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Seven Tactics That Will Never Work in Reaching a Twentysomething
Ministries to twentysomethings are springing up all over the United States as churches recognize the importance of reaching out to this generation. Young adults who are hungry for real relationship are gathering together, growing spiritually, and deepening their walk with Christ. Many of the pastors and leaders who work with this demographic group can easily list the tactics they’ve used to attract twentysomethings and keep them engaged in the community. But they can also list things that simply don’t work. 

With a teaspoon of humor and a tablespoon of satire, we’ve put together a list of seven tried-and-not-so-true techniques used to reach twentysomethings. They’re written in such a way as to make you laugh, smile, and, hopefully, reflect. If you ever want to get rid of the twentysomethings in your church, these ideas will definitely work: 

Promote a meat market atmosphere. If you want to scare off healthy twentysomethings who could potentially help grow and strengthen your group, all you need to do is simply promote your group as a place to find a date. Talk about the importance of dating every week, and tell your members that in order to be whole, complete people they need to get married. Help foster the atmosphere by gossiping with members about who has an interest in whom. Encourage your wife or an older female member of your church to play matchmaker. Let the matchmaker have free reign in setting people up on dates and let her boast about how God has given her a special gift in getting people to fall in love. Encourage the men in your group to ask gals out on a regular basis—even if they’re not interested in the person, they’ll at least get to practice their Casanova skills on the other women in the group. And most importantly, remind attendees that discovering a mate is more important than discovering more about God. If you pursue these tactics, you should be able to sabotage your twentysomething ministry in 12 weeks or less. 

Talk about religion and church more than about a relationship with Christ. That’s right, if you want to get rid of twentysomethings simply focus on the institution and rules. Don’t let them know that Christ wants to be a real, relevant part of their lives. Don’t let them know Jesus wants to fulfill their cry for intimacy. And whatever you do, don’t tell them that as a follower of Christ, they will discover true meaning, purpose, and satisfaction in a way that this world will never provide. No—don’t tell them about the real Jesus. And whatever you do, don’t demonstrate His love to them through your lifestyle. If you do, they’ll just want to keep coming back.

Play it safe. Do things the same way every week. Live inside the box. Sing three songs. Lecture for an hour or two straight, preferably in a monotone voice. (We wouldn’t want to shake things up.) Keep the subject matter shallow. Don’t go deep. Don’t leave time for questions or discussion, which would allow group members to challenge and explore ideas and beliefs. Don’t plan any outside activities where members could connect and grow closer to each other. Whatever you do, don’t experiment with an idea suggested by one of the members of your gathering. This is dangerous ground. It could totally bomb and destroy everything you’ve been doing for the past year, or it could totally succeed, shake things up, and take the group to the next level in their relationships with each other and Christ. So if you want to undermine the growth of your group, don’t ever try anything new. 
Call them singles. Don’t call your gathering of twentysomethings a “College Gathering” or “Career Group.” Don’t use the term “Young Adult” or “Twentysomething.” And don’t develop a hip name for your group like “Fusion,” “The 411, “Portico,” or “Pathways.” Just call them “Singles.” Identify them by their marital status. Make them feel like that’s their brand and that’s what they’re about. That way every twentysomething who is looking for more than just a date stays miles away from your meetings.
Do all the talking. This tactic is a sure-fire way to make twentysomethings disappear. Talk 10 times as much as you listen. Better yet, try not to listen to them at all. Whenever they tell you a story, try to tell them one that’s better. When they share about a difficult time in their lives, try to top it with a story that’s more difficult. When they become vulnerable about their personal struggles, offer lots of pat answers and refuse to identify with their pain. Instead of listening to twentysomethings and their needs, tell them what they should do and what they should be like. Always act like you know better and that you understand them when you really don’t. This will ensure that twentysomethings stay away every time.  

Be fake. Don’t be yourself. Be someone else all the time. Put on a show. Dress in clothes that really aren’t your style, simply because they’re hip. Buy the latest gadgets (even though you’ll never use them) so you can say you own one. Most importantly, use the latest teenage language. Since most of the twentysomethings in your group don’t even know teen talk, you’ll sound like you’re really “in.” Make it obvious that you really want to be cool in everything you do more than you want to be like Jesus. This will help ensure the twentysomethings hungering for authentic relationships and faith to go somewhere else.

Provide lots of handouts. Why limit your handouts to notes on the sermon when there are so many other pieces of paper you could be giving to your group members. Create a brochure for your service and stuff it with as many reminders and insert notes as possible. Buy lots of preprinted hand outs from various publishers and give them out every week. Agree to give out promotional hand outs to your group for every band, concert, and conference that comes to town, even if you’ve never heard of them before and have no idea about their spiritual background or basis. Convince yourself that twentysomethings like snail mail and only use antiquated communication methods. Skip the e-mail and you’ll lose members faster than an Intel processor. 

These are just a few of the tactics that will help make sure your twentysomething ministry stays small and struggling. So if you’re afraid of success, making an impact, and reaching the lost, just keep doing the aforementioned over and over again. You’re practically guaranteed to bomb. On the other hand, if you want to develop a ministry that really reaches twentysomethings, try to do the opposite of the ideas listed above. You just might be surprised at how easy it is to attract young adults to your ministry. 
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An Emerging Church: An Interview with Dan Kimball, author of The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity for New Generations
Dan Kimball, founding pastor of Graceland worship services at Santa Cruz Bible Church and a sister church, Vintage Faith Church, in Santa Cruz, Calif., has a passion for young people. His book, The Emerging Church, explores how churches are noticing fewer young adults in their congregations. The book explores how cultural changes are impacting the church and offers fresh ideas on how leaders can reach what Kimball calls “emerging generations.”

In the following interview, Kimball discusses some of the changes taking place in the church: 


Is the trend of believers leaving the church a new trend? If not, why has it come to the forefront of late?  

Kimball: I think there have been time periods and trends throughout church history where people have left the church in mass. The baby boomer’s had a mass exodus from the church in the 1960s and 1970s, and the seeker-sensitive church movement is what drew them back to their roots. So, I believe this is a trend due to the lack of the church’s connection to understanding culture, as well as so many emerging generations desiring something more from “church” than they usually are experiencing. I think what is happening now, is that there is no loyalty to denomination or even a local church itself. There is a rising restlessness that perhaps what most are experiencing in their churches does not match what they are reading in the New Testament about what “church” was. Eventually, they are leaving. And those raised outside of the church have no “roots” to return to. We better realize that changes everything! Creating better music, or more relevant preaching is not what will bring them back, since they have never been there in the first place. 

I think it may be coming to the forefront recently, as we have a generation or two that is getting to the age where they are making decisions on their own about their faith and church. And many are just not going to spend time in a church, if they don’t find it to be something in which they can really believe. In many ways, it is refreshing as it avoids the hypocrisy of Christians sitting in church pews and seats, but just going through the motions. At least, when people leave they are honest to say they don’t believe in their church anymore.

Is the exodus confined to a generation such as disgruntled youngsters? 

Kimball: I think we are seeing emerging generations more honestly respond to what others may have put up with, or become numb to. To some degree, it is generational, because these new generations are viewing things with a different lens, so they are being honest about what they are seeing. I don’t like the word “disgruntled.” In many cases, saddened, disappointed, heartbroken describes those I have talked to—not disgruntled.

What are the common complaints of those who leave church? 

Kimball: The types of things I have heard from talking to people who have left churches all across the country are things like: “The church feels like a program. The church does not resemble the church they read about in the New Testament. The church does not feel spiritual, it feels like a pep rally or business seminar. The church doesn’t have any sense of mission, or if it does it is generally overseas, not local. The teaching in the church feels like pop psychology and makes things sound too easy to solve in four steps or principles to this or that. Why does the pastor point fingers at everything and seems angry? I have tried to talk to the pastor about how I am feeling, but he tells me I am just being selfish and I will get over it. I don’t think the pastor understands my world or culture. I am sick of being told I only have spiritual gifts to serve in the preselected needs of the church.” Putting this rather bluntly, I have experienced that most of the younger people I know who have left their church are generally quite intelligent. Many churches also don’t intellectually challenge them, and that is another interesting thing I have heard. I think that many church attendees are somewhat passive and like to just sit and listen and basically be told what to think and what to do by their pastor. So, if you are a thinking person, it makes it difficult, because most churches don’t leave room or have opportunity for dialogue. 
 

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

Kimball: It is hard for me to say, but the ones I know who have left their churches, usually end up finding a smaller church or house church. I think if someone loves Jesus and their faith is based on Him and not the “church” they attended. (I know you can’t attend a church, you are the church, but I think you know what I mean here.) They can’t help but want to find other believers in Jesus who they can meet with and worship God with regularly. So, I think it is a matter of time before they do find some sort of church community, but it may be a lot different from the one they left. At the same time, I have heard of those who got so wounded in the exit process, that they are mistrustful and bitter about any church at all, and it does damage their faith.
Are these people just nominal, "Sunday morning-only" church attendees or are they leaders as well?  

