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INtRODuCtION tO the JOuRNAL Of ADVeNtISt YOuth & YOuNg ADuLt MINIStRIeS v

Introduction to the  
Journal of Adventist Youth  

& Young Adult Ministries
YOU HOLD in your hands the first edition of the Journal of Adventist Youth & 
Young Adult Ministries. This Journal is the outgrowth of years of collaboration be-
tween the Youth & Young Adult Ministries department of the North American Division 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church (NAD), the Discipleship and Lifespan Education 
(DSLE) department of the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, and the Cen-
ter for Youth Evangelism (CYE) on the campus of Andrews University.

CYE innovated and has hosted the 180° Symposium since 2008. (You will find in an ex-
planation of the 180° Symposium process in the next article in this journal entitled “An 
Overview of the Annual 180° Symposium for 2022”). Each year a collection of these 
articles and recommendations have been published by AdventSource and made avail-
able for purchase as well as online through the Andrews University Digital Commons. 

In 2017 the NAD Youth & Young Adult Ministries department joined CYE in collab-
oration to strengthen and support the Symposium. In 2021 the DSLE department of 
the Seminary joined in collaboration to bring more strength and focus to the Sympo-
sium, and it continues to influence the further development of the Symposium with 
increased involvement by seminary graduate students. While youth ministry often 
lacks an association with academic study, the SDA Theological Seminary at Andrews 
University is the logical place for this to begin. Collaboration has strengthened this 
endeavor and its application. 

An increasing number of youth and young adult ministry professionals have engaged in 
doctoral studies, and ongoing education and lifelong learning also call for a profession-
al journal like this. We encourage you to read, reflect, respond, and join in the conver-
sation as we continue to address current ministry challenges through careful thought, 
recommendations, and persistent actions.

Dive in and enjoy,

Tracy Wood, DMin
Director of NAD Youth & Young Adult Ministries
North American Division of the Seventh-day Adventist Church
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An Overview of  
the 180° Symposium 

IT STARTED in the Fall of 2008 at Andrews University—the first 180° Symposium. 
The Center for Youth Evangelism (CYE) initiated this under the leadership and vision 
of Ron Whitehead and Japhet De Oliveira.

Youth ministry tends to be fun, energetic, provocative, impactful, relational, dynamic, 
and transformational. But it can also be boring, unstable, manipulative, problemat-
ic, predictable, and even toxic. With some notable exceptions, leadership tends to be 
sporadic or stuck. Events often drive the ministry with little or no thought given to 
purpose. With the next event bearing down on the calendar, no thought is given to 
evaluating the past or improving the present or the future. Sometimes the attitude 
seems to be, “Let’s just get through this.”

The purpose of the 180° Symposium is for those in youth ministry (and young adult 
ministry and even children’s ministry) to take a moment to stop and make a 180—to 
turn around and look back. This provides the rare opportunity to reflect on the past, 
dialogue, study, evaluate, and learn. Once that is done, make another 180 as you return 
to the flow of ministry with insights and focus for improved ministry.

Over the years some adjustments were made, including hosting at different academ-
ic institutions. Leadership changes have affected who gathers and why. When the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit, like so many other gatherings, the 180° Symposium went 
dark, and then emerged as a hybrid event.

The obvious topic coming out of the pandemic was, “What now?” While many church-
es had to face this existential questioning, we would expect youth ministry to be on 
the cutting edge and provide vision as well as being the first out of the gate. Taking 
a positive approach following the devastation, the topic for 2022 seemed obvious: “A 
New Opportunity: Youth and Young Adult Ministry Through COVID-19 and Beyond.”

The gathering took place May 10-12, 2022, as a hybrid event with in-person participants 
gathering at Pioneer Memorial Church on the campus of Andrews University, and hy-
brid participants joining through Zoom and Slack.

The CYE continues to be the organizer of this gathering, with the North American Divi-
sion Youth and Young Adult Ministries Department adding funds as a sponsor with the 
CYE. AdventSource publishes the hard copy of the papers and the three focus groups’ 
work. And the Andrews University Digital Commons posts the papers online for future 
access around the world.

The first day of the 180° Symposium considered prepared papers, with the opportuni-
ty for feedback from participants. On the second day the group took a running start 
with the topic by drawing on the papers presented the previous day, plus each per-
son’s education, experience, and thoughts on the topic. Participants self-selected their 
engagement in one of three groups: academicians, administrators, and practitioners. 
Brainstorming led to exploration and, by the end of the day, synthesizing the key points 
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for the group and also recommendations. On the third day each focus group reported 
its work to the larger group, with feedback and revisions.

The published work you hold contains the papers and also the work of the three focus 
groups. By the time you read this, the COVID-19 pandemic is probably a thing of the 
past. But, as any historian would tell you, “Those who forget the past are condemned to 
repeat it.” Hopefully we will do better now, and in the future, because we looked back, 
and then forward at the 180° Symposium.
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The Impact of a Virus
A High Level View

Steve Case, PhD

FEW HIGH school or college history classes spent 
much time teaching students about the H1N1 virus that 
created a severe pandemic in 1918. Although no universal 
consensus determined the origins of this virus, it came to 
be known as “The Spanish flu” because countries involved 
in World War I suppressed news reports of its spread in 
their countries. But Spain, being neutral in the war, did 
report its presence. That led most countries to associate 
this pandemic with Spain, ignoring its presence in their 
own respective countries. Selective news reporting led 
people to a caricature of reality to the point of misnam-
ing it (Andrews 2020). About one-third of the world’s 
population became infected, and the estimated number 
of deaths reached 50 million, with about 675,000 in the 
United States (CDC n.d.). With biased reporting, denial 
of its existence, and no vaccine, attempts to thwart the 
virus varied from place to place. The best most people 
could do was to isolate, quarantine, wear masks where the 
disease was present, practice good hygiene, disinfect, and 
limit public gatherings. Major relief came when the virus 
mutated from deadly, to sickening, to inconvenient.

Sound familiar? 

If there’s another pandemic 100 years from now, those 
who face it will probably do so as poorly as we did a cen-
tury after the 1918 Flu.

Doomsday prophets typically point to political or military 
actions, or the quick impact of a “natural disaster” such 
as an earthquake, fire, flood, drought, or tsunami to spark 
their timely and sensational message. Those old enough 
to have lived through “9/11” remember the impact and 
the immediate turning to God—which lasted for at least a 
month. The ongoing grind of the American military root-
ing out terrorists wherever they might be in the world, or 
a multi-year war, or the distress of ongoing disease can’t 
maintain daily headlines; so we cease to consider it or we 
incorporate it as the “new normal.”

POWERLESS
After denial, it seemed that little we did in response to 
COVID-19 improved our situation; in fact, things only 
seemed to get worse. Who knew where the next out-
break would occur, and how soon? Medical professionals 
couldn’t keep up as refrigeration trucks parked at hospi-
tals to house the corpses funeral homes couldn’t process 
quickly enough. In communities where the virus hadn’t 
struck, it all seemed like a bad horror movie, and tuning 
out became a healthier response than worrying if and 
when it would hit home. 

Politicians jumped in to provide direction in the crisis, 
but they knew little or nothing about pandemics, or how 
to respond to them. If they were a day ahead of things to-
day, they seemed to be a week behind by tomorrow. Con-
flicting information and responses left the public poorly 
informed, misinformed, or convicted about whatever they 
chose to believe. While this fractured our social systems 
and life as we knew it, the virus continued its spread 
and devastation. The politicians did their best, but they 
seemed to add to the problem rather than the solution.

Medical professionals quickly became our gods in hope 
that all of the training, technology, and transformations 
they had tackled over the years would stop the virus in 
its tracks. They asked for more time—years to develop 
a vaccine—when we only had days. The best minds and 
machines simply did all they could, and we kept dying. 
This doesn’t diminish the work of healthcare profession-
als (see “New Heroes” below); it only admits that they 
couldn’t deliver the quick fix we sought.

Perhaps people of faith would be God’s response to the 
virus. Could this ignite another round of “The Last Days 
are Here Again” (Kyle 1998)? Instead of a militaristic 
Armageddon, it seemed more would die of a virus rath-
er than a bullet or bomb. But no religious revival burst 
forth. Having become accustomed to doing life on our 
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own without God, few seemed to consider God would 
intervene. The primary voice from churches focused on 
religious persecution based on the possibility of maybe 
stopping in-person gatherings. Few vocalized the virus as 
a verdict from God, and most either hunkered down for 
safety or picketed in protest rather than minister to the 
sick or the bereaved.

In a word, we felt powerless. Humans, especially privileged 
ones, have difficulty accepting such a condition. Ameri-
cans live in the most powerful nation in the world—ac-
cording to many Americans and political science profes-
sor Michael Beckley (2018). The economy, military power, 
and democratic government place it far ahead of any po-
tential competing nation. Even if such statements and 
attitudes were true, America remained powerless when 
it came to this virus. While COVID statistics get ques-
tioned for their validity, the United States was indeed 
the greatest country on earth—with more than twice as 
many COVID-19 cases and deaths than any other country 
(Worldometer 2023).

WE
Basic sociology explains the frequent human dynamic of 
separating “we” into “us” and “them.” Desiring to be part 
of a group may result in identifying markers shared in 
common. These can also serve to differentiate one group 
from another. Attacking another group can solidify one’s 
own group. It usually has the same impact on the group 
attacked—greater cohesiveness and solidarity.

One doesn’t have to look far to see this today. While hu-
mans inhabit various parts of the earth in different con-
centrations, national boundaries exist and change be-
cause humans in power draw lines and label them in such 
a way. But God did not create the world to function like 
this. The same could be said of racial separateness—“us” 
and “them.” Gender provides another example, as does 
socioeconomic status, and also ageism or generations.

None of this seemed to matter to the virus. It struck with 
fatality, or ferocity, or just a short scare, and some con-
tracted it asymptomatically. But few could say they didn’t 
know anyone who contracted COVID-19, and even fewer 
found their lives unchanged because of it.

One result of COVID-19 seems to be that “we” are all 
human. Regardless of differences, real or perceived, we 
have a commonality. And “we” can’t predict with great 

certainty what will happen in the next day, week, month, 
or year. A virus exposed this.

BLESSED
Financially prosperous nations seemed to suffer more 
than others. What a role reversal! The increased mobil-
ity of traveling to and fro throughout the earth resulted 
in greater transmission from greater exposure. Clos-
ing borders didn’t stop the spread even if it might have 
slowed it some.

In places where people lived in simplicity by necessity, 
little changed. Rural areas had little impact, although 
those crowded into city tenements were at the mercy 
of the virus. In contrast, those quite busy with work and 
play in multiple locations were more at risk of contract-
ing COVID-19. At the same time, their identity and daily 
practice went from overdrive to stillness. Busy families 
either found themselves bonding in new ways because of 
increased time together, or became frustrated by the new 
task of having to live together.

POLARIZING POLITICS
Whenever and wherever a group of people forms, you 
have politics—from the Greek word polis (city) (Case 
2020). This occurs in nations and churches, in families 
and even among friends, at work and at play. Because the 
pandemic affected large groups of people, and because it 
varied from one location to another, the politics fluctuat-
ed as well. Sometimes opposite political priorities could 
be found because of the place or the person espousing the 
politics due to their political power at the moment. 

The first political crisis seemed to focus on whether or 
not COVID-19 was real, or if it was a real threat. The next 
political crisis tried to address how to respond to it. Test-
ing quickly became “something we can do” as well as pro-
viding some type of answer to, “Do I have COVID?” While 
some willingly lined up for their turn, others refused to 
have a stranger push a long stick way up their nose to 
swab what seemed like their brain rather than their na-
sal cavity. Next came shut-downs and closures—of many 
businesses and schools, places of entertainment, church-
es, and practically any indoor gathering place or group. 

As businesses went bankrupt or seemed headed in that di-
rection, the tension mounted between death by the virus 
or death by the economy. Obviously, those who died could 
no longer work. But would stopping work shut down the 
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economy and thereby make it impossible to survive this 
pandemic? Were those the only options? Was the govern-
ment to bail out everyone? If so, with whose money? Even 
though a few businesses like Zoom and Door Dash flour-
ished because of the pandemic, most didn’t. But politi-
cians continued to be politicians, and the result seemed to 
be hope or hatred—depending on the extent to which you 
agreed or disagreed with their statements and actions.

PEOPLE DIED; PEOPLE LIVED
Denying the pandemic didn’t shield people from death. 
While comorbidity increased the likelihood of dying from 
COVID-19, some survived even after they were given up 
as gone. For those who died, was it the virus or something 
else? Regardless, there was a tremendous loss of life. 

In a pamphlet quickly published at the start of the pan-
demic, New Testament scholar N. T. Wright pointed out, 
“Roughly one-third of the Psalms are lamenting that 
things are not as they should be. The words they use 
are words of complaint: of questions, sorrow, anger and 
frustration and, often enough, bitterness” (2020, 52). 
When we expect a quick fix and a return to normal, we 
short-circuit the realities of our sojourn on earth. One en-
tire book of the Bible bears the name “Lamentations.” In 
our feel-good expectations of everyone being happy due 
to our God-given right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness, pandemics can’t be tolerated or endured. But 
Scripture reveals plenty of pain, even joining our crucified 
Savior in death. Only then do we truly live (Gal 2:20). 

NEW HEROES
For many in America, the heroes—the ones we admire, 
spend time and money for temporary access either virtu-
ally or in large, impersonal gatherings—are typically the 
“stars” and “superstars” of music, sports, and the silver 
screen. Christians have the same heroes, plus a few Chris-
tian singers and megachurch preachers. 

But COVID-19 changed that. With the cessation of group 
gatherings, no one could worship the hero throughout a 
concert tour that suddenly ended. Sports came to a stand-
still and then had to be played without adoring fans in 
empty stadiums or arenas. Movie production halted even 
though the demand for releases on Netflix increased to 
remedy our stay-at-home boredom. Other heroes like fi-
nancial tycoons, the military, and even lawyers and CPAs 
seemed useless when it came to facing a virus.

But new heroes took their place. Healthcare profession-
als became hope and help in ways we had never imagined 
previously. Long shifts in an environment that others 
were forbidden to enter became the only human contact 
for many as loved ones remained excluded by policy for 
their own safety. Nurses became the most heroic health-
care professionals, serving the sick and dying personal-
ly, professionally, and profoundly. The physician’s lim-
ited contact and limited professional expertise in these 
matters still left the nurse by the bedside. Likely without 
training, nurses also simultaneously became chaplains as 
patient after patient breathed their last. Perhaps it com-
pares to a first-aid tent on the battlefield of a horrible war, 
day after day after day.

Grocery store workers also became heroes. They had to 
deal with hyper-frightened customers scooping up as 
many hand sanitizer bottles as possible, ready to hoard 
toilet paper and fight if needed to secure it. As supply 
lines evaporated, grocery stores in America looked like 
the photos in similar stores after the breakup of the USSR. 
But they kept working, even with hostile customers, and 
they added store cart disinfecting to their workload. They 
also shopped for others and delivered groceries to the 
front door of petrified homebodies who followed recom-
mendations not to shop in person, even though some per-
son at the store did the shopping and delivery. Services 
like Grubhub, DoorDash, and Uber Eats became com-
monplace. We had new heroes and our previous heroes 
disappeared—at least for a time.

Custodians also rose as heroes. Their cleaning and sani-
tizing may have done more than highly skilled surgeons 
when it came to saving lives. Regardless of the risks they 
faced, they worked for the cleanliness and safety of others 
by simply doing their job. Their increased necessity re-
vealed the values these people placed on others. 

There are many others who became heroes because of the 
pandemic. These illustrate the quick fruit-basket-upset 
type of placement to determine who matters the most 
during a crisis like a pandemic.

USE YOUR MIND  
(TO RATIONALIZE YOUR EMOTIONS)
Why do you do what you do? We could ask it in the nega-
tive as well: Why don’t you do what you don’t do? 

Most of us have reasons. But, according to social psychol-
ogist Jonathan Haidt (2012), our intuitions and reflexes 
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spark our actions, and we use our rational powers to then 
justify what we did (or didn’t do). It’s not that we don’t 
use our mind, it’s just that we use it to explain what we’ve 
already decided or even done. We may quote the Bible, 
“Judge not, that ye be not judged” (Matt 7:1 KJV), but our 
decision to do so comes from an internal judgment we 
already made—often because we don’t want someone to 
judge us and we hope that throwing Scripture at them will 
prevent further exposure. 

This also explains the frequent futility of attempting to 
reason with people. It’s not that we aren’t reasoning; it’s 
just that we’re reasoning about what we already decided 
intuitively to do. Consider mask-wearing during the pan-
demic. Were you in favor of wearing a mask or not wear-
ing a mask? What was your gut instinct? How much time 
did you spend pursuing evidence to back up your internal 
sense rather than exploring the question with a truly open 
mind? And once you made up your mind, what were the 
chances of you changing your mind regardless of what ad-
ditional evidence came your way? Whatever you decided 
about mask-wearing probably matched how you related 
to vaccination. The same probably happened with the 
decision of whether or not to gather in groups. Political 
liberals generally acted conservatively by wearing masks, 
refraining from gathering in large groups, and getting vac-
cinated. Political conservates generally acted liberally by 
freely moving about unmasked, joining large group gath-
erings, and eschewing vaccination. 

If your gut reaction is to disagree with these statements, 
note how you use your mind to come up with reasons that 
your reflex already sparked. 

PLAYING THE GOD CARD
The early Christians played an active role in caring for 
those suffering plagues and pandemics in the first few 
centuries of the Christian era, and it was Christians who 
began the hospice movement to care for those terminal-
ly ill (Wright 2020). But that’s not what Christians were 
known for in the recent pandemic. While Walter Brueg-
gemann pulled together previous articles for a pandem-
ic pamphlet, Virus as a Summons to Faith (2020), Thom 
Rainer quickly published helpful advice to implement in 
anticipation of the pandemic ending—The Post-Quaran-
tine Church (2020). 

But perhaps what Christians were best known for during 
the pandemic was playing the God card of faithful 

commitment to attending church in the face of religious 
persecution as a clear right stemming from religious lib-
erty. This first amendment right would be protected by 
the second amendment if needed. Even those with infre-
quent church attendance suddenly joined the call to arms 
so they could worship together. Perhaps these were the 
ones needing prohibition in order to awaken dormant 
practices. Or maybe it’s just another example of a gut re-
flex in search of a rationale for doing what you already 
decided to do (see “Use Your Mind” above). Such zealots 
missed the explanation that prohibited all meetings for 
large indoor groups, whether that was a church, a basket-
ball game, a pop music concert, or even a bar or restau-
rant. Playing the God card missed the point, but showed 
how humans get what they want, even if that takes playing 
the God card to accomplish their personal wants, which 
doesn’t seem to indicate godliness.

Some pastors of large churches, fearful they would be 
unable to maintain the financial support needed for their 
ministry without strong or growing attendance, posi-
tioned themselves as martyrs, challenging the govern-
ment to take them to jail because of their commitment 
to follow Jesus, and enable their flock to stay true as well. 
Some of these successfully avoided arrest and prosecu-
tion, but that didn’t protect them from getting the virus. 
Why did God save them from the government, but not 
the virus? 

The early church in Acts, in many ways, looked more like 
the small gatherings that occurred during the pandemic 
than the “bigger is better” expectation for churches prior 
to COVID-19 (Roennfeldt 2021).

HUMANS MAKE A DIFFERENCE
On a completely different topic, environmental concerns 
illustrate another political and practical division (see 
“Polarizing Politics” and “Use Your Mind” above). Some 
claim that human activity impacts the environment, while 
others claim humans have little or no impact on the envi-
ronment. Perhaps an unscheduled check-in of the tidiness 
of college dormitory rooms could settle the debate, but 
we’re looking at a much larger area than one building.

Early in the pandemic, when countries and communities 
implemented and practiced lockdowns, pollution signifi-
cantly decreased (Chemical & Engineering News 2020). 
Pollution from autos and trucks, and even airplanes, has 
been a concern in developed and developing nations for 
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decades. With the unprecedented drop in vehicle use 
during the initial lockdowns, visual differences in scen-
ery sparked photographs for comparisons. People on the 
street in Los Angeles, New Delhi, and Beijing noted stark 
contrasts. Air quality varied from one part of the globe 
to another when reduced vehicular traffic dropped dra-
matically due to the lockdowns—more so than volunteer 
testing could have accomplished. But in some places, such 
as India, air pollution in rural areas due to wood and coal 
burning for heating and cooking, and burning garbage also 
impact air pollutants throughout the country. Human ac-
tivity, whether by vehicle or through burning, does make 
a difference in our environment.

THIS WAS BIG, BUT IT COULD BE EVEN WORSE
Let’s not deny the tragedies from this recent pandemic 
labeled COVID-19. Most people alive today haven’t ex-
perienced something like this in their lifetime to date. 
For young people, such as those in the category labeled 
Gen Z (today’s teens and young adults, born between 
1995-2010), youth and young adult authority Tim Elmore 
(2020) expressed optimism that young people, the “Pan-
demic Population,” will respond to this pandemic with 
hope and vitality.

This horrific pandemic, in some respects, seemed like 
a repeat of the 1918 pandemic, although this one lasted 

longer. But both of those pale in comparison to the bu-
bonic plague, also known as The Black Death in Europe 
and Asia in the mid-1300s, killing approximately one-third 
of Europe’s population at that time (Black Death 2021). 

What would have happened if the countries on earth 
entered another world war in addition to a pandemic? 
What if several “natural disasters” also occurred simulta-
neously? If a virus too small to be seen by the naked eye 
wreaked this much havoc, how much worse could it get? 
The answer isn’t one most people would want to consider. 
Many expect the world as we know it to end with Christ’s 
return. This could be some type of fulfillment of the sixth 
seal (Rev 6:12-17) and the sixth trumpet (Rev 9:13-21) after 
the four angels at the four corners of the earth no longer 
hold back the four winds (Rev 7:1). But what then? De-
scriptions of the undoing of creation hint of the prepa-
ration of a new creation—a new heaven and a new earth.

Our response to the recent pandemic seemed no better, 
and possibly worse, than our predecessors a hundred 
years ago. Our gracious God who remains sovereign while 
both good and evil clash in conflict on this earth, remains 
our solace, strength, and hope as we cling to him in wor-
ship, praise, and trust. It seems certain we will get more 
opportunities to nurture and test our faith in him, no mat-
ter what comes our way.
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From Loss to Hope
A New Story for a Generation

Rogelio Paquini, DMin

ABSTRACT

Certain events in history change the story of a generation. wars, terrorist at-
tacks, and COVID-19 are examples of such events. for this generation of young 
people, already suffering from the highest levels of depression and anxiety in 
history, the pandemic carved on their minds a narrative of despair and a dim 
future. Members of generation Z, especially those in high school during the 
pandemic and younger members of the generation, had been affected the 
most. Studies on neuroscience have discovered the ability of the brain to be 
re-molded. through the Scriptures god had shown his intention to change the 
story of humanity. Just like Jesus changed the story of humanity, as his church, 
it is our turn to change the story of a generation.

