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Girl Talk/God Talk: Why Faith Matters to Teenage Girls—and Their Parents.  By 
Joyce Ann Mercer.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008.  192 pages.  $22.95.

With twenty years of experience in pastoral and social work, and now a practical theologian 
at Virginia Theological Seminary, Joyce Ann Mercer offers an excellent qualitative research study 
EDVHG�RQ�OLIH�QDUUDWLYH�LQWHUYLHZV�LQ�ZKLFK�¿IW\�DGROHVFHQW�JLUOV�VKDUH�³KRZ�WKH\�WKLQN�DERXW��H[-
perience, and express spiritual and religious meanings in their lives” (xix).  In her introduction to 
Girl Talk/God Talk��0HUFHU�LGHQWL¿HV�WKH�ODFN�RI�OLWHUDWXUH�WKDW�ORRNV�SRVLWLYHO\�DW�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�OLIH�
of teenage girls.  In order to address this lack, she focuses her analysis of these interviews on the 
four areas in relation to her spiritual life: faith, gender, the girl’s relationship to her mother, and her 
UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�KHU�IDWKHU���7KH�IRXU�NH\�¿QGLQJV�RI�WKLV�VWXG\�DUH�WKDW�JLUOV�ZDQW�DGXOW�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�
partners on the topic of their faith life; girls need help discerning gender justice issues; parents play 
D�KXJH�UROH�LQ�WKHLU�GDXJKWHUV¶�VSLULWXDO�OLYHV��DQG�¿QDOO\��JLUOV�DFWLYHO\�PDNH�PHDQLQJ�LQ�UHODWLRQ�
to faith and want their faith to make a difference in the world.

Christian Smith and Melissa Lundquist’s recent book, Soul Searching, a nationwide study 
RQ� WKH� IDLWK� OLYHV� RI�$PHULFDQ� WHHQV�� IRXQG� WKDW�PDQ\� WHHQV� FRQVLGHUHG� WKHPVHOYHV� ³VSLULWXDO��
but not religious.”   Mercer’s research addresses what teenage girls mean by this statement.  Her 
LQWHUYLHZV�VKRZ�WKDW�WKH�WHUP�³UHOLJLRXV´�FRQQRWHV�FHUWDLQ�VWHUHRW\SHV�IRU�PDQ\�RI�WKH�JLUOV��ZKR�
PLJKW�DI¿OLDWH�WKH�WHUP�ZLWK�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�ULJKW�RU�D�GHQRPLQDWLRQ�WR�ZKLFK�WKH\�GR�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�
DGKHUH����0DQ\�JLUOV�XVH�³VSLULWXDO�´�KRZHYHU��EHFDXVH�LW�KDV�D�ORRVHU�GH¿QLWLRQ�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�WKHQ�
DEOH�WR�GH¿QH�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV���

One theme throughout the book is that the adolescent girls interviewed by Mercer are con-
cerned with authenticity and integrity within their own faith lives.  When they describe their faith 
lives, they use relational images and tend to judge the faith of others based on whether their prac-
WLFHV�VHHP�³UHDO´�RU�LI�WKH\�DUH�MXVW�³JRLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�PRWLRQV´��������7KHVH�JLUOV�DOVR�KDYH�DQ�
LG\OOLF�VHQVH�WKDW�*RG�LV�FDOOLQJ�WKHP�WR�D�YRFDWLRQ�ZKHUH�WKH\�FRXOG�³PDNH�D�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�WKH�
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world.”
0HUFHU�ZDV�ERWK�VXUSULVHG�DQG�GLVDSSRLQWHG�WR�¿QG�WKDW�PRVW�JLUOV�KDYH�WURXEOH�GH¿QLQJ�ZKDW�

it means to be female, feminine, or a woman.  The girls use physical, culturally, or socially de-
WHUPLQHG�GH¿QLWLRQV�WKDW�RIWHQ�UHÀHFW�WKH�VWHUHRW\SHV�SRUWUD\HG�LQ�PDJD]LQHV�DQG�RQ�WHOHYLVLRQ���
Positively, Mercer found that African-American girls tend to be less affected by negative gender 
stereotypes, possibly because of the resistance they have learned from their own mothers with 
regard to racism.  The relation of faith and gender tended to two extremes, one that empowers 
girls to transform old ideas of what it means to be female while embracing equality and sexual 
responsibility.  The other extreme consists of the church encouraging women to be subordinate to 
the men in their lives, and sometimes resorts in placing the blame for sexual promiscuity on girls 
and discouraging them from leadership roles within the church.  The interviews in this section 
highlight the fact that the church has participated in both the harming and the healing of the gender 
identity of teenage girls.  

