A Quarter life Crisis? You’ve Got to Be Kidding—But We’re Not! [image: image1.jpg]



By Margaret Feinberg Onies

With almost every behavior, inconvenience and possible body ache having a diagnosis these days, you may be tempted to dismiss the quarterlife crisis as just another media-hyped term to describe the transition young adults experience as they enter adulthood. But before you chime in with the naysayers, it’s important to recognize that the quarterlife crisis or whatever term you want to call it is real for countless twentysomethings you know and work with. 

The term “quarterlife crisis” was coined by Alexandra Robbins and Abby Wilner in their book of the same name, in which the authors compare a quarterlife crisis to a midlife crisis, except that it occurs twenty years earlier. Robbins and Wilner assess that the quarterlife crisis is a response to “overwhelming instability, constant change, too many choices, and a panicked sense of helplessness”.  

In a stereotypical outline of a midlife crisis, a middle-age man responds by buying a red convertible sports car, cheating on his spouse after twenty-plus years of marriage (or trading her in for a trophy wife), refurbishing his wardrobe with the latest styles, getting a trendy haircut (or worse, trying to grow a gotee) or becoming incoherently depressed. Meanwhile, women going through a mid-life crisis are often beginning the emotional roller coaster of menopause, tend to either gain or lose twenty pounds, date a younger guy to feel better about themselves or pay one (or more) visits to a plastic surgeon. 

While the quarterlife crisis doesn’t usually manifest itself in such colorful terms, it does include an identity crisis of sorts, coupled with a longing to postpone adult responsibilities (or at least run away from them for a while). Twentysomething experiencing a quarterlife crisis may have a sudden desire to an entirely new profession, career, business, location or relationship. 

 In Twentysomething, the crisis is described: “It’s what happens when those of us who have experienced nearly two decades in a sheltered school setting are released into a world where there is no definitive or obvious way to get from point A, graduation, to point B, successfully living independently. The endless list of choices and possibilities invigorate some, but prove overwhelming to others. It’s everything that surfaces when you begin asking the question, “What the heck am I doing with my life?” And begin quietly wondering: Who am I? What is my purpose? and Where is God in all this?” 

In essence, the quarterlife crisis happens to twentysomethings who find themselves overrun in a fast-paced world, feeling the pressure to succeed in an environment that is filled with uncertainty. For some, the environment creates a high level of expectation and hope, but for others, there is an underlying fear including fear of failure, fear of rejection or a fear of not fitting in.  

Does it sound like what you experienced as a young adult? Maybe so, but times have been a changin’. Twentysomethings today are presented with more opportunities and options than ever before. If you can qualify for a platinum level credit card, then you can buy a ticket half way around the world and be in China or Australia the day after tomorrow. In addition to the options, there’s the increased pressure to succeed on both men and women. Unrealistic expectations, an unwillingness to grow up and assume adult responsibilities, a sheltered childhood and adolescence, and the temptation to compare yourself to others only compound the stress accompanying the crisis. 

A RESPONSE TO THE QLC

So how should you respond to the quarterlife crisis? First, acknowledge the “crisis” among the twentysomethings you know. Talk about it, ask questions about what twentysomethings are thinking, feeling and fearing. Create an environment where they can be honest and vulnerable. Listen. Resist the temptation to offer pat answers and easy resolve. Instead, join them in their personal journeys of spiritual growth. 

Often the quarterlife crisis is nothing more than a dramatic age and stage of accepting the full responsibilities of adulthood. It’s facing the fear and anxiety with realizing that your decisions really do have an impact on your future and those around you. It’s a time of recognizing how little we control. The growth that comes through these realizations are rich and life changing. 

While Alexandra Robbins and Abby Wilner never set out to address the quarterlife crisis from a faith-based perspective, they have established a simple but powerful model of response. The authors started a website, www.quarterlifecrisis.com, which has received millions of hits since it began. Through the message boards, twentysomethings around the country have been able to connect and discover that they aren’t alone in what they’re facing. It’s proven an effective formula. 

In the same ways, twentysomethings are looking for a support system. They hunger for a network of people who believe in them, care for them, accept them and love them. If you don’t have a network like this in your church body, take steps to develop one. Start small groups. Create an atmosphere for new friendships to grow. Organize activities where people can connect. 

And don’t forget to be encouraging along the way. Twentysomethings are naturally going to make mistakes. They’re going to learn lessons the hard way. It’s how we grow. Remind them that just because they bomb a project at work, get in a fight with a roommate or smash the front end of their car, life goes on. Grace is realized. And eventually, the crisis is over. 
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