Kimball: I think it is with all types of people. I personally have talked to several pastors-in-crisis who are dealing with this identity shift of a rethinking church. It makes it a lot harder to leave the church, because the church is your vocation. I just talked to a former pastor who was on the staff of two mega-churches. He said something like, I have done the drama and message approach to church. I have done the huge meetings where you tag on the small-group approach—but I just want to be the church now. He now is part of a house church and holds a different job. 

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

Kimball: Listen to them! So many pastors and Christian leaders do all the talking and don’t listen. Listen, learn, respect what they have to say. Involve them in the decision making for your whole church. Empower them. Treat them with respect.
How is this trend helping us reexplore what "having church" actually means? 

Kimball: You can’t “have church.” You can’t “go to church.” We are the church. That’s the whole problem. We have turned church into this event, this place, this controlled program that people come to like a movie or a theater. We have redefined church to be something so foreign to the New Testament church that in some cases it seems almost unrecognizable. We have taken the mission of the church and turned it into a self-focused, self-serving corporation instead of teaching that the church is worshipers of Jesus on a mission together.
As Kimball suggests, there’s little doubt that the modern-day church as, we know it, is changing. In some regard, it has to change if it wants to reach this generation. The good news is that with all the transformation, we too are invited to grow, develop, and do things differently than in the past. Some things will succeed, and others will fail. But in the process, there’s little doubt that we will grow closer to both Jesus Christ and each other. 
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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, or 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 that explores the issues related to postmoderns leaving the church and what it will take to engage them again. 

As far as people leaving the church, do you believe this is 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 postmodern 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 that a 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 meta-generational? 

I'd describe it as meta-generational 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 30s). Kids in their teens are usually still involved in vibrant youth groups, but once they move into their 20s, they often slip through the cracks, because there's nothing culturally relevant to meet their needs the way the 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 number one 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 institutional church (IC) 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, et cetera? 

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 to 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 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 a sense of discontent has the ability to help shake us and awaken 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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The Great Wait: How Delaying Marriage Is Transforming Church

In 2001, I received a phone call from my grandmother. It was a call that I still haven’t forgotten. It was Valentine’s Day, and she was calling to wish me—a 27-year-old single—a happy holiday. During our conversation, she tenderly asked, “So, are you dating anyone right now?” 

“No, grandmother,” I responded. “I guess it just isn’t God’s timing yet.” 

“Oh, well, it’s okay that you’re old maid,” she replied. 

I didn’t know what to say. Her words stung the deepest levels of my soul. Somehow I managed to avoid slamming down the phone on my 80-plus-year-old grandmother and ended the conversation with a thin layer of grace.

Afterward, I kept telling myself, She grew up in a different time, a different era. She met my grandfather at the age of 13 and married before her twentieth birthday. In her heyday, a 27-year-old single woman was an old maid. Today, a single 27-year old woman is commonplace. 

It’s no secret that people are getting married later these days. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in the past 20 years the median age of marriage for men has risen from 22 to 27, and the median age of women has risen from 20 to 24. At first glance, the four or five year delay in marriage may seem like a small shift. But the trend is having a major impact on the way churches reach young adults. 

The vast majority of churches across the United States are designed to meet the needs of families. Think about it for a moment. A twentysomething wanders into a church and looks at the list of activities for the week. There is Sunday School for children and youth groups for tweens and teens. On Tuesday mornings, the mothers of preschoolers get together. On Wednesday, a men’s prayer breakfast is scheduled at 6 a.m., but 95 percent of those who attend are married. And this weekend, a special marriage seminar is scheduled for Friday night and all day Saturday. All married couples in the church are invited. Child care will be provided.

Single twentysomethings are left to wonder: How do I fit in? They may visit the church’s singles group (if there’s one available), but if it feels like a meat market or is filled with people who have gone through multiple divorces, they aren’t likely to come back any time soon. Eventually, the twentysomething may quit attending the church altogether. 

Does the scenario sound farfetched? A recent Barna study revealed that many twentysomethings are reversing course after having been active church attendees during their teenage years. From high school graduation to age 25 there is a 42 percent drop in weekly church attendance and a 58 percent decline from age 18 to age 29. Barna concludes that there are approximately 8 million twentysomethings alive today who were active church-goers as teenagers, but who will no longer be active in a church by their thirtieth birthday.
Why are so many twentysomethings dropping out of church? I believe one of the major reasons is that the church hasn’t kept up with the demographic shift in delayed marriages and the issues that arise because of it. 

Twenty years ago, the average woman was getting married before she finished college. Today, she’s getting married after college, and sometimes long after. The result is that women are wrestling through questions of career, vocation, and calling. They’re establishing themselves financially—sometimes buying homes on their own—while working full-time and trying to find time to date. Meanwhile, men are spending more time as bachelors and dealing with the highs and lows that come with being single. Both men and women are single much longer than what many of them ever expected to be so it brings up the need for life counseling or pastoral support. Many twentysomethings are wrestling with issues of identity, purpose, acceptance, self-worth, and destiny. They’re asking tough questions, such as “Is there really just one person?”, “Did I somehow miss the one person God had for me?” and “What’s wrong with me?”


Addressing New Issues

Twentysomething men and women are facing a variety of issues that their parents—who often married much younger—never had to deal with. One of the biggest issues that twentysomethings wrestle with is relationships including dating, family, friends, coworkers, internet and long-distance relationships. Churches who want to meet the needs of young adults need to address the issues they’re facing.

“We do lots of message series on relationships, choices, and sexuality because those are huge issues for twentysomethings,” said Mark Batterson, lead pastor at National Community Church (www.theaterchurch.com) in Washington, D.C. “Our sermon series try to hit issues that twentysomethings deal with head on. We just finished a four-part series titled “ID” that really dealt with some of the challenges that arise from the quarterlife crisis (defined as a response to “overwhelming instability, constant change, too many choices, and a panicked sense of helplessness).”

The Blurred Line Between Singles and Marrieds

Another shift taking place with the trend toward getting married later in life is that some married couples are unwilling to give up their single friends and disappear into married couple circles. People who get married later tend to have well-established friendships. The idea of getting married and dropping your friends is becoming less common. 

As a result, pastors are seeing more married couples who still want to be a part of the singles community. This is forcing some churches to redefine what a singles or young adult ministry looks like. In many cases, pastors can’t just organize a singles ministry and expect a certain demographic to arrive. Even if it’s a new group, some of the members will eventually marry and may not want to leave the group. How do you tell someone who has been coming to your singles meetings for four years faithfully that they can’t come anymore simply because they’re married? Thus, pastors and leaders are learning to broaden their messages and outreach to people who are at very different stages of life. 

The Value of a Twentysomething

In today’s world, you can’t afford to judge someone by their marital status. Twentysomethings can’t be dismissed or ignored just because they are in that sometimes awkward post-college but pre-married stage of life. Church leaders can’t afford to wait for a twentysomething to get married and settle down before beginning to invest in them. 

Pastors with successful ministries to twentysomethings know how to value the people in this age group. They look for ways to mentor them, train them for leadership and develop roles where they can contribute in meaningful ways, because they know they’re investing in the future leaders of the church.

The Hunger for Community

Because of the delay in marriage, twentysomethings are hungry for real relationships and a sense of belonging. They are looking for community and context. Thus, church leaders are looking to create gatherings where there is an atmosphere were people can come to know others and be known. This may take place after an official service or meeting, but successful churches are finding ways to encourage twentysomethings to connect with other twentysomethings. 

Twentysomethings today are getting married and it is undoubtedly having an impact on the way we do church. But the changes aren’t bad. In fact, many of these changes will propel the church to become stronger and more healthy than it has every been. 
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The Love Languages of Twentysomethings

Gary Chapman, author of the best-seller, The Five Love Languages, believes that every individual has a different love language—or way they communicate and receive affection, approval, and acceptance. Chapman includes touch, quality time, words of affirmation, acts of service, and gifts as primary love languages. 

Twentysomethings today also have their own love languages. While they still embrace the five love languages described by Chapman, there are ways that you can make the twentysomethings around you feel like you care about them and value them as individuals. Here is an overview of the love languages of twentysomethings: 

Cultural Relevance—No matter how many twentysomethings I meet, sooner or later the conversation always steers toward entertainment. I may be struggling desperately to carry on a conversation, but as soon as I mention the latest movie I’ve seen, it’s like we become best friends forever. Instantly, we have something in common. We can express our insights, viewpoints, or appreciation of certain characters, plots or scenes.  Whether talking about the deeper meaning of the Matrix or laughing about the outrageous scenes in White Chicks, films provide a common ground on which anyone can connect. 

If you really want to reach twentysomethings, then you’re going to have to enter their world. That means watching the movies and television shows, reading the books and listening to the music that they naturally enjoy. Every twentysomething is different, so at first you may be overwhelmed by the variety and genres available. No worries. You don’t have to listen, buy or rent everything—just enough to let them know you are aware of what’s hot and what’s not. 