GOD INSTRUCTED his people to share their expe-
riences with him as they went through the desert and into 
the promised land. God provided instructions on how to 
live in agreement—with God, with each other, and within 
their bodies. Coming out of Egyptian slavery, the people 
of Israel needed guidance and order as they became God’s 
chosen nation. God instructed the people to pass the 
information from one generation to another. “And that 
their children, who have not known it, may hear and learn 
to fear the Lord your God as long as you live in the land 
which you cross the Jordan to possess” (Deut 31:13 NKJV). 
Knowledge of the story of God was necessary for the peo-
ple of Israel, equally important to their own experience 
with God. Moses’ work of writing the Pentateuch helped 
to record the story of God’s interaction with humanity. 
That included humanity’s response to God’s interaction. 
Mistakes, losses, successes, and failures are part of that 
interaction. As recorded in Scripture, the experience of 
God interacting with humanity tells a story.

Each person, each people group, and each generation 
have a story. The details of the story often get triggered 

by specific events. Those events affect humanity’s expe-
rience and give shape to the narrative. A clear example of 
an event that influenced the human story is 9/11. “In the 
two decades since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, America has 
undergone a total shift in how we not only view the world 
around us but also how we choose to live our very lives” 
(Diveley 2021). This event changed international policies, 
some countries’ governments, and even how people trav-
el by air. It changed the narrative of a generation.

THE STORY OF GENERATION Z
The story of the current generation of young people has 
been one of tragedy, political division, social unrest, mass 
shootings, and, for good measure, a pandemic. No wonder 
the effect of all these events created a generation of anx-
ious people. In fact, regarding the mental health of teens, 
the American College Health Association (2017) “found 
a significant increase to 62 percent in 2016 from 50 per-
cent in 2011 of undergraduates reporting ‘overwhelming 
anxiety in the previous year.’” In their short lives, they 
have experienced social, economic, and political crises. 
To make things worse, the COVID-19 pandemic added 
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another event that has shaped the narrative of this gen-
eration, and not in a positive way. Although young people 
weren’t as likely to die from COVID-19 as much as older 
generations, their lives would never be the same.

The University of Chicago reported that even after almost 
two years since the pandemic began, “the generation of 
Americans ages 13-24–often referred to as Gen Z–still 
finds the pandemic to be a source of stress that contin-
ues to interfere with social lives, educational and career 
goals, and their wellbeing (2021).” It has always been dif-
ficult being a teenager. Unfortunately, the emotional and 
social challenges they face and their inability to properly 
navigate the transition into adulthood have pushed them 
to the brink of literal death. According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, “The suicide rate among 
people aged 10 to 24 increased 56 percent between 2007 
and 2017” (Curtis and Heron 2017). It is clear that young 
people have been affected, especially those in the transi-
tional and developmental high school years. “The teens 
in this group believe part of the typical American Experi-
ence was lost to a pandemic” (Elmore 2020, 64). Rites of 
passage like prom and graduation were taken away from 
them and were replaced by virtual gatherings and drive-
through graduations. Such postponement or void has led 
them to create a narrative of exclusion and unfitness in 
the rest of society. Does Generation Z have a chance to 
hope for a brighter future?

CHANGING THE NARRATIVE OF A GENERATION
Why would the church be interested in changing the nar-
rative of Generation Z? Evidence shows there are three 
reasons why it is for the best interest of the church to in-
vest in helping the narrative of Gen Z. First, the size of 
Generation Z. According to statistics from Statista Re-
search Center in 2020, “Gen Z makes up around 20.23 
percent of the U.S. with 67.06 million.” Missing out on 
the opportunity to evangelize the second-largest genera-
tion in the United States would be a failure to engage in 
Christ’s Gospel Commission (Matt 28:18-20). That leads 
to the second reason. The church is basically and alarm-
ingly one generation away from extinction. According to 
a joint study between the Barna organization and Impact 
360 Institute Research (2022), the biblical worldview by 
age has been declining steadily from “six percent in Mil-
lennials to only four percent of Gen Z.” If the church does 
nothing to change that trend, the future of Christianity 
looks very bleak. Finally, Gen Z’s immersion in the latest 
technology equips them to create evangelistic tools and 

resources—something languishing in many churches. No 
other generation is as naturally inclined to use technol-
ogy as Gen Z. When the Gospel reaches young people, 
their narrative begins to change. The Gospel power helps 
them find purpose and direction, as well as an opportu-
nity to use their gifts and abilities. In fact, “the Gospel 
transforms how members of Generation Z use technology 
and media” (McKinght 2021, 50). Gen Z’s natural ability 
with technology can help the church be relevant and lead 
it into a new era of evangelistic tools.

While Gen Z’s view of the Bible, science, culture, and the 
church might be an obstacle to accepting the Gospel, the 
narrative of this generation can change, and those in the 
church have a role in making this their new reality.

THE BRAIN AND THE CHANGE OF NARRATIVE
For some, it may seem too great a task to change a gener-
ation that seems programmed for depression and anxiety. 
Such a narrative of mistrust and gloominess covers a well 
of possibilities and hope. The prophet Isaiah declared, 
“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great 
light; those who dwelt in the land of the shadow of death, 
upon them a light has shined” (Isa 9:2). From the neu-
rological perspective, every situation that causes physical 
or emotional pain creates a sense of loss and grief. Call 
that “trauma.” Trauma is the chain of events “perceived 
by an individual as physical or emotionally overwhelm-
ing, which has lasting adverse effects on functioning and 
mental, physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-be-
ing—effects one also perceives himself or herself to be 
powerless to change” (SAMHSA 2014, 6-7). Gen Z’s story 
seems full of traumatic events that have left a generation 
in darkness.

The Scriptures declare that God is the Creator of light. 
God intended for humanity to remain in the light. Sadly, 
permanence with darkness has dominated the human ex-
perience because of sin. Fortunately, that state does not 
have to be permanent. In addition to God’s design and in-
tervention, the field of science offers two reasons why the 
narrative of a generation can be changed: neuroplasticity 
and neurogenesis.

For neuroplasticity, each experience in life shapes the 
neurological network. Each experience can mold the brain 
and thinking pattern so that the connectors are constant-
ly rewiring among both brain hemispheres. In medicine, 
“neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to change its 
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structure and function in response to experience or dam-
age” (Stangor and Walinga 2014). This suggests that to 
help young people change their narrative from pain and 
hopelessness to hope and joy, they must be involved in 
new experiences and be exposed to different experiences 
from their current engagement.

What about neurogenesis? “Neurogenesis is the process by 
which new neurons are formed in the brain” (Queensland 
Brain Institute 2021). While old new neurons cannot be 
reprogrammed, neurogenesis allows an opportunity to 
change the narrative by exposing the newly formed cells 
to new positive experiences. A study in 2013 reported, 
“the adult hippocampus does make new neurons–around 
700 every day” (Kheirbek and Hen 2012, 1183-1184). Com-
pared to the more than 80 billion neurons in the brain, 
that amount seems inconsequential. Nevertheless, if new 
cells are constantly exposed to new positive experiences, 
in time, neurogenesis and neuroplasticity can help change 
the narrative of a generation. 

Departing from a diagnosis of trauma Gen Z has suffered 
by going through the negative experiences unique to their 
lifetime, the matter must be observed from the spiritual 
and psychological perspective. Christian counselors like 
Curt Thompson agree that the negative experiences of 
the past do not need to hold the future captive. He wrote, 
“The story in which we are living, a story in which, as re-
deemed daughters and sons of God, we have been recom-
missioned to go forth and co-create new life and beauty in 
every domain of the world we occupy” (Thompson 2021). 
This corresponds to the science that a narrative change 
is possible when young people are exposed to positive 
experiences. The church has a tremendous responsibili-
ty and an excellent opportunity to offer experiences that 
would accept, affirm, and offer hope for a brighter future 
for Gen Z.

THE JESUS EXPERIENCE:  
THE STORY OF A NEW STORY
The Gospels tell the story of transformation for individu-
als and humanity in general. One of those stories is found 
in Mark chapter five, when at the “other side” (v. 1) of the 
Sea of Galilea, Jesus met a man with an “unclean” spirit. 
The story shares details of this man’s pain. His level of 
isolation and ostracizing from the community were ab-
normal. He had been bounded and chained to prevent his 
presence in town. In fact, he was forced to live in isolation 

at the cemetery (vv. 3-4). His suffering was only masked 
by self-inflicted pain as he “cut himself with rocks” (v. 5).

His story began to change when “he saw Jesus” (v.6). 
Perhaps he thought the foreigner was another individual 
ready to mock him and call him names. However, the heal-
er provided the first step in the process of changing his 
narrative by asking him a simple and foundational ques-
tion, “What is your name?” (v. 9). Jesus cared for this man 
at a personal level. In contrast to the rest of the commu-
nity who called him names, and all they wanted from him 
was to stay away, Jesus showed him his value as a person. 
At that moment the legion of demons that had made this 
man their home realized they were no match for the love 
of Jesus for this man. They “begged” (v. 11) Jesus to allow 
them to go into the swine roaming the cliffside. Jesus was 
willing to sacrifice the economy of a region when “about 
two thousand” (v. 13) pigs, lacking wings, dove into the 
water and perished.

When the men tending the swine came back with the 
town’s people, they saw the man “sitting, clothed, and in 
his right mind” (v. 15). Apparently, they had been afraid of 
the man before his transformation, and because they did 
not understand what had happened, they were afraid af-
terward as well. Nevertheless, the man knew what his life 
was like before he met Jesus and what it was like after the 
encounter with the healer. This miracle allowed this man 
to experience the love of the Savior. At the same time, this 
story of transformation changed his story for the better. 
By casting out the legion of demons, Jesus also did a neu-
roplasticity miracle that allowed this man to live a new 
life no longer dependent on his past.

Like the story of this man, young people today are in des-
perate need to have a new story. Their tales of pain, anx-
iety, and despair that keep them in dark places physically 
and emotionally need to change. With the power of God, 
loving people around them, proper help, and a church 
that celebrates changed narratives, they will be able to 
have a new story!
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ABSTRACT

the Carmichael SDA Church, located in the suburbs of Sacramento, California, 
seemed to be a gem in the Northern California Conference, with the largest 
membership, highest tithe, and largest pastoral staff. the pandemic put a halt 
to most of this church’s ministry, exposing some weaknesses and preventing 
the ministry it had developed over the years. Simultaneously, new forms of min-
istry sprung forth because of the sudden changes. the long-term impact of 
the pandemic challenges this church to move forward in new ways rather than 
attempting a restart as though nothing happened. this is a case study of how 
one congregation responded to the COVID-19 pandemic.

INTRODUCTION
DENIAL GAVE way to acknowledgment from a dis-
tance. Then COVID-19 arrived in our country, and soon 
our state and county. Next came, “I know someone who…” 
followed by adaptation, and then outright panic—empty 
shelves where toilet paper and hand sanitizer previously 
remained stocked, and no inventory of face masks even 
via Amazon. Fear and fear-mongering, plus changing rec-
ommendations and requirements, resulted in varying re-
sponses. Lacking previous pandemic experience, coupled 
with an inflated sense of entitled greatness and invincibil-
ity, life as we knew it changed radically.

Churches, composed of people in their first pandemic 
experience, found their sanctuaries did not function as 
sanctuaries—either as a safe place or a gathering place. 
Churches only half-full dwindled to one-fourth-full or 
stopped meeting at all. Those who led didn’t show up due 

to fear, uncertainty, sickness, or even death. In an Amer-
ica that had already marginalized God and religion to the 
periphery and the private, religious people felt as lost as 
those they had previously labeled “lost.”

GETTING THROUGH A PANDEMIC
The two extremes of “fight” versus “surrender” in re-
sponse to COVID-19 have spiritual roots and practical ap-
plications from a church perspective in addition to their 
personal and corporate implications.

FIGHT
Those who advocate “fight” exhibit courage, optimism, 
defiance, enthusiasm, and vision. This includes state-
ments such as, “It will soon pass,” “We can beat this,” or 
“I’m not giving in,” as well as “It’s not as bad as they’re 
making it sound,” and “That’s wrong; I read on the in-
ternet…” plus “No government is going to take away my 
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religious liberty” or “It’s unconstitutional to stop my 
right to worship.” While macho drives often associated 
with sports and the military come to mind, Christianity 
has its own version of fighting for righteousness’ sake. 
The song “Onward Christian Soldiers” draws on spiritual 
warfare (1 Sam 17:45-46, Eph 6:11-13), something that can 
easily resonate with the SDA metanarrative of “The Great 
Controversy.”

In the Sacramento area, just a few months into the pan-
demic, Pentecostal Pastor Greg Fairrington defied Cal-
ifornia governor Gavin Newsom’s public health order 
prohibiting indoor gatherings at restaurants, bars, movie 
theaters, and houses of worship. “The church has been 
called to fight the government for the right to worship 
freely, free of persecution and without restriction, even 
in the clutches of a global pandemic” (Anderson 2020). 
The pastor continued indoor meetings, spurning stay-at-
home lockdowns, social distancing, and mask mandates. 
The pastor’s daughter got married to one of the worship 
leaders inside the church on December 31, 2020, during 
the worst COVID-19 surge of the year (McGough 2020). 
While similar examples can be found in many newspa-
pers, we chose The Sacramento Bee since it reports in the 
region of the Carmichael SDA Church—the case study for 
this paper.

Early in the pandemic, an optimistic, national public 
speaker to collegiates and young adults published strat-
egies to lead Generation Z through COVID-19. His rec-
ommended approaches included: remind them of past 
personal successes, make a habit of talking about silver 
linings, help them practice psychological distancing, iden-
tify cognitive distortions or confirmation bias in their nar-
ratives, and practice affirming self-talk (Elmore 2020).

While some lean toward the “fight” orientation or can 
find themselves drawn to it, others choose a different re-
sponse, also with Christian roots—”surrender.”

SURRENDER
Those who “surrender” can do so by choice or compul-
sion, feeling safe or overwhelmed. The synonym “submis-
sion” maintains the sense of a greater power, whether that 
power gets identified as friend or foe. In the pandemic 
it can be heard as, “Follow the science,” “We’re going to 
have to work together,” or “Do what you’re told,” as well 
as, “We’ll have to trust God,” and “Our lives will need to 
change,” and “People should just follow the rules.”

Postings on the Sacramento Bee Facebook page in response 
to the previously mentioned Pastor Fairrington reacted to 
his “fight” practices with comments such as, “It’s biblical 
that we need to follow the laws of the land. The devil can-
not stop the gospel! This is a bad representation of Christ 
and obedience!!!!” and “When people are infected at ser-
vices, they should be restricted to receiving faith healing 
only,” and “Whoosh. . . there went Love Thy Neighbor and 
the Golden Rule, and supporting the community good. 
NOT a Christian Church; annoying entertainment center 
using Christian name in vain. Our community needs to 
get rid of this annoyance” (Swegan, McLennan, and Ka-
buki 2020).

In South Sacramento, Pastor Les Simmons stated that 
the health and safety of his 1,000-member congregation 
remained his main priority at this time. He continued 
virtual church services even after the US Supreme Court 
struck down a New York ruling that limited worship gath-
erings previously (Kasler 2020).

Most churches in the Sacramento area pivoted with the 
pandemic, shutting their doors and going online or meet-
ing in parking lots or other outdoor spaces when the 
weather permitted it. By Easter in 2022, state and coun-
ty health orders no longer hampered worship gatherings 
(McGough and Yoon-Hendricks 2022).

Churches and church leaders who chose a “surrender” 
response to the pandemic treated both the virus and the 
law as forces they would comply with rather than resist. 
Most likely, those who agreed with them supported such 
a position, while those who disagreed found a place with 
more of a “fight” orientation.

THE CARMICHAEL SDA CHURCH
A suburb on the northeastern side of Sacramento, Cali-
fornia, the Carmichael SDA Church would be considered 
significant by Seventh-day Adventist standards. Although 
not an institutional church with a supporting hospital, 
college/university, or Adventist-run industry, it has the 
largest church membership in the Northern California 
Conference of SDAs (NCC 2021). The Sacramento area 
has at least 15 churches. Supportive ministries in the gen-
eral area include the corporate office for Adventist Health, 
Maranatha Volunteers International headquarters, Amaz-
ing Facts and its affiliated congregation, and a day acad-
emy with pre-school through grade 12. Sabbath worship 
attendance pre-pandemic usually ranged from 450-600. 
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In early 2020, things looked fantastic for the Carmichael 
SDA Church. We had raised over $500,000 for a Spring 
vacation Maranatha mission trip to Peru with 120+ of our 
members. Church attendance continued to grow, and 
ministries thrived. The addition of a new discipleship 
pastor fully staffed the pastoral team for the first time in 
12 months. The church felt ready to take some significant 
steps forward. Our church school was poised for expo-
nential growth. Then everything shut down. In a moment, 
the mission trip was canceled, church ministries went to 
standby mode, and school became remote. What began as 
a two-week shutdown persisted for two years.

Like most churches, the pandemic hit the Carmichael 
SDA Church broadside, exposing it as unprepared and 
yet miraculously resilient. In some ways it seemed that 
everything changed, yet that would be an overstatement. 
It exposed good and bad, simultaneously creating both 
positive and negative impacts because it forced a chronic 
condition rather than an episodic one.

WEAKNESSES EXPOSED
The church is people, not a building. When the COVID-19 
lockdown closed the facilities at the Carmichael SDA 
Church, it soon became apparent that we lacked a net-
work of simple connections with church members. An 
outdated membership list with 2,000 names seemed both 
overwhelming and inaccurate compared to our atten-
dance. No phone tree of members existed, nor did anyone 
initiate one. A handful of highly involved members went 
into overdrive to take the worship service online with a 
production surge, but personal contact evaporated. As 
people hunkered down and the area went into lockdown, 
reaching out to others seemed unsafe, potentially misun-
derstood, and untried.

A tool as simple as a church photo directory, in need of 
updating when the pandemic struck, lost any chance of 
revision during a lockdown, and the company that pro-
duced the directory went out of business. The existing 
photo directory got relegated to the heap of lost causes.

People formed bubbles with a limited number of social 
contacts—immediate family members and several others 
who shared current activities. Such bubbles rarely related 
to the church. Individuals and families who formed bub-
bles with people outside of the church slipped through 
the cracks when it came to the church.

The nearby Adventist school, having years of close con-
nection with the Carmichael SDA Church, soldiered on-
ward with tremendous exertion, creativity, and persever-
ance. Those affiliated with both school and church found 
school to be their bubble definer. Many without a school 
connection lost their church connection as well, espe-
cially during lockdown when the church doors remained 
closed during the week and on the weekend.

Discipleship, assumed to be important, went to the back 
burner—if such a thing could be possible by definition. 
Some Sabbath School classes went online, but most took 
a hiatus. Those not sick from the pandemic turned in-
ward rather than outward. This meant sleeping in Sab-
bath morning and possibly watching an online church 
service performed by a few. Another option capitalized 
on morning trips to a park or bike riding with the pos-
sibility of catching the church service later on YouTube. 
No mechanism from the church tracked involvement, and 
nobody started anything of that kind. At the same time, 
people waited out COVID-19 for the few weeks or possi-
bly months we perceived this temporary inconvenience 
would last.

The switch to online programming thrust a few key people 
into sprint mode. While feedback indicated an apprecia-
tion for the creativity and weekly content, the increased 
demand for quantity and frequency overworked the newly 
expanding AV team and exhausted the pastoral staff. This 
included developing and expanding online production 
with hardware, a steep learning curve, and the investment 
of money, time, and personnel. A Friday night worship 
series for families went into production mode for a few 
months, but then stopped because Friday nights wouldn’t 
stop. Several Sabbath Schools moved to Zoom, and in a 
relatively short time, participants made this their “new 
normal” as the novelty wore off and they got accustomed 
to the slight delay with online dialogue and the futility of 
attempting to sing as a group via Zoom. People expected 
this would fill the void for a few weeks, but nobody antic-
ipated it would continue for years.

Church attendance has become a standard metric for 
current church success. Figures 1-3 show the church at-
tendance for 2020, 2021, and the first four months of 
2022. This includes blanks during two lockdown periods 
in 2020. The average attendance in 2020 was 360, with 
a range of 134-599. This includes the pre-pandemic at-
tendance in the first quarter of 2020, which is noticeably 



22 MINISTRY THROUGH COVID AND BEYOND

higher before the two lockdowns later in the year. The 
average attendance in 2020 after the pandemic began 
was 181, with a range of 134-208. This shows a drop of 50 
percent. In 2021, the average attendance increased to 243, 
starting with a low of 91 at the first of the year, following a 
COVID-19 surge, and reaching a high of 398 for the acad-
emy graduation weekend the Carmichael SDA Church 
hosted. This amounts to two-thirds of attendance be-
fore the pandemic. Average attendance for the first three 
months in 2022 rose more, to an average of 273, with a 
low of 210 and a high of 391. This took the average to 75 
percent of pre-pandemic attendance.

These figures do not include online attendance. Records 
have been kept for online attendance from March of 2020 
through February of 2021, as seen in Figure 4. While the 
average is 482, with a range of 200-769, these numbers re-
main soft because they simply count the number of devic-
es that accessed the YouTube livestream or post, but not 
the actual number of people who may have been watch-
ing—whether that was the one person who accessed it or 
a group of people who watched through that one device. 
It also doesn’t indicate how long the person or people 
watched, nor what they might have been doing while they 
were watching—attentively engaged or simply playing it 
in the background while doing other things. Online atten-
dance record-keeping hasn’t continued.

Figure 4. Carmichael SDA Church Online Attendance 3/20-2/21 
(Carmichael Church data set retrieved April 19, 2022).

With the lockdown and decreased attendance, most pro-
grams ceased except for the church service. Some Sabbath 
Schools started Zoom sessions. When the quarantine 
ended, the start of attendance necessitated that children’s 
Sabbath School divisions merge due to fewer leaders and 

Figure 1. Carmichael SDA Church In-Person Attendance 2020 
(Carmichael Church data set retrieved April 19, 2022).

Figure 2. Carmichael SDA Church In-Person Attendance 2021 
(Carmichael Church data set retrieved April 19, 2022).

Figure 3. Carmichael SDA Church In-Person Attendance Early 
2022 (Carmichael Church data set retrieved April 19, 2022).
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fewer children than pre-pandemic levels. As attendance 
increased, the number of leaders hasn’t kept pace.

PUSHED OUT OF A RUT
A large church needs systems, which often results in fa-
miliar ruts. Change becomes increasingly difficult, and 
many prefer things this way—especially those in charge 
and those supporting the system with their resources. Sa-
cred cows are, by description, sacred. But something like a 
pandemic moves them to the slaughterhouse. That can re-
sult in painful loss, but also a new opportunity, improved 
efficiency, new investment, and increased meaning.

