the discussion, formulating responses, and trying to understand what is being said.

This study discovered differences between some small shifts of frequency or belief. For example,
reflecting on the Bible a few times a week yielded very differant results than did less frequent reflection.

Conversations about the Bible drive other kinds of Bible engagement. To talk about the Bible you have
to read the Bible, reflect on the Bible, and be present with others.

Discussion guestions
What causes you 1o reflect en the meaning of the Bible for your life?

Who do you discuss the Bible with?

Why do you think thase who have conversations about the Bible read it so much more
frequently?
What opportunities does your church provide to talk about the Bityle?
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Where do we go from here?

Bible engagement has been declining in Canada for several decades - likely longer. This is not,
however, just a story about the Bible. It is a stary about declining church engagement as well. To the
extent that the Bible is the church's bock, the fate of Bible engagement and church engagement are
inextricably linked. Qur study found that moderate Bible engagement is largely a thing of the past.
Either people tend to frequently engage the Bible through activities like reading, reflections and
corversation, or they don’t.

Given that large swaths of the church lack confidence in the Bible and rarely participate in
conversations about the Bible, there is work to de. Our interviews and survey suggest that most
Canadians know very little of the content of the Bible, and even when thay have access to a Bible they
are less likely to engage the text itself than to read in the meaning they assume lies under it. This
suggests that the Bible is not directly shaping much of the church in Canada.

Cur study found that it was important for people to believe that the Bible is the Word of Ged, that it is
reliable and trustworthy, and that it has unique teachings. Churches can strengthen Bible engagement
by directly teaching these things.

Cur study found that reflection on the meaning of the Bible for people’s lives is an impartant kind of
Bikle engagement, but that conversation with others about the meaning of the Bible is tha key factor in
despeaning Bible engagement. It also tends to promote stronger réligious communities, because these
conversations revelve around Christianity’s central text.

In order to talk to people about the Bible, you have to read it, you have to reflect on it, and you have to
be present with ather people. And this is why it is so impartant for churches to facilitate and promote
these conversations, because they drive all kinds of other Bible engagement.

Churches, then, should create opportunities far people to talk about the meaning of the Bible for their
lives. Impligitly, by talking about the meaning of the Bible, you teach people to have confidence in the
Bible because the very conversation communicates that there is meaning to be found for their lives. If
churches prioritize conversations about the meaning of the Bible, it implies that the Bible is an important
document to have conversations about.

Of course this study looks at the confidence that individuals have in the Bible, but if churches are to
feed into the development of Bible engagement in their congregants, they themselves need to be
convinced of the reliability, relevance, trustworthiness, and divine origin of the Bible.

It's the people who strongly agree who are the Bible engagers. You're either strongly in or you're out.

Find resources to help individuals and churches strengthen Bible engagement at
www.bibleengagementstudy.ca.
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Appendix: About the Study
The Canadian Bible Engagement Study (CBES) is a multi-phase study including

a literature review

a consultation with senior leaders from the Canadian Bible Forum
44 semi-structured qualitative interviews in English and French
an Angus Reid Forum national survey (N = 4,474)

SN % LS B

The literature review included Bible engagement studies from Australia, New Zealand, Great Britain, the
United States, and Canada from the past 40 years which were national in scope.

Of the 44 intervieweas, 33 were recruited from Vision Critical’s Angus Reid Forum (ARF) onling research
panel, and an additional 11 were recruited to augment the representation of recent immigrants or to
take advantage of the investigator's travel to various parts of the country. Of the 33 ARF interviews, 5
were from Quebec and 4 of these were conducted in French.

The national survey was completed in two stages. First, a Bible reading frequency question was added
t0 a May 2013 omnibus ARF survey to “pre-screen” in order to fagilitate sampling quotas. We
established quotas of 2,000 responses from those who read the Bible at least monthly (Readers) and
2,000 respenses for these wha read the Bible less often (Non-Readers). The survey ran on the ARF
between June 26 and July 30, 2013, resulting in 2,038 Reader and 2,436 Non-Reader responses.
MNinateen times out of 20, results for Readers will be accurate within 2.2%; and for Non-Readers, within
2.0%.

This report is based on selected variables from the CBES that had high explanatory power in a Shapley
value regression analysis.

Rick Hiemstra of The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada and Brung Déscorcy of Direction Chrétienne
were the investigators for the English and French compenents of the study, respectively. The report was
written by Rick Hiemstra.

This report drew comparative data from the following studies:

o 1996 - God ang Sociely in North America: An Angus Reid Group telephone survey of 3,023
Americans and 3,000 Canadians. The members of tha Gecrge Rawlyk Research Unit on Religion
and Society from Queen's University were the Canadian investigators
{http:/ferww thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/QUEENS asp);

o 2003 An Ipsos Reid telephone survey of 3,172 Canadians sponsored by The Evangalical
Fellowship of Canada, Focus on the Family Canada, the Ontario Conference of Catholic
Bishops, and World Vision Canada,;

o 2007 — An Ipsos Reid telephone survey of 1,000 Canadians sponsored by The Evangelical
Fellowship of Canada and Christian Higher Education Canada conducted in May and June 2007.
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