Mercer actively engages and challenges the literature currently written on the relationships 
between teenage girls and their parents.  Through interviews, Mercer shows that the vacillating 
VWRUP\�DQG�FDOP�UHODWLRQVKLSV�EHWZHHQ�PRWKHUV�DQG�WHHQDJH�GDXJKWHUV�GRHV�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�UHÀHFW�
a process of discerning appropriate distance, as Mary Piper says in her popular book, Reviving 

Ophelia���,QVWHDG��0HUFHU�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�DV�JLUOV�EHJLQ�WR�VHOI�FULWLTXH�UHÀHFWLYHO\�DQG�WR�GLVFHUQ�
who they are and who they are becoming, mothers play an important role by renegotiating their 
relationships with their daughters as their daughters grow into women.  

Similarly, Mercer says that daughters begin to see their fathers as imperfect, growing into a 
new period of fatherhood as the girls move away from home or become more independent.  Girls 
often shared religious views with their mothers, while this sharing was less prevalent with fathers.  
(YHQ�VR��JLUOV�HPSDWKL]H�ZLWK�WKHLU�IDWKHUV¶�UHOLJLRXV�FKRLFHV�GHVSLWH�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�RIWHQ�
QRW�FRQWHQW�ZLWK� WKHP�� �7KH�PRVW�VLJQL¿FDQW� UROH�RI� IDWKHUV��DFFRUGLQJ� WR�0HUFHU��ZDV� WR�EOHVV�
the faith practices of their daughters through the practices of listening to them, respecting their 
choices, and seeking to understand them.  Hostility toward their daughters’ faith often resulted in 
a relational barrier between them.  

0HUFHU�FRQFOXGHV�E\�VD\LQJ�WKDW��³WR�VSHDN�RI�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�OLYHV�RI�JLUOV�LV�QRW�VLPSO\�WR�FDWD-
logue certain religious activities that they perform” (125).  She says that their spirituality instead 
consists in two experiences: making meaning out of every day life and experiencing transcen-
dence.  Mercer posits that adolescent girls are at a prime developmental stage for having both the 
capacity for integration and the imagination to make meaning out of God’s activity in their daily 
lives. She admonishes parents to step up by nurturing their own faith lives, worshipping with their 
daughters, and incorporating their daughters’ spiritual practices into their home.  She also encour-
ages parents, reminding them that their daughters are not looking for perfect parents, but rather 
for parents who engage in practices of healing, forgiveness, listening, and integrating the stories 
of faith into their family story.
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This book is an excellent example of a well-written and analysed qualitative research study, us-
ing life-narrative interviews and phenomenological analysis.  To help her readers think about their 
RZQ�OLIH�QDUUDWLYHV�0HUFHU�SURYLGHV�LQ�DQ�DSSHQGL[�D�³/LIH�5HYLHZ�$FWLYLW\�´��7KLV�ERRN�FRXOG�EH�
helpful to parents as they raise their daughters as well as to seminary students or ministers looking 
for ways to encourage adolescent girls in matters of faith.  Perhaps the greatest strength of this 
ERRN�LV�WKDW�LW�DFFRPSOLVKHV�ZKDW�LW�VHWV�RXW�WR�GR��¿OOLQJ�WKH�YRLG�RI�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�OLYHV�
RI�JLUOV�E\�JLYLQJ�YRLFH�WR�WKH�IDLWK�OLYHV�RI�¿IW\�IDLWKIXO�DGROHVFHQW�JLUOV���0HUFHU�DFFRPSOLVKHV�WKLV�
by pointing out common themes while respecting and acknowledging the exceptions, including 
YLHZV�QRW�UHSUHVHQWHG�ZLWKLQ�KHU�VWXG\���2QH�VLJQL¿FDQW�SRLQW�WKLV�ERRN�KLJKOLJKWV�LV�WKDW�DGROHV-
cent girls desire more adult relationships where faith can be explored.  Perhaps more than anything 
else, this book will convince its readers to ask the adolescent girls in their lives about their faith, 
HQJDJLQJ�WKHP�LQ�³*RG�WDON�´
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