Because churches in the Sacramento area closed, as did 
all places of public gatherings, those present to produce 
online content fed off each other without naysayers inter-
rupting their parade of ideas and implementation. Instead 
of well-established ruts for a worship service, the tabula 
rasa enabled much more creativity than others would typ-
ically expect or allow. Artists took their palates and creat-
ed, no longer limited by the walls of the sanctuary. They 
also enjoyed the luxury of being able to edit before airing.  

The limited feedback tended toward the positive direc-
tion. The expected drop in offerings didn’t occur; in fact, 
offerings increased when nobody attended in person. 
Electronic giving, which previously had limited partici-
pation, increased dramatically. Church leaders marveled, 
yet expected the bottom would drop any moment.

Experimentation increased. The long announcement pe-
riod to start worship fell by the wayside because there 
was nothing to announce and no one present to hear it or 
pine for it. The aging choir couldn’t gather and certainly 
couldn’t sing as a group, so new music and new ways of 
producing it replaced the standard fare that would have 
competed with it had the rut continued. Pathfinders car-
ried on, meeting outdoors rather than indoors, which 
seemed to make sense for Pathfinders. Youth leaders 
started weekly Zoom meetings with full attendance since 
no one had to drive to a central location. The leadership 
team sought fellowship, bonding, and the challenge of 
ministering to other youth through a Zoom experience 
that wasn’t the same as school.

Carmichael SDA Church members tend to be busy; often 
too busy. Those with children at the nearby SDA school 
frequently have a long commute. School activities can 
include academics, sports, music, and more, with travel 
and programs and spiritual retreats. Church often gets 

the leftovers, especially during the teen years. Collegiate 
and young adult participation in past years surged based 
on leadership and the current wave of interest. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, parishioners found themselves 
“less busy” and seemed to appreciate it once they became 
accustomed to being with themselves. Families spent 
more time together as a family. While some expressed ap-
preciation for that, one wonders if they will return to an 
overly active schedule when the pandemic eases.

Will the benefits that came to the church during this 
seemingly long pandemic get washed away when things 
return to “normal,” or will families and individuals main-
tain a different lifestyle they finally experienced because 
of the pandemic?

FRICTION 
After the initial alarm and lockdown, the question became 
how long until things would return to normal. The pasto-
ral staff at the Carmichael Church followed the govern-
ment regulations, even though these changed sporadical-
ly as new data emerged. Medical scientists and politicians 
didn’t always agree nationally or locally. When the Cali-
fornia state governor shifted from state-wide mandates to 
county decision-making, the Northern California Confer-
ence followed suit by not giving local churches direction 
beyond abiding by county health requirements and ad-
vice in their respective counties. The Carmichael Church 
sits near the border of Sacramento county and two other 
counties. But those who attend come from at least three 
different counties, including rural ones with a lower pop-
ulation density and a higher spirit of independence.

While in lockdown, no underground movement for meet-
ing in person secretly emerged. Those desirous of meeting 
in person could choose SDA churches in the adjacent ru-
ral counties that did meet in person while the Sacramento 
country forbade it. Online services provided a worship 
experience, although remote—somewhat like everything 
else at the time. Following the lockdown, questions of 
mask or no mask, social distance or closer proximity, con-
tact tracing or not, temperature-taking or not developed. 
Church leadership, viewing this as a public health issue 
and not a religious liberty issue, communicated commu-
nity compliance for those who attended. Church greeters 
welcomed those arriving, wearing a mask, recording con-
tact tracing information, and providing a table with hand 
sanitizer and free masks. While nobody policed attendees 
after they passed the greeters, people didn’t challenge the 
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norm. Pew markers indicated which pews to leave empty. 
Attendance remained low enough to comply easily. The 
majority who previously attended stayed away, either 
because of the pandemic or as a statement opposing the 
safety precautions taken.

Following a year that included two lockdowns and the 
persistence of the pandemic with variants, the arrival of 
vaccines repeated the growing division. As in many places 
throughout the country, those denying the virus, includ-
ing scientific and government data (Gupta 2021), typically 
identified with the anti-vaccine group. Those concerned 
about the virus generally got vaccinated as soon as their 
age group could. Over time, pressure built to relax proto-
cols. Jonathan Haight, author of The Righteous Mind: Why 
Good People are Divided by Politics and Religion, used the 
metaphor of a rider on an elephant. We use our rational 
mind as the rider who claims control, although our imme-
diate and irrational impulses take the form of the unstop-
pable elephant. Those who argue get run over. Those who 
connect relationally have a better chance of being heard.

In the summer of 2021, plans to remodel the sanctuary in-
terior went into effect as previously determined. Church 
services continued outside with the purchase and erec-
tion of a large tent on a grassy area on the church prop-
erty. This challenged social distancing practices as wor-
shipers brought lawn chairs and children ran playfully in 
this setting. In this outdoor environment, younger fami-
lies felt safer with their young children who couldn’t be 
vaccinated. Older people feared the uneven topography 
and stayed home to watch online. Some who previously 
worshiped indoors stopped attending, while others who 
previously stayed home began to attend. The visible con-
gregation who gathered changed in some ways.

With more than a dozen SDA churches in the Sacramen-
to area, including those in adjacent counties with less 
constrictive guidelines, Adventists could choose their 
church attendance based on COVID-19 protocols rather 
than previous participation. And they did. This may have 
prevented deeper friction that other congregations in the 
community faced.

THE NEW OPPORTUNITY
One of the big questions many leaders asked during the 
lockdown period of the pandemic was, “How do I not let 
this pandemic go to waste?” The leadership team at Car-
michael asked this question regularly. What things need 

to change, and is this a good opportunity for us to change 
them? Sacred cows got melted down and repurposed. 
Thoughts of “What church could be…” and the church 
leader’s role in this began to percolate.

We all knew that programming wasn’t the answer, yet it 
was hard to stop programs. Even during the pandemic, 
our services often became just another program. Pro-
gramming isn’t the problem, but the pandemic helped us 
reprioritize discipleship and the community connection 
impact of all of our programs. Here are a couple of exam-
ples of how programs changed.

Midway through the pandemic, we restarted the Natural 
Church Development (NCD) process. Surprisingly, we 
found that the streaming/YouTube worship service that 
church members had affirmed registered as our lowest 
spiritual factor according to the people surveyed. The 
pastoral team who had invested so much in this weekly 
service felt a gut punch.   On the other hand, it showed 
us how easily a multi-staff church can rely on the paid 
staff to plan and make decisions for the worship services, 
sometimes without asking the question, “What does my 
congregation want or need?” Because of the NCD survey 
results, our pastors, with a committee of other church 
members, felt empowered to significantly change our wor-
ship services—making them more personal and spiritual.

Instead of beginning the worship service with the custom-
ary welcome and announcements, we replaced them with 
a call to meditation and worship. Our multiple screens 
provide personal spiritual prompts for the congregation, 
with lights dimmed to create a more conducive atmo-
sphere to encounter God’s presence. While initial reac-
tions seem positive, it remains a work in progress.

Like many churches, the Carmichael Church remains 
highly pastor-driven. With a staff of five pastors, each pas-
tor drives their vision in their respective domains, recruit-
ing those who affirm that vision. Church members with 
a professional orientation rely on the pastors to be the 
professionals at church, not considering that the church 
remains a volunteer gathering of those who follow Jesus, 
not simply a pastor. The pandemic revealed that pastors 
function as leaders only if people follow. Joining a Zoom 
meeting gave a new reference point for who followed and 
who didn’t.

Through our decades in youth ministry, it has become 
clear that young people want to know who among their 
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friends will show up. That matters more than the program 
or the leader. Because of our quarantine into the Zoom 
world, we have a renewed focus to help students connect 
to other students, and then connect to Jesus. Instead of 
measuring ministry by the number who click on a Zoom 
link, this might be the time to empower others to minis-
ter in their own spheres. Research by Susan Mettes and 
Barna (2021) showed that Christians felt less lonely than 
non-Christians, and that practicing Christians felt less 
lonely than non-practicing Christians.

Carey Neuhoff tweeted the question, “Is Church atten-
dance decentralizing rather than decreasing?” (@cnieu-
whof 4/26/22). Thom Rainer predicted that worship 
service gatherings will be smaller after the pandemic 
quarantine, multi-sites and multi-times will replace the 
big church service, and only outwardly focused churches 
will survive (Rainer 2020).

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The Carmichael SDA Church continues this unprecedent-
ed journey through a pandemic and beyond. The recom-
mendations for this congregation at this time include:

1. Forge a new identity. Instead of succumbing 
to the temptation to “go back to the good ol’ 
days,” discover a new identity for this church. 
The membership of 2,000 seems comical rath-
er than accurate. Release the past and embrace 
the present and future. We are not the largest 
church in the conference. We’re a mid-sized 
church with the opportunity for growth com-
ing out of a devastating pandemic.

2. Intentionally foster relationships and net-
works. The pandemic exposed this lack. Start 
with what exists as the core group. Identify or 
develop networks organically and organiza-
tionally. Challenge people to make Jesus the 
vital commonality rather than merely other 
shared interests. Track the relational networks, 
updating and revising periodically. Minister 
from this core group outward in concen-
tric circles.

3. Make a paradigm shift in church programming. 
Change the pastoral staff focus from program-
ming to spiritual growth, empowering others in 
the church to lead the programming. Reframe 
the role of elders to be spiritually growing and 

responsive, following the lead and as an exten-
sion of the pastoral staff. Grapple with disci-
pleship as age/stage-expectant and intergener-
ationally beneficial. Use this to shape and then 
evaluate what those who lead the programs do 
for the church’s ministry.

4. Prioritize the church’s target groups. Make 
the in-person attendees a priority over online 
attendees. This doesn’t imply neglecting an 
online presence, but prioritizing those in the 
physical space. Start with those most con-
nected, then lead them to connect with those 
labeled not “Nones” or “Dones” but now 
labeled “Umms”—those with a commitment to 
Jesus but not active in a congregation since the 
pandemic hit. This includes those disoriented, 
demotivated, discouraged, or disembodied 
(Moore 2022). Continue with the food bank 
clients and volunteers, groups that increased 
during the pandemic. After giving attention 
to these priorities, ask God what other target 
group(s) he has in mind for this church.

SUMMARY
The Carmichael SDA Church stood poised for a great 
thrust when the pandemic hit in the Spring of 2020. The 
ensuing lockdown halted just about everything. Online 
worship and Zoom access for other groupings kept it go-
ing, although most church members became spectators 
while a few whirled into a constant production mode. As 
the pandemic moves toward something more endemic, a 
return to pre-pandemic greatness must be laid at the altar, 
and a new mantel picked up because of the new realities. 
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Tigers or Strawberries
Seizing the New Mission Opportunities  

Before Us for Church and Campus
Ronald Pickell, DMin

ABSTRACT

the context of my ministry is LIfe Adventist Church in berkeley, California, a 
campus church near the university of California, berkeley. I also provide leader-
ship direction for Adventist Public Campus Ministry across the North American 
Division. this paper addresses the ministry challenge and opportunity for our 
mission forward following the COVID-19 Pandemic. for many churches and 
mission programs, the COVID-19 Pandemic was a huge interruption of their en-
tire operation. In many ways, for us COVID-19 was more of a disruption rather 
than a complete interruption of ministry. this paper discusses the factors that 
contributed to the continuation of our ministry at LIfe Adventist Church, and 
also for other students attending non-Adventist college and university cam-
puses across North America. It will include suggestions for moving forward at 
this time. the pandemic has opened numerous opportunities for ministry, in-
cluding some right in front of us. ways will be suggested to integrate these 
opportunities into a new strategic plan for advancing the Kingdom of god in 
our ministry context in this unique time.

THERE IS an ancient Zen story of the Tiger and the 
Strawberry (Kazmir 2020):

Once upon a time, as a man was walking through a 
forest, he saw a tiger peering out at him from the un-
derbrush. As the man turned to run, he heard the tiger 
spring after him. Barely ahead of the tiger, running for 
his life, he came to the edge of a steep cliff. Clinging 
onto a strong vine, he climbed over the edge just as the 
tiger was about to pounce. Hanging over the side of the 
cliff, with the hungry tiger pacing above him, the man 
looked down and was dismayed to see another tiger, 
stalking the ravine far below. Just then, a tiny mouse 
darted out from a crack in the cliff face above him and 
began to gnaw at the vine. At that precise moment, the 

man noticed a patch of wild strawberries growing from 
a clump of earth near where he was dangling. Reach-
ing out, he plucked one. It was plump, juicy and per-
fectly ripe prepared by the beautiful warm sunshine. 
What about the tigers and the mouse? He popped the 
strawberry into his mouth. It was perfectly delight-
ful. The end!

Most of us felt the COVID-19 tiger fast on our heels since 
March 2020 with the mouse gnawing away the thin vac-
cine vine we hoped would reach us before falling into 
the jaws of the hungry tiger below. These gripping fears 
continue to chase us. As the author of the Buddhist koan 
laments, “There is no staying off that cliff; there is no 
avoiding the tigers forever. The mouse of inexorable time 
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is chewing away at our lifeline moment by moment. The 
only choice is whether or not we will notice, eat, and en-
joy the strawberry” (Kazmir 2020).

I don’t know where you were when the tiger leapt from 
behind the bush and the whirling globe we call Earth came 
to a screeching halt. I was in Los Angeles preparing for a 
meeting at our union office. One evening my son and I 
ate tacos from a tasty Mexican restaurant and the next 
morning, due to overnight imposed social distancing, we 
had to order takeout for breakfast. The planet seemed 
to have shifted overnight. Streets that were crowded the 
day before were now empty, and stores were bare. People 
kept their distance. The world stayed home, and millions 
of people became sick and died!

I would never have predicted the pandemic would last a 
year, but in the two years that followed we learned to do 
everything we could to fend off the tiger. But more impor-
tantly, we also discovered some very tasty strawberries.

Jesus once shared His own tiger vs. the strawberry story 
in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6). He cautioned 
regarding anxiety about our life–what we eat, drink, and 
wear. The secret to a carefree life is to view the straw-
berry of God’s kingdom clearly within our reach rather 
than to worry about these other things that cause so much 
stress. “Seek first the kingdom,” Jesus said, “and all these 
other things would take care of themselves” (Matt 6:33). 
During COVID-19 we learned to either fixate on the tiger 
above, the tiger beneath, the gnawing mouse eating away 
our lifeline, or we found the strawberry and took a bite of 
the kingdom.

We each had our tigers over the last couple of years–
COVID-19 being the main hairy beast nipping at our heels, 
with some added ones peculiar to each of us. Mine was 
a home improvement project gone bad and a dishonest 
incompetent contractor. But the big one was the widow 
maker that stopped my heart three times, almost ended 
my life, and resulted in a triple bypass surgery a few weeks 
later. I’ll never know how the failed deck repair contrib-
uted to the heart attack, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it 
did. However, in all these life-changing events I learned 
to savor the strawberries right in front of me. Here’s my 
fruit-filled list:

1. Breathe: I learned to stop and catch my breath. 
I stopped traveling, going to church, eating out, 
going, going, going! I literally didn’t go any-
where for months. I stayed at home, worked 

on rebuilding my deck, and spent time with my 
family. With life on COVID-19 pause, I learned 
to seek first the kingdom as Jesus instructed 
us to do. I walked our dogs in the morning 
and afternoon until the park was closed due to 
COVID-19. I just learned to breathe again.

2. Simple and Organic: Our lives became simpler 
and cleaner. We ordered a water purifier and 
lots of hand sanitizer. We planted tomatoes, 
kale, and butter lettuce.

3. Less is More: We learned that life doesn’t con-
sist in having more, but in enjoying the simple 
things we have like being together, playing 
music, and catching up on our lives.

4. Family: All our children were home for a few 
months—which may never happen again. We 
had quite a reunion that brought its own gnaw-
ing mouse to our vine, but in the end, turned 
out to be a wonderful strawberry morsel. In 
many ways, it was a taste of the Kingdom.

5. Relationships: COVID-19 changed the way we 
relate to one another. This past weekend I saw 
people I had not seen in person for two years 
or more. I learned to value those I love even 
more and to miss seeing them in person. Due 
to my health issues, I also learned how much 
others love and appreciate me. As a pastor, I 
am used to caring for others, but I had to learn 
to allow complete strangers to care for me. 
The personal relationships I discovered during 
the pandemic were some of my most delicious 
strawberries—right in front of me all the time, 
but my busy frantic life had kept me from 
enjoying them.

6. Virtual: Zoom, Gather Town, and social media 
became ways to stay virtually connected—
strawberries that kept us together when we 
found ourselves physically out of reach. We 
learned during the pandemic that COVID-19 
could keep us apart, but not disconnected. We 
did zoom church, zoom committee meetings, 
zoom conferences, zoom Bible studies. We 
even did zoom classrooms. But we also learned 
that zoom was not the same as a hug, a hand-
shake, or being together in the same room. For 
instance, we learned that even though we could 
still host our weekly church service online, we 
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could not do it in the same programmatic way 
we had in person. Our service became less of 
a production and more of a forum/discussion 
type of online Sabbath School–something 
we have continued even after meeting again 
in person.

7. Hybrid: Connecting in person and online has 
become a new way of life since the pandemic. 
Students formed bubbles of their own groups 
that stayed connected by means of in-person 
hangouts and online. Student leaders from 
Georgia and East Tennessee developed an ACF 
Playbook providing helpful suggestions on how 
to continue campus ministry efforts through 
in-person, virtual, and hybrid gatherings. The 
ACF COVID-19 Campus Ministry Playbook 
can be found at www.acflink.org/resources. We 
also conducted virtual ACF ministry training 
Institutes that helped keep students connected 
across the NAD (North American Division). 
The Institute provided helpful suggestions 
for providing online small group and hybrid 
campus ministry training. We gave a special 
focus to issues of anxiety and depression–a 
huge issue on campus among students during 
the pandemic.

8. Balance: The pandemic was also a lesson in 
moderation or balance. Those who refused to 
mask up, get the vaccine, or social distance 
were much more susceptible to the virus and 
even death. For many, common sense was a 
strawberry lifesaver. Facts don’t lie. According 
to the CDC hospitalizations and death were 
one-third for those fully vaccinated and boost-
ed with the omicron variant and one-fourth of 
the delta variant (CDC 2022). We learned that 
the virus did not care about our politics. Those 
who took common sense approaches fared 
much better than those who dug in their heels 
and tried to imagine the virus away.

9. Improvise: Learning to improvise was another 
nourishing strawberry that kept us going in 
spite of the threatening COVID-19 tiger. The 
pandemic taught us that church is more than a 
program or a building. We learned that spiritu-
ality is both personal and communal. Main-
taining our connection with God and with one 

another proved to be the important thing. The 
mission of God didn’t halt simply because we 
couldn’t gather in person in a church building. 
We learned how to conduct services and to 
gather for worship in new and different ways. 
Our students continued to gather online every 
Friday evening. Our church family gathered on-
line on Sabbath mornings. We started a weekly 
online prayer time. Four new online and hybrid 
small groups gathered weekly. Worship pivoted 
to more of an interactive experience in which 
everyone participated in a discussion format. 
In fact, our virtual service was so popular that 
we have continued some aspects of it as we 
began meeting again in person. Our current 
weekly service is more of a sermon/discussion 
forum including video and speaker interview 
of the sermon passage. We also have become 
more intentional about our online presence 
which includes area service promotion on 
You Verse Events https://www.bible.com/
events/48877635 and hosting each service on 
Facebook Live https://www.facebook.com/
LIFEACB. Through social media we have been 
able to grow our online audience more-or-less 
planting another virtual church.

10. Trust: Perhaps the sweetest COVID-19 straw-
berry was a greater dependence on God and 
one another. Church attendance is less than 
before the pandemic. We have lost contact 
with many people, but we have also gained 
some great new connections. Our church 
family does not look the same as it did before 
the pounce of the COVID-19 tiger. As Thom S. 
Rainer wrote in Simple Church In A Post-COVID 
World, “We have to be prepared to lose people” 
(Rainer 2021, 25).

Ultimately, we must remember that the church is God’s 
agency for the advancement of His kingdom on earth. The 
church is not the kingdom. It proclaims the kingdom. We 
are only His disciples and here to do His bidding. He re-
quests that we trust Him and be faithful in our efforts. 
God will take care of the pluses and minuses.

These are some of the strawberries that nourished us 
throughout the pandemic. These same juicy morsels also 
help make up the menu that will sustain us moving for-
ward regardless of the tigers charging down our path. One 
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thing I’m sure–COVID-19 has forever changed the land-
scape of our lives. We are not going back, and many of the 
things listed above are here to stay.

Carey Nieuwhof, a best-selling leadership author, speak-
er, podcaster, and church planter listed twelve disruptive 
trends destined to rule 2022 and the Post-Pandemic era. 
Watch for these whether you care for the spiritual needs 
of church members or university students:

1. Demise of the old model of church–“The current 
approach to church not only isn’t effective; 
it hasn’t been for decades. Yet leaders keep 
moving forward as though somehow things are 
going to turn around. Optimism is one thing; 
delusion is another.”

2. Growing churches will innovate beyond weekend 
services–“Many churches function like restau-
rants that decide if you want to eat, it can 
only happen in a one-hour window and only 
in this particular building, and if you miss it, 
you miss it.”

3. The vision for the future will become clear–“Not 
all churches will find a new vision, but those 
who do will have a brighter future. Ironical-
ly, as you know, the vision of the future has 
been there all along because the vision of the 
church doesn’t change that much. The core of 
the church’s vision is always evangelism and 
discipleship.”

4. Attendance will normalize and you’ll have a new 
church–“In 2022, the constant cycle of hope 
and disappointment (of fluctuating church par-
ticipation) will give way to the new reality that 
this is your church. These are the people you 
will build the future alongside. Which is just in 
time, because you can’t build the future of your 
church when you’re living in the past.”

5. Hybrid church will simply become church–“Peo-
ple have lived in the slipstream of digital and 
in-real-life for well over a decade now, and 
church leaders will realize that church online is 
both a necessity and an opportunity.”

6. In-Person will become more personal–“In the fu-
ture, treating people like numbers will get you 
declining numbers and not much more. The 
goal is not to have a church where everyone 

knows everybody. The point is to have a church 
where everyone is known.”

7. Information will move online, and transforma-
tion move to In-Person–“In 2022, many church 
leaders will likely realize that the best lane for 
information is online, while more transfor-
mational, transcendent experiences are more 
likely to happen in-person. They’ll design their 
online ministry and in-person experiences 
accordingly.”

8. Location-Independent church members will 
increase–“Location independence is part of the 
fluid world we now live in. Leaders who adapt 
quickly will reach more people.”

