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Twentysomethings 

By Margaret Feinberg Onies
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 very 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. 

But the inability to commit doesn’t just frustrate church leaders, it also can be frustrating for the twentysomethings themselves. One twentysomething in Charlotte, North Carolina, said it can be difficult working and fellowshipping with people who are “flip-flppers.”

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?,” the twentysomething recalls. “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 churches 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 non-committed 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. And be patient as they develop their trust and relationship with you and the 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 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. 

Hand-pick 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 I 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 surprisingly 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 email. Since most twentysomethings tend to have email 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 in to 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 why’s 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 their investment of time and energy. 

Help Them Develop Their Gifts

Many twentysomethings cant’ 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, 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 which 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 very committed. 

Teach Them Character

At the core of many non-commitment problems is the issue of character. Whether a person is undependable or shows up late, there’s room 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 knows 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, Louisiana. “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 non-commital, that does not mean 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. And along the way, you’re going to run into some people who flake out. But it’s still worth it!

Because finding these leaders is essential, not only for your current congregation but also for the future of the church.
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