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ABSTRACT

A Practical Theology of Adolescent Discipleship: Integrating Developmental Science
and Theology to Guide Congregational Ministry
William Haslim
Doctor of Ministry
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary
2019

This project was developed to help Community Presbyterian Church of Danville,
California, establish a more holistic and formative approach to adolescent discipleship by
focusing on the developmental needs of young people and leveraging greater
congregational support to address those needs. A practical theology of adolescent
discipleships was built around both biblical mandates and insights from the
developmental sciences. The integration of these perspectives offered greater clarity on
adolescence as a crucial context for ministry. The alignment between the normative
developmental tasks of adolescence and the formative directives for discipleship found in
Scripture illuminated those aspects of personal and spiritual formation that must become
the focus of adolescent discipleship.

Research revealing the levels of social support adolescents need to thrive in these
developmental processes indicate that effective ministry with teens requires the
engagement of not just those serving in the church’s student ministries department but the
engagement of the congregation as a whole. To facilitate that broader engagement, an
ecclesiology focused on the biblical metaphors of family and adoption has been proposed
as a means to shape a church culture that prioritizes active efforts to welcome adolescents
into the life of the church.

This project initiated an array of strategies at Community Presbyterian Church
designed to strengthen the church’s approach to adolescent discipleship in ways that take
seriously the developmental needs of adolescents and the biblical mandate for the whole
church to share in the responsibility and calling to embody God’s adoption of younger
brothers and sisters into the family of faith. These strategies, which targeted both the
student ministries department and the congregation, have been successfully implemented
with preliminary indications of effectiveness. However, the longer-term results have yet
to be assessed, while the implementation of this praxis continues to be refined and
reinforced.

Content Reader: Chap Clark, PhD

Words: 293
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INTRODUCTION
Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues,
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and
sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they
were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his
disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the
harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.”! (Mt 9:35-38)
This passage offers more than just an overview of Jesus’s itinerant ministry. It reveals
something profoundly personal about Jesus’s motives and his heart for the people he
encountered. Beyond the twelve disciples, beyond those he interacted with in a personal
way, and even beyond the many he had the opportunity to touch, teach, and heal, Jesus
saw the crowds. He saw them, he understood their struggles and needs, and he cared
deeply for them. Matthew explains in this passage that as Jesus traveled from place to
place, he had compassion on the crowds of people he saw, because he saw that they were
“harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Mt 9:36). That is in no way a
demeaning statement, but rather a statement of heartfelt concern. Undoubtedly, if Jesus
were traveling through the towns and villages of our world today, he would feel the same
compassion for the countless crowds he would encounter. Yet, if there were one
particular group of people living in our midst today that might best fit the situational
description that elicited Jesus’s compassion, it would likely be our adolescents.
Adolescents in our American context today are truly harassed by countless
demands and pressures coming from ever changing cultural expectations, negative peer

and societal influences, excessive parental prodding, ever growing academic loads, and

their own internal struggles to figure out who they are, where they belong, and whether

! All scriptural quotations, unless otherwise noted, are taken from the New International Version.



their lives will matter. But adolescents are also experiencing a growing helplessness, both
perceived and real, as they fail to find the sources of support they need to navigate their
way from childhood into adulthood, and as they find themselves increasingly isolated in a
world that increasingly offers the illusion and false promise of connection. In many
profoundly troubling ways, teens in America today are like sheep without a shepherd.

The Church has an incredible opportunity to shepherd the adolescents in its
communities, but the efforts of youth ministries in congregations across our country are
coming up short of that goal. Over the past two decades there has been an increasing
recognition and broadening awareness among youth ministry leaders that, collectively,
American churches are simply failing to nurture a lasting discipleship among the young
people in their care. Community Presbyterian Church in Danville, California, is one of
those many churches that has been shaped by the influences of the American youth
ministry movement over the past several decades and is likewise recognizing that its
current best efforts are bringing only limited results.