9. Pastors will sense a diminished authority–“As 
the world has become more connected, power 
has shifted from institutions to networks. 
Real authority doesn’t spring from an office, 
a title, or power. It springs from humility, 
love, and a clear sense of how the Kingdom of 
God is advancing in the world. Leaders who 
show those kinds of characteristics will have a 
bright future.”

10. The brain drain will become acute–“The challeng-
es ahead in a fractured world facing existential 
threats (not to mention the philosophical and 
theological questions artificial intelligence 
raises) will require some very sharp minds. The 
future church will require leaders with great 
hearts and leaders with great minds.”

11. The exit of uninvested investors (A recalibration 
in giving)–“What you might see this year is a 
ramping up of new people who start to give 
while uninvested investors disappear entirely.”

12. Less predictability–“As COVID-19 fades, we 
enter into a new era of instability and unpre-
dictability, which most of us have never known 
in our lifetime. The approach that got many 
leaders through the pandemic (flexibility and 
agility) will be required for years to come. The 
‘set it and forget it’ approach to leadership that 
worked in stable areas won’t work anymore.”

If we are going to be successful in the mission God has 
given us in this disruptive new world, we would do well 
to take note of these changing trends. We are also going 
to need to lean into many of the areas that got us through 
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the pandemic like those mentioned above. Here are some 
of the main ones I want to highlight as we press forward 
into the new post-pandemic world:

1. Family First: If COVID-19 has taught me noth-
ing else it has certainly taught me this–family is 
our number one priority, and we do not know 
how much time any of us have on the planet. 
Our family member connections are the straw-
berries right in front of us. Going forward we 
need to concentrate on the relationships most 
within our reach.

2. Relationship Intention: Moving forward we must 
stay connected to people. A weekly service or 
church newsletter is necessary but will not be 
enough if we want relationships to go deeper 
than Instagram. Students need personal con-
tact if they are going to know that we care and 
have an interest in them beyond their spiritual 
life. They need to see that we are interested 
in them whether or not they are consistent in 
campus fellowship or fill a church pew.

3. Technology: Virtual is here to stay, and we need 
to learn how to use it effectively and authen-
tically to supplement our overall program. 
Carey Nieuwhof ’s Blog on Christian leadership 
again reminds us that hybrid church is simply 
becoming church in 2022. Any church going 
into the future that does not have an online 
presence is fast becoming a relic.

4. Common Sense: We need a balanced approach 
in ministry as we move forward. The anxiety 
tiger behind us and before us can keep us so 
stressed that we freeze like deer in the head-
lights and do nothing. Any kind of movement 
is better than standing still and getting eaten 
by the tiger. Ministry is still about people. Our 
best ministry strawberry right in front of us 
is the art of listening and remembering that 
everyone is unique and special. The old saying 
that people don’t care how much we know un-
til they know how much we care continues to 
be true and will still be true after the pandemic 
fades behind us.

5. Change: A good friend once reminded me 
that people are not so much afraid of change 
as they are afraid of loss. Since COVID-19 
everything has changed, and the changes seem 

to continue. Our mission to a world that does 
not know Christ will also have to change if 
we are going to be in touch with the fears and 
losses impacting people. As many have pointed 
out, the tiger that has been chasing us has also 
brought us into contact with many people we 
would never have connected with offline. In 
fact, three of the largest online evangelism 
ministries—Global Media Outreach, Billy 
Graham Evangelistic Association, and Cru—ac-
count cumulatively for at least 200 million gos-
pel presentations on the internet each year. All 
three say the number of people seeking online 
information about knowing Jesus has increased 
since the COVID-19 outbreak (Roach 2020). 
We need to ask questions such as “What is God 
doing now in these times of great upheaval?” 
and, “How can we leverage the disruption to 
point people to the Kingdom of God and away 
from a mediocre life and empty religion?”

6. Trust: The religious establishment seemed 
like a tiger that chased the Early Church. The 
secular state and possibility of martyrdom 
looked like a tiger menacing in front of them. 
Their dangling mouse gnawing as their vine 
of faith could have been persecution and 
doubt. Like the Early Church, we must open 
our eyes to the Kingdom of God right in front 
of us–the delicious strawberry and the only 
thing we truly have and can trust. In a word, 
the pandemic has reminded us of the truth–we 
have to lose our lives in order to save them. M. 
Craig Barnes wrote, “God is always working 
just beyond our limits, inviting us to venture 
into the unknown where we are abandoned by 
everything-especially by our prior expectations 
of God” (1996, Kindle 227-228).

And again, “We are converted to a great mission that out-
lives us. We now work for the coming kingdom of Jesus 
Christ that was on the way before we arrived and will con-
tinue to come long after we are gone. In familiar words of 
St. Augustine, ‘Nothing worth doing can be accomplished 
in one’s lifetime (Barnes 1996, Kindle 241-241).’”

The Kingdom of God is the strawberry that we have–the 
only certainty in our uncertain world. It is the strawberry 
placed right in front of us with the tiger of fear behind and 
the tiger of doubt just ahead. We may wonder about the 
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minute details of what to do next, but in the meantime 
let’s reach for the radical mission and message of Jesus–
the delectable strawberry available to all, online, in-per-
son, and given in the most tasteful manner.

We may wonder about the future of the church and what 
it will look like in the days ahead, but the church that 
recaptures God’s mission in the world of advancing His 
kingdom will be less concerned with itself, its buildings, 

institutions, programs, and positions of leadership, and 
more about the mission and message of Jesus. God’s 
kingdom is the ever-relevant mission of the church–the 
strawberry God has placed before us, our real escape 
from the tigers and the mouse and the continuing want 
of the world.

Please, eat the strawberry!
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A New Opportunity
Transforming Trauma

David Sedlacek

ABSTRACT

Researchers and church administrators have a long-term interest in the stresses 
experienced by clergy and how these stressors relate to the ability of the clergy 
to minister effectively. Many of these stressors occur in pastors’ families of ori-
gin prior to ministry. Adverse Childhood experiences (ACes) are forms of trau-
ma that have long-term negative effects on one’s physical, mental/emotional, 
spiritual/relational, and behavioral health. this article describes research on the 
effects of ACEs and reports the preliminary results of the first three years of a 
longitudinal study of ACes on Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) seminary students. 
It makes recommendations designed to positively affect the state of pastoral 
ministry in the SDA Church. trauma-informed pastors discover how to over-
come the negative effects of trauma on themselves, which enables them to 
create trauma-informed congregations. 

ACE STUDY

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD Experiences (ACEs) have 
been shown to have deleterious effects on the physical, 
emotional, and behavioral health of those exposed to 
them. Dr. Vincent Felitti, one of the primary architects 
of the original study of ACEs, had been the director of 
a successful weight-loss clinic run by Kaiser Permanen-
te Hospital in San Diego, California. Patients lost weight 
successfully, but upon six-month follow-up interviews, 
had regained the weight. Dr. Felitti reported that child-
hood sexual abuse was one factor he uncovered in these 
interviews that contributed to the relapse of his patients. 
This changed his approach in that he began to see weight 
gain as a symptom rather than the problem. He and a 
team of researchers began to think of adverse childhood 
experiences that might also be traumatic. In conjunction 
with the Centers for Disease Control, they designed the 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study which has 
dramatically changed clinical practice to include a trauma 
focus on both assessment and intervention.

The original ACE Study was conducted at Kaiser Perma-
nente from 1995 to 1997 with two waves of data collection. 
Over 17,000 Health Maintenance Organization members 
from Southern California receiving physical exams com-
pleted confidential surveys regarding their childhood ex-
periences and current health status and behaviors. The 
CDC-Kaiser Permanente Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACE) Study is one of the largest investigations of child-
hood abuse and neglect and household challenges and lat-
er-life health and well-being.

Felitti’s original conclusions were as follows: 
“More than half of respondents reported at least one, 
and one-fourth reported ≥2 categories of childhood 
exposures. We found a graded relationship between 
the number of categories of childhood exposure and 
each of the adult health risk behaviors and diseases 
that were studied (P < .001). Persons who had expe-
rienced four or more categories of childhood expo-
sure, compared to those who had experienced none, 
had 4- to 12-fold increased health risks for alcoholism, 



34 MINISTRY THROUGH COVID AND BEYOND

drug abuse, depression, and suicide attempt; a 2- to 
4-fold increase in smoking, poor self-rated health, ≥50 
sexual intercourse partners, and sexually transmitted 
disease; and a 1.4- to 1.6-fold increase in physical in-
activity and severe obesity. The number of categories 
of adverse childhood exposures showed a graded re-
lationship to the presence of adult diseases including 
ischemic heart disease, cancer, chronic lung disease, 
skeletal fractures, and liver disease. The seven catego-
ries of adverse childhood experiences were strongly 
interrelated and persons with multiple categories of 
childhood exposure were likely to have multiple health 
risk factors later in life” (Felitti et al. 1998, 251-2).

Since then, the ACE Study has been replicated many 
times with similar results. Felitti and his team expand-
ed the ACEs from seven to ten indicators of abuse and 
neglect, including verbal/emotional, physical, or sexual 
abuse, emotional or physical neglect, parental separation 
or divorce, addiction, mental illness, imprisonment, or 
domestic violence in the home. Other researchers have 
created various iterations of the ACE study, but this study 
has become the foundation for the creation of best prac-
tices in many areas related to trauma and the long-term 
health, mental/emotional, spiritual/relational, and behav-
ioral negative effects of trauma on survivors.

PASTORAL STRESS
In addition to ACEs, pastors are not immune from the 
negative effects of work stress. The work demands on 
clergy are extensive and extraordinarily varied, with cler-
gy often reporting that their training is not sufficiently 
related to their daily professional role demands (Werner 
2002). Surveys suggest that clergy are one of the most 
trusted professions in the United States and that con-
gregants turn to the clergy for assistance with a wide va-
riety of traumatic life experiences (Weaver et al. 2003). 
These expectations can place significant stress on clergy 
who are not trained in areas in which congregants ex-
pect their help. Clergy often have difficulty setting time 
boundaries; that is, congregants expect their clergy to al-
ways be available (Hill et al. 2003).  Research suggests the 
importance of understanding the current and changing 
stressors among clergy and their relationship with their 
families (Morris and Blanton 1998; Minor 2007) in order 
to avoid professional burnout,  improve clerical family 
functioning (Warner and Carter 1984), and enhance the 

pastor’s ability to fulfill their mission.  David Sedlacek as 
co-principal investigator along with Duane McBride and 
Rene Drumm conducted a study of Seventh-day Adventist 
(SDA) pastoral families in 2014. These families provided 
data for both quantitative and qualitative research that 
confirmed SDA pastoral families experience significant 
stress (Sedlacek, et al 2014). 

The Schaeffer Institute also reported that 80 percent 
of seminary and Bible school graduates will leave the 
ministry within five years. It is not clear how many die 
by suicide, but clearly pastors are not immune to it (Le-
Claire 2019). There is no lack of statistics about pastors 
experiencing negative outcomes such as depression, 
burnout, poor health, low pay, limited spirituality, weak-
ened relationships, and a lack of longevity. According to 
the Schaeffer Institute, 70 percent of pastors constantly 
fight depression, and 71 percent are burned out. Mean-
while, 72 percent of pastors say they only study the Bible 
when they are preparing for sermons; 80 percent believe 
pastoral ministry has negatively affected their families; 
and 70 percent say they do not have a close friend (Krej-
cir 2016).  If we hypothesize that the statistics for SDA 
pastors-in-training and those in the field are no different 
than for pastors in other Evangelical denominations, the 
urgency of further study cannot be overstated. We must 
explore how ACEs contribute to these statistics. 

RESULTS OF SEMINARY STUDENT ACE STUDY
In the fall semester of 2019, 49 incoming seminary stu-
dents completed the SDA Seminary-expanded ACE ques-
tionnaire. The results revealed that 55% of students had 
one or more ACEs, and 41% had two or more ACEs using 
the original 10 ACEs (See Table 1). Using this data alone, 
the original ACE study would predict negative effects on 
the physical, emotional, and behavioral well-being of sem-
inary students. These preliminary data put our seminary 
students at equal if not greater severity when compared 
with the general population.

Using the expanded ACE questionnaire (compare Tables 
1 & 2), these numbers increased to 67% of students with 
one or more ACEs and 53% with two or more ACEs. Even 
though these numbers register higher than other ACE 
results, we suspect that they may be under-reported due 
to cultural variables. For example, of the 49 students in 
this pilot study, 10 were Asian students, none of whom 
reported any ACEs. While it is possible that they had no 
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childhood trauma, it is more likely that with their cultural 
ethic of respect, they did not perceive that what happened 
to them was traumatic (a denial effect) or that they sim-
ply chose not to report actual childhood trauma that did 
occur because it would bring shame on their families. This 
important finding will shape the type of educational in-
terventions that will be developed for seminary students.

Table 1 Original ACE Questionnaire

1. Did a parent or other adult in the household often swear at you, insult you, put you down, or humiliate you or act 
in a way that made you afraid that you might be physically hurt?

2. Did a parent or other adult in the household often push, grab, slap, or throw something at you or ever hit you so 
hard that you had marks or were injured?

3. Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever touch or fondle you or have you touch their body in a 
sexual way or try to or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal sex with you?

4. Did you often feel that no one in your family loved you or thought you were important or special or your family 
didn’t look out for each other, feel close to each other, or support each other?

5. Did you often feel that you didn’t have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, and had no one to protect you or 
your parents were too drunk or high to take care of you or take you to the doctor if you needed it?

6. Were your parents ever separated or divorced?

7. Was your mother or stepmother often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at her or sometimes or 
often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with something hard or ever repeatedly hit over at least a few minutes or 
threatened with a gun or knife? 

8. Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic or who used street drugs?

9. Was a household member depressed or mentally ill or did a household member attempt suicide?

10. Did a household member go to prison?

Total Original ACE Score:
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The ACE questionnaire was given again at the beginning 
of the fall 2020 and 2021 school years. Table 3 reports the 
findings of the ACE data and compares them to national 
data averages.

Because research reports that an ACE score of four or 
more ACEs predicts exponentially worse outcomes in 
those who have them, we thought that it would be import-
ant to explore this number among our seminarians. Table 
4 reports the number of ACEs for the general population 
using the original ACE questionnaire.

Table 2 Expanded ACE Questionnaire

1. Did anyone in your family exercise dominance or control over other family members to the point where others felt 
that they had no voice?

2. Were spiritual writings such as the Bible used by parents or other significant leaders to make you see things their 
way or to control your behavior or was a parent or primary caregiver committed to ministry to others to the point 
that your needs were neglected?

3. Were you bullied at school over time physically, verbally or through cyber technology without effective interven-
tion from parents or teachers?

4. As a child, did you experience the death of a parent or sibling or did either of your parents abandon the family?

5. Were you exposed over time to war or famine or been diagnosed with Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)?

6. Were you raised in a neighborhood where there was frequent gang activity, violence or other activity that resulted 
in your feeling unsafe?

7. Did you feel pressured to perform in school or in other ways in order to earn your parents love or approval or to 
prove your own value/worth?

8. Were you a student at a school where there was a school shooting, hostage situation or a similar terrorist threat 
or action?

9. Did you experience traumatic or regular mistreatment or abuse due to your race, religion, gender, sexual orienta-
tion or culture?

10. Were you raised in a country where there was government control of religion and other aspects of life or where 
dissent was met with force or imprisonment?

Total Original ACE Score:
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ACEs Frequencies  
2020-21 (n=96)

Frequencies  
2021-22 (n=194)

National  
Data

Did a parent or other adult in the household often swear at you, insult you, put 
you down, or humiliate you? or Act in a way that made you afraid that you might 
be physically hurt?

No: 59.4%
Yes: 40.6%

No: 71.1%
Yes: 28.9%

33.46%

Did a parent or other adult in the household often push, grab, slap, or throw some-
thing at you? or Ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured?

No: 71.6%
Yes: 28.4%

No: 79.8%
Yes: 20.2%

17.5%

Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever touch or fondle you or 
Have you touch their body in a sexual way? or try to or actually have oral, anal, or 
vaginal sex with you?

No: 73.7%
Yes: 26.3%

No: 87.0%
Yes: 13.0%

11.31%

Did you often feel that… No one in your family loved you or thought you were 
important or special? or Your family didn’t look out for each other, feel close to 
each other, or support each other?

No: 75.8%
Yes: 24.2%

No: 84.5%
Yes: 15.5%

Did you often feel that… You didn’t have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, 
and had no one to protect you? or Your parents were too drunk or high to take care 
of you or take you to the doctor if you needed it?

No: 88.5
Yes: 11.5

No: 92.3%
Yes: 7.7%

Were your parents ever separated or divorced? No: 60.4%
Yes: 39.6%

No: 69.2%
Yes: 30.8%

28.24%

Was your mother or stepmother: Often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had some-
thing thrown at her? Or Sometimes or often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit 
with something hard? Or Ever repeatedly hit over at least a few minutes or threat-
ened with a gun?

No: 75.8%
Yes: 24.2%

No: 89.2%
Yes: 10.8%

17.76%

Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic or who used 
street drugs?

No: 78.9%
Yes: 21.1%

No: 85.1%
Yes: 14.9%

26.83%

Was a household member depressed or mentally ill or did a household member 
attempt suicide?

No: 70.5%
Yes: 29.5%

No: 76.9%
Yes: 23.1%

16.16%

Did a household member go to prison? No: 89.6%
Yes: 10.4%

No: 92.3%
Yes: 7.7%

8.08%

Did anyone in your family exercise dominance or control over other family mem-
bers to the point where others felt that they had no voice?

No: 71.6%
Yes: 28.4%

No: 73.3%
Yes: 26.7%

Were spiritual writings such as the Bible used by parents or other significant lead-
ers to make you see things their way or to control your behavior? or Was a parent 
or primary caregiver committed to ministry to others to the point that your needs 
were neglect.

No: 65.6%
Yes: 34.4%

No: 76.9%
Yes: 23.1%

Were you bullied at school over time physically, verbally or through cyber technol-
ogy without effective intervention from parents or teachers?

No: 65.3%
Yes: 34.7%

No: 74.2%
Yes: 25.8%

As a child, did you experience the death of a parent or sibling? Or Did either or 
your parents abandon the family?

No: 83.2%
Yes: 16.8%

No: 83.1%
Yes: 6.9%

Were you exposed over time to war or famine or been diagnosed with Post-trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD)?

No: 96.9%
Yes: 3.1%

No: 97.9%
Yes: 2.1%

Were you raised in a neighborhood where there was frequent gang activity, vio-
lence or other activity that resulted in your feeling unsafe?

No: 86.5%
Yes: 3.5%

No: 83.6%
Yes: 16.4%

Did you feel pressured to perform in school or in other ways in order to earn your 
parents love or approval or to prove your own value/worth?

No: 64.2%
Yes: 35.8%

No: 67.7%
Yes: 32.3%

In your ministry prior to coming to the seminary, were you demeaned, controlled 
or otherwise significantly hurt by conference leadership, another pastor or a 
congregation?

No: 66.7%
Yes: 33.3%

No: 76.8%
Yes: 23.2%

Did you experience traumatic or regular mistreatment or abuse due to your race, 
religion, gender, sexual orientation or culture?

No: 79.2%
Yes: 20.8%

No: 87.7%
Yes: 12.3%

Were you raised in a country where there was government control of religion and 
other aspects of life or where dissent was met with force or imprisonment?

No: 94.8%

Yes: 5.2%

No: 93.3%

Yes: 6.7%
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Table 4 Number of ACEs for the General Population

Number of Adverse 
Childhood Experiences 

(ACE Score)
Women Men Total

0 34.5 38.0 36.1

1 24.5 27.9 26.0

2 15.5 16.4 15.9

3 10.3 8.6 9.5

4 or more 15.2 9.2 12.5

Mean ACE Scores 1.64 1.46 1.56

The percentage of pastors in training who scored four or 
more ACEs using the original 10 ACEs was 24%, almost 
twice the number as the total in the general population. 
This finding should give us pause for reflection and mo-
tivation to move forward with future research and inter-
ventions. The first follow-up study was done in the Spring 
of 2021. The number of seminary students who completed 
it was too low to be of statistical significance. We includ-
ed variables such as depression, resilience, social support, 
and conflict, as well as attendance at events scheduled in 
the seminary such as a symposium on trauma, courses 
that included trauma content, and engaging in counseling 
over the past year. By collecting additional data in future 
years, the significance of these variables will be explored.

POTENTIAL IMPLICATIONS
These data challenge the SDA Seminary to think careful-
ly about the educational experience offered. Much of our 
present educational content focuses on cognitive learning 
regarding theological topics of great importance. Howev-
er, this research calls for intentionally including content 
that engages the inner being and the trauma that so many 
seminary students carry. More of our courses are doing 
this including Foundations of Biblical Counseling, Pas-
toral Counseling, Introduction to Chaplaincy, Advanced 
Trauma Intervention, and Marriage, Family, and Interper-
sonal Relations. To its credit, the seminary has developed 
a Seminary Care Team that is tasked to develop and pres-
ent content on mental health such as anxiety and depres-
sion. The Care Team has also presented a Colloquium on 
Trauma followed up by shorter events. A Seminary Me-
morial service has been planned for the past two years to 
give students a time and space to grieve and celebrate the 
lives of loved ones. Students now have opportunities to 
engage in small groups including Journey to Wholeness—
the SDA Church’s Christ-Centered 12-step program. The 

Seminary chaplain and counselors make themselves avail-
able to students. First the Blade also offers counseling by 
social work interns who function under the supervision of 
a licensed seminary counselor. In some classes, seminar-
ians are challenged to embracing their story and embark 
on a journey of healing that allows them to be authentic 
and even vulnerable with themselves and with their spiri-
tual companion for the course. As they embrace their own 
journey of healing, they will be able to mentor others on 
their own journeys. The seminary is also contemplating 
requiring all students to take a minimum of one unit of 
Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE).

CONCLUSIONS
The author believes that further research on the impact of 
ACEs in the lives of pastors will positively affect the state 
of pastoral ministry in the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
by informing the leadership about best practices for in-
dividuals in ministry who may have experienced adverse 
childhood experiences. It is very possible that embracing 
the truth of their childhood stories and engaging in edu-
cational and counseling interventions will sensitize them 
and equip them to touch the lives of congregants in their 
ministry in ways that will become transformational. They 
will be able to minister from a place of vulnerability and 
a personal journey of healing—something much needed 
today. More importantly, their own experience with God 
and with their families will be richer, increasingly inti-
mate, and stronger. 

Local church congregations that are trauma-informed 
with leaders who are trauma-informed will be able to min-
ister to the needs of the communities they serve in ways 
beyond the traditional evangelistic effort as the world is 
filled with brokenness as the result of sin. Not only will 
the people in these communities be potentially brought 
to Christ, but their real emotional needs will be met as 
well. In this process, they will come to know Christ as a 
Comforter and Healer. They will become discipled into a 
personal love-relationship with Jesus. However, this love 
relationship will be based on intelligent, scientific knowl-
edge of brain science, trauma responses, and emotional 
reactivity. 

