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Jaded Anyone? An Interview with A.J. Kiesling, author of Jaded: Hope for Believers Who Have Given Up on Church But Not on God

If you talk to very many twentysomethings, it won’t take too long to stumble upon someone who feels jaded an experience they have had in the church. A growing number of people—including twentysomethings—have become so frustrated with their church experiences that are changing denominations, joining home churches and some are dropping out of church altogether. 

A.J. Kiesling records this trend and its impact on the believers and the church in her groundbreaking book, Jaded. What follows is an exclusive interview which explores the issues related to post moderns leaving the church and what it will take to engage them again. 

As far as people leaving the church, do you believe this a new trend? Why or why not? 

I do think this is a fairly recent trend, simply because for so long we (believers) fell under the guilt trip put on us about having to be in a church. But as traditional thinking has given way to post-modern thinking in our culture, believers have discovered there are other ways to go about being the church, rather than simply doing church. In keeping with that postmodern heart-cry for authenticity and simplicity, many believers have grown weary of the program-centered status of the institutional church and longed for something more organic—something that more closely resembles the first-century gatherings of believers. 

As I hear from other jaded believers who read my book, two common refrains emerge: 1) Wow! You could be describing my own experiences in the church and 2) It's good to know I'm not alone in my feelings. That tells me an awful lot of people are in the same place spiritually—still hungry for God but weary of churchianity.
 

Is this trend confined to a generation (e.g. "disgruntled twentysomethings), or is it metagenerational? 

I'd describe it as metagenerational to a degree, but this is only a sense I get, not anything based on scientific research. The largest groups of jaded believers seem to be among baby boomers and younger generations (twentysomethings and young thirty’s). Kids in their teens are usually still involved in vibrant youth groups, but once they move into their twenties, they often slip through the cracks because there's nothing culturally relevant to meet their needs the way youth group did when they were younger. The older generations, or what Barna Research Group calls “Builders” and “Seniors”, typically stay in churches because that’s what they’ve always done.  

 

What are the common denominators among the complaints of those who leave church? 

The No.1 response I hear is controlling pastors and legalism. After that, I'd say just the over-emphasis on programs and a weariness that comes from feeling "been there, done that" regarding typical church services. 
 

Do these jaded folks lose their faith, or do they attempt to keep the flame alive while not engaging in the local church? 

I'm sure a lot of people do drop out of church and gradually get sucked back into the world. But when you talk to them, you sense a yearning for God--just not church as usual. What I'm trying to do through Jaded is let people know, first of all, that they're not alone and that there are ways to have a vibrant faith and fellowship with other believers outside the traditional mold. At the same time, I do see a groundswell of believers who already have a lively faith dropping out of the IC (institutional church) and getting spiritual food in other ways.
 

Are these people just nominal, Sunday morning-only church attendees, or are they board members, Sunday school teachers, youth group leaders, etc.? 

Most of the people I interviewed were very involved in their churches, even leaders, for years and years and years. That's part of what wears them down. 
 

What can pastors and Christian leaders learn from the trend, and how can they restore the jaded to fellowship? 

Personally, I think the whole modern church model needs rethinking. By and large, it needs to be stripped of its corporate-like trappings and hierarchy and restored to the priesthood of all believers. Perhaps leaders could put more emphasis on home groups and gatherings in places where real people go, like coffeehouses or restaurants or parks or beaches. I don't think the answer is to create hip-and-cool services, which often just come across as cheesy, but to concentrate more on meeting people where they are in the culture. 

I just read about a wonderful church ministry in Nashville called The Crucible that is currently sponsored by Belmont Church. The meetings are designed for anyone with a longing or talent for the arts, to teach them how to be culturally relevant in a godless culture. This type of edgy, real-world ministry attracts people who may never again walk through the doors of a traditional church.
 

Do some of the more jaded people just need to "get over it"? 

For many people, this is undoubtedly true. But I think if someone does an honest self-inventory, they'll know deep down inside whether their spirit is merely harsh and critical or really crying out for something more. It's the latter group that I'm writing. That's what I mean by the phrase “divine discontent.” I believe God is putting a restlessness in the hearts of many believers, preparing them for something more than just church-as-usual.

Both in this interview and in her book, Jaded, Angie Kiesling echoes a sentiment that many in the church leaders have been feeling for some time: There’s an unmistakable sense of discontent for thousands of churchgoers all across the country. But the good news, as Kiesling suggests, is that that sense of discontent has the ability to help shake us and awake us to become the church God is calling us to become. So the next time you’re feeling a little jaded yourself, pick up a copy of Kiesling’s work, and remember you’re not alone and God may be wanting to use you to do something new in His church that you never imagined. 
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