Spend a few Friday nights at the theaters. Watch the blockbusters. If you don’t feel like going out, then rent a few new recent releases. Take a few weeknights and watch television. Yep, you read it here first. Turn on your television and watch prime time programming. Some of it will disgust you, some of it will bore you, and some will make you laugh out loud. [Beware: You might just get hooked on a show or two in the process]. Take in a few episodes of Survivor, The Bachelor, and The Apprentice. Spend a few hours watching MTV and VH1. There’s a good chance the twentysomethings you know are watching, too.

Stop by your local Barnes & Noble and mainstream bookstores. Look at what’s on the best sellers list for both books and music. Study the titles, read the back covers, and spend time in the listening booths. Buy a few books and CDs. Browse the magazine aisle. Flip through the latest cover of People, Entertainment Weekly, and Rolling Stone. The next time you find yourself hanging out with a group of twentysomethings—whether in a coffee shop or ministry environment—you’ll have an easy “in” to connect with them. 

The Food Factor—If you watch NBC, then you’re probably familiar with the television show Fear Factor. It’s popular among the twentysomething demographic. But so is the food factor—meaning the next time you get together with young adults, include the grub. 

Americans age 24-35 average only five home cooked meals a week. So if you invite a young adult over for dinner, there’s a good chance they’re going to say accept the invitation. Once they arrive, they’ll feel more open to talk, share, and connect.  

If you want to test this principle, invite a dozen twentysomethings over to your home for a small group one week. Don’t offer any food or beverage. The following week invite a dozen twentysomethings to your house and include a meal or at least snacks. There’s no comparison. As one twentysomething observed, “I just feel safer talking to someone if I have a (soda) can in my hand.”

Technology—Are you looking for a male 18-34? Then, try online. This demographic spends an average of 32 hours per month online, five more hours per month than the average age. In addition, the average male 18-34 has 3,400 page views per month, with a national average of 2,700. In other words, twentysomethings—both male and female—are spending a lot of time online. 

You don’t have to be a computer expert to use technology to connect with this  demographic. But you need to learn to use something more than the telephone to stay in touch with the twentysomethings you know. Use e-mail. Learn to use Instant Messaging—if you don’t already. Text message with your cell phone. Send e-greeting cards. You’ll be surprised how much your efforts are reciprocated. 

Authentic Community—While researching the book Twentysomething: Surviving & Thriving in the Real World, I asked dozens of young adults, what is the biggest struggle of life in your twenties? People responded with everything from financial pressures to unrealistic expectations, but by far the most common struggle mentioned was loneliness. Surprisingly, more married people cited loneliness than single people. Twentysomethings are desperate for authentic community. They’re looking for people who will live life with them and encourage them—the good, the bad, and the ugly. They are hungry for relationships with people who will challenge them, hold them accountable, and encourage them. They long to be real and be loved anyway. Your efforts to be part of a twentysomething’s life mean more than you know. 
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Post-Adult Adolescence: The Three Stages of Being a Twentysomething

Do you remember the awkward, acne-filled years of being an adolescent? Can you recall the gawky, coming-of-age period filled with off-the-chart hormone surges as you made the rather bumpy transition into adulthood? Think braces. Think growth spurts. Think crushes, prom attire, and changes in your body that everyone seemed to know about but could not explain. 

Now try to recall when it ended. Were you an early or late bloomer? Did adolescence end at 16, 18, or 20? Whatever date or age you may try to assign, I believe that there’s a second bout of adolescence that many twentysomethings are now facing. I call it post-adult adolescence. And while all hormones and growth spurts may have returned to normal levels, there’s still an unmistakable gawky, awkwardness for many twentysomethings who are trying to figure out what it means to be an adult. They’re caught like deer in the headlights with feeble apologies of “oh-I-didn’t-know-that” whenever they sit down with insurance salesmen, bank officers, collection agencies, landlords, and bosses, and as they try to figure out all the things that encompass the responsibilities of being an adult. The twentysomething years are filled with self-discovery, emotional growth spurts, and learning to navigate the social landscape as an adult. And it isn’t easy. 

It’s important to remember that the maturity level and needs of a 21-year-old are different needs than those of a 28-year-old. In many regards, while both individuals fall under the umbrella of twentysomethings, their needs couldn’t be any further apart. Early twentysomethings, mid-twentysomethings, and late twentysomethings are facing different challenges. In order to meet their specific needs, you need to know what they’re dealing with. Here is a look at the three stages of being a twentysomething with insights on how to tailor a ministry to specific needs.

Ages 20-24: Welcome to Adulthood

Upon college graduation, young twentysomethings are thrust into the real world. Many twentysomethings have just finished enjoying two to four years of bubble-like existence. Sure, there were friends to be made and final exams, but most college students find their time in school to be an enriching segue into the real world. They can enjoy the freedom that comes from living on their own with enough ties to home to be a safety net for any struggles or failures. (If a twentysomething didn’t attend college, they will go through the same transition only at an earlier age.)

Once they graduate, life changes dramatically. They discover basic truths about life like you have to work; entry level jobs aren’t always fun, and moving up takes lots of work. They learn that life is expensive, and sometimes they have to move back home in order to get ahead. Many graduates struggle to find friends that compare to their college friendships (which had four years to grow and mature) and can’t quite find a church or community that feels right. Meanwhile, they’re often single, wondering when “the one” they’ve been praying for is going to come along. If they’ve decided to take a job in a different part of the country, they may experience a culture shock. Texas will shock anyone who grew up in New York City, and Los Angeles will seem like bright lights and big city to any Iowa native. At the same time, they’re discovering that there’s a lot to learn about life—from choosing a life insurance policy to investing in a 401(k)—and while calling home to mom and dad alleviates a lot of stress and problems it just can’t relieve them all. 

So what does this bumpy transition tell you about ministering to young twentysomethings? If you’re asking a 23-year-old recent graduate in your congregation how they’re doing and they say “just fine,” don’t believe them! There’s a lot they’re dealing with, struggling through, and trying to figure out beneath the surface. They may be “just fine” one day and completely overwhelmed the next, which is why when they committed to help with your Saturday night service and suddenly can’t make it, you need to remember to be patient and kind. Young twentysomethings are going through more than you’ll ever know. They’re working through awkward moments and overwhelming responsibilities. So be forgiving of small mess-ups. Show grace. And remember that this stage is somewhat short lived, and it, too, will pass. Early twentysomethings eventually become comfortable in their jobs, learn the A-B-Cs of investing, and discover that juggling all the balls that comprise adult life isn’t that bad after all.

Age 24-27: The Twentysomething Crisis

After twentysomethings get into the swing of paying their rent on time, figure out how to buy a car, and develop a new social network of friends, they begin to enter a short-lived period of cruising through life. They now feel comfortable with the adult responsibilities that have been thrust upon them, but all too soon they begin to wonder: Is this all there is? 

Usually, twentysomethings between the ages of 24-27 begin wrestling with something known as the twentysomething crisis. The idea was developed by Alexandra Robbins and Abby Wilner in their book Quarterlife Crisis. A quarterlife crisis of twentysomething is similar to a midlife crisis, except that it happens twenty years earlier. The authors define it as a response to “overwhelming instability, constant change, too many choices, and a panicked sense of helplessness.” 

In Twentysomething, I describe it: “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 (living successfully on our own). The endless list of choices and possibilities invigorates some but proves overwhelming to others. The quarterlife crisis is everything that surfaces when you being 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?”

You’re inherently going to find twentysomethings involved in your ministry experiencing the twentysomething crisis. For some, it’s merely a short-lived period of soul searching, but for others it’s far more perplexing. Twentysomethings who are experiencing a twentysomething crisis are often wrestling with all the options in their life, trying desperately to understand and recognize God’s will. They may be trying to avoid growing up, feel overwhelmed by major stress or disappointed by the way life has turned out so far. 

These struggles are normal for twentysomethings today. The questions of significance and legacy that were being raised by fortysomethings a generation ago are now being raised by twentysomethings today. If you see a twentysomething in your ministry wrestling with the twentysomething crisis, encourage them that they’re not alone. Remind them that they’re wrestling with normal issues, and God has not forgotten them.  And remind them that this too will pass. 

(Provide link to: “A Twentysomething Crisis? You’ve Got to Be Kidding”)
Ages 27-29: In Search of the Complete Life 

Older twentysomethings have long learned to pay their landlord on time. In fact, they may be making mortgage payments. Many have wrestled through the soul-searching questions of the twentysomething crisis. They’ve settled down a bit and passed through the awkward stages related to post-adult adolescence. They’re generally comfortable with themselves, or at least as comfortable as they’re going to become for a while. Those who are married may be looking at establishing a family. But single or married, most twentysomethings between the ages of 27 and 29 are looking to put down roots. They want to establish friendships and relationships within a community and church body that are going to last. They long for authentic relationships that have depth and will last for more than four or five years.

Meanwhile, older twentysomethings are passing through a second stage of personal soul searching in regard to their work. At this age, they have usually garnered the five or more years of work experience needed to change companies or seek a promotion. Some are considering returning to graduate school. Others are looking at seminary. The questions that seem to be on the mind of many late twentysomethings are: “Where do I go from here?” and “Can I really do it?” Ministers with a word of encouragement and hope during this tender time can make a huge impact on these future leaders. 