Our goal is that the next generation of pastors will be 
more intimately and passionately in love with Jesus 
Christ, more self-aware, less controlled by their unre-
solved issues, and healthier in the way they relate to their 
families and congregations. There will be fewer pastors 
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who leave ministry because of burnout due to personal 
striving, fewer who leave ministry because their voices 
have not been heard, and a healthier church culture from 
top to bottom. Pastors will be taught how to integrate Bi-
ble knowledge with scientific findings to minister to the 

total person. Administrators who recruit new pastors will 
have new tools for their interviews. Educators who train 
future pastors will be better equipped to disciple them in 
ways that reach not only their heads but also their hearts. 
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The “Parental” Push
A “Parenting” Approach  
to Young Adult Ministry

Andrew Stojanovic, MDiv

ABSTRACT

Discipling young adults to become spiritually mature, capable, and confident 
leaders in the church requires intentionality. It does not take place naturally, no 
matter how attractive the setting may be. this is especially important due to the 
worldwide COVID-19 pandemic and its effect on young people in our church. 
this intentionality must be exercised by spiritual parents within the church, and 
only if they have an investment in and personal relationship with the young 
adults themselves. giving young adults a “parental” push to get seriously in-
volved in the life of the church asks them do something they might find un-
comfortable, at least initially. but the reward often shows itself much later, with 
appreciation long after the first step. If the church is to have more confident 
and capable leaders in the future it must develop a culture where going out 
of one’s comfort zone is not something to be shunned, but rather something 
to embrace.

INTRODUCTION

ACCORDING TO an article by the New York Post, 
which surveyed a thousand Americans and asked them 
about life’s most stressful events, they found these ten 
the most stressful (SWNS 2020):

1. Moving

2. Going through a breakup/divorce

3. Getting married

4. Having children

5. Starting your first job ever

6. Entering into a new career/industry

7. Sending a child to college

8. Starting college

9. Dating someone new

10. Getting a pet

With the exception of number seven, many if not all of 
these are what young adults, ages 18-30, will deal with 
during this phase of their lives (Sheehy 1996, 10, 59; and 
Simpson 2018). It is quite extraordinary to think that the 
decisions they make during these years, more or less, set 
them up for the rest of their lives. The choice of a life 
partner and vocation, coupled with increasing financial 
responsibilities, as most are going into debt for the first 
time in their lives, definitely gives one the sense that life 
is real. And it should not be a surprise to us that during 
this period the youth transform from what we might call 
“older kids” to what we hope are “fully capable and ma-
ture men and women.”

Over the past two years, the worldwide COVID-19 pan-
demic has certainly complicated this phase of life, to say 
the least. With the introduction of masking, social dis-
tancing, and the shutdown of social places to meet—such 
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as restaurants and health clubs—it has become difficult 
to make new friends, form lasting friendships, and find 
that special someone with whom you want to spend the 
rest of your life. The church itself has had a dramatic 
change in its social milieu and has certainly been affect-
ed by this pandemic. On one side you have the elderly, 
especially those who have co-morbidities and are at high 
risk, who have stayed at home and joined services on-
line to keep themselves safe. On the other side you have 
young people who stayed away because they didn’t want 
to pass the virus to someone who might die from it, even 
though their own chances of death were extremely low. 
Both sides were doing their best to mitigate the spread 
of the virus, but inadvertently it created an environment 
in which cross-generational ministry and a general sense 
of getting involved in church life have become extremely 
challenging (Martin 2021).

Perhaps the greatest issue that I have faced during the 
pandemic is that many young people have questioned the 
need for attending church in person, now that their local 
church has gone virtual. If one can worship God by sing-
ing, praying, giving online, and hearing a sermon from the 
comfort of one’s own home during the pandemic why not 
do that indefinitely? With so many young people dropping 
out of the church before COVID-19, time will tell whether 
going virtual will escalate or diminish this phenomenon 
(Rainer Research 2009; General Conference 2019; and 
Martin 2020).

Experience has shown me that many young adults are 
generally shy, nervous, lacking confidence and experi-
ence, and many times are simply unwilling to get involved 
in church life. What can leaders do to help them grow into 
confident, experienced, courageous, and willing leaders in 
our church? The purpose of this paper is not to discuss 
the multiple reasons young people are leaving the church, 
but rather to propose one, among many, possible solu-
tions to decrease the phenomenon of reduced church in-
volvement. Hopefully this paper will raise questions and 
facilitate discussion in areas that are not often discussed 
in young adult ministry.

PHILOSOPHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
It is always wise to have the end in mind before beginning. 
The question every church must ask itself at one point or 
another, and the earlier the better, is this: “What is the 
ultimate goal of young adult ministry?” In my experience, 
when I ask young adult leaders this question I hear about 

how they want more young people to attend their church, 
how they want to create a place where young people can 
get together and make lasting friendships, grow in their 
knowledge of Christ, and help with the ministry of the 
church. I rarely hear young adult leaders mention that the 
reason they do young adult ministry is to mentor church 
leaders in the church such as elders, deacons, Sabbath 
school teachers, and more (Martin 2020). Evidence sug-
gests that young people who are involved in church lead-
ership are more likely to have a stronger and more lasting 
faith than those who are uninvolved (Powell, Griffin, and 
Crawford 2011, 142).

Some might overlook mentoring because they assume 
young people are not ready. Perhaps we sense they are 
not capable or committed enough to fulfill such great po-
sitions in the church (Harris and Harris 2008, 26-45). This 
could not be further from the truth. Young people at this 
stage in their lives want to prove themselves, find them-
selves, and discover their place in life. At a time of life 
when young people are engaging in the workforce, learn-
ing trades, and pursuing degrees, with all of these endeav-
ors requiring them to make strong commitments of time, 
energy, intellect, and money, it seems puzzling that they 
are so underutilized in the church (Martin 2019). It ap-
pears some churches have it backward; they believe young 
people will become an asset to the church after they com-
plete their education and get a job when in reality getting 
involved and engaging in church, particularly leadership, 
prepares them for greater service in the world.

A large majority of our Adventist pioneers, such as Ellen 
White, James White, J. N. Andrews, J. N. Loughborough, 
Uriah Smith, and more, were teens in 1844. Much of the 
work of organizing, preaching, writing pamphlets, and 
more took place when they were in their twenties, and 
by the time the General Conference was established in 
1863, they were only in their thirties. Times certainly have 
changed. Today we live in a culture where adolescence 
is prolonged by multiple factors. Some of these include 
the pressure to obtain higher education, lower earning 
power, a lack of security in the workforce, lack of adult 
mentorship. The entertainment industry encourages a 
“media-driven peer culture” which isolates them from 
adult relationships. Furthermore, media such as TV, the 
internet, magazine, music, and more delay or defuse iden-
tity formation due to the sheer variety and volume com-
pared to previous decades. The intensity and frequency of 
these bombardments also challenge today’s young people 
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(Mahan, Warren and White 2008, 14-19; and Gane 1997, 
22-24). The reality is that young people today live in a con-
sumer’s paradise that has developed an attitude of apathy 
toward life.

Because we find ourselves living in such a consumer sat-
urated environment, it becomes easy to think of doing 
young adult ministry with a similar orientation. Perhaps 
unconsciously we ask ourselves how we can make our en-
vironment more attractive so young people will want to 
come and buy what we are selling, although we are not 
actually selling anything. The concept of trying to meet 
“felt needs” can easily fall into the trap of catering to the 
spiritually immature. I want to clarify that I am not say-
ing the question of how to make our environment more 
attractive is invalid, or of little significance. There is no 
doubt in my mind that the environment plays a major role 
not only in attracting but also keeping young people en-
gaged in church life. The question that I do wish to pose 
is this: “Even if we were to have the perfect environment 
in which young adult ministry could thrive, would young 
adults naturally grow into spiritually mature, capable, and 
dedicated church members?” 

Another way to approach this issue is to raise some addi-
tional questions. Do young adults know what they need 
in terms of spiritual growth and maturity? They may have 
some sense of what they need, but I know of no one who 
is aware of everything that they need. Rahn and Linhart 
mentioned that for one to become spiritually mature re-
quires two things, “(1) A knowledge of Biblical truth re-
ceived from instruction,” and (2) “A recognition that this 
same Biblical truth coheres with reality, which comes 
through learned (life) experience.” (Rahn and Linhart 
2000, 35). Generally, many young people are willing to re-
ceive instruction concerning Biblical themes, but few are 
willing to place themselves in uncomfortable situations 
which will allow God to work and show himself to them in 
more than just theoretical knowledge. And yet this second 
step is essential if one is to grow in maturity. There is also 
the possibility that they may feel the need for something 
which may actually impede their spiritual growth. What 
do we do then? There is a difference between needs that 
are felt and needs that are not. Is there any place within 
the discipleship development of young adults for these 
unfelt needs? This issue gets further complicated when 
a young person resists responding to personal growth 
someone else perceives as pertinent to them.

This should come as no surprise, because often what it 
takes to grow in maturity and capability is for us to step 
out of our comfort zone, and who enjoys that, at least ini-
tially? The Bible contains many stories of reluctant lead-
ers who didn’t want to be pushed outside of their com-
fort zones. And yet without such a push, one cannot grow 
(Case 1987, 52-61). It is when we challenge ourselves that 
we grow the most. And there is no more challenging as-
pect of church ministry than to lead at church (Schultz 
and Schultz 1991, 18-24). I want to be sure to clarify that 
what I mean “to lead” at church does not mean you have 
to be overseer of a major ministry of the church. If one is 
actively engaged in the life of the church—contributing in 
some way to a ministry or the service of the church—then 
that person is a leader in some way. Examples of such 
leading include giving an offering appeal, helping with a 
children’s Sabbath School, serving as an usher, and there 
are many more. Robert Kegan put it this way,

“People grow best when they continuously experi-
ence an ingenious blend of support and challenge; the 
rest is commentary. Environments that are weight-
ed too heavily in the direction of challenge are toxic. 
They promote defensiveness and construction. Those 
weighted too heavily toward support are ultimately 
boring; they produce devitalization… [T]he balance 
of challenge and support leads to vital engagement.” 
(Kegan 1994, 42)

Good mentor-leaders delegate duties, but must also ex-
tend an element of trust in those individuals to give their 
unique signature on the task they have been asked to 
do. This notion is reflected in the concept of “keychain” 
leadership. Leaders literally or figuratively hold a number 
of keys. Effective older leaders need to hand over these 
keys to younger leaders and entrust and empower them 
to use them well also (Powell, Mulder and Griffin 2016, 
53, 50-80). True leaders do not have slaves working for 
them, but rather help facilitate a group of leaders toward 
a common goal.

Those involved in leadership have heard common excuses 
from those who refuse to lead, such as,

1. I don’t have time

Often what this excuse is really trying to say is that 
“I don’t have time for this.” But I do have time for 
“everything else that I want to do.” King David was 
too busy to go to war, but not too busy to commit 
adultery, and then orchestrate an assassination.
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2. I don’t want to be blamed if I fail

Sometimes this can be a fear of failure itself. But I 
believe this is a fear of the social embarrassment/
flak that one might receive if one makes a mistake. 
After Jonah preached to Nineveh he was more con-
cerned with his reputation than the lives which 
were saved. In today’s digital age, your mistake 
could be live-streamed or posted on various social 
media platforms for generations to watch. Who 
wants this kind of pressure?

3. I don’t want to end up doing everything

If the people I ask to help me with a project say 
“No” then I will have to do it all by myself. When 
one volunteers to lead they take on more responsi-
bility. Often this can lead to burnout, and the cycle 
perpetuates itself. Assisting young people to find 
others to help them can ease this concern and also 
instituting a policy of “If you find you cannot meet 
a certain expectation, ask someone for help or find 
someone to replace you.”

4. I’m not capable enough, I don’t have the skills, 
this is not my gift

Similar to (1) above, this is more of a priority is-
sue. Most skills that one needs to organize/lead 
a ministry can be learned if it is accompanied by 
desire. And every young adult leader ought to seek 
ways in which they can plant and foster a desire in 
young adults to become more involved in church 
life. It might be a matter of trying several different 
things to ascertain one’s spiritual gifts in the pro-
cess of service.

5. I’m too nervous to speak upfront

While we can all be sympathetic to this one, if we 
are honest we still have our moments of nerves 
even after years of leading/speaking. Having nerves 
is actually a great sign that shows one is taking the 
task seriously and wants to do a good job. Practice 
and familiarity can help lessen nerves, but rarely do 
they ever go away. Moses didn’t consider himself to 
be a good speaker.

6. I’m too young

Often what lies behind this excuse is the belief that 
one will not be taken seriously because of one’s 
age, i.e. the ideas one holds and shares will not be 

valued. This should never be true in any church, 
and if it is, it needs to be corrected. Maturity is 
what is important, not age.

I wish I could say I had never used these excuses my-
self when I was younger. Fortunately for me, my parents 
didn’t find them persuasive or even correct. Wise parents 
have the foresight to know what their child needs even 
when their child is unaware of or resistant to that need. 
And they also have the emotional endurance to take the 
kicking, screaming, and tears that often accompany plac-
ing a youth outside of their comfort zone, knowing that 
one day the child will understand and will hopefully ap-
preciate what the parents have done. What my parents 
did for me was to foster an environment in which making 
mistakes was okay, but doing nothing was not. A leader 
has the responsibility to help young adults in their church 
grow through hardships rather than protect them from 
all hardships (Powell and Clark 2011, 62). That parental/
mentor push is an essential part of discipling young adults 
and must be part of the DNA of young adult ministry. This 
parental push takes intentionality and must take place 
within the context of a relationship. Could it be that in 
spending too much time focusing on how to make young 
people comfortable in the church we are, inadvertently 
and unintentionally, thwarting their spiritual potential?

It is important that as church leaders we present the tak-
ing of responsibility in as attractive a manner as possible 
to our young people. Attached to responsibility provides 
purpose and meaning–things young people today espe-
cially crave. Many want meaning in their lives, but few are 
willing to take up the roles that will give it to them. All 
they need is a kind but intentional push!

CASE STUDY: BERRIEN SPRINGS  
VILLAGE CHURCH YOUNG ADULTS
Approximately five years ago I joined the staff at the Ber-
rien Springs Village SDA church. One of my passions was 
to start a young adult ministry, which did not exist at that 
time. This church is geographically quite close to Andrews 
University, so there was potential to draw young adults 
and start a group. In this section I will share a little about 
how the Village Young Adults were organized and partic-
ularly what effect the COVID pandemic had on our group.

Initially our group was small–about four or five attend-
ed the first semester. I predominately invested my time 
in making Sabbath School an interesting and engaging 
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experience. As the group slowly began to grow I looked for 
ways to involve students to help with the church service, 
either with music or by having them fill a platform role 
like reading Scripture or calling for the offering. I asked 
the group for volunteers and got the typical answer from 
young adults: absolute silence for what seemed an eterni-
ty but was likely only 20-30 seconds. I quickly abandoned 
this approach and started asking people personally and 
directly to get involved in specific things. I would then 
outline for them exactly what they would be doing, what 
would be required of them, offer my help if they wanted 
it, and do all I could to help ease any concerns they might 
have. This approach was soon coined “voluntelling” by 
one of the young adults, and it has stuck ever since.

Voluntelling, as the name suggests, lies somewhere be-
tween volunteering for something and being told you will 
do something, in a friendly way. Voluntelling someone for 
something does not mean they cannot say “no” but what 
it does mean is if they don’t say “no” then it’s a “yes.” I 
found my success rate for getting young adults involved 
in the church increased dramatically when I asked them 
one-to-one. When I asked someone who was very nervous 
to speak up front to lead in something like the Scripture 
reading, I’d let them know that I wouldn’t be asking them 
if I didn’t know they would do a great job, and that I would 
get them the reading as soon as possible so that they could 
practice it as many times as they wished. I was able to get 
a number of young people up front in the church who had 
previously never been in such a position.

I often said to the group, “If you cannot share your faith 
and pray in a group that shares your worldview and sim-
ilar interests, loves you, and are your friends, then what 
are the chances you would share your faith with a strang-
er? This is the time to try new things and make as many 
mistakes as needed, to build your confidence and ability 
to share Jesus.” Getting involved in church now, even if it 
is a small step, is what will eventually make one a leader in 
the church in the near future. It’s not as though we wake 
up one morning and look at our calendar and decide, “I’m 
old enough to be an elder now.”

As the group continued to grow I did not have the time to 
manage everything that I thought the group needed. So I 
voluntold a few people to make up a leadership team for 
our young adult group. The leadership team meets once at 
the beginning of each semester to discuss what is working 
well in our group and where we can improve, as well as to 

schedule and begin planning any special events through-
out the semester. After this initial meeting the rest of 
the communication with the team was all done via group 
emails and texts, and the use of Google docs, or any other 
agreed-upon form of communication.

Currently our leadership team is comprised of four posi-
tions: Communications Coordinator, Social Coordinator, 
Outreach Coordinator, and Sabbath School Coordinator. 
The social element of the group is incredibly important 
for this stage of life. Many are on the lookout for poten-
tial life partners, but even more so, many are deciding if 
being a follower of Christ is really worthwhile in the long 
run. The notion that to be a follower of Christ means that 
one is destined to live a boring, sad, and unfulfilled life is 
an absolute lie from the devil. It is vital that young peo-
ple see and experience a multiplicity of ways to have fun 
without compromising their faith. As Wayne Rice stated, 
“There’s nothing wrong with having fun for fun’s sake.” 
(Rice 2010, 99).

Many of these positions are held by more than one per-
son, for several important reasons. First, many hands 
make for lighter work. Since most of our leadership team 
is comprised of students, they often don’t have the time 
to do it all by themselves, so working in a group is less 
daunting. Second, working in pairs and smaller groups 
helps teach valuable lessons in communication, planning, 
and working together. It fosters respect for each other, 
and it serves to generate wider excitement and “buy-in” 
to planned events. When something gets planned by two 
or three people they usually feed on the ideas, goals, and 
excitement of each other and then spread that to their 
friends. Third, it creates a natural mentor-mentee rela-
tionship between young adults by connecting those who 
have more confidence and ability with those who still lack 
it. This point is very important for the longevity of any 
group, but especially in our group as we have such a large 
turnover of young adults in a university town. I am con-
stantly reminding the leadership team to actively build 
new relationships with other young adults and ask people 
to get involved. I prompt them to be intentional in look-
ing for potential replacements from the moment they join 
the leadership team. An ideal situation would be to have 
juniors and seniors mentoring freshmen and sophomores.

Exactly what each of these coordinators is responsible 
for is not necessarily important, as this will change from 
group to group, and ultimately be determined from the 
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needs of the group. What is important, however, is the 
overall involvement of each individual member of the 
group. I do not expect that everyone in the group will be 
able to do everything in the church, but I do expect that 
everyone can and will do something in the church. I cre-
ate multiple schedules at the beginning of the semester, 
a Sabbath School teachers’ schedule, a pick up/drop off 
schedule because some students don’t have vehicles, and 
a welcome and announcements schedule for our Sabbath 
School. I also do my best to connect young adults from 
our group to other ministries that need help–ministries 
such as the younger division Sabbath School classes, sum-
mer VBS programs, the deacon team, doing joint visita-
tions with church elders, being part of the music team for 
church, helping with church potlucks (pre-COVID), and 
more. As a result, I estimate that over 90% of our cur-
rently 30-40 young adults are actively part of the church 
services and ministries each quarter.

The COVID pandemic has certainly had an impact on our 
group. Early on our church closed, and when it opened 
again a large portion of members watched services online. 
As more and more young adults returned, we masked up 
and practiced social distancing by allowing only four to a 
table–about half of what we previously practiced. Thank-
fully we had a room that was able to accommodate our 
need to spread out more, otherwise it would have been 
detrimental. Because of COVID-19 we stopped having 
potlucks and games nights since these were done indoors 
and in smaller spaces.  Instead we moved our socials to 
outdoor activities–walks on the beach, hiking around cam-
pus, canoeing, bonfire nights when the weather cooled 
down, then ice-skating and tubing during the winter.

Before the pandemic, part of our outreach ministry was 
to go to a nearby retirement center, Timber Ridge, and do 
a special Sabbath program for the residents each month. 
For obvious reasons this was no longer an option. How-
ever, one of our young adults mentioned that because 
so many elderly people were watching the services on-
line, the shut-ins list for the church must have obviously 
grown. They suggested that we prepare some food pack-
ages and place a card inside from the church and go visit 
them. If they were home and desired to visit, we could go 
in and visit with them; if not, we could visit at the door or 
just leave the package at the door. We have continued this 
young adult’s great idea for two semesters now and plan 
to continue.

CONCLUSION
The primary issue that this paper has sought to address is 
that it takes intentionality to disciple young adults to be-
come spiritually mature, capable, and confident leaders 
in the church. It does not take place naturally, no mat-
ter how attractive the setting may be. This intentionality 
must be exercised by spiritual parents within the church, 
and only then if they have an investment in and person-
al relationship with the young adults themselves. Giving 
young adults a parental push to get seriously involved in 
the life of the church is to ask them to do something they 
find uncomfortable, at least initially. But the reward is of-
ten seen much later, and appreciated long after the first 
step. If the church is to have more confident and capa-
ble leaders in the future it must develop a culture where 
going out of one’s comfort zone is not something to be 
shunned, but rather something to embrace.
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Hanging Out on the Block(chain)
Decentralized Autonomous Organizations  
for Small Groups and Faith Communities

Lyle Notice, DMin

ABSTRACT

the future of organizations is changing from a top-down leadership model to 
a shared autonomous approach. Decentralized Autonomous Organizations 
(DAOs) will revolutionize governance structures, groups, and organizations of 
any kind. In what way could this influence and improve churches and minis-
tries within those churches such as small groups? this paper explores the im-
pact that blockchain technology, cryptocurrency and DAOs can have on small 
groups and faith communities.

INTRODUCTION

THE BOOK The Starfish and The Spider explains that 
if you cut off a spider’s head it dies; if you cut off a star-
fish’s leg, it grows a new one, and that cut-off leg can grow 
into a whole new starfish (Brafman and Beckstrom 2006). 
With the impact of COVID-19, has the global pandemic 
disrupted our church to where we now will either emerge 
as the spider or the starfish? I believe only time will tell, 
but it will be based on the decisions we make now and 
going forward. Discussions involving shifting, pivoting, 
and adapting to new ways of organization and operation 
demand our attention.

