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ieligion in America

By LOUIS CASSELS
UPI Correspondent

It war an era in which “re-
ligion" achieved unprecedent-
ed popularity, and church
memborship rose at 7 spec-
facular rate,

Since 19468, when the post-
war “religious revival” got
under way. Amerlcan
churches have gained about
42 milllon new members,

For 15 consecutive years,
the annual growth in church

<membership substantially ex-

ceeded population growth,
During thia period, the pro-
portion of Americans affiliat-
ed with religious bodies In-
creased from less than one-
half to nearly two-thivds,

To mike room for the in.
flux of new members, church-
es embarked on the biggest
building boom in thelr his-
tory, Expenditures for church
congtruction, which had to-
talled less than $200 milllon
In 1046, rose (o a lovel of
81 billion annually in the Inte
19508,

Baging To Ebb

. The Yearbook of Amerlean
Churches, the most authori-
tative compllation of religious
atatistics, gave clear warning

last yeir that the tid was
beginning to ebb. Ils figures

growlth,

The new Yearbook of Amer-
lean Churches wus oul last
week, It reports that church
membership  galng, for the
first time since World War
II, have fallen below the rate
of population growth, To be
precise, church membership
rose 1.4 per cenl, while the
national population was in-
creasing by 1.8 per cent.

This means that the pro-
portion of church members
in the U.S. population actual-
ly has declined - only a frac-
tion of one percentage point
to be sure - .bul enough to
murk the end of the era of
rapid and easy growlh,

Just Beginning

Those who saw a “religlous
revival” In the rosy statistics
of the 1P80s may mourn [is
passing.

Bul there ara olhers who
believe that American church-
ca are only now beginning {o
experionce a genulne revival,

"The flocking of people to

the chiurches following Waorld
War 1! wus a type of crisis
religlon, a shallow demon:
stration of popular piety with-
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. End of Rapid Growth Era Noted
For American Churchesin 1962

out any real depth of con-
cern,” says the Rev. Dr. Ar-

For America's churches, |showed that church member-|thur Vincent, a Missouri
1062 marked the end of an|ship galnsg were only slightly | Synod Lutheran leader.
eri, greater than population “Today we find that reli.

glon Is not quile so popular
among the masses, Bat in-
stead, we are discovering a
tremendous growth of Inter
‘est in Blble study among our
neople."

Clergymen of other de-
nominations can offer similar
testimony. Throughout Amer-
ica, there are slgns - nol eas-
lly measured by stoiistics, but
unmistakable to mny close
observer of church life - of
deepening falth and commil-
ment,

It can be seen In such
things as Lhe spontancous de-
velopment of small groups of
concerned laymen who meet |
In private homes o wrestle |
seriously with the Implica- |
tions of Christlan doctrine; in
the aclive interest displayed |
by adults in religion cotirses
which require them to do real
study; in the growing accepl-
ance of tithing as & minimum
standard for stewardship of
money; in the steady demand
rogistered at church libraries
and book stores for good rell:
glous books ns opposed to the
tripe which often hit the best
seller lists in the davs when
religion wils being peddled to
the public as an easy out for
Ii{e's problems.
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