Even though Community Presbyterian Church has had a long history of strong
youth ministry with generous financial support, consistent staffing and programs
dedicated to nurturing the spiritual formation of adolescents, and high levels of
participation, there are growing concerns over the long-term effectiveness of the
discipleship of its students. Many leaders in the broader community of youth ministry
practitioners representing countless congregations like Community Presbyterian Church
have called attention to the alarming numbers of youth who are leaving the church when
they leave our youth programs. In other words, it is becoming clear that youth ministry

programming that may appear successful by short-term and external measures is not



necessarily nurturing the depth of spiritual formation among adolescents that will lead
them into a life of lasting discipleship grounded in the larger family of faith.

If ministry programs designed to target the spiritual needs of adolescents appear
successful outwardly but fail to produce lasting results, then the shortcomings likely lie
below the surface of our programming. More specifically, youth ministry that is failing to
accomplish deeper results is most likely failing to address the deeper needs of
adolescents. In order for ministry to have truly formative outcomes in the lives of
adolescents, it must address the formative aspects of their personal and spiritual
development. The work of spiritual formation needs to be intentionally integrated into the
work of nurturing psychosocial development.

A more holistic and robust approach to adolescent discipleship must take
seriously insights not only from biblical reflections but also from developmental
psychology, neurobiological research, behavioral studies, and sociological and historical
reflections. If adolescence is that period of development that brings a person into mature
wholeness and prepares them for full participation in their communities, then whatever
can be learned about that process itself, even from secular sources, should further reveal
the Creator’s intentions for this development as an intrinsic aspect of growth built into
our humanity. Therefore, it should be expected that what Scripture has to say about the
spiritual process of growing into maturity, wholeness, and full kingdom participation in
Christ will find alignment and resonance with what science can clarify about the socio-
biological process of growing into maturity, wholeness, and full communal engagement.

The purpose of this project is to develop a practical theology of adolescent

discipleship that is shaped both by biblical mandates and by insights from developmental



and social sciences in the hope that together these perspectives will offer greater clarity
about what is needed to nurture spiritual formation and holistic personal development in
the crucial years of adolescence. Chapter 1 will explore the context of this ministry at
Community Presbyterian Church, looking at its history, demographics, and cultural
influences that have shaped its work with the youth of its community, and then clarify the
challenges facing that ministry. Chapter 2 will explore the context of adolescence itself,
assessing the opportunities and vulnerabilities of this age group. Chapters 3 through 5
will provide theological reflections on adolescent discipleship, bringing to light the
alignment between the key developmental tasks of adolescence and the key formative
tasks of discipleship, exploring the ways those tasks need to be supported interpersonally,
and then discussing the ecclesiological changes needed to engage more of the
congregation in that vital work. Chapters 6 and 7 will describe and evaluate strategic
initiatives being implemented to strengthen the church’s approach to adolescent
discipleship and to foster deeper, more supportive connections between adolescents and
the congregation as a whole.

This last aspect of building stronger, more supportive connections between
adolescents and the adult segments of the church community is an important theme that
comes out of much of the theological reflection of this project. The importance of
providing personal, ongoing, relational support for adolescents to nurture their personal
and spiritual formation is informed not only by the findings of countless studies of
adolescent development but also by scriptural reflections on God’s intentions for the

Church.



In Matthew 9:35-38, quoted above, Jesus makes a rare request for his disciples to
pray for something quite specific. As Jesus saw the crowds and was moved with
compassion for them, he acknowledged the magnitude of the need, even admitting
astonishingly that there was far more need around him than he could personally address.
It is strange to consider that during his earthly ministry, Jesus himself saw more needs
than he would be able to touch directly. The scope of the needs around Jesus was simply
larger than the scope of that part of his earthly ministry. That realization might actually
be somewhat comforting to those feeling overwhelmed by the work of ministering to
adolescents today. However, Jesus’s response was to tell his disciples, “The harvest is
plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out
workers into his harvest field” (Mt 9:37-38). Those words are crucially directive for
every church leader working with adolescents. The harvest is plentiful. There are
countless crowds of harassed and helpless teens in our communities, wandering through
adolescence like sheep without a shepherd. They are not just young people with deep
hurts, struggles, and needs. They are also young people with incredible God-given gifts,
abilities, and potential; people that matter deeply to Christ. Yet, if the Church can better
understand the scope and depth of their needs, it will better understand the need to raise
up and send more workers into their lives to offer them the love and support needed to
nurture their spiritual and personal formation. The Church will better understand its
shared, collective responsibility to shepherd its young people.