At the same time, many older single twentysomethings are beginning to look at the issue of marriage and family in a new light. Some are frustrated with God for not bringing a spouse into their life. Others are reaching new levels of contentment with singleness. And still others are doing everything they can to find a spouse, as a biological clock suddenly seems to be ticking. Whatever their situation, pat answers for tough questions about singleness and sexuality will no longer cut it. They’re looking for real answers and resolution to issues of acceptance, loneliness, and love. 

Not All Twentysomethings Are the Same

While there are three distinct stages that every twentysomething passes through, the age and speed in which individuals linger varies widely. One twentysomething may struggle to understand the complexities of the adult working world overnight while another takes years. One twentysomething may wrestle with the quarterlife crisis for a week while another may take the next five years. Thus, you can’t look at a 27-year-old and automatically know what he or she is going through. Everyone is different. But recognizing and knowing those differences will help you minister to twentysomethings no matter what age or stage they are in at the time. 
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What Twentysomethings Wish You Knew

We’re your friends, daughters, coworkers, neighbors, and the strangers you pass every day, but don’t think for one moment that we’re exactly like you. We’re twentysomethings—bright, sassy, educated—and learning (sometimes the hard way) to survive and thrive in the real world. You may think you know us, but if it has been a few years since you legitimately called yourself a twentysomething—because those “twentysomething forever” bumper stickers eventually fade in the sun—then you may need to think again.

Beloit College’s annual mind-set list for the upcoming class of college freshman highlights some of the differences of today’s twentysomethings. They observe: This year’s entering students have grown up in a country where the presidents have all been Southerners, in a world with AIDS, and without apartheid. Saturns have always been on the street, the Fox Network has always been on television, and prom dresses have always come in basic black. The evil empire is not earthbound, the drug ‘ecstacy’ has always been available, and with the breakup of AT&T, nobody has been able to comprehend a phone bill.” 

If you’re wondering how to relate to this new breed of young adults—and build bridges into their hearts and lives—then here are a few insider tips:

Twentysomethings long for authentic relationships. Sure, we come off as the independent, do-it-yourself, constantly on-the-move type, but don’t be fooled by our   appearances. Underneath the too-busy-don’t-have-time veneer, we’re starving for authentic relationships.

While researching for Twentysomething: Surviving & Thriving in the Real World (W Publishing), I asked dozens of young adults what is the top struggle of being a twentysomething. The most common answer—loneliness—caught me off guard. And married women answered loneliness more often than singles! 

Twentysomethings today are looking to connect with other people, including you. 

Like no other generation before, we long for mentors who will offer a listening ear and a kind smile on a regular basis. 

Over the years, I’ve had a number of Christian mentors, women who were willing to open up their busy schedules to hang out with me. Some were official, like Jeanie, a fiftysomething woman, who I was teamed up with as part of a woman-to-woman mentor program in conjunction with a Pensacola, Florida-based church. We met once every two weeks for four months. At first, we were strangers, but over the course of our girls’ lunches, we became friends. Four years and several moves later, we still exchange Christmas cards and letters. 

Toward the end of the mentoring program, Jeanie confessed, “At first, I was intimidated to join the program and act as a mentor. I knew I didn’t have all the answers to the questions you would be asking. Now I realize that you weren’t coming to me for answers, you were coming for a listening ear and a friendship. That took so much of the pressure off.” 

If you’re in your 30s, 40s, 50s, or older and can afford the time to meet with us once a month on a regular basis—whether it’s for lunch, a cup of coffee, a long walk, or a short jog—we’d love to spend time with you. You may have to take the initiative and develop the guidelines and boundaries for the relationship (so we don’t call you at 3 a.m. to tell you about the latest and greatest Infomercial ad on television), but your efforts will more than be rewarded. 

As you build relationships with twentysomethings, remember that we’re not really asking for advice as much as we’re hoping for a listening ear. We’re also looking for people who will be honest about their own mistakes and misgivings. The most powerful stories you’ll ever share with a twentysomething include the words “I was wrong” or “That was a mistake.” 

Sara, a twentysomething involved in a Texas-based college ministry, advises, “Be real. Let (us) see your struggles. We want to see that you have the same issues that we have, or that you did when you were our age at least. You really understand and appreciate people more when you know where they're coming from. Share what you're learning.”

Twentysomethings want you to celebrate (or at least respect) their singleness. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, since our parents’ generation, the median age of marriage for men has risen from 22 to 27, and the median age for women has risen from 20 to 24. That sounds like a pretty harmless statistic unless, of course, you’re in this demographic. 

Let me break it down for you. Today’s twentysomethings are marrying four to five years later, on average, than our parents. So when we call our moms to ask to for advice relating to our careers, personal finances, and student loans (which are topping $17,000 on average, per college graduate, ouch!), we feel worlds apart. My mom married at age 19; I married at 29. I spent a decade facing a long list of challenges and situations, including Internet dating, speed dating, and meat-market singles’ groups, that she never had to face. 

Twentysomethings like me are often okay with the challenges, but our parents’ generation doesn’t seem as comfortable. We don’t want to be asked dead-end questions such as “Have you gone on any dates lately?” or “Why aren’t you married?” Unless Ashton Kutcher becomes single again (sorry Demi Moore) and moves next door, we probably don’t have a better answer for you than the last time you asked. And if we do, we’ll tell you. 

So don’t feel like you have to play hall monitor on our single status or even worse, act as matchmaker, when you’re not asked. If you have someone that we really should meet, calmly let us know. If we’re interested, we’ll let you know. Meanwhile, focus on encouraging us in our careers, ministry involvement, and spiritual growth. Of course, you can always let us know when we look like we’ve lost weight. That almost always makes us feel warm and fuzzy inside. 

Final Word of Advice

The good news is that today’s twentysomethings aren’t looking for you to be perfect or have all the right answers. If you try, don’t be surprised if your new twentysomething friends shy away from you. They aren’t looking for you to be a hero. They’re just hoping you’ll be a friend and love them right where they are. And that’s not so much, because, really, isn’t that what you’re looking for, too? 

SIDEBAR: 

Quick Pointers for Building Relationships with Twentysomethings

•  Get Plugged In. Twentysomethings are on the Internet. Most have an e-mail address, and many have a web page. Don’t just pick up the phone. E-mail twentysomething friends from time to time. Visit their web pages, and if they had a well-established career, try to google the person. Go to www.google.com and type in the person’s name with quotes around it. You may find a whole lot of buried talent. 

•  Be Sensitive to Finances. Singles often have more discretionary income than married couples with kids, but don’t assume every twentysomething single is a highroller. Strapped with student loans, credit card debt, and an entry-level or low-paying job, you may want to pick up the tab for lunch more than every other time or plan on some picnics. 

•  Be There. Be Where? You have limited time and resources, but here are three important dates to remember in every twentysomethings’ life: birthdays, Valentine’s Day, and moving day. If you have trouble remembering birthdays, sign up for a free reminder at www.birthdayalarm.com. Pick up the phone, send a card, or buy a gift—whether it’s big or small—whatever you do it means more than you could know. For single twentysomethings, invest in cards, candy, and flowers as an unexpected Valentine’s surprise. And whenever a twentysomething is moving—especially if he or she is moving away—offer to help clean, pack, or carry boxes. Your actions will be a lifelong reminder that you really did care. 
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A Quarterlife Crisis? You’ve Got to Be Kidding—But We’re Not! 

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 they 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.” (NEED TO FOOTNOTE AND CHECK FOR PERMISSION TO USE.)

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 20-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 goatee), or becoming incoherently depressed. Meanwhile, women going through a midlife crisis are often beginning the emotional roller coaster of menopause, tend to either gain or lose 20 pounds, date younger men 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). Twentysomethings experiencing a quarterlife crisis may have a sudden desire for an entirely new profession, career, business, location, or relationship. 

 In Twentysomething, (give name of author and redword this sentence. It seems like this is a different book than previously mentioned. It needs to be vertified. Permission to quote is needed.) 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?” (NEED TO CHECH FOR PERMISSION TO QUOTE AND FOOTNOTE.) 

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 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 Quarterlife Crisis

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 the realization 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 is 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 Web site, 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, and organize activities where people can connect. 

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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Retro Versus Metro: A Baby Boomer’s Guide to Understanding Twentysomethings

Just as every generation is different, every generation also has things in common. Today’s baby boomers and twentysomethings are no exception. Understanding the differences between these demographic groups is important when it comes to both mentoring and ministering to twentysomethings. 