With the abrupt imposing of lockdowns to mitigate the 
spread of COVID-19 beginning in March 2020, the world 
seemed to change overnight. While the pandemic inflict-
ed widespread suffering and pain, one might argue that 
some of the cultural and spiritual change it incited has 
also carried some benefits—albeit at great human cost 
(Kotan and Smothers 2021). This shift is particularly 
prominent in the church and the fulfillment of its minis-
try and among the behaviors and relational dynamics of 
younger demographics. Kinnaman and Matlock, in their 
book Faith for Exiles, stated, “Digital Babylon is constantly 

telling us, at a very deep, almost unconscious level, what 
to believe, how to think, what to feel, and how to live… 
How can we live in a deeper, truer narrative about our-
selves, about our world, about God’s nature and his de-
sign for flourishing human life?” (2019, 89). This unprec-
edented and unpredictable time of COVID-19, forced 
young people to contemplate the meaning and purpose 
of their lives, even though much of their lives were lived 
out online and played out through video games. But the 
traditional idea of community moved from being in-per-
son to building digital communities online. These cultural 
and societal forces set into motion during the pandemic 
call for a re-examination and re-envisioning of our faith 
community in a post-pandemic world. Out of necessity, 
people have shifted away from large, in-person meetings 
to gathering in smaller groups or communicating virtually 
via group chats, Google Hangouts, Zoom, Snapchat, Ins-
tagram Live, Facebook groups, and other such platforms. 
In this respect, it might be said that the pandemic shrunk 
the scale of community networks and relations to accom-
modate significantly smaller groups.

I believe the pandemic has disrupted the concept of tra-
ditional church to such an extent that we may not ever 
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see it revert to its pre-pandemic state. The time has now 
come for small groups—a vital way to build community 
(Gladen 2013).

It was troubling enough when David Kinnaman (2019, 88)  
in book Faith for Exiles shared that, “In less than a decade, 
the proportion of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-old drop-
outs has increased. Today, nearly two-thirds of all young 
adults who were once regular churchgoers have dropped 
out at one time or another (64 percent).”

During the pandemic, it seems that the problem of young 
people leaving the traditional church has escalated. In this 
paper, I suggest that due to cultural and organizational 
shifts that occurred in response to the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic, the church is becoming decentralized and au-
tonomously organized. We will need to change and adapt 
if we are going to remain relevant to the world in which 
we are called to minister. Ryan Panzer (2020, 133) in his 
book Grace and Gigabytes: Being Church in Tech-Shaped 
Culture recommended, “If church leaders in a tech-
shaped culture are to embrace creativity, they ought to si-
multaneously develop a certain level of comfort with try-
ing new approaches, a capacity to move beyond the many 
approaches that flop, and a resiliency to try new creative 
endeavors in the face of adversity.”

I will begin by discussing the shift among youth demo-
graphics to gathering in smaller groups and how that im-
pacts our evolving church governance model. I’m observ-
ing the traditional “representative” model being replaced 
by what is known in the emergent technology space of 
“Blockchain Technology” as the “DAO,” or “Decentralized 
Autonomous Organizations.” This paper is an example 
of embracing creativity, trying a new approach to small 
groups for young adults, moving beyond the approaches 
that flopped in the past, and displaying resiliency to try a 
new creative endeavor in the face of a global pandemic.

THE PEOPLE
According to Michel Dimock (2022), the Millennial gener-
ation includes those born between 1981 and 1996 (ages 27 
to 42 in 2023). Most Millennials were between the ages of 
five and 20 during the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Most Millenni-
als were between 12 and 27 during the 2008 US Presiden-
tial election of Barack Obama, the first Black President in 
the United States. Millennials are considered to be more 
liberal and a more ethnically and racially diverse popula-
tion within generational demographical history (Thrall & 

Geopner, 2015). Of the roughly 80% of young Millennials 
(1990–1996) who were raised in religious homes, at least 
35% are anti-church and only 56% continue to call them-
selves Christian today (Barna, 2014). According to Pew 
Research 36% of young Millennials (ages 18-24) say they 
are religiously unaffiliated and 34% of older Millennials 
(ages 25-33) report the same thing (2014). Young adults 
are drifting away from church pews and are increasingly 
likely to have a non-religious spouse.

THE PANDEMIC
The global pandemic has disrupted natural and institu-
tional order in an array of areas, including education, envi-
ronment, health care, government, and, most importantly 
the church. Public health considerations over the last two 
years have necessitated bringing innovation and creativ-
ity to how we do church. For example, we have seen the 
emergence of drive-in church, “social-distancing” church, 
Instagram live church, Tik Tok sermons, Club House 
church, virtual reality church, and social video conferenc-
ing platforms including “gather town” church.

THE PROBLEM
While we have tried new ways of doing church, we have 
not entirely changed our concept of church to reflect the 
biblical model of the early church, grounded in Old Testa-
ment sanctuary service. Where the priest would perform 
priestly duties in the temple, we have added chairs, mu-
sic, and preaching to the “Sanctuary Service” and called 
it “church.” One issue that has arisen from these addi-
tions is that they have caused us to associate church with 
a physical building. During the pandemic when we were 
prohibited from gathering for worship in church spaces, 
it was commonly framed as “not having church.” Howev-
er, it bears remembering that church is not the physical 
structure, but rather the people who inhabit it. Due to this 
misidentification of the church as the physical space, in 
this post-pandemic era, we would do well to return to the 
house church model utilized by the early Christian church.

THE POTENTIAL
I believe there is tremendous potential to harness the 
change incited by the global pandemic. The authors of a 
recent paper entitled “Squad Goals” stated,

Recent events have completely exposed the limits 
of individual agency, creating a powerful demand 
for squad-based forms of resiliency. The COVID-19 
pandemic is the most recent of these social bonding 
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agents: though we are physically distancing, emotion-
ally we are getting closer. First priority when the virus 
dropped was securing your squad. The need for group 
coordination and decision-making soon followed 
(Hart, Sharin, and Lotti 2020).

We have been forced to reconsider our conceptualiza-
tions of church and significantly adjust to new modes of 
gathering as a faith community. As a result, we have be-
gun to shrink from the formerly dominant “big church” 
approach to more of a “small group” scale. During the 
height of the pandemic, the Canadian government im-
posed a limit on public gatherings; we were asked to limit 
ourselves to “bubbles,” or groups of 10-12 people in our 
immediate social circles. The goal of this mandate was to 
reduce transmission of the virus. A typical “bubble” con-
tained family members or close friends.

This “bubble” approach is more in step with the New Tes-
tament model of the house church than it is with more 
modern understandings. Is it possible that the pandemic 
is nudging us toward the New Testament model of house 
church or a small group model?

PROPOSED SOLUTION
The term “bubble” can be nostalgic. Most of us have fond 
associations with soap bubbles from childhood. When I 
was younger, I used to enjoy playing with bubbles. I can 
recall the joy I felt blowing them in the air and watching 
as they moved freely, gracefully, and transparently. This 
movement was possible because bubbles have a protec-
tive casing that both preserves the inside atmosphere and 
prevents intrusion from outside matter. A bubble consists 
of 3 layers, and it always attempts to form a sphere be-
cause surface tension pulls liquid inward, and when light 
hits the different layers, there is interference causing it to 
appear colorful. 

In a global pandemic, we cannot gather in our accus-
tomed ways. Our lives are transformed; our customs and 
habits have been upended. Among younger churchgoers, 
this transformation raises questions like, “What does the 
future of church look like?” and “How do we stay con-
nected to God?” and “How do we still maintain a sense of 
community? And “How do we stay missional?” In order to 
remain relevant and meaningful, we must develop inno-
vative ways to reach people. Perhaps the tension on the 
surface is pulling us inward, into smaller, more intimate 
bubbles. Perhaps as the light of Christ penetrates the 

layers of people, it will cause us to become more colorful 
and multicultural in our bubbles.

Drawing inspiration from government-imposed restric-
tions on social circles, my proposed solution involves a 
decentralized interconnected network of “bubbles.” In 
my proposed solution, these bubbles are a small group 
initiative that helps youth and young adults to stay safe 
and provides resources for youth and young adults in the 
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.

We need a facilitator or leader who will help to guide the 
small group bubble. The facilitator will commit to lead-
ing spiritual and social activities online through Zoom or 
in-person while safely practicing social distancing. There 
can also be two co-leaders that are available in case the 
primary leader is unable to facilitate on certain days.

Bubble groups will meet at least once a week via Zoom. 
The group will communicate through Gather Town, a so-
cial video conferencing platform that allows for virtual 
social interaction. Groups may also opt to safely meet for 
a missional project by practicing social distancing.

There are three main directions for Bubble Small Groups 
to grow and flow—1. UP; 2. IN; and 3. OUT.

UP
For bubbles to flow upward toward God and the spiritu-
al—heavenly things—there are activities that the group 
can engage in to remain spiritually connected and em-
powered. In a global pandemic, the inability to worship 
in-person at church made youth vulnerable to distrac-
tions from God and their spiritual lives. The following 
suggested bubble activities will serve as a balm for this 
distraction:

• Devotionals for the Social Bubble Gathering

• Scheduled prayer times

• Assigning prayer partners

• Watch inspirational messages, sermons, and other 
video content together online

• Online creative prayer event

• Online worship gatherings

• Meet to pray and encourage one another while 
social distancing

• Zoom discipleship meetings
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• Instagram Live Q & A sessions on spiritual and 
current trending topics

• Utilize YouTube to create messages, videos, skits, 
and worship material

• Daily “Devo” time for the group and on-
line community

IN
Public health restrictions imposed to mitigate the spread 
of COVID-19 have caused many people to feel socially iso-
lated. The following recommendations are proposed to 
help bubble members feel connected to one another:

• Regular Zoom call check-ins

• House Party App

• WhatsApp Group Chats

• Facebook parties

• Provide online support groups

• Nerf Challenges with social distancing

• Online dinner party

• Use Tik Tok to do 1-minute devotionals

• Use Kahoot to stay engaged as a social bubble

• Use Twitch to engage with youth

• Host Netflix parties

• Telegram Parties

• Discord group chat

OUT
Many have asked, “How do we conduct ministry in a glob-
al pandemic?” and “How do we continue to participate in 
active community outreach safely while practicing safe 
social distancing?” The following recommendations ad-
dress these questions:

• Collection of distribution of sanitary kits (like 
Kleenex, toilet paper, paper towel, cleaning 
products, gloves, diapers, toiletries, and fe-
male products)

• Schedule a day to sanitize door handles of 
businesses

• Create pop-up sacred spaces in the community for 
small groups of people

• Deliver inspirational letters to mailboxes

• Neighborhood mini-concert

• Outside obstacle course for children

• Virtual flash mob with positive messages

• Outside exercise/fitness class

• Online babysitting through Zoom

• Create positive video content for online 
viewership

• Create a podcast to help youth and young adults 
stay connected to the church

• Use Snapchat and Instagram to create engaging 
content for youth

As we move into a post-COVID-19 world, I imagine a fu-
ture where all churches participate in creating missional 
small groups that form social virtual online internet com-
munities called bubbles. The hope is that these social bub-
bles help to reduce the spread of COVID-19 transmission 
while drawing people closer to God, closer to each other, 
and will continue to inspire and encourage a missional 
spirit while in a global pandemic and even post-pandemic.

PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: EMERGING TECHNOLOGY: 
BLOCKCHAIN, BITCOIN AND DAO’S
The “Bubble” small group concept is made possible by 
cutting-edge technological development as it taps into on-
line social networks and communication apps to draw the 
younger generation closer to God. In this section, I would 
like to take the concept of “Bubbles” one step further by 
bringing in another emergent technological development 
that enjoys considerable popularity among Millennials.

In this section I will establish a connection between wild-
ly popular emergent blockchain and cryptocurrency and 
the notion of small groups, drawing from the insights 
of researchers Sam Hart, Toby Sharin, and Laura Lotti 
as disseminated in their recent paper entitled, “Squad 
Wealth.” The authors refer to the new social and digital 
location as “Squad space.” “… SQUAD Space, the net-
work of inner zones where digital microcultures are born: 
group DMs, Discords, Slacks, Keybases. (Hart, Sharin, and 
Lotti 2020)”

In the section of the paper Squad Production, (Hart, 
Sharin & Lotti, 2020) went on to say, “Group identity. 
Shared. Space. Vibes. These not only enable creation of 
social capital, but strengthen the squad’s capacity to or-
ganize, minimize transaction cost and leading to greater 
productive capacities and resilience.” Young adult small 
groups not only have the potential for building a stronger 
sense of connection and a deeper sense of community, 
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but now the power of social capital and value production, 
groups can produce content that can be tokenized and in-
centivized through digital financial technology.

BITCOIN AND CRYPTONOMICS
With the rise of Bitcoin and other cryptocurrency, this 
new digital technology can help to bank the 2 billion 
people who are currently unbanked, providing an under-
served population with financial gain. Just recently, FTX 
a centralized digital exchange led by Sam Bankman-Fried 
shut down due to squandering billions of customer digi-
tal currency investments. However, it does not take away 
from the purpose and reason for decentralized finance 
or digital currencies. If done right, digital currencies/
cryptocurrencies can help to provide people with an al-
ternative payment system, free from centralized control. 
The blockchain technology helps to keep and open and 
authentic public record of all transactions.

Bitcoin is a decentralized digital currency that becomes 
a store of value and an instant exchange of value, that 
can be bought or sold at any time (Antonopoulos 2021). 
It is powered by blockchain technology, a chain of pub-
lic ledger transactions that are each connected in blocks. 
Bitcoin was created by an unknown individual or group 
going by pseudonym Satoshi Nakamoto (Antonopoulos 
and H. 2017). Nakamoto published a white paper in 2008 
explaining his concept of a peer-to-peer decentralized 
system which allows digital currency to be used as a store 
of value (Ammous 2018).

Currently, there are 18 million bitcoins in supply, but 
the genius behind Bitcoin is that there is a fixed supply, 
capped at 21 million. The last Bitcoin that can ever be 
mined will be in the year of 2140, of which after that Bit-
coin miners will receive revenue from the transaction fees 
on the network. On November 3, 2021 Bitcoin price shot 
up to $82,592.29 (CAD), causing some to remark that it 
could become gold 2.0. Because the supply is fixed, the 
constraint creates scarcity in the same manner as a fiat 
currency. The greater adoption and use of Bitcoin, the 
greater its valuation. These days, it seems everyone wants 
a piece of Bitcoin pie. When compared to the US dollar, 
many people are losing confidence in fiat currency, which 
is instituted by the government. Currently there are many 
moving toward cryptocurrency. Some have attributed 
the loss of confidence in the US dollar and fiat curren-
cies to President Nixon’s 1971 decision to remove the gold 

standard, which—in theory—enables the printing of vir-
tually limitless sums of money.

This continuous printing of the US dollar has caused the 
currency to become inflated, ultimately devaluing the cur-
rency. Some suggest that if the money supply continues to 
grow, it will ultimately lead to hyperinflation. Hyperinfla-
tion is defined as an extended period during which prices 
of goods and services rise more than 50% per month. Es-
sentially, cash ends up becoming worthless. This usually 
tends to occur when a period of economic turmoil or de-
pression takes place.

With the emergence of decentralized cryptocurrencies 
such as Bitcoin, citizens around the world living in econ-
omies with government-backed fiat currently undergoing 
hyperinflation can opt to store their wealth in the form of 
Bitcoin. This provides these individuals with a safeguard 
against inflation of their country’s fiat currency.

The concept of a decentralized autonomous application 
with a “trustless” system is not a new concept. It has 
been developed further by Daniel Jefferies in his white 
paper called, “Cicada: A Distributed Direct Democracy 
and Decentralized Application Platform.” Jefferies out-
lined a new ideological concept that runs a trustless de-
centralized economy (2016). He also shared another idea 
in the article, known as “Gamifying the Delivery of Mon-
ey” (2017).

DEFI IS DEFYING AND DISRUPTING LEGACY 
FINANCIAL SYSTEM : IS THE CHURCH NEXT TO 
BE DISRUPTED?
DeFi (Decentralized Finance) is considered by some as 
the new Wild West of finance. It is considered one of the 
fastest-growing sectors within the cryptocurrency and 
blockchain space (Lau et al. 2020). Defi is not issued, 
sanctioned, or controlled by any government or central 
authority. This technology was designed as a peer-to-peer 
electronic cash system.

It differs from centralized finance where there is a cen-
tralized authority in place such as the banking system, 
which facilitates financial transactions and services in re-
turn for payment. DeFi according to (Lau et al. 2021,pg 
9), “Opens up huge windows of opportunities and allows 
users to access various financial instruments without any 
restrictions on race, religion, age, nation, or geography.”
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Within the defi space and ecosystem, there are (Dapps), 
these are decentralized applications typically run on the 
Ethereum Blockchain. The Ethereum blockchain hosts 
its own crypto currency called Ether (ETH), which is 
the most second traded crypto currency next to Bitcoin 
(BTC). These Dapps provide interesting and unique ways 
that create value. Defi tokens make up a specific genre of 
crypto currencies which function and operate using smart 
contracts. For instance, DeFi Cryptocurrencies such as 
Compound (COMP), Sushiswap (SUSHI), Yearn (YFI), 
and Chainlink (LINK), provide financial services such as 
borrowing, leading, trading, staking and yield farming can 
all be done through a decentralized application.

The reason why this space is so fascinating is because 
there are no middlemen and no barriers to entry. The 
world is quickly taking notice and learning about this new 
emerging space is, because the total value locked in DeFi 
this year alone is $220 billion dollars, down 8% from its 
all-time high last year of $236 billon (Nambiampurath, 
2022). The power in DeFi lies within its accessibility and 
transparency on the blockchain, a public ledger that is 
available for everyone to see transactions.

In her book, From Social Media to Social Ministry: A Guide 
to Digital Discipleship, Nona Jones (2022) wrote, “I could 
describe in two words what I had been working on and 
what was on my heart: social ministry—helping churches 
to go beyond using social technology to build their brand 
to using social technology to build God’s kingdom.” The 
fundamental question that fuels this research is, how this 
new emerging technology in the form of cryptocurrency, 
Bitcoin, blockchain, DeFi and decentralization will im-
pact the church? And in what meaningful and practical 
ways will it impact the building up of God’s kingdom? 

GROUPS AND FAITH COMMUNITIES  
BECOME MORE EQUITABLE
What if I told you that the future church is going to be 
run all by a few lines of code? What do you mean run by 
code? Like robots or something? Some would retort that 
the church needs to be run by people. Yes, the church 
does need to be run by people, and technically, no. This is 
where things get a little interesting.

I bet some of you reading this are thinking, “What kind 
of futuristic thinking is this?” Before you pull a TLDR 
(Too Long: Didn’t read), let me explain further. With the 
rise of cryptocurrency and emerging technology called 

Blockchain, we have internet communities, businesses, 
and organizations being formed as Decentralized Autono-
mous Organizations. These groups of people can come to-
gether and organize themselves around a smart contract 
governance model that is recorded on the blockchain 
(cryptopedia, 2022). A DAO can be launched with just a 
few lines of code and a core group of leaders working to-
gether on various projects or tasks that help the DAO to 
function. Nate Rose a software engineer at Ripple, looks 
at the intersectionality of blockchain technology which 
can help with diversity and inclusion initiatives. Rose 
(2022) explained, “DAO stands for Decentralized Auton-
omous Organization:

• Decentralized means there is no central leader-
ship, and an organization conducts itself \as a 
more bottom-up structure.

• Autonomous implies a switch from traditional 
bureaucracy to transparent regulations where 
management and policies are handled through 
democratic computer processes.

• Organization signifies an internet-native entity 
that can reflect a project, virtual community, busi-
ness, or consortium.

A DAO is basically a permissionless organization with no 
centralized leadership. Think of it like a new way for pas-
tors, members, teachers, leaders, and administrators to 
be on the same page for making executive decisions, with 
everyone having equal and fair voting rights.

According to Rose (2022), “A DAO utilizes ‘smart con-
tracts’ as governance through computer code that is cou-
pled to auditable transactions on a blockchain network. 
A team would predefine how the org would be governed 
with coded policies like voting quorum, proposal han-
dling, new membership, budget, and other administrative 
logistics. The code would get deployed onto a network 
and, though immutable, can be upgraded and modified 
later with respect to the voting policy. An organization 
could then issue out voting tokens for the DAO, and mem-
bers of that org could vote on proposals with a monetary 
value coupled with their vote. If the proposal passes, the 
incoming funds could be distributed to a wallet on the 
network to carry out the proposal.”

New research is emerging into this new and exciting 
tech space. This new emerging technology is truly a 
ground-breaking concept where the “code” that has been 
programed, runs itself without the need for a centralized 
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authority and decision-making process can be automat-
ed (Baninemeh, Farshidi, and Jensen 2021, p. 11). Cryo-
topedia says, “A decentralized autonomous organization 
(DAO) is an organization that runs on a blockchain pro-
tocol fully and autonomously in accordance with rules 
encoded via smart contracts and its underlying consen-
sus mechanism. By circumventing the need for human 
intervention or centralized coordination, DAOs are often 
referred to as ‘trustless’ systems.”

I am sure to some readers this concept sounds cool, 
smart, and techy, but the question must be asked, “How 
do you even do that?”

HOW DO DAO’S WORK?
First you have the “smart contract.” According to Ethe-
reum creator Vitalik Buterin’s White Paper (2014) smart 
contracts are, “Systems which automatically move digital 
assets according to arbitrary pre-specified.” Smart con-
tracts are used on the Ethereum block chain network to 
(???). This must be set up, the DAO is given a specific set 
up rules through Code, the code is run through a Smart 
contract which basically runs itself.

Secondly, the DAO must be funded. The oil that runs the 
engine of the DAO is the funding. There must be native 
crypto currency that allows the DAO to function. For ex-
ample, many DAOs run off the cryptocurrency Ethereum. 
ETH can be spent by the DAO for voting purposes or just 
basic incentives within the ecosystem of the DAO.

Lastly, is the deployment of the DAO. Once the smart 
contract is set up and the DAO is funded properly, the 
DAO is ready to be deployed. All those who own DAO’s 
native tokens are not stakeholders and can take part in 
the voting process for activities, events, and initiatives. 
Those who hold more tokens have more say, but it leads 
to a fairer and equitable environment within the small 
group because essentially no one person is in charge. It 
works independently from central authority and even the 
developer who created the DAO smart contract. The con-
tract can be renounced where no further changes can be 
made to it and the liquidity pool of the DAO can be locked 
for years in order that there is no “rug pull,” where the 
funds can be stolen by the developers.

The DAO is all code. Code is law, developers can essen-
tially program specific tasks within the smart contract 
(Samuel, 2020). The most beneficial part of this DAO 
structure for small groups or organizations is that all 

the information in terms of rules and transactions are 
recorded on the Blockchain, so it is immutable. There 
is full transparency with every action. The small group 
in the form of a DAO is brought together to further the 
community’s common goal. The smart contract can be 
set up to execute commands that the group would like to 
accomplish. For instance, a smart contract can be written 
so that when the native token which represents the small 
group or organization is bought, a percentage of tax gets 
collected and deposited in the treasury. The members us-
ing a governance token protocol would buy, own, or spend 
their native token in order to have voting rights to vote on 
proposals that the group puts forward. The model is one 
where code is at the center and humans are on the fringes. 
Humans are still needed to help with the daily operation 
logistics, organizing, planning, and setting up voting tools.