The goal of this project is to help Community Presbyterian Church develop a
more holistic and formative approach to adolescent discipleship by focusing on the

developmental needs of young people and by leveraging greater congregational support



to address those needs. There is no simple or sure way to bring about that outcome, but
Jesus told his disciples to pray for it. So, it is the prayer of this author that the Lord of the
Harvest will send workers into this local harvest field to provide what has been missing

and to reach those for whom Jesus is still moved by compassion.



PART ONE

CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES IN THE CONTEXT OF ADOLESCENT

DISCIPLESHIP



CHAPTER 1

THE CHALLENGES OF YOUTH MINISTY IN THE LOCAL AND LARGER
CONTEXTS

Ministry is never easy, but ministry among adolescents might just be as hard as it
gets. The work of caring for hurting people, effectively conveying the heart of the gospel
message, nurturing the slow progress of spiritual transformation, and fostering real
community among inherently selfish human beings—of any age—is naturally
overwhelming, exhausting, and often thankless. Yet, adolescents bring a unique set of
challenges and needs with them to the already demanding work of ministry. Working
with adolescents means working within adolescence—a limited window of opportunity
but an almost unlimited well of complex struggles.

In the relatively short time during which an adolescent moves into and through a
church’s youth ministry, leaders in that ministry are working within the limited access
they have to that young person to establish a meaningful personal connection, to foster
for him or her a genuine sense of communal belonging, to share a breadth of biblical truth
(culturally translated and even tailored for the sake of their individual understanding), to
support the young person through a variety of unique, personal struggles, to encourage

them to respond to the invitations of Christ, to nurture their ongoing spiritual growth, and



to help them establish patterns of discipleship they will carry into adulthood, not just for
them to live out personally but to live out in relationship with their church family. That
list of responsibilities for youth ministry would be challenging enough in itself, but for
each piece of it there are added obstacles to overcome.

Personal access to students is not limited just by the schedule of ministry
gatherings and the availability of a leader to connect outside those gatherings.
Adolescents are some of the busiest people in their communities with countless
competing demands on their time. Generational differences create cultural barriers to
establishing personal connections between adult leaders and teens, often creating an
unconscious aversion before there is any chance to connect. Social group dynamics
shaped by a young person’s self-concept and reinforced by peer interactions (especially
in school settings) often impede a sense of belonging in a youth group setting that would
require young people to cross well-established social boundaries that are invisible to
ministry leaders. Sharing biblical truth is made more challenging not just by short
attention spans and the newly pervasive electronic distractions that young people now
bring with them, but by the increasingly anti-biblical attitudes of the culture in which
young people are immersed. Encouraging adolescents to respond to the invitations of
Christ and supporting their spiritual growth is made all the more difficult by the
heightened impulsivity and emotionality of this age group that often undermine the steps
they do take and then makes them all the more susceptible to taking subsequent steps in
the wrong direction. Helping adolescents establish patterns of discipleship to live out in
connection to a larger church family is particularly difficult in most settings where young

people rarely know anyone in the church outside the circle of its youth ministry. And



lastly, the work of supporting adolescents through the personal struggles they face in this
period of life is daunting just because of the breadth of those struggles that can include
issues of school performance, family strife, substance abuse, emerging distress around
sexual identity, bullying, loneliness, depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, and self-
injurious behaviors. All of these challenges make the work of adolescent discipleship
difficult, but they are the unavoidable features of the landscape of adolescence and the
normal context of youth ministry. In fact, it is the breadth of these challenges, which have
always come with work of engaging teens, that have made youth ministry one of the most
holistic and robust expressions of the church’s mission to a particular group.

From that perspective, the personal struggles that adolescents bring with them,
especially those that arise out of their developmental process itself, are not challenges
added to the work of ministry with this age group. Those struggles are the very heart of
this ministry. The goal is not merely to see young people safely through the perils of
adolescence while offering them some things to believe about Jesus. The goal is and has
always been to join Jesus in addressing those deepest struggles and nurturing the
formative development that those struggles actually represent. The real challenge of
adolescent discipleship is that it cannot be separated from the rest of adolescent
development. To support the former, the church must provide real care for the latter.