“My culture was filled for the most part with stable families, Judeo-Christian values, and a relevance of faith to living,” said Carol Harris, a boomer parent of two twentysomething daughters living in Houston, Texas. “Twenty-year-olds have none of that now. The traditional family is broken, values are based on each individual’s own thinking and faith is not seen as relevant to life. We boomers should simply remember what it was like to be 20 and confused...and then at least quadruple the complexity of what we remember feeling and thinking to even begin to understand what it's like to be 20 now.”  Can YOU FOOTNOTE AS A PERSONAL INTERVIEW?
This article is designed to highlight some of the differences between boomers and twentysomethings. It explores how these generations process information, respond, and react. As you reflect on the differences, remember that the characteristics found in boomers can be found in twentysomethings just as the characteristics found in twentysomethings can be found in boomers. Being a twentysomething or boomer is more of a mind-set and approach to life, and, at times, it crosses all ages.

Institution Versus Relationship

Boomers tend to value commitment and involvement in an institution. They like knowing that the organization they’re a part of is trustworthy. If the institution is well-established and has a history within the local community that’s even better. 

Twentysomethings, on the other hand, are less interested in the institution and more concerned with the people who comprise the institution. Twentysomethings are driven by their relationships. A boomer goes to church to learn a new spiritual lesson, sing familiar songs, and fulfill a commitment to the local church. A twentysomething goes to church to see friends and hopefully learn, grow, and serve along side them. So a boomer will walk into a service and ask, “What’s going on here?” whereas a twentysomething will ask “Who’s here?”

Settled Versus on the Move

Baby boomers tend to be more well-established, largely due to their age and stage in life. They are more likely to own a home and have several children. Boomers are more likely to have a resume that will actually impress someone and have a plan for retirement. 

Twentysomethings are little more free-spirited, but not necessarily by choice. Since twentysomethings are getting married between four and five years later in life on average than their predecessors, many are still single. The majority of twentysomethings are saddled with student loans and so much credit card debt that they haven’t been able to buy a home. And children will only come after they find Mr. or Mrs. Right . . . which still may be a few years off. 

Most twentysomethings are surprised that their lives don’t mirror their boomer parents. They expected to meet “the one” in college, get married, and begin having children by the age of 25. They look at boomers with a quiet sense of envy in some regards. The delay is causing a lot of twentysomethings to ask God tough questions about their singleness and at the same time make the most of it by traveling, changing lives, and living a more adventurous lifestyle. 

Information Versus Conversation

Baby boomers want information. Twentysomethings want conversation.  

Boomers are satisfied with a lengthy presentation on a topic, whereas twentysomethings are looking for an interactive examination of an issue. While boomers appreciate the time given to a particular topic, twentysomethings want depth. Twentysomethings don’t want to “get it” as much as they want to discuss it and wrestle with it. 

“What it means to be "seeker sensitive" is totally different,” said Mark Batterson lead pastor at National Community Church (www.theaterchurch.com) in Washington, D.C. “I think twentysomethings are more spiritually attuned. I think many churches watered down or dumbed-down the message for boomers, but twentysomethings are looking for something supernatural, something they can't explain. I think our generation is more in touch with mystery and paradox. So ironically, the more seeker-sensitive you want to be the more spiritual you need to be. I think twentysomethings are looking for a high-octane experience.”

While a self-help title or article featuring six easy steps is appealing to a boomer, a twentysomething would look at the same piece and find it suspect. Certainly, things can’t be that simple. Thus, while boomers enjoy finding a shortcut to the answer, twentysomethings want to take the scenic tour at discovering the same truth.

Print Versus Image 

Twentysomethings process information differently. Boomers are more print oriented; twentysomethings are more image-driven. A boomer will read a book written with linear knowledge to explore and understand a concept. Boomers will respond to the plain black and white text. Twentysomethings respond and react to film, music, and the arts. They grab onto word pictures—whether spoken or written—and are compelled by images. 

The new “iWorship” DVD tracks from Integrity Music are a good example. They’re used in our church whenever the worship team isn’t able to practice. They provide a soundtrack of popular worship songs. Instead of just having the words projected onto an overhead, there are moving images of nature, people and scenes that play as the words are displayed. A number of boomers within the church have complained that the images are just too much—they distract them from worshiping God. Only one twentysomething has commented that the images are distracting. Most of the young adults appreciate the extra layer of images used in worship. 

Church leaders who effectively use graphics and videos in their sermons can help capture the imagination of this generation. 

Absolute Truth Versus Postmodern

Twentysomethings have grown up in a postmodern world—a land of gray—often lacking a foundation or belief in absolute truth. However, most boomers still believe that absolute truth exists. Thus, twentysomethings are more likely to question and wrestle with issues than boomers. They want to know how something works and all its implications. For example, a boomer may say that something is absolutely wrong. A twentysomething will look at the response and begin thinking of situations—even if they’re far-fetched—that will challenge that proposition and look for an exception.   

“Not only are boomers in a different stage of life, but they are often in a different stage of their faith,” said Chad Wible, assistant to the lead pastor at Pathways Church. “Boomers also typically come from a different philosophical mind-set since they were brought up in a modernist world, and twentysomethings were brought up in a postmodern world. Therefore, boomers need to realize that twentysomethings are often seeking out their faith, capturing the faith as their own, or working through much of their skepticism.”

Twentysomethings often desire a transcendent element in their lives; the spiritual realm is a reality to them. “This means that the church cannot be solely focused on doctrinal or exegetical studies,” Wible said. “Of course, I am not saying that we do away with doctrine and exegesis, but it needs to be incorporated in a way that also brings the person into presence of a mystical God.”

Denominations Versus the Emerging Church

Boomers are comfortable with the institutional church. They can easily identify themselves with denominations and their systems of belief. Twentysomethings are more uncomfortable with the traditional institutional church. They’re more likely to venture out of the denomination they were raised in and look for a body of believers where they can have their needs met as well as be a valued member. A number of twentysomethings attend services on a weekly basis and quietly wonder, “Isn’t there more?” As a result, some have opted to change denominations or join a nondenominational church. Others have chosen to join home church movements. And some, unfortunately, have dropped out of church altogether. 

Final Word

No matter how different baby boomers and twentysomethings may seem, young adults desperately need older adults to be involved in their lives. Boomers can be incredible mentors for twentysomethings despite any apparent differences. Mentoring can help break down and perceived differences between the generations as people understand each other on a one-on-one basis. 

Margaret Feinberg (www.margaretfeinberg.com) is an author and speaker based in Sitka, Alaska. She’s author of Twentysomething: Surviving & Thriving in the Real World and How to Be a Grown-Up: 247 Lab-Tested Strategies to Conquer Your World. In addition, she’s written God Whispers: Learning to Hear His Voice; Simple Acts of Faith; Simple Acts of Friendship; Simple Prayers of Hope; Just Married: Surprises From the First Few Years of Marriage, and way too many magazine articles.
Required Reading: An Intro Guide to Twentysomething Life

If you want to understand and reach today’s twentysomethings, you need to study them. You can find a long list of resources simply by typing the word “twentysomething” or “young adult” into amazon.com or google.com and see what pops up. Hundreds of titles, articles, movies, television shows, and songs describing the twentysomething years abound. We’ve put together a short list of recommend reading and viewing from mainstream and Christian publishers as well as magazines, newspapers, and Web sites that highlight trends, statistics, and new developments. Remember that this list is only the beginning.

Reading Room

As far as mainstream books, Quirkyalone: A Manifesto for Uncompromising Romantics (Harper San Francisco, 2004) by Sasha Cagen explores the fact that there are thousands of people who are not only happy but actually embracing their singleness. While the book contains a few unusual and off-color ideas, the book is worth reading because it expresses the heartbeat of many singles. In fact, Quirkyalone has become its own movement of sorts. Check it out. 

In 2001, The New York Times published a thought-provoking article by Ethan Watters titled “In My Tribe.” The article eventually became the basis for the book, Urban Tribes: A Generation Redefines Friendship, Family and Commitment (Bloomsbury 2003), which explores the phenomenon of urban tribes—or groups of friends who form a rich, social fabric and become like family to each other. The title provides an insightful and informative look at the evolving social framework of our nation. 

Quarterlife Crisis: The Unique Challenges of Life in Your Twenties by Alexandra Robbins and Abby Wilner (Putnam/2001) examines the challenges unique to twentysomethings. The quarterlife crisis, a term the authors coined, is a lot like a midlife crisis, except that it happens twenty years earlier. It includes a time of overwhelming choices, instability, and unexpected responsibilities, which leaves many young adults with a sense of helplessness. This book is helpful in understanding what it means to be a twentysomething today. 

In some regards, Twentysomething: Surviving & Thriving in the Real World (W Publishing, 2004) by Margaret Feinberg is a Christian response to Quarterlife Crisis. It reminds twentysomethings that they’re not alone in their struggles. God is with them. 

Twentysomeone: Finding Yourself in a Decade of Transition (Waterbrook, 2003) by Craig Dunham and Doug Serven also examines the period of time between your teens and 30s from a biblical perspective. 