Imagine if a local church was set up as a DAO. It would 
help with efficiency, fair distribution of resources, and 
voting power that would help shape the direction of 
church ministry projects and ultimately the mission of 
the church. This model of church will be driven by the col-
lective and not just certain individuals. The DAO model of 
church allows more church members to participate in the 
decision-making process more equitable and ultimately 
more democratically. This new emerging technology will 
create a fundamental paradigm shift within our church. 
The DAO model will change the way we engage and in-
teract with traditional cooperate structures (Tse, 2020).

Perhaps in the future each local church will be organized 
as a DAO, maybe even conferences, unions, division, or 
even the General Conference. Maybe even schools in the 
future will also be set up as Decentralized Autonomous 
Organizations. This new approach to management and 
organizing will help us to be more effective, efficient, and 
equitable, and minimize the chance for human error.

COULD THE FUTURE OF YOUNG ADULT SMALL 
GROUP LOOK MORE LIKE A SOCIAL DAO?
An example of how small groups could form into a DAO 
would be the FWB DAO. The Friends With Benefits DAO 
is a social DAO. It is a digital community of cultural cre-
ators that builds community and fosters creative agency. 
The DAO is made up of various members from around 
the world, with their aim to catalyze web3 as a cultural 
phenomenon.
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The DAO produces a diverse array of events, collabora-
tions, and products that services the community’s needs 
all while increasing the value of the Friends With Benefits 
token (FWB). Members are vetted through an application 
process and can join once they have skin in the game by 
purchasing and holding a certain amount of the (FWB) 
token. There are two tiers of membership, Global Mem-
bership (75 tokens) and Local Membership (5 tokens). 
Once you hold enough of the tokens, you are allowed ac-
cess into specific Discord Communities. This token-gated 
membership allows community collaboration and co-cre-
ation of the DAO’s future. Within their manifesto are the 
major principles: shared identities, diversity, inclusion, 
responsibility, and peace of mind.

The future of small groups could look more like social 
DAOs. Of course, its focus and mission would be differ-
ent than the example given of Friends With Benefits DAO. 
But I believe the fundamental idea is there. Groups of 
young people forming Decentralized Autonomous Orga-
nizations in different locations across the world with the 
goal in mind of building community, strengthening their 
faith and reaching the world for Christ.

RECOMMENDATIONS
These are the recommendations for young adult small 
groups and groups that are looking to create value, incen-
tivize, tokenize their group, and who are also looking for 
more democratization, efficiency, equality, and fair distri-
bution of scarce resources within an organizational gov-
ernance structure.

• Take time to learn about the power of Decentral-
ization, Blockchain, and Cryptocurrency. This 
emerging technology is swiftly changing the world 
and how we live our lives. Only 1-2% globally 
interact with cryptocurrency daily. You can be 
an early adopter. The more you learn, the more 
you will grow with the possibility and purpose of 
using this new technology to build up the king-
dom of God.

• Find or create your tribe. COVID-19 has helped 
people to locate safe spaces and shared communi-
ty. Find out where you belong. This can be discov-
ered by the people you spend the most amount of 
time with per week. This most likely is your tribe.

• Create community over group chat platforms. 
There are many people building community by 
using powerful social media platforms and apps 

like Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, Whatsapp, 
Discord, Github, Twith, Clubhouse, Keybase, and 
Direct Message groupchats.

• Discover and define the mission of the social 
internet community. One of the most important 
things to remember as you form your group is its 
mission. The mission of the group will give direc-
tion and remind the group of its purpose.

• Create a short “white paper.” The white paper is 
the guide that will inform its readers in a concise 
manner about the technology and purpose of the 
current project.

• Build a DAO. With applications like Maker DAO 
or Moralis, groups and organizations can build a 
DAO in less than 10 minutes.

• Disrupt the world and the church. Blockchain 
technology and cryptocurrency are here to stay. 
This radical and revolutionary technology is help-
ing to solve the “principal-agent problem.” When 
dealing with humans, people tend operate out of 
personal interest. It could be said that because 
church leadership is made up of human beings 
that have personal competing interests, there may 
be potential for immense conflicts of personal 
interest. From a sociological perspective there is 
always the potential for people in leadership roles 
to constantly contend with making decisions or 
acting in a way that is biased, and contrary to the 
best interest of church membership. DAO’s have 
the power to disrupt this age-old problem because 
it’s a trustless system that removes the need for 
centralized leadership.

CONCLUSION
The world has changed rapidly over the last two years. 
COVID-19 has helped to expose

what is essential and what has turned out to be totally un-
necessary. There are flaws within our traditional church 
governance structure. Could it be that as the kinks are be-
ing ironed out, DAO’s will be the future of small groups, 
churches, and our entire church organizational gover-
nance structure? Will the young adult demographic of our 
church be the first to pioneer this new model of Decen-
tralized Autonomous Organized small groups? Let’s hope 
the future fate of our church is not that of the spider, but 
through the innovation, creativity, and leadership of our 
young people, let’s harness the power of the starfish.
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Covid, Crisis, Conflict,  
and the Cross

Making Disciples during a Pandemic
Omwocha Nyaribo, MDiv, PhD Student

ABSTRACT

Intimate desires characterize one’s last moments with family, friends, or col-
leagues, often expressed verbally to the hearers. John 17 is one such moment. 
Jesus passionately, through prayers, shared the desire that his followers be 
united, for unity in Christ is the essence of soul-winning— the world believing in 
Jesus (Jn 17:21,23). the disciples of Jesus also contended among themselves 
concerning greatness. In the history of the Christian Church, unity among the 
brethren has been elusive. within the Seventh-day Adventist church, we have 
witnessed strife among the brethren because of divergent views throughout 
our history. Such strife is not an emerging issue. One recent conflict was on the 
church’s position regarding COVID-19 vaccines. this issue has caused some 
members to leave the church, while others have transferred to churches that 
accommodate their opinions. We have forgotten the impact of a conflicted 
church, especially on the spiritual growth among the youth and young adults. 
this paper aims to discuss the possibility of fostering unity among divergent 
views and personalities by developing the art of disagreeing while still respect-
ing and being compassionate to one another. to achieve this, the presenta-
tion will first appeal to the Bible using sound biblical hermeneutics and, sec-
ondly, review the experiences of the Adventist pioneers in overcoming similar 
challenges.

INTRODUCTION

THE COVID-19 pandemic resulted in devasting and 
traumatic occurrences on personal and corporate levels. 
Many found their dreams, visions, and aspirations altered 
completely. Tears have been shed, hearts broken, jobs 
lost, hugs significantly decreased, and the saddest and 
most unfortunate of it all, we have seen a sharp increase 
in conflicts among God’s children because of divergent 
views. However, amid such severe conflicts, the irony is 
that all have common goals, good health and longevity. 
The problem lies in how to achieve the goal. 

Conspiracy theories abound, propagated by preachers 
behind the pulpit and members seated in the pews, from 
medical practitioners on the frontlines to patients lying in 
hospital beds, from politicians in the corridors of powers 
to ordinary citizens in the fortress of their homes. Every-
one seems to be an expert with a better opinion. Unprec-
edented in recent history. During COVID-19 the members 
of the body of Christ have been caught up in the whirlpool 
of thinking and talking about COVID-19. Yes, we pray and 
act as if we trust God to resolve this problem, but our ac-
tions and attitudes seem to send a different message—a 
conflicted message to many in search of hope. 
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Questions we should ask ourselves include: 
1. Who knew or thought that the COVID-19 crisis 

would result in sharp divisions in the church?

2. Is it possible to hold divergent views on spe-
cific issues but remain united in the mission 
of Christ? 

3. Do we ever think about how conflicts affect 
discipleship?

4. Have we forgotten why Jesus died?

CRISIS AND CONFLICT
In the story of Jacob and Esau found in Genesis 25-33, 
one sees how a personal journey that started with crisis 
and conflict ended with a renewed personal relationship 
with God. Therefore, one’s ultimate goal is to seek a per-
sonal relationship with Christ. While still in the womb 
(Gen 25:22), Rebekah knew there was a bigger problem 
because the pain caused by the pregnancy was unbearable 
(Reyburn and Fry 1997). Ellen G. White, in The Story of 
Redemption, stated, 

God knows the end from the beginning. He knew, be-
fore the birth of Jacob and Esau, just what characters 
they would both develop. He knew that Esau would 
not have a heart to obey Him. He answered the trou-
bled prayer of Rebekah and informed her that she 
would have two children, and the elder should serve 
the younger. He presented the future history of her 
two sons before her, that they would be two nations, 
the one greater than the other, and the elder should 
serve the younger. The first-born was entitled to pecu-
liar advantages and special privileges, which belonged 
to no other members of the family (87).

CONFLICT IN THE CHURCH BREAKS  
THE HEART OF GOD
It is no secret that church members have divergent views 
on the COVID-19 mandates pushed by various govern-
ments. When US President Joe Biden pushed for a na-
tional mask OSHA mandate, it received mixed reactions. 
The Supreme court halted the push. Those who opposed 
the mandate were hailed by some quarters, stating, “This 
kind of courage is all too rare among North American Ad-
ventism, and very much needed” (Wagoner 2022) On the 
other hand, some “wondered if church leadership would 
“use that ‘compliance’ process to crack down on churches 
that ignore world church guidance on the importance of 
vaccines” or “root out anti-vaxxer preaching?” (Aamodt 
2021).” The entire incident turned out to be too ugly for 
discipleship.

As stated earlier, the conflict between Esau and Jacob 
began in the womb. According to Genesis 25:22, “But the 
children struggled together within her; and she said, ‘If it is so, 
why then am I this way?’ So she went to inquire of the LORD” 
(emphasis supplied). Many English translations do not 
express the extent of the conflict in Rebekah’s womb. It 
was a total war, not simply labor pains. It led Rebekah to 
inquire of God why she had suffered. Rebecca seemed to 
prefer barrenness to suffer to this extent at this point in 
her life. I expect this is how God feels when we engage 
in sustained conflict with each other. According to Isaiah 
46:3b, “You who have been borne by Me from birth and have 
been carried from the womb” (emphasis supplied).

We all are members of the same family despite our cultur-
al, social, and political diversity. As members of the same 
body—the body of Christ—if we continue in conflict with 
each other, then the experience of Rebekah is the experi-
ence of God. It grieves God’s heart, such as the Israelites’ 
rebellion in the wilderness. Yahweh said to Moses, “Now 
then let Me alone, that My anger may burn against them and 
that I may destroy them” (Exod 32:10 emphasis supplied). 
God felt like starting all over again. Understanding the 
danger posed by conflicts in the body of Christ, Jesus gave 
a new command in John 13:34–35 to love one another.

Returning to the experience of Rebekah and Isaac, despite 
having a revelation from God that the younger would rule 
over the older, Isaac and Rebekah took sides by each fa-
voring a different one of their twin sons (Gen 25:28). Tak-
ing sides has never been a solution to conflicts. Taking 
sides creates a more profound crisis. Isaac and Rebekah 
had the opportunity to raise their children to avert future 
disputes and fights.

DISCIPLESHIP IS NOT ABOUT  
HELPING GOD FULFILL HIS PROMISE
God calling us to be His disciples doesn’t mean that He 
has called us to determine or control the will and future 
of other people, including our children. Yes, there is a part 
we need to play. If I were to define discipleship I would 
describe it through the words of Jesus at the resurrection 
of Lazarus: “Take away the stone” (John 11:39) or  “Lose 
him, and let him go.” Ellen White wrote,

“Take ye away the stone.” Christ could have com-
manded the stone to remove, and it would have 
obeyed His voice. He could have bidden the angels 
who were close by His side to do this. At His bidding, 
invisible hands would have removed the stone. But it 
was to be taken away by human hands. Thus Christ would 
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show that humanity is to co-operate with divinity. What 
human power can do divine power is not summoned to do. 
God does not dispense with man’s aid. He strengthens 
him, co-operating with him as he uses the powers and 
capabilities given him (emphasis supplied) (White 
1940, 535). 

White further stated, “Christ says to the astonished spec-
tators, ‘Loose him, and let him go.’ Again they are shown 
that the human worker is to co-operate with God. Hu-
manity is to work for humanity” (White 1940, 536). Disci-
pleship is not calling Lazarus out of the tomb. That is the 
work of Jesus. As humans, we need to know the boundar-
ies. Humans have a tendency to go past these boundaries 
and play tole of God, just as Rebekah and Isaac did. We 
interpret prophetic utterances to suit us. We want things 
to turn out precisely the way think.

Several Christians, including some Adventists, believe 
that getting vacinnated because of COVID-19 gives one the 
“mark of the beast” (Dwoskin 2021). Tiffany Firebaugh, 
a writer with Religion and Politics, reported that, “One 
particular fringe theory arose out of evangelical apoca-
lypticism: that the COVID-19 vaccine is the “mark of the 
beast”—a sign of the end times and a symbol of alignment 
with the Antichrist.” She further stated that “This fear has 
driven some Christians to request religious exemptions 
to vaccine mandates…Some in the political arena … have 
suggested that the vaccine cards are the mark of the beast, 
while still others have pointed to masks as the true mark” 
(Firebaugh 2021). I believe there are more solid and bet-
ter reasons against the vaccine, than fear-mongering with 
conspiracy theories that name it “the mark of the beast.” 

In the late 19th century in the United States, when the is-
sue of Sunday blue laws brought to mind Sunday worship 
as the “mark of the beast” for Seventh-day Adventists, El-
len White wrote, “Receiving of the mark of the beast in-
volves a serious transgression of God’s law, not a mere re-
fraining from ordinary labor on the first day of the week” 
(White 1901). I believe that the same principle still holds 
today. “Receiving of the mark of the beast involves a serious 
transgression of God’s law.” Therefore, as members of the 
family of God, let us not contract “Rebekah’s syndrome” 
of playing God and try to fulfill the future, hoping that it 
will be a resolution to our conflicts. 

IF NOT SANCTIONED BY GOD,  
THE BLESSINGS MAY BE CURSES
The fact that the story of Jacob’s blessing is recorded in 
the Bible doesn’t mean that the actions that led him to 

deceive his father and receive the blessing were God’s 
plan. That was Rebekah’s plan. God’s plans for us are big-
ger and better. Jacob cheated his way into getting the cov-
eted blessing. Despite his failure to mimic his brother’s 
voice, he received Isaac’s blessing. It was not God’s plan; 
it was Rebekah’s treacherous plan. Discipleship is not 
about getting a blessing unjustly. Some might argue that 
the blessing was meant for Jacob based on God’s message 
prior to the birth of these twin brothers. According to 
Genesis 25:23, the older (rab—abundant, many, mighty, 
elder) will serve the younger (tsaowr—little, few, young). 
It didn’t say the younger would cheat his way into getting 
the older’s blessings. 

THE ESSENCE OF THE CROSS: 
SUBMISSION TO CHRIST
One can avoid pain, suffering, and a lot of wasted years by 
ordering one’s life well. If we prioritize our relationship 
with God, we will save ourselves from many conflicts. In 
another vein, we often let good things such as church, 
family, and job, have priority over our relationship with 
God. When God is not first and last in one’s life, the re-
sults will be fear and retreat. This can be seen by how 
COVID-19 became a major, dividing issue in the church. 
Because our relationship with Christ wasn’t primary, this 
secondary issue became primary.

Adventist pioneers faced a different type of crisis. There 
was a major conflict between two early Adventist lead-
ers—James White, the President of the church, and Uriah 
Smith, the editor of the Adventist Review. The argument 
was about the interpretation of Daniel 11. James White 
was so charged that he confronted Uriah Smith publicly, 
which created a division. Ellen White was shown in a vi-
sion that her husband erred in confronting Smith public-
ly. The unity of the church was more important than a pri-
vate interpretation of a controversial prophecy. She later 
wrote about it in a letter addressed to J. Waggoner, in the 
wake of another conflict, White counseled, “Even if you 
are fully convinced that your ideas of doctrines are sound, 
you do not show wisdom that that difference should be 
made apparent” White 1990, 19). With regards to the in-
cidence between her husband and Uriah Smith, she said; 

My husband had some ideas on some points differing 
from the views taken by his brethren. I was shown that 
however true his views were, God did not call for him 
to put them in front before his brethren and create 
differences of ideas. While he might hold these views 
subordinate himself, once they are made public, minds 
would seize [upon them], and just because others 
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believed differently would make these differences the 
whole burden of the message, and get up contention 
and variance (White 1990, 21).

White identified the source of the conflict in the church. 
She wrote, “I know that Satan’s work will be to set breth-
ren at variance. Were it not that I know [that] the Captain 
of our salvation stands at the helm to guide the gospel 
ship into the harbor, I should say, Let me rest in the grave” 
(White 1990, 21).  Making reference of Christ on how he 
dealt with conflicts, she continued, “Christ did not reveal 
many things that were truth, because it would create a 
difference of opinion and get up disputations, but young 
men who have not passed through this experience we have 
had, would as soon have a brush as not. Nothing would 
suit them better than a sharp discussion.” A reminder that 
silence is eloquence even when we do not agree on some 
opinions that have been made public. She stated, 

There is to be closed every door that will lead to points 
of difference and debate among brethren. If the old 
man was purged from every heart, then there would be 

greater safety in discussion, but now the people need 
something of a different character. There is altogether 
too little of the love of Christ in the hearts of those 
who claim to believe the truth. While all their hopes 
are centered in Jesus Christ, while His Spirit pervades 
the soul, then there will be unity, although every idea 
may not be exactly the same on all points (White 
1990, 28).

The essence of the Cross is, as the body of Christ, to re-
main united for the sake of the Gospel commission. It can 
only be achieved if we submit our will and self to God. 
Discipleship is submitting ourselves to the Cross. It is re-
alizing that we cannot do it alone. It is knowing that God 
does not take delight in sacrifices and offerings, but he 
takes delight in a contrite and broken heart. When Jesus 
commissioned us to go and change the world, He had one 
thing in mind (John 17:21) “That they may all be one; even 
as You, Father, are in Me and I in You, that they also may 
be in Us, so that the world may believe that You sent Me. 
Unity is requisite for fulfilling the Gospel commission. 
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Focus Groups:  
A New Opportunity

Youth and Young Adult Ministry  
Through COVID and Beyond

WHILE THE first day of the 180° Symposium focused on prepared papers on the 
topic, the second day became a brainstorming session that drew on the papers present-
ed as well as the education, experience, and expertise of the participants who were in 
person as well as online for this hybrid event.

Participants joined one of the three Focus Groups on a self-selected basis. The three 
perspectives to choose from included:

1. Academicians—Those involved in teaching and researching, with a bent 
toward educational pursuits, attitudes, and actions.

2. Administrators—Those involved in roles that oversee planning, bud-
geting, collaborating, evaluating, visioning, and initiating through 
structures.

3. Practitioners—Those involved in doing ministry most directly, whether 
that be in a local church setting or a school setting as it relates to young 
people—youth, young adults, and children.

Each Focus Group had a facilitator that guided those who chose that group to brain-
storm and then synthesize and prioritize the key points of their time together. This led 
to recommendations from the group.

On the third morning of the symposium, all three focus groups came together to share 
their key points and recommendations. These were subjected to input from the others 
present and then refined and submitted for inclusion here.
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180° Symposium 2022  
Focus Group—Academicians
facilitator: Rogelio Paquini (Professor, Andrews university)

Participants: Steve Case (President, Involve Youth), Jasmine fraser (Professor, 
Andrews university), Andrew francis (Pastor, Restoration Praise Center), 

Omwocha Nyaribo (graduation Student, Andrews university), Nestor Osman 
(Youth evangelism Director, Center for Youth evangelism), endi Stojanovic 

(Professor, Southwestern Adventist university)

1  Definition: Intergenerational Ministry occurs by intentionally integrating generations in the church; in contrast to multigenerational church, which 
functions in silos or simply segregates into separate generations.

MAIN POINTS & RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Intergenerational Ministry1 is essential to the 

church because:
a. Spiritual growth increases for all ages when a 

church actively includes all generations.

b. It is what God asked the people of Israel to do. 
This notion is Biblical.

c. It is related to the natural family structure.

d. It should be addressed in every ministry of 
the church. 

Recommendation: Church administrators, pastors, 
elders, and ministry leaders should become aware of 
the benefits of intergenerational church life. They can 
accomplish this by:

a. Inviting academics to present theories and 
models on intergenerational church life.

b. Getting access to materials on intergener-
ational church life, such as COR, Growing 
Young, Adventist Growing Young, Growing 
Together, etc.

c. Use spiritual retreats, ministerial retreats, etc., 
as opportunities to invite presenters or discuss 
how to implement intergenerational ministry 
in their local churches.

d. Affirm congregations already practicing inter-
generational elements, helping them identify 

and encourage this integration in other aspects 
of church life.

2. It is clear through COVID and beyond that online 
churches are not going away. Therefore consider 
that each church’s audience is potentially growing in 
a global scope. Keep in mind that online audiences 
come from different faiths, cultures, and political 
ideologies. 

Recommendation:
a. Gear language and content toward a glob-

al audience that includes Adventists and 
non-Adventists.

b. Make the online presentation representative of 
the church, not merely something tacked on or 
created under crisis.

c. Create avenues to interact with the online 
community.

3. After COVID, small groups became the lifeline of the 
church, utilizing both online and in-person “bubbles.” 
They are essential for fostering meaningful connec-
tions and intimacy. They also increase the potential 
for meaningful involvement within the group and the 
local church at large. 

Recommendation:
a. The purpose of the small group must be well 

defined for its members.
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b. The small group must limit itself both its 
size and duration (creating a more seasonal 
approach).

c. Seek to make the small group inter-
generational.

4. Make periodic assessments for honest conversations 
for church members and leaders to determine the 
strengths and weaknesses of their church.

Recommendation:
a. Create a simple, short guide for local leaders 

to assess themselves annually regarding what 
areas the church is thriving and struggling.

b. Hold town hall-style conversations for live 
conservations and interaction

5. COVID forced the church to meet outside its walls. 
Doctrinal evangelism took a backseat to community 
service. Those who were relevant in their community 
before COVID remained relevant through and after 
the pandemic. 

Recommendation:
a. For the local church to study and understand 

the needs of the community.

b. Create an approach to meet these needs.

c. Partner with organizations already working in 
their community and seek how to enhance and 
collaborate in meeting community needs.

6. Building relationships within and without the church 
is a Gospel imperative. How do we live with each 
other despite holding on to differing ideological 
perspectives? COVID has broken many relationships 
within the church in various ways. Loss of loved ones, 
differing views regarding safety protocols, ideas on 
vaccinations, etc. How do we come together and con-
sider one another brothers and sisters despite these 
differences? 