Historically, to the degree that youth ministry has developed into a distinct
department within the church and operated independently of the rest of the church, it has
had to function as the entirety of the church to the young people it has served. For several
decades, those churches in America that wanted to prioritize their ministry among

adolescents and those that could afford to support it financially built up, staffed, and

10



resourced a specialized department within the church to serve as a fully programmed
representation of the church to young people. In those churches that were most successful
in doing so, the function of the church was so fully realized by its youth ministry that
adolescents had little if any connection to the rest of the congregation and its corporate
life.! This approach has been the heritage of Community Presbyterian Church in the Bay
Area of Northern California, whose ministry with teens has been shaped in part by its
long history in the community, the financial generosity and stability of its congregation,

and its consistent prioritization and support of its youth.

Youth Ministry in Community Presbyterian Church’s Local Context

Community Presbyterian Church in Danville, California, or simply “CPC” as
most people in the surrounding community know it, is a church with deep roots and a
long history in its community. In fact, CPC traces its origin back to the organization of
the very first Protestant congregation in Contra Costa County in 1851. The church’s first
building was constructed in 1875, then later lost in a fire and replaced in the early 1930s.
That rebuilt structure still stands today as Danville’s current Town Hall. The church
relocated just a few blocks away in 1950 to a larger site in order to respond to the steady
growth it had been experiencing. Since that move, the congregation has continued to
grow steadily, expanding its campus and resources along the way. Today the church has
about 1,700 in membership, 1,200 in average weekly attendance at its worship services,

but actually well over 3,000 in sporadic but ongoing attenders. This longevity and general

! Stuart Cummings-Bond, “The One-Eared Mickey Mouse,” Youthworker 6 (Fall, 1989): 76-78.
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strength of the church has positioned CPC with a substantial degree of credibility and
trust within its community. And this favorable reputation has contributed in part to a
generally positive perception of the church’s work with young people, even among those
who do not attend the church.

Throughout these past 140 years that have shaped CPC, the community
surrounding it has undergone profound changes. When the church began, it was in a rural
farming community on the outskirts of the Bay Area’s centers of population. From the
early 1900s to the 1960s the area grew modestly as it shifted from a farming community
to a residential one. But it was the construction of an interstate freeway through the
community in the 1960s that brought the most significant jump in the population of
Danville: from about 3,500 in 1960 to over 40,000 by the early 2000s.? That growth also
reflected a marked increase in the desirability of this town as a place to live and raise a
family.

Danville’s seemingly secluded location just beyond the congestion and hustle of
the Bay Area is still within convenient proximity to major centers of commerce and
technology in the Bay Area. Several large companies like Chevron, PG&E, AT&T, and
Safeway have established large corporate headquarters within a few miles of the town.
The local public school district is also considered among the best in state. The high

school located closest to the church is currently ranked 126 out of 2,185 high schools in

2 «“population of Danville, CA,” Population.us, 2016, http://population.us/ca/danville/ (accessed
September 14, 2018).
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California by U.S. News & World Report.®> The school district, as a whole, was ranked
number twenty out of 330 in the state by a website dedicated to helping people find and
select schools, neighborhoods, and workplaces.* Danville also recently made the news
when it was ranked the number one safest city in all of California by a home security
review website that looked at recent FBI data on violent crimes and property crimes.’ As
these kinds of factors have contributed to the increasing desirability of this area, Danville
has been transformed from a modestly rural suburban community to one of the most
desirable real estate markets in California. One real estate site has listed Danville’s 94506
zip code as the second most expensive place to own or rent a home in the United States.®
The community’s median property value is $919,500, compared to the state’s median
property value of $477,500.7 Naturally, the community around CPC is now one
distinguished by its affluence.

The current median household income in Danville is $146,603 and its poverty rate

is just 2.78 percent.® In contrast to the state’s median household income of $63,783 and a

3 U.S. News and World Report, “San Ramon Valley High,” U.S. News High School Rankings,
usnews.com, https://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/california/districts/san-ramon-valley-
unified/san-ramon-valley-high-3356 (accessed September 14, 2018).

4 Niche, “2019 Best School Districts in California,” niche.com, inc.,
https://www.niche.com/k12/search/best-school-districts/s/california/ (accessed September 14, 2018).