While Twentysomething and Twentysomeone are specifically titled and targeted to reach twentysomethings, many Christian publishers are releasing new books designed to meet the felt needs of this generation, including Girl Meets God: A Memoir (Random House, 2003) by Lauren F. Winner; Blue Like Jazz: Nonreligious Thoughts on Christian Spirituality by Donald Miller (Nelson, 2003), Red Moon Rising: How 24-7 Prayer Is Awakening a Generation by Pete Greig & Dave Roberts (Relevant, 2003), and Gen Ex: Adult Children of Divorce and the Healing of Our Pain by Jen Abbas (Waterbrook Press, 2004). This year look for a variety of new authors and books from publishing houses including Relevant Books, W Publishing, Baker Book House, Tyndale Publishing House, Regal Books, Waterbrook, and Zondervan. 

If there’s one newspaper that you can’t afford to skip, it’s USA Today. This newspaper, which has discovered how to efficiently communicate the news in short, fun, sound bites, has one section that you need to read anytime you have spare: “The Life Section.” The purple-colored “Life Section” highlights what’s hot in publishing, film, music, and pop culture. So if you’re struggling to keep up with what’s popular in mainstream culture, spend a few minutes thumbing through the Life Section of the USA Today. 

AARP Magazine and newsletter. It may seem strange to read about older Americans in order to understand the youth, but AARP Magazine is a treasure trove of information. Many of the features focus on demographic changes and developments, writers tend to look at the differences between generations—thus, providing rich insights into today’s twentysomethings.

Online

If you prefer to do your reading and research online, here are a few Web sites you should have on file: 

Youthspecialties.com—While Youth Specialties largely targets youth leaders, you can find all kinds of ideas and insights on teens—who are your up and coming twentysomethings. Their free, weekly Youth Specialty e-update includes a section on “News and Article Clips” that often contain bits of demographic data and trends among twentysomethings.  

Elevate2005.com—This series of conferences, which seeks to become more than meetings, challenges young adults to merge faith and the workplace. Scan the online articles and materials. Encourage twentysomethings from your ministry to attend. They won’t be disappointed.

Theooze.com—Designed as a Web site dedicated to emerging church culture, this site contains thought-provoking pieces from a variety of writers, most notably Spencer Burke. This Web site provides introspective, honest, and challenging articles written by those who are reaching (or hope to reach) young (and old) adults. 

Futuregen.org—Cook Communications Ministries organizes an annual conference that draws key Gen X and Gen Y pastors, leaders, and experts from across the country. Don’t just read about it, consider attending with your key leaders. 

Relevantmagazine.com—Founded by Cameron Strang, this company, which seeks to reach twentysomethings, has both a magazine and a book publishing division offering edgy titles and articles for young adults and their leaders. 

Rightnow.org—A great resource for teaching tidbits and video clips, this Web site is perfect for those considering serving in part-time or full-time missions. 

Other sites including emergentconvention.com, soulsurvivor.com, desparationonline.com, and jeninperative.com are worth searching, too. 

Film and Television

Don’t pretend your twentysomethings aren’t going to the movies and watching reality television and MTV. You may not approve of what they’re watching, but you still need to be aware of what they’re taking in. When it is appropriate, use examples in your illustrations, stories, teaching, and conversations.

Watch late night television. Spend a few evenings watching Leno, Letterman, and the like. Catch up on Conan. Watch The Daily Show with Jon Stewart and watch the latest skits on Saturday Night Live. You will find some things you see disturbing and others disgusting, but you’ll also discover a lot of redeeming material that can be used to communicate the gospel more effectively. If you catch yourself laughing out loud, don’t worry we won’t tell. 

Even if you can’t stand reality television, you need to watch a few episodes of “The Apprentice” on NBC. Even if you don’t learn anything from Donald Trump, you will still have some great connecting points with twentysomethings.  

Rent a DVD of Friends. Whether you choose from the first season or a later season, you need to watch at least six episodes. That may be quite a chore if you didn’t enjoy the show, but in order to understand today’s twentysomethings you need to watch the relatable characters of Ross, Joey, Rachel, Phoebe, Joey, Chandler, and Monica. Remember that this generation grew up with them. You just might be surprised by the clips you can use in your next talk. 

Rent Garden State written and directed by Zach Braff (Scrubs). It’s described by some as The Breakfast Club of this generation. It’s a twentysomething coming-of-age kind of flic. 

Rent both of the Bridget Jones Diaries films in order to understand the irony of being single today. More women than you can imagine relate to Bridget’s quirky character and the strange series of events portrayed.

After reading through this list, you’ve probably thought of a dozen other resources to read, Web sites to surf, and movies to watch. If so, we’d love to hear from you. Simply e-mail margaret@margaretfeinberg.com and your recommendations will be considered for a follow-up article. Together, we can better understand and reach today’s twentysomethings.

Margaret Feinberg (www.margaretfeinberg.com) is an author and speaker based in Sitka, Alaska. She’s author of Twentysomething: Surviving & Thriving in the Real World and How to Be a Grown-Up: 247 Lab-Tested Strategies to Conquer Your World. In addition, she’s written God Whispers: Learning To Hear His Voice; Simple Acts of Faith; Simple Acts of Friendship; Simple Prayers of Hope; Just Married: Surprises From the First Few Years of Marriage, and way too many magazine articles.

Too Busy, Too Tired and Unable to Commit: A Field Guide to Working with Twentysomethings 

Anyone who has been in ministry for very long will tell you that it’s not easy working with twentysomethings. Many young adults find themselves pressed between heavy demands in their workplace and balancing an active, healthy social life. Some twentysomethings will get all fired up about an event, but when it actually happens, they’re nowhere to be found. Other twentysomethings are less willing to commit to activities or events; they may or may not make an appearance. The organizer of the event is usually the last to know. Still other twentysomethings attend a church once a month and consider themselves active, committed members.  

“Twentysomethings can be self-absorbed,” said Mark Batterson, lead pastor at National Community Church (www.theaterchurch.com) in Washington D.C. “They are focused on finding themselves. But the way you find yourself is by serving others. Twentysomethings are an interesting breed. Sometimes I’m amazed at their desire to get involved and serve. And other times I’m amazed at their selfishness. I think it comes back to life stage. When you’re single you look out for yourself.”  

Commitment is a huge issue for today’s twentysomethings. At first glance, many young adults seem to lack the ability to commit to anything. They are either holding out for something better that may come along or they want to maintain an exit strategy in case they don’t feel like attending at the last minute. The result is that many young adults may or may not be at your meeting, activity, or event—which makes it all the more challenging to plan. Issues such as how much food to buy, how many tickets to purchase, how many bowling lanes to reserve, or how many tables to hold at the restaurant can become big guessing games. 

The inability to commit doesn’t just frustrate church leaders, it also can be frustrating for the twentysomethings. One twentysomething in Charlotte, N.C., said it can be difficult working and fellowshiping with people who are “flip-floppers.”

He recalls a time last spring when his aunt passed away and no one in his church—where he had been an active member for 10 years—reached out to him.

“My question was this, Why should I invest in a group of people that don't reach out when I am openly hurting? I began visiting other churches as a result of this.” So what is the moral? The most important aspect to ministering to twentysomethings is the focus on the person. Plans, programs, and worship services are nice, but reaching out and caring for the individual is the most important part. When a church is reaching out to the whole person, individuals will commit as well as they know how. Some people are single just because they can't commit. As I see it, the church’s role is to provide the opportunity and support for singles to come together and fellowship and provide the spiritual nourishment (and) encouragement that young professionals need while they are living in the middle of a cultural quagmire.

Thus, one of the biggest anecdote for the noncommitted is to show that you as a church leader really care. Demonstrate that you are committed to them even when they aren’t committed to you. Be patient as they develop their trust and relationship with you and other members of the group over time. 

As you develop your relationships with group members, it’s important to be real and authentic. Let them know your weaknesses and struggles. It’s important to demonstrate through the relationship that you really care about them as a person and not just what you can get out of them in ministry. Work to develop a sense of community, a sense of family. 

Part of that sense of community is empowering twentysomethings in the areas they’re passionate about. If one of your group members is passionate about missions, see if he or she is willing to organize a mission trip or activity that involves serving the poor. If a group member loves to cook and bake, then ask the person to bring snacks for after the meetings. If one of your group members is naturally a strong leader, look for ways to meet one-on-one and challenge the person. Someone with a musical gift can perform occasionally. Someone with a passion for Bible study can lead a small group. Someone with a desire for deeper prayer can organize a weekly meeting. Someone who enjoys web design can help set up a site for your group. Look for ways to plug twentysomethings into the overall vision of your ministry—even if the roles aren’t traditional. The excitement that will naturally be generated from people being able to pursue their passions in a church environment will help them be more committed members. 

Handpick Your Leaders

Some of your twentysomething leaders are going to come forward on their own, but others are going to be more difficult to find. You’re going to have to take time with individuals in your group one-on-one to discover those who are meant to be leaders. 

One twentysomething minister recently decided to develop leaders within his group of young adults. He and his wife, after prayerful consideration and observation, hand selected four members of their twentysomething Sunday School class—two woman and two men—to disciple. They invited the four individuals over to dinner every other Tuesday. The couple provides a home cooked meal, fellowship, Bible study, and discipleship. 