Recommendation:
a. Make Jesus central without letting anything 

take this identifying place for a follower of 
Christ—a Christian.

b. Agree to disagree, without lessening your love 
for another, and demonstrate that love.

c. Dwelling on the forgiveness Christ has lavished 
on you, ask others for forgiveness, and offer 

forgiveness, making relationships more im-
portant than your personal truth.

7. Avoid moralizing arguments of a certain na-
ture as this tends to divide rather than connect 
church members.

8. Seek ways to create social interaction, now that 
COVID restrictions are easing, where the whole 
church can come together to build relationships 
outside of the church context. e.g., beach afternoons, 
playing board games.
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180° Symposium 2022  
Focus Group—Administrators

facilitator: tracy wood  
(Youth and Young Adult Director, North American Division).

Participants: Brad Forbes (President, AdventSource), Vandeon Griffin (Assoc 
Youth Director, NAD), Lyle Notice (Youth Director, Alberta Conf), Andrew 

Nugent (Assoc Youth Director, florida Conf), David Salazar (Youth Director, 
washington Conf), Ron whitehead Youth Director, Lake union).

ON WEDNESDAY, May 11, 2022, the 180° Sympo-
sium Administrators Focus Group met around a table in 
the Pioneer Memorial Church Youth Chapel. There were 
five of us in-person and two on Zoom as listed above. 

After listening to eight presentations the day before, we 
were eager to begin our discussion time. The plan for the 
morning was to start with discussing the 180 Symposium 
theme, “A New Opportunity - Youth & Young Adult Min-
istry Through COVID-19 and Beyond.” After discussing 
the theme, we would move to the papers. Through the 
discussion process, notes would be taken of what was be-
ing shared, and we would develop our recommendations 
from the discussion.  We would work through the recom-
mendations in the afternoon and prepare them for pre-
sentation the following morning.

We broke the theme into two parts. The first topic of dis-
cussion was based on the question, what are the new op-
portunities? We realized that the context of this question 
and our discussion were based on the following realities 
that we are experiencing as “administrators” with others 
that we do ministry within our offices. 

Post COVID-19 – We have never had more cash avail-
able from tithes & offerings. We have never had such 
massive leadership transitions at the same time. We 
have never had so many volunteer leaders drop out of 
ministry at the same time. We have never had so many 
new leaders asking us for help. We have never had so 
many non-Adventist organizations watching us ad-
miringly. As a smaller Christian denomination, we are 

more accustomed to being the ones catching up rather 
than the ones leading by comparison.

Each sentence above was developed from examples given 
by individuals around the table, and all of us were amazed 
as we sat together, listening to each other share from our 
respective contexts and fields of ministry. 

Next, we began discussing the challenges of continuing to 
do youth and young adult ministry training and events vir-
tually when we are back in person. Following are synopses 
of the topics and conversations we discussed together.

1. In-person or online? This “new opportunity” 
forces us to let go of things we have done in 
the past. Many youth directors are struggling 
because we think having large in-person gath-
erings has served as a marker for success and, 
thereby security for us.  By comparison, no one 
really appreciates virtual gatherings as a first 
choice. We want to gather in person.  And yet 
we must stay in the virtual space in the future 
because we have reached new audiences which 
we will never reach through in-person-only 
gatherings. For NAD Youth & Young Adult 
Ministries, we developed the OneTeam Play-
book website where we have hosted many vir-
tual events throughout 2020, 2021, and 2022. 
We have had excellent attendance but was it 
simply because no one had anywhere to go? 
The events were successful and created new 
opportunities for ministry during COVID-19.  
We developed bonds with leaders and young 
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people we had never met previously. Now we 
are very conflicted about what style/types of 
future events and gatherings we need to plan. 
We are not convinced about whether we will be 
doing events in-person, online, or hybrid. We 
know that hybrid is super complicated to make 
events and activities powerful experiences for 
both audiences simultaneously.

2. We need to make the 180° Symposium in-per-
son because of the interactions necessary for 
the development process. It works best in 
person for the free-flow dialogue. And yet, at 
this 180° Symposium (2022), we had about half 
of our attendees in person and the other half 
online. Out of the eight papers presented, only 
one was presented virtually, and it did work. It 
is the time restraints and the travel expenses 
that make it difficult for participants to attend 
in person. The online option definitely allows 
for more participation. What is lost for online 
participants are the interactive dialogue, the 
meal times processing together, additional 
conversations during breaks, and the relational 
interactions that are difficult to replicate on 
virtual platforms.

3. Virtual board meetings remain a major chal-
lenge for our current Adventist structure, 
which demands a few people to be in many 
places. High-level executives are needed and 
wanted in-person around the boardroom 
tables. We rely on groups of people to help 
fund initiatives, and we need them to process 
together in person. As administrators, we want 
our boards and committees to be in-person 
to discuss and process easily and more freely 
and fully. 

4. Teaching for content works well virtually. But 
youth and young adult ministry highly values 
the relational, which seems much more condu-
cive in-person compared to online. We should 
differentiate between virtual meetings where 
we give information and virtual teams where 
we journey together. Put team-building first 
to develop relationships, and then have virtual 
meetings when we are already relationally 
connected.

5. When we need to deliver content, we can have 
it on demand virtually. But when we do rela-
tionships, we need to be in-person. The chal-
lenge is that we have been trying to do both 
online—because that has been our only option.

6. Internet communities over the past two years 
have popped up en masse. People are solidifying 
bonds around the world.  COVID has allowed 
us to do things differently. Being in person is 
really important because we can read body 
language. The same ways we have learned to 
socialize in person are being developed now 
as online communities. Our Gen Z and Alpha 
Gen are living in both worlds constantly. These 
younger generations are now recognizing their 
need also to have in-person time.  Having 
been separated with virtual school and other 
“contacts,” many are already hybridizing their 
relationships and connections.

7. Youth and young adults are using technolo-
gy for meeting in their smaller friend group 
circles. They build community in their small 
groups and, when not present, have the ability 
to use their technology to stay connected 
digitally. 

8. Dating apps are a good example – They con-
nect people that they would never meet. Then 
eventually, they want to meet and get to know 
each other in a physical location. We have to 
find ways to use tech to the max and yet rela-
tionally connect in person as well.

9. We need to think of how to do youth and 
young adult ministry in the context of a pan-
demic–it must be more than the programming. 
If we go into another lockdown, what will we 
do the next time?

10. During COVID, when going from church to 
church while in the field, leaders who went 
beyond the digital programming and reached 
out to their youth in multiple ways in person 
kept their youth ministry active.  It was not the 
technology that kept the youth ministry alive. 
We must embrace technology and yet recog-
nize that touch is still so important.

11. Repeatedly we hear that we need to stop print-
ing and go fully digital. Through COVID we are 
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printing more than ever before. And the digital 
format is going great too. We are figuring out 
that some resources are best in hardcopy for-
mat and others are best digitally, and some are 
needed in both formats. 

All this discussion led us to develop Recommendations 
#1 and #2.

Recommendation #1–We, as youth directors at all 
levels of the Adventist church structure, must con-
tinue to develop both in-person and online experi-
ences. Online can be used for the downloading of 
info and maybe starting relationships. We need to 
move to in-person gatherings for deeper relation-
ship-building. (Note: Online Dating as an example–
initially people meet online, but when they want to 
develop their relationship deeper, eventually they 
meet in person.)

Recommendation #2–At the end of the day, youth 
ministry must be about building trusting relation-
ships among youth and their church leaders. We, 
as youth directors, need to be more intentional 
about making our programs relational. We should 
develop methods that local church leaders can fol-
low up with their youth to develop mentoring re-
lationships.

Next, we reflected on the second part of the 180 Sym-
posium theme, which for us as youth directors natural-
ly calls us to think about models of youth ministry and 
young adult ministry. Following are synopses of the topics 
we discussed together.

1. Youth ministry is a huge volunteer organiza-
tion at the local church and the conference. 
What are we offering to get them back on 
track? We must be laser-focused on supporting 
the local church at all administrative levels, 
even though our administrative structure 
seems more concerned about preservation. We 
must go beyond being busy, and we must focus 
our time and energies on what makes a differ-
ence in a structure whose senior leaders are 
rapidly changing. We have so many resources 
and assets. As youth and young adult minis-
tries directors, we have to partner more with 
ministerial and other departments. This is vital 
for new collaborative models of ministry.

2. Over the next five years, we expect to see the 
decline in church attendance continue. COVID 
has changed all the levels of church structure 
and especially the local church. Businesses are 
at your doorstep now; they are not expecting 
you to come to their business. We leaders must 
go to the homes where our people are. Friday 
nights and Sabbath afternoons are the most 
opportune times to connect with young adults, 
and they do it on their own. As a church, we 
must transfer best practices and best ideas. 
Church leaders in the following years must 
move from being church facility-centric with a 
focus on Sabbath School and divine worship on 
Sabbath morning. Many people are not coming 
back to our church facilities–especially young 
adults (this is nothing new). In many places, 
young adult ministry happens with or without 
church leaders.

3. We can now empower pastors to say to our 
young adults, “Stay in your small group com-
munities (your friend groups) and impact your 
community. Do not leave or abandon them 
now that we are coming out of COVID. Launch 
your ministry group (“Branch Sabbath School) 
where you are.” We can develop non-church-
centric small group ministries that do not 
meet at the church. The intent would focus 
on developing a church-campus network or 
multiple small group church plants operating 
throughout the community. No longer should a 
pastor be confined to serve a church, but rath-
er to be the pastor of all young adults in their 
community. Pastors can take the missional 
view that we are assigned to be the pastor of a 
community and not the pastor of the Adventist 
church only.

All this discussion led us to develop Recommendations 
#3 and #4.

Recommendation #3–We need to develop new 
conference, union, and division models, calendars, 
and targets for Youth Ministry and Young Adult 
Ministry (not including club and camp ministries 
since they already have well-established models). 
Include youth & young adult ministry best practic-
es that COVID has taught us.
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Recommendation #4–We need to develop lead-
er-network systems for conference Youth Minis-
tries and Young Adult Ministries (not club or camp 
ministries since they already have networks). We 
must build conference-wide networks so youth 
leaders at local churches are supported and trained. 
(Note: Volunteer drivers and chaperones are not 
necessarily the youth leaders, but they could be 
shaped to do that in the service they provide).

During our discussion on models of ministry, the topic 
came up: Who do youth directors minister to? All of us 
found we resonated with the need to refocus and artic-
ulate that we as “youth directors” do not do ministry di-
rectly to “youth.” We actually lead and train “adult lead-
ers” who work directly with youth. Admittedly there are 
some churches in which the youth lead the youth, but in 
most congregations, adults serve as the youth leaders. Fol-
lowing is our synopsis of this topic we discussed together.

1. We are not youth directors for conference 
youth because we do not work directly with 
the youth. Instead, we are conference, union, 
and division youth ministries supporters 
for pastors and volunteer leaders, including 
youth and young adults who serve as leaders 
in their context. When pastors transition to 
becoming conference youth directors, if they 
do not adjust their roles and functions from 
working directly with youth to working directly 
with adult leaders and volunteers, they will be 
confused with their purposes. Many burn out 
early as youth directors because they did not 
transition from being a pastor to being an “ad-
ministrator.” When interviewing conference 
youth directors about what their most fulfill-
ing tasks are, many say it is running summer 
camps.  They see instant results, they work 
directly with young adults, they are connected 
with young people, and they are in charge of 
the camp program. There is a need to contin-
ue affirming discussion around this topic of 
refocusing and renaming “Youth Directors” for 
what they actually do.

2. It is important to know that what is measured 
is valued by conference presidents.

This discussion led us to develop Recommendation #5.

Recommendation #5–We need to intentional-
ly work to transition the Youth Director title and 
terminology to accurately describe youth direc-
tor roles and functions at each level of the church 
structure.  We are not Youth/Young Adult pastors, 
and we do not literally work directly with youth. 
Instead, we serve local church pastors and volun-
teer leaders from the conference, union, and divi-
sion levels.

After lunch, we came back to begin processing all eight 
paper presentations presented the previous day. We re-
viewed our notes and determined that for youth directors, 
there were four papers directly relevant to our roles and 
functions. They are as follows:

1. Eric Jean-Baptiste—How To Make Pathfinders Flour-
ish: Honors During A Pandemic (presented orally but 
never written)

We had strong affirmation for innovation, and yet some 
experienced pushback from virtual events because the 
online world has no geographical boundaries as we are ac-
customed to in our church structures. This discussion led 
us to develop Recommendation #6.

Recommendation #6–Because of virtual minis-
try, we have gone borderless (crossing geograph-
ic territory boundaries) by being online through-
out COVID. We now have global online networks 
that are not going to disappear. We must learn to 
work together better in new ways with cross-col-
laboration across conference, union, and division 
territories.

2. Lyle Notice–Decentralized Interconnected Small Groups

We expressed strong affirmation for small group min-
istry models using technology and in-person connec-
tions specifically for young adults over the upcoming 
years. Together we processed what models of decentral-
ized-from-the-church small groups would look like. This 
discussion led us to develop Recommendation #7.

Recommendation #7–Continue conversations with 
church leaders at every level of leadership about 
supporting young adult ministry centered in their 
organic small group (friends group) communities 
outside the church facilities. This is where young 
adults are already living their missional lives.
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3. Ron Pickell–Tigers or Strawberries: Seizing the New 
Opportunities Before Us!

We discussed the following concluding statement from 
the presentation. “Church Versus Kingdom–it is import-
ant to realize that the church is not the kingdom.  The 
mission target is the world that doesn’t know about the 
incredible gospel.  If we think that the church is the king-
dom, we have lost the mission.” Our discussion led us to 
realize that this statement affirms our previous recom-
mendations #1, #2, #3, and #7 above.

4. David Sedlacek–A New Opportunity: Trans-
forming Trauma

Our discussion did not get into the primary topic of trau-
ma that was shared in the presentation. We did have a 
strong affirmation for developing healthy churches. As 
youth directors, we affirmed promoting to our adminis-
trative officers and ministerial directors that pastors and 
church leaders use revitalization models and methods in 
ways that do not set one church against others.

Recommendation #8–Encourage church leaders 
to go through revitalization processes using mod-
els such as Natural Church Development (NCD), 
Church of Refuge (COR), Growing Together (for-
merly Growing Young Adventists), and others to 
transform leaders and churches into safe places for 
spiritual growth and nurture.

As we were wrapping up our group’s work for the day, it 
had become very apparent that none of these recommen-
dations will come to any fruition or success without the 
involvement of prayer and the Holy Spirit. As we thought 
forward to the topic and planning for the 180° Symposium 
for 2023, we developed this recommendation.

180° Symposium Recommendation–Prayer is lis-
tening to heaven. Come together to pray–person-
ally pray before we come together, pray during the 
event–what is it that God wants us to do when we 
get together corporately, possible reflection before 
the agenda, pray throughout the Symposium, pray 
for follow-up inspiration after the event. Prayer 
time, Holy Spirit, and funds are a recipe for success. 

While this recommendation was being formulated, Vande-
on Griffin shared the following Ellen White quotations 
relevant to this year’s 180° Symposium theme. We agreed 
that they should be included with the recommendation.

I want to exhort those who are in positions of re-
sponsibility to waken to their duty, and not imperil 
the cause of present truth by engaging inefficient 
men and women to do the work of God. We want 
those who are willing to go into new fields, and to 
do hard service for the Lord.

It will make our young workers strong to go into 
new fields and break up the fallow ground of human 
hearts. This work will drive them nearer to God. It 
will help them to see that they are altogether inef-
ficient in themselves. (White, To Be Like Jesus, page 
255. Original source material RH Oct 8, 1889.

This matches the Gospel Commission found in 
Matthew 28:19-20 (NIV), “All authority in heaven 
and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father and of the So and of the 
Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything 
I have commanded you. And surely I am with you 
always, to the very end of the age.”

This concluded our day of working closely and prayerfully 
together to develop recommendations based on the 180° 
Symposium theme and the paper presentations shared 
May 10-12, 2022.
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180° Symposium 2022  
Focus Group—Practitioners

facilitator: Ron Pickell (Pastor, berkeley LIfe Church).

Participants: Ricardo bain (Pastor, Maranatha SDA Church), Steve Case 
(President, Involve Youth), benji ferguson (Youth Pastor, Carmichael SDA 
Church), Akram Kahn (business Manager, Center for Youth evangelism), 

Myoung Kwon (Pastor, waukesha SDA Church).

JOURNAL REFLECTION OF THE PROCESS

THE ACADEMICS Focus Group discussed how the 
church will think differently about its mission and mes-
sage beyond COVID-19. The Administrators Focus Group 
reflected on what administrative changes will be neces-
sary moving forward past COVID-19, while the Practi-
tioners Focus Group wrestled with what the church will 
do differently–how the pandemic has changed the way we 
live and practice our faith. 

The 180 Symposium provided a wonderful space to con-
sider each important angle of the post-pandemic mission. 
In the Practitioners Focus Group we spent time reflect-
ing on each paper and presentation during our brief time 
together narrowing our deeper discussion to Paper #1 – 
Changing Church Culture, #3 – Parental Push Approach 
to Young Adult Ministry, #6 – A New Story for a Genera-
tion, #7 – Tigers or Strawberries and #8 – Transforming 
Trauma. Reference was also made to paper #2 – Pathfind-
ers Ministry Flourishing During the Pandemic, #4 Hang-
ing Out on the Block Chain and #5 – COVID-19 and Crisis 
Conflict, but we spent more time on the other papers/pre-
sentations and their relationship to post pandemic youth/
young adult ministry. 

The term neo-plasticity became a central point for our 
discussion—the brains ability to change its structure and 
function in response to experience or damage. We dis-
cussed the huge opportunity before the church in jour-
neying with an entire generation of young people with the 
possibility of not only changing brain structure, but the 
shape of their spiritual hearts.

Hearing or learning the Gen Z narrative which now in-
cludes their experience with COVID-19 is the window to 
neo-plasticity and the development of new brain/heart 
pathways. This new understanding and connectivity will 
need to be intergenerational. The parental push approach 
is pivotal if the church is going to work together. Gen Z 
will also need and benefit from the stories of earlier gen-
erations. It is in listening to and telling our stories that 
we find where our lives connect. The post-pandemic 
church will need more emphasis on listening and telling 
our stories. This was already true before the pandemic, 
but considering the isolation, fear, and anxiety created by 
the pandemic the need for such understanding has only 
increased.

We also discussed how much church and life have been 
reshuffled due to the pandemic. Faith has become more 
personal and less communal. Church is becoming more 
kingdom-focused than church-focused. We discussed 
how pre-COVID-19 our faith life was more characterized 
by church facilities, programs, and organizational struc-
ture. The pandemic has taught us to prioritize the mis-
sion of Jesus, place more emphasis on personal faith, and 
simplify church.

After discussing what seemed the heart of what will help 
define successful post-pandemic youth/young adult min-
istry we narrowed our ideas to ten. This brought us to 
the end of our focus group time. Members later posted 
their practical ministry suggestions on slack. Each prac-
tical ministry suggestion was then organized under our 
ten main ideas. Each ministry idea and practical ministry 
suggestion are presented here to equip the post-pandemic 
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church, youth and young adult ministry for the hope of 
our post-pandemic world!

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Because COVID-19 exposed discipleship defi-

ciencies, steps to address this could include:

• Intentional small groups to be “growth groups” 
with an investment in discipleship.

• Establish and repeatedly infuse a relational 
foundation.

2. This is an ideal time to start a youth and/or 
young adult ministry. With the decimation of 
so many groups, it’s prime time to start from 
scratch instead of merely repeating the past 
or attempting to rebuild with the intention of 
replicating the past instead of envisioning the 
future. Start small. Begin with young people 
and those supportive of them. Expect youth 
and young adults to lead the way. Promote 
more flexibility.

3. Ministry gatherings must be experienced in 
multiple avenues—in-person, virtually, and hy-
brid. Consider both those who are connected 
and those who are not yet connected.

4. Worship with intentionality, not merely to be 
habitual. Aim for quality rather than populari-
ty. Make periodic assessments and communi-
cate. This can be as simple as a town hall-style 
of interactions. Ask if the church exists to 
maintain forms or to add value.

5. Promote mental health healing. The pandemic 
removed secrets for pastors and parishio-
ners. We all need help—physically, mentally, 
emotionally, socially, and spiritually. Instead of 
posturing perfection, promote openness.

6. Build bridges, not walls. This could be para-
phrased as more purple and less red and blue.

7. Make the focus of your gatherings with people 
kingdom-centered rather than church-cen-
tered. Christ invited people to his kingdom, 
not his church facility. Combat the rampant 
North American cultural individualism with 
purposeful give-and-take in community. We 
are no longer bound by four walls, so see your 
“church” as the entire community. Ask (and 
answer) this question, “If my church ceased to 

exist, would the community notice?” Use that 
as an indicator of the level of impact you and 
your church are making in your community.

8. Prioritize young people in order to become 
intergenerational and not a social club headed 
to extinction. Expect young people to re-
ceive visions and dreams. Empower them to 
pursue these.

9. Commend SDA teachers. They did amazing 
things in big ways through the pandemic, using 
creativity and supernatural endurance in the 
spasmodically-changing school years.

10. In order to intentionally function from a rela-
tion base, include interactive components in 
the main worship gathering. While the worship 
service must have a vertical dimension of wor-
shiping the Almighty God, include horizontal 
dimensions for community building within the 
worship service. Here are just a few examples 
of the types of things that could promote this:

• Spend time mixing with others during the 
church service and report two updates from the 
past week: 1) Something that happened by or for 
“the church,” and 2) Something that happened 
by or for “the kingdom.”

• As a different type of conversation starter (be-
sides, “Hi, how are you going?), use something 
like the “Jesus 4P” to check in with people about 
how they are doing and their relationship with 
Christ. The four P’s are: Purpose, Pardon, Peace, 
and Power. You might come up with your own 
four P’s, such as: Praise, Prayer, Preparation, 
and Partnership.

• Toward the close of a sermon, emphasize appli-
cation by getting in groups of three or four peo-
ple and share your personal plan to apply the 
sermon to your life in the coming week. If you 
and your congregation are not accustomed to 
this, it may require some coach for a few weeks 
or months. This can also lead to the topic of 
greeting the next time you gather for worship—
tell me about what happened when you applied 
the previous sermon to your life.





The Journal of Adventist Youth and Young Adult 
Ministries is an annual publication of the Youth 
Ministries Department of the North American 
Division of the Seventh-day Adventist Church and 
is released each year in conjunction with the 180 
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• A New Opportunity: Transforming Trauma  
by David Sedlacek

• The “Parental Push”: A “Parenting” Approach  
to Young Adult Ministry by Endi Stojanovic

• Decentralized Interconnected Small Groups  
by Lyle Notice

• COVID-19, Crisis, Conflict, and the Cross:  
Making Disciples During a Pandemic  
by Omwocha Nyaribo
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