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The Twentysomethings Are Invading My Service!  HELP!!!

Over the course of the last 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% 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 every day. References to pop culture—whether it’s music, film or television—can be very 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. 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. 

At the same time, it’s important to remember that you still need to keep their respect. Twentysomethings aren’t looking for a leader who is so messed up 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, Colorado. “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, gym or bowling. 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 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 & 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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