“Attendance is very good, and they really like a home cooked meal,” the pastor, who asked to remain anonymous, said. “It is also fun for my wife and me to fill our table with guests. Three of the four have become very active in the group, both the old class and the new one.”

For the less dependable group members, the pastor asks them to take on simple responsibilities. “Jesus never asked for volunteers,” he observed. “He carefully selected His laborers. We try to do the same. It is amazing how people respond when asked to do something.”

So don’t be afraid to ask twentysomethings to specifically get involved in some way. Some will be shy to jump on board, but others will be willing to help out.

Developing a Servant’s Heart

Another way to engage twentysomethings in a more committed role in your congregation is through service to others. A mission trip can be an eye-opening and relationship building trip for young adults. If you aren’t ready to pack your bags and head overseas, you can look for ways to get involved in outreach events in your own town or a nearby city. Providing opportunities for twentysomethings to serve the poor and cater to the needs of others is a healthy way to get them more involved in a church body. 

Take ‘Em When You Can Get ‘Em

No matter how much you mentor, organize, preach, and persist as you seek to grow a healthy, committed community, you will always have members who can’t commit because of their work or travel schedules. Twentysomethings are a highly mobile generation. They are constantly on the move and it can be challenging to get them to commit to a ministry week in and week out. 

Batterson noted that it’s important for young adult churches and young adult groups to be flexible enough to “take people when you can get them. “If a person can serve once a month, then take when you can get. Some people want to serve more but simply can’t because of their work schedules.

One of the best ways to keep people in the loop is e-mail. Since most twentysomethings tend to have e-mail access—even if it’s at a library or coffee shop—you can use this to keep group members who are on the fringes still informed and invited. 

20/20 Vision

One of the biggest factors in attracting young adults is getting them to buy into the mission or vision of the church. Dan Kimball, pastor at Vintage Faith Church in Santa Cruz, California, said that he sees twentysomethings at his church who are unwilling to commit, but he also sees those who are committed, show up early, and serve in different ways. “They are the ones who usually understand the mission of the church and jump in with great zeal,” Kimball said. “Knowing the mission and the whys behind serving to me are their primary motivation. So churches should be stressing the way their service is part of a mission and not just a task. I refuse to believe that they are all lazy or not into commitment. They commit to lots of things when they believe in them.”

It’s important for church leaders to explain and show why the thing you are asking them to commit to is worthy of their time and energy investment. 

Help Them Develop Their Gifts

Many twentysomethings can’t identify their own talents and strengths. They may have an idea about what they like or what they’ve been applauded for in the past. However, but if you asked them to make a list of their gifts and how they can be used in the local church they would be at a complete loss. 

One of the biggest things you can do as a leader is help your twentysomething members know, recognize, and appreciate their uniqueness. They have a unique blending of gifts, abilities, and skills that are essential for the body of Christ to act in its fullness, but most twentysomethings don’t know where to begin. You can help lead them by getting to know them as individuals and spending time with them. Ask them about their likes and dislikes. Have the group take a skill or spiritual gifts test. Help them to see what they can’t see in themselves and invite them to put those natural gifts to use in very practical ways. 

When you care for them, as well as help them discover their unique giftedness and the way God made them—they will become committed. 

Teach Them Character

At the core of many noncommitment problems is the issue of character. Whether a person is undependable or shows up late, there’s room for character growth. Some twentysomethings have never been told why it’s important to arrive on time or what kind of message arriving late sends to the others. Some twentysomethings have never been told what happens when people say they’ll be somewhere and don’t show up. They are completely unaware of the wasted time and resources.

You can’t assume twentysomethings in your congregation know how to behave differently. There is no telling how they were raised—even if they were brought up in a Christian family. You never know what standards—if any—they were held accountable. That’s why it’s important to gently but steadily address character issues. Ask them what it feels like when someone stands them up? Shows up an hour late? Then relate it to the group. 

Give Twentysomethings Ownership

Twentysomethings naturally want to be a part of something that makes them feel valued. It’s important to give twentysomethings a sense of ownership. 

“We believe that a young adult can grow as a disciple of Christ just as much by serving on a team as they can sitting in a room being taught,” said William Guice, director of the Portico (www.theportico.ws), a ministry of First Baptist Church West Monroe, La. “We have also found that the more quickly we can help a newcomer see that we need them just as much as they need us, the more quickly they become committed. We try to place our newcomers into places of service (other than counseling or teaching spots) quickly. If they feel like they are needed and are making a contribution, they tend to come back more regularly.”

It’s important to talk to your twentysomething leaders about investing in others through one-on-one relationships. Ask them to replicate themselves in someone else through mentoring relationships. This will help grow your volunteer base as well as give twentysomething members more ownership within the ministry. 

Don’t Give Up

Every pastor who has worked with twentysomethings for very long has wrestled with these issues. You are not alone. 

It’s important to remember that just because many twentysomethings are noncommittal, that does not mean that all are. There are some very dependable twentysomething leaders out there waiting to be discovered. You’re going to have to get them on board with the mission and vision of your congregation. You’re going to have to spend time with them, build a relationship and challenge them to put their gifts and skills to work. Along the way, you’re going to run into some people who flake out. But it’s still worth it! Finding these leaders is essential, not only for your current congregation but also for the future of the church.

Margaret Feinberg (www.margaretfeinberg.com) is an author and speaker based in Sitka, Alaska. She’s author of Twentysomething: Surviving & Thriving in the Real World and How to Be a Grown-Up: 247 Lab-Tested Strategies to Conquer Your World. In addition, she’s written God Whispers: Learning To Hear His Voice; Simple Acts of Faith; Simple Acts of Friendship; Simple Prayers of Hope; Just Married: Surprises From the First Few Years of Marriage, and way too many magazine articles.

Retro Versus Metro: A Baby Boomer’s Guide to Understanding Twentysomethings

Just as every generation is different, every generation also has things in common. Today’s baby boomers and twentysomethings are no exception. Understanding the differences between these demographic groups is important when it comes to both mentoring and ministering to twentysomethings. 

“My culture was filled for the most part with stable families, Judeo-Christian values, and a relevance of faith to living,” said Carol Harris, a boomer parent of two twentysomething daughters living in Houston, Texas. “Twenty-year-olds have none of that now. The traditional family is broken, values are based on each individual’s own thinking and faith is not seen as relevant to life. We boomers should simply remember what it was like to be 20 and confused...and then at least quadruple the complexity of what we remember feeling and thinking to even begin to understand what it's like to be 20 now.”  Can YOU FOOTNOTE AS A PERSONAL INTERVIEW?
This article is designed to highlight some of the differences between boomers and twentysomethings. It explores how these generations process information, respond, and react. As you reflect on the differences, remember that the characteristics found in boomers can be found in twentysomethings just as the characteristics found in twentysomethings can be found in boomers. Being a twentysomething or boomer is more of a mind-set and approach to life, and, at times, it crosses all ages.

Institution Versus Relationship

Boomers tend to value commitment and involvement in an institution. They like knowing that the organization they’re a part of is trustworthy. If the institution is well-established and has a history within the local community that’s even better. 

Twentysomethings, on the other hand, are less interested in the institution and more concerned with the people who comprise the institution. Twentysomethings are driven by their relationships. A boomer goes to church to learn a new spiritual lesson, sing familiar songs, and fulfill a commitment to the local church. A twentysomething goes to church to see friends and hopefully learn, grow, and serve along side them. So a boomer will walk into a service and ask, “What’s going on here?” whereas a twentysomething will ask “Who’s here?”

Settled Versus on the Move

Baby boomers tend to be more well-established, largely due to their age and stage in life. They are more likely to own a home and have several children. Boomers are more likely to have a resume that will actually impress someone and have a plan for retirement. 

Twentysomethings are little more free-spirited, but not necessarily by choice. Since twentysomethings are getting married between four and five years later in life on average than their predecessors, many are still single. The majority of twentysomethings are saddled with student loans and so much credit card debt that they haven’t been able to buy a home. And children will only come after they find Mr. or Mrs. Right . . . which still may be a few years off. 

Most twentysomethings are surprised that their lives don’t mirror their boomer parents. They expected to meet “the one” in college, get married, and begin having children by the age of 25. They look at boomers with a quiet sense of envy in some regards. The delay is causing a lot of twentysomethings to ask God tough questions about their singleness and at the same time make the most of it by traveling, changing lives, and living a more adventurous lifestyle. 

Information Versus Conversation

Baby boomers want information. Twentysomethings want conversation.  

Boomers are satisfied with a lengthy presentation on a topic, whereas twentysomethings are looking for an interactive examination of an issue. While boomers appreciate the time given to a particular topic, twentysomethings want depth. Twentysomethings don’t want to “get it” as much as they want to discuss it and wrestle with it. 

“What it means to be "seeker sensitive" is totally different,” said Mark Batterson lead pastor at National Community Church (www.theaterchurch.com) in Washington, D.C. “I think twentysomethings are more spiritually attuned. I think many churches watered down or dumbed-down the message for boomers, but twentysomethings are looking for something supernatural, something they can't explain. I think our generation is more in touch with mystery and paradox. So ironically, the more seeker-sensitive you want to be the more spiritual you need to be. I think twentysomethings are looking for a high-octane experience.”