3 Alexia Chianis, “California’s 50 Safest Cities of 2018,” October 4, 2018, Safewise.com,
https://www.safewise.com/blog/safest-cities-california/ (accessed October 9, 2018).

¢ Laura Allen, Movoto Blog, “Most Expensive ZIP Codes for Housing in America,” movoto.com,
August 18, 2015, https://www.movoto.com/blog/top-ten/most-expensive-housing-zip-codes/ (accessed
September 14, 2018).

7 Data USA, “Danville, CA,” datausa.io, https://datausa.io/profile/geo/danville-ca/ (accessed
September 14, 2018).

¥ Ibid.

13



statewide poverty rate of 14.3 percent, the affluence of this community is pronounced—
even within California. The homes and cars seen around town make this affluence
obvious, but one of the most telling insights into the lifestyle of this community came in
2011 when a consumer research group identified Danville’s 94506 zip code as America’s
single highest spending population in its per capita expenditures on clothing.’

These unique local demographics mean that the context in which CPC pursues its
ministry is a community of people defined by their financial, professional, educational,
and social achievement, as well as their ability to acquire what they want. That means
that CPC has a well-resourced congregation readily able to invest in what it deems
important and valuable. It also means that CPC has a congregation that expects certain
levels of quality and professionalism in programming and demands certain levels of
responsiveness to its needs and desires. These cultural factors have undeniably had a
shaping influence on the church and its approach to ministry. In particular, as will be
discussed below, the trend toward the specialization and professionalization of youth
ministry in recent decades was one the church followed unreservedly.

These unique local demographics have also shaped the lives of young people in
this community. Adolescents in Danville are growing up in a context of extremely high
performance expectations. Pressures from parents and peers set the bar very high for what
they achieve and how they present themselves in terms of their grades, athletic

performance, extracurricular activities, personal appearance, social status, and, in

® Pinpoint Demographics, “California Towns Top the Nation in Per Capita Spending on Clothing
on Pinpoint Demographics’ 2011 List,” pr.com, https://www.pr.com/press-release/299317 (accessed
September 14, 2018).
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particular, college readiness. A recent documentary addressing the unrealistic academic
pressures adolescents are facing today highlighted interviews from several Danville
students whose lives and experiences in this environment epitomized the concerns of its
producer.!® The vast majority of students growing up in this community attend four-year
universities after graduating high school, and as the competition for university admissions
continues to increase, most students in this community (and their parents) experience this
expectation as a source of pervasive stress and anxiety, beginning for some as early as
middle school. The resulting stress these students experience on a daily basis, the
busyness of their schedules, the priorities and values of the culture around them, and the
spoken and unspoken messages they are absorbing about definitions of success all present
real challenges to the work of ministry with these students. Individualism, materialism,
and consumerism are unquestioned values in this community that instill attitudes and
assumptions in young people that run counter to the discipleship priorities of the gospel.

Of course, the high demands on students means that their busy schedules present
an obstacle to their availability to engage in the ministries of the church. But the local
high cost of living and the expectation that most students will move away from the area
to attend a four-year university also combine to limit the church’s access to adolescents
of this community in another unique but significant way. While most students move away
to attend college after high school, few return. While preteens and teens in Danville

makes up 16 percent of the population, the proportion of young adults in their twenties

10 “Race to Nowhere: The Dark Side of America’s Achievement Culture” is a 2009 documentary
produced and co-directed by Vicki Abeles, who created the film in part in response to the suicide of a local
student who took her life when her grades fell.
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drops to only 5.6 percent of the town.!! The cost of living is simply prohibitive to most
recent college grads being able to return to live in the area. The proportional
representation of older adults increases through the groups of people in their thirties and
forties as many successful professionals move to the area to raise their families here.
What that means for CPC is that it has a limited window of opportunity to
minister to adolescents in its community. More specifically, it means that for the majority
of students that CPC will care for, the focus of the church’s efforts has to be aimed at
students through their early and middle adolescence. Of course, the work that needs to be
done in these students lives can in no way be complete by the time they graduate from
high school. However, it may be possible for this church’s investment in the discipleship
of adolescents to succeed in helping them solidify a life-long commitment to following
Christ if it can provide the kinds of personal support and establish the right patterns of
engagement that will lead these students to continue to engage the Church for their own
journey of discipleship after leaving this particular congregation. The weighty question
looming over this ministry is whether its current approach and methodology is really
accomplishing that goal for the majority of young people it serves. And to better
understand that, it is helpful to understand how youth ministry at CPC has taken shape.
As with so many other suburban Protestant churches across our country, CPC’s ministry
with adolescents has been influenced and shaped to a great extent by the larger cultural

movement of youth ministry in America.

