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The Great Wait: How Delaying Marriage Is Transforming Church

By Margaret Feinberg Onies
In 2001, I received a phone call from my grandmother 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 eightysomething-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 hey day, 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 last 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 twentysomethings wanders into a church and looks at the list of activities for the week. There is Sunday school for children and youth group 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% of those who attend on 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. Childcare 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 far-fetched? 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% drop in weekly church attendance and a 58% decline from age 18 to age 29. Barna concludes that there are approximately 8,000,000 twentysomethings are alive today who were active church-goers as teenagers but who will no longer be active in a church by their 30th 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, co-worker, 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 and choices and sexuality because those are huge issues for twentysomethings,” said Mark Batterson, lead paster 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.”

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. 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 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 they’re 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 wait 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’s every been. 
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