While a self-help title or article featuring six easy steps is appealing to a boomer, a twentysomething would look at the same piece and find it suspect. Certainly, things can’t be that simple. Thus, while boomers enjoy finding a shortcut to the answer, twentysomethings want to take the scenic tour at discovering the same truth.

Print Versus Image 

Twentysomethings process information differently. Boomers are more print oriented; twentysomethings are more image-driven. A boomer will read a book written with linear knowledge to explore and understand a concept. Boomers will respond to the plain black and white text. Twentysomethings respond and react to film, music, and the arts. They grab onto word pictures—whether spoken or written—and are compelled by images. 

The new “iWorship” DVD tracks from Integrity Music are a good example. They’re used in our church whenever the worship team isn’t able to practice. They provide a soundtrack of popular worship songs. Instead of just having the words projected onto an overhead, there are moving images of nature, people and scenes that play as the words are displayed. A number of boomers within the church have complained that the images are just too much—they distract them from worshiping God. Only one twentysomething has commented that the images are distracting. Most of the young adults appreciate the extra layer of images used in worship. 

Church leaders who effectively use graphics and videos in their sermons can help capture the imagination of this generation. 

Absolute Truth Versus Postmodern

Twentysomethings have grown up in a postmodern world—a land of gray—often lacking a foundation or belief in absolute truth. However, most boomers still believe that absolute truth exists. Thus, twentysomethings are more likely to question and wrestle with issues than boomers. They want to know how something works and all its implications. For example, a boomer may say that something is absolutely wrong. A twentysomething will look at the response and begin thinking of situations—even if they’re far-fetched—that will challenge that proposition and look for an exception.   

“Not only are boomers in a different stage of life, but they are often in a different stage of their faith,” said Chad Wible, assistant to the lead pastor at Pathways Church. “Boomers also typically come from a different philosophical mind-set since they were brought up in a modernist world, and twentysomethings were brought up in a postmodern world. Therefore, boomers need to realize that twentysomethings are often seeking out their faith, capturing the faith as their own, or working through much of their skepticism.”

Twentysomethings often desire a transcendent element in their lives; the spiritual realm is a reality to them. “This means that the church cannot be solely focused on doctrinal or exegetical studies,” Wible said. “Of course, I am not saying that we do away with doctrine and exegesis, but it needs to be incorporated in a way that also brings the person into presence of a mystical God.”

Denominations Versus the Emerging Church

Boomers are comfortable with the institutional church. They can easily identify themselves with denominations and their systems of belief. Twentysomethings are more uncomfortable with the traditional institutional church. They’re more likely to venture out of the denomination they were raised in and look for a body of believers where they can have their needs met as well as be a valued member. A number of twentysomethings attend services on a weekly basis and quietly wonder, “Isn’t there more?” As a result, some have opted to change denominations or join a nondenominational church. Others have chosen to join home church movements. And some, unfortunately, have dropped out of church altogether. 

Final Word

No matter how different baby boomers and twentysomethings may seem, young adults desperately need older adults to be involved in their lives. Boomers can be incredible mentors for twentysomethings despite any apparent differences. Mentoring can help break down and perceived differences between the generations as people understand each other on a one-on-one basis. 

Margaret Feinberg (www.margaretfeinberg.com) is an author and speaker based in Sitka, Alaska. She’s author of Twentysomething: Surviving & Thriving in the Real World and How to Be a Grown-Up: 247 Lab-Tested Strategies to Conquer Your World. In addition, she’s written God Whispers: Learning to Hear His Voice; Simple Acts of Faith; Simple Acts of Friendship; Simple Prayers of Hope; Just Married: Surprises From the First Few Years of Marriage, and way too many magazine articles.
Help! The Twentysomethings Are Invading My Service

Over the course of the past two years, I’ve spoken to a number of pastors and church leaders who never set out to reach twentysomethings through their meetings or ministry. Yet, when they look out at their attendees, it’s consistently young adults who fill the audience. 

At a Baptist Church in Sitka, Alaska, the church leaders were challenged during their Sunday morning service with not enough seating for visitors, a parking shortage, and general overcrowding. The church decided to launch a Saturday night service as a place to reach out to the unsaved, provide a place where the church’s Sunday School teachers and Sunday morning worship team could come and allow for church growth. But five months after starting the Saturday service, nearly 80 percent of the regular attendees were twentysomethings. The leadership knew that it had to make adjustments in the format and style of the service in order to serve the people God had brought, rather than those the church had hoped to have attend. 

Whether you’re starting to develop a gathering for twentysomethings or you’ve ended up with one without even trying, here are a few insights about the needs and desires of this demographic. 

Relevance. Twentysomethings are looking for relevance. They desire relevant Bible teaching rather than that abstract concepts. They are looking for sermons and lessons that connect them to the situations they’re encountering everyday. References to pop culture—whether it’s music, film, or television—can be effective in making a Bible story or principle connect with this age group. Twentysomethings are looking for relevant worship. That doesn’t mean that you can’t use hymns—because they enjoy the songs and styles of the ancient—but it does mean that the music needs to be able to connect with them on a personal level.  

Passion. Young adults are a passionate breed. They appreciate passion, and they respect it. When you speak from your heart about your personal passions, young adults will connect with you. If you try to be passionate about everything, this will quickly lose its effectiveness. In addition to being honest about your passions, look for ways to support twentysomethings in their passions. Encourage them to use their talents or gifts. Challenge them to step out and be there to support them even when they fail.     

Honesty. Be honest about your struggles. Most twentysomethings have been around Christians who pretend everything is fine even when it’s not, and they can see through the performance. Many Christian twentysomethings have grown up in churches where the pastor or leader wasn’t willing to admit to any struggles, so when you are willing to become vulnerable about what’s really going on in your life, you earn their respect. Suddenly, there isn’t a chasm between you and them. You become the same: humans in need of God. And from that place, you can minister more effectively to this demographic group. One twentysomething pastor observed, “Authenticity is the new apologetics.” In other words, being willing to live out an honest Christian life will lead more people to seek Christ on their own. You’ll also discover that when you’re more honest about your difficulties, they will be more honest about theirs and real healing can begin. 

It’s important to remember that you still need to keep their respect. Twentysomethings aren’t looking for leaders who are so messed up that they don’t know who they are or where they’re going. Make sure that you don’t disqualify yourself as being someone to follow in the name of authenticity.  

Time. Building a community of twentysomethings doesn’t happen overnight. Life-changing relationships take time to develop. “This can't be overstated,” said Chad Wible, assistant to the lead pastor at Pathways Church (www.pathwayschurch.org) in Denver, Colo. “I believe that outside of the hand of God and His work the single most important attribute of our ministry is that we have made a commitment to make people first. As leaders, we make a commitment to be available—out of the office and where people are.  We have grabbed the phrase from Jesus with Dirty Feet, Jesus walked, talked, and healed. This is what we try to do everyday.” 

Building relationships with twentysomethings may mean spending an afternoon at a coffee shop, a gym, or a bowling alley. You may find yourself eating foreign cuisine and learning a more than you ever wanted to know about kickboxing. But the time investment will pay off. 

Community Building. Because twentysomethings appreciate authentic relationships, small groups can be crucial to this generation’s spiritual growth. Encourage the more spiritually more twentysomethings in your meetings to start a small group. Help them select a book or study if necessary. If you have a large enough gathering, then encourage leaders to start small groups around common interests—whether it’s running, rock climbing, music, or film—encourage groups to get together on a regular basis. One church in Louisiana has a jogging group, a songwriters group, a four-wheeler/ATV group, and a cooking group—all of which have been effective.

It’s also important to remind twentysomethings that even if they’re not in a church’s small group, they’re already in a small group of sorts. They already have a sphere of influence among their friends, now it’s just a matter of what they’re going to do with their influence. 

Engage in experiential learning. Instead of using a lecture format for your meetings, look for ways to engage twentysomethings in an experiential learning process. It can be as simple as tasting the difference between artesian, distilled, and tap water when you’re discussing how Jesus satisfies the soul. Look for ways to be both creative and interactive in the teaching so attendees can use their senses and learn for themselves along the way.

Coffee and Snacks. You can call them the Starbucks generation. Twentysomethings love coffee, tea, and chai. They love free food. If food is available before or after your meetings, twentysomethings are more likely to hang out, talk, and build the type of community you’re hoping to develop. 

So if you find yourself leading a Bible study, church service, or outreach and have discovered that the target audience you hoped to reach has been replaced by twentysomethings, remember that you’re not alone. God is using all types of men and women to reach this generation. You may not have thought you were one of them, but God obviously has different plans. So relax, take time to pray, and remember that God hasn’t called you to anything that He is not going to back you up on. You may just discover that ministering to twentysomethings is more adventuresome, fun, and rewarding than you ever imagined. 
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