! United States Census Bureau, “Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics: 2010
Demographic Profile Data,” American Fact Finder, factfinder.census.gov,
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=CF (accessed September
14, 2018).
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The Trajectory of Youth Ministry in the Broader North American Context

Churches like CPC have not designed their approach to youth ministry or built
their programs for adolescents as an isolated, independent endeavor. Quite to the
contrary, leadership in youth ministry has been for decades a very interconnected,
interactive, and mutually influencing segment of church leadership across America.
Formal and informal networks, national conventions, regional conferences, specialized
publishing groups, and online resources have contributed to establishing a widely
influential culture of youth ministry marked by a spirit of collaboration as well as subtle
competition and even commercialization. One of the greatest effects of this culture of
youth ministry connectivity has been the homogenization of youth ministries in churches
across the United States. Even where there have been instances of local innovation, these
have been quickly propagated in books, seminars at national conventions, and online
forums. Therefore, the history and current state of youth ministry at CPC is really a
reflection of the history and current state of most of youth ministry in suburban America.

Youth ministry in its present form traces its roots back to the youth fellowship
approach to working with young people that had been adopted by fourteen mainline
denominations by the mid-1940s and the concurrent rise of parachurch youth ministry
agencies like YoungLife and Youth for Christ.!? In response to the growing subculture of
teenagers in America after World War II, churches and parachurch organizations worked

to gather adolescents into Christian fellowships of their peers being led and supported by

12 Mark H. Senter III, When God Shows Up: A History of Protestant Youth Ministry in America
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010), 64.
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caring adults. The key difference between these two concurrent movements is that
parachurch ministries primarily targeted high school campuses with an evangelistic
emphasis, while church-based ministries primarily targeted the children of its members
with an emphasis on discipleship. Of course, these two movements did not develop
completely independently, and of particular interest is the ways that churches thoroughly
attempted to duplicate the methods of Young Life’s club model and Youth for Christs’
Campus Life model. According to ministry historian Mark Senter, however, the greatest
failing of churches that tried to duplicate these approaches was that they often borrowed
the programmatic approaches but missed the core rationale behind them.!*> What that
meant for many churches is that they often built youth ministries around programmatic
club models but missed the essential role of invested adults as incarnational ministers of
the gospel. It also meant that many of these churches lacked a fervent drive to reach kids
outside their congregations.

Some of the transformation that helped to refocus the priorities of youth ministries
in churches came from the rise of youth ministry publishers like Youth Specialties that
launched in the late 1960s and Group Magazine that followed shortly after. These
organizations began disseminating resources to support youth ministries across the
country and gradually matured from focusing on programmatic activities to addressing
the real needs of adolescents. The books, seminars, regional gatherings, national
conventions, and later online resources, along with the host of recognized youth ministry

experts that came out of these organizations and others like them, began to offer a

13 Senter, When God Shows Up, 249-250.
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growing compendium of informal training for church leaders that shaped in consistent
ways the ministries they led.

Beginning in the late 70s another trend that further shaped youth ministry in many
churches was the professionalization of youth ministry. More and more churches began
to hire part-time and then full-time youth leaders, and in response to churches wanting to
hire trained professionals, a growing number of Christian colleges in the 1980s and 1990s
began offering majors in youth ministry.!* The two key benefits that this
professionalization offered to churches was a general deepening of theological grounding
of their methodologies and better training for key leaders responding to deeper struggles
and concerns youth were facing. This development also pushed the programming of
youth ministry to become more sophisticated and specialized. One detrimental effect of
this has been a deepening distinction and separation of church based youth ministries
from the activities of the rest of their congregations. Another liability of this
specialization of youth ministry has been a subtle but growing abdication of
responsibility for and involvement in the spiritual nurture of adolescents by leaders and
congregants outside their youth ministry department and even by many parents who
perhaps came to believe that discipleship was now best left to the professionals.

The model of youth ministry that took shape under these influences was a
relational approach to adolescent discipleship, led by a full-time expert, supported by
other paid staff or interns, and implemented by a team of adult volunteers that used an

on-campus weekly program to gather students, provided fun activities, offer elements of

14 Senter, When God Shows Up: A History of Protestant Youth Ministry in America, 293.
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worship and teaching, and nurture relational connections among peers and with caring,
supportive adults—all as the means to engaging students with the message of the gospel
and the person of Christ. Of course, there have been wide variances in how this model
was implemented and experienced by teens in different churches and with different
emphases of the elements. For example, a common critique of contemporary youth
ministries in churches has been “the accusation that they were merely fun and games”
and that “much of youth ministry has settled for nothing more than entertainment.”!>
Most youth workers would certainly balk at that indictment, but the drive to attract teens
and retain their participation—even for deeper motives—may have in fact led many
ministry leaders to misplace their energies on those elements.

This is the model of ministry that has shaped the efforts of adolescent discipleship
at Community Presbyterian Church. For decades CPC has been able to have an ordained
pastor overseeing its youth ministry with several other paid staff members and interns
supporting those efforts. Teams of adult volunteers from the congregation have been
serving faithfully on the front lines of ministry with teens for decades. The church has
long had a strong evangelical passion for reaching kids, not only the children of its
members, but also those outside the church in the surrounding community.
Philosophically, CPC’s youth ministry has maintained a strong commitment to an

incarnational approach that prioritized personal support of individual adolescents over

merely mass participation. At the same time, it has tried to maintain some level of

15 Senter, When God Shows Up, 307.
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outward excellence in its programming, in response to the undeniably consumeristic
demands of teens and their parents alike.

On the whole, this model has appeared to be very successful. Throughout its
history, CPC has maintained a highly-invested commitment to its ministry with youth.
The church has generously and consistently provided a substantial budget and facilities to
support its year-round programming, and its youth ministry leadership staff has been well
supported and enjoyed long tenures. CPC’s youth ministry program has always been one
of the most well attended in the area. It has been generally well respected and trusted in
the community, which has been evident in the responsiveness of students and parents
outside the church to its two largest outreach-oriented annual events: its spring mission
trip to build homes in Mexico and the high school houseboating summer camp. As
leading indicators, these two annual events have grown steadily over the last fifteen
years, most recently drawing 275 and 330 student participants, respectively. That level of
participation is not astounding, but for the church’s current sociological context in the
Bay Area of Northern California and for a congregation with an average weekly worship

attendance of 1,200, it is very encouraging.

The Contemporary Struggles to Nurture Lasting Discipleship among Adolescents
While this approach has appeared to be working very effectively for decades, and
even still appears so in many places like CPC, the church in America is in the process of
waking up to the realization that its visible success in adolescent discipleship has actually
been more shallow and short-lived than previously thought. The real ministry challenge

that the American church is coming to recognize is that a significant portion of youth that
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have been actively and enthusiastically engaged in our youth ministry programs are not
continuing to engage with the church or pursue their discipleship after graduating from
high school. For many churches like CPC, this shortcoming has been mostly overlooked.
With a high rate of students attending college out of town and very few able to afford to
return and live in the area after college, it has not been easy to track how students do in
their transition from middle to late adolescence or emerging adulthood. Yet research

throughout the past decade has provided new insights, and the results are discouraging.

Local and Broader Findings of Ineffectiveness
Those who have been working in ministry with young people for long enough to
observe recent trends agree that the task is getting harder and its impact seems to be
diminishing. Chap Clark and Kara Powell, long term experts in the field of youth
ministry, expressed the struggle well:

Today’s kids seem tougher to reach, more distant and disconnected. Programs and
events don’t have the same impact they used to. Spiritual growth seems much
slower and more erratic for most young disciples than even a few years ago. Even
those kids who are deeply committed to Jesus Christ often seem to have gaping
holes in the way they live out their faith compared to adolescent disciples of the
past. Whether it’s struggles with lifestyle (e.g., substance abuse or sexual
behavior) or attitudes they can’t seem to or even want to shake (e.g., racism or
spiritual arrogance), what we call “discipleship” doesn’t seem to be working like
it used to.!¢

More specifically, a growing number of voices in recent decades have begun
calling attention to concerns about the longevity of the church’s engagement and impact

among adolescents. It is becoming increasing clear that even high levels of participation

16 Chap Clark and Kara Powell, Deep Ministry in a Shallow World: Not-So-Secret Findings About
Youth Ministry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 70.
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in church youth ministries among high school-aged adolescents is not in itself any
indication of deep and lasting discipleship. One observer of youth ministry expressed the
problem this way:

A perennial frustration of youth ministers is how to address the problem of large

numbers of their faithful youth who graduate from high school and seemingly

graduate from church and religious involvement... Pastors wonder why young
adults who once were so active in church are now so unpredictable in church
attendance and faithful service.!’

A survey of more than 1,000 adults ages eighteen to thirty conducted by LifeWay
Research in April and May 2007 revealed that 70 percent of young adults ages twenty-
three to thirty stopped attending church regularly for at least a year between eighteen and
twenty-two.!® Gallop’s research found a similar drop in church attendance from teens as
they moved out of high school: “Fifty-four percent of teens aged 13 to 15 reported having
attended church in the past seven days, as did 51% of 16- to 17-year-old teens. The figure
drops to 32% among 18- to 29- year-olds.”'® That indicates at least a 37 percent drop in
regular church participation after high school. Fuller Youth Institute’s Kara Powell, Brad
Griffin, and Cheryl Crawford concluded that “40 to 50 percent of kids who are connected

to a youth group when they graduate high school will fail to stick with their faith in

college.”?® Kinnaman’s research confirmed this: “Overall, there is a 43 percent drop-off

17 Wesley Black, “Youth Ministry That Lasts: The Faith Journey of Young Adults,” Journal of
Youth Ministry 4, no. 2 (April, 2006): 19.

18 LifeWay Research, “Parents & Churches Can Help Teens Stay in Church,” lifewayresearch.com
(August 7, 2007), https:/lifewayresearch.com/2007/08/07/parents-churches-can-help-teens-stay-in-church/
(accessed September 21, 2018).

19 George H. Gallop Jr., “The Religiosity Cycle” June 4, 2004,
https://news.gallup.com/poll/6124/religiosity-cycle.aspx (accessed October 8, 2018).

20 Kara E. Powell, Brad M. Griffin, and Cheryl A. Crawford, Sticky Faith Youth Worker Edition:
Practical Ideas to Nurture Long-Term Faith in Teenagers (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 15.

23



between the number of teen and early adult years in terms of church engagement. These
numbers represent about eight million twentysomethings who were active churchgoers as
teenagers but who will no longer be particularly engaged in a church by their thirtieth
birthday.”?! None of these studies are without flaws and none of them should be looked at
in isolation. For example, at least one other study found a much smaller church drop-out
rate of teens graduating from high school (less than 10 percent), but that conclusion was
based on analysis of a single question in which respondents evaluated their own church
participation on a four-level likert scale, within a lengthy survey addressing a wide range
of topics.?

The National Survey of Youth and Religion, led by Christian Smith, is another
study widely cited by many as uncovering the same decline in spiritual engagement of
adolescents after high school. As with any survey, the NSYR has its shortcomings and its
sampling may or may not have captured the most representative cross section of youth in
America.?> However, what is undeniably valuable from this study were the trajectories
uncovered by the longitudinal nature of the multiple waves of this study. Of all the
adolescents tracked between the first and third waves of this study (2,432 in total)

Smith’s team found that over 50 percent of young people grouped into the two categories

2! David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians are Leaving Church... And Rethinking
Faith (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2011), 22.

22 Mark D. Regnerus and Jeremy E. Uecker, “Finding Faith, Losing Faith: The Prevalence and
Context of Religious Transformations During Adolescence,” Review of Religious Research 47, no.3 (March
2006): 217-237.

23 While this survey reached over 3,000 randomly selected youth and offered both Spanish and
English options, it initiated contact by home telephone and required a parent to be present. Youth that are
reachable by home telephone and have a parent present do not represent the diverse spectrum of teens in
America.
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of most religiously committed declined significantly in their religious commitments
during the five years following the first study.?*

What has become clear from all these studies taken together i