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What’s crucial here is that these two dynamics, the 
trajectory of struggling churches and the trend of 
struggling youth, are related – and neither of them 
will be resolved until we deepen the faith, commit-
ment, and professionalism with which we minister 
to our young.1

Let me begin with an old sermon illustration 
chestnut. One day a constable found a body floating 
in the river that flowed through his little village. The 
discovery caused great sadness and puzzlement. 
When no one arrived to claim the body, the villagers 
dutifully donated materials to construct a coffin and 
conducted a funeral. It was the least they could do.

A week later, however, a villager found another 
body in the river, and then another, and another, and 
so on. After a month of this, the village was just plain 
worn out by all the coffin construction and funerals. 
So one day, the constable decided to hike upstream 
to see what was going on.

After following the river two miles into the foot-
hills, the constable found a small footbridge washed 
out. Footprints indicated that travelers had been 
trying to get across the river without the bridge and 
had been swept away by the current. The next day 
the villagers trooped up the trail to construct a new 
footbridge and solved the problem for a generation.

If you are a minister to youth, my guess is that 
you have already noticed some calamities wash-
ing into your downstream village of parish life. If 
you haven’t yet, you certainly will discover the fol-
lowing: First, virtually all of our so-called mainline 
denominations are suffering an alarming decline in 

Too many of our churches and our young are struggling. Too many of our de-
nominations and congregations are struggling because they are failing to transmit 
the faith to a rising generation, and too many of our young are struggling because 
they lack the foundations that were traditionally supplied by communities of the 
faith. To paraphrase the lyrics of a great band from my “ge-ge-ge-generation,” 
neither the churches nor the kids are all right.

Twin Calamities: Declining Churches,  
Struggling Young

membership, particularly among so-called Genera-
tion Xers and Millennials.2 And, second, many of 
our churches, schools, universities, and folks who 

study or practice adolescent psychology and psycho-
therapy are reporting an alarming deterioration in 
adolescent mental health.3 As I sketch the outlines 
of these two calamities, see if it doesn’t become 
apparent that, in both instances, the “upstream 
footbridge” that needs to be rebuilt is a passionate 
and dedicated ministry with and to our youth.

Bridge Repair
We have all been bombarded with the dispiriting 
statistics of declining denominations and churches. 
Mainline Protestants are grabbing all the headlines, 
but thoughtful Roman Catholics and evangelicals 
are now puzzling over their own worrisome trends 
as well. These patterns seem to be accelerating 
among rising generations. According to a 2010 
Pew Charitable Trust report, “Religion Among the 
Millennials”: 

Fully one-in-four members of the Millen-
nial generation – so called because they 
were born after 1980 and began to come 
of age around the year 2000 – are unaf-
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We find abundant evidence that a princi-
pal reason there are so few young adults 
in the pews downstream is that we are 
failing to transmit the faith to our chil-
dren upstream.
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being that parallels the decline in religious affiliation 
and connectedness.

I certainly don’t mean to suggest that all adoles-
cents are suffering. I was in youth ministry for 21 
years, and I could fill hundreds of pages with reflec-
tions on the amazing, creative, intelligent young 
people I was blessed to know. Every community 

has its own particular blend of the sour and sweet 
in adolescent health and development, challenges 
and suffering.

Still, the anecdotal concerns of youth ministers, 
teachers, and psychotherapists are confirmed by 
statistical surveys done regionally and nationally. 
As the chief of Mental Health Services at Harvard 
University advised,

If your son or daughter is in college, the 
chances are almost one in two that he or 
she will become depressed to the point 
of being unable to function . . . and one 
in 10 that he or she will seriously consider 
suicide. In fact, since 1988, the likelihood 
of a college student’s suffering depres-
sion has doubled, [and] suicide ideation 
has tripled, and sexual assaults have 
quadrupled.6

According to the 2003 Commission on Children 
at Risk: “Scholars at the National Research Council 
in 2002 estimated that at least one of every four 
adolescents in the U.S. is currently at serious risk 
of not achieving productive adulthood.”7 According 
to another study, about 21 percent of U.S. children 
ages 9 to 17 have diagnosable mental or addictive 
disorders associated with at least minimum im-
pairment.8

To these general statements, let me add two 
other statistics:
• “Studies in adults and one study in youth sug-
gested that each successive generation since 1940 
is at greater risk of developing depressive disor-
ders and that these disorders have their onset at a 
younger age.”9 
• By the 1980s U.S. children as a group were re-
porting more anxiety than were children who were 
psychiatric patients in the 1950s.10

filiated with any particular faith. Indeed, 
Millennials are significantly more unaf-
filiated than members of Generation X 
were at a comparable point in their life 
cycle (20 percent in the late 1990s) and 
twice as unaffiliated as Baby Boomers 
were as young adults (13 percent in the 
late 1970s).4

It must be self-evident that no denomination, 
no church, can prosper downstream if its ranks 
aren’t being replenished by young adults arriving 
in the pews to take up the mantle of their elders. 
And, when we troop upstream, we find abundant 
evidence that one of the principal reasons there 
are so few young adults in the pews downstream 
is that we are failing to transmit the faith to our 
children upstream.

Failure to Launch
“The underlying problem of the mainline churches 
cannot be solved by new programs of church de-
velopment alone,” write Benton Johnson, Dean 
R. Hoge, and Donald Luidens. “Somehow, in the 
course of the past century, these churches lost the 
will or the ability to teach the Christian faith and 
what it requires to a succession of younger cohorts 
in such a way as to command their allegiance.”5

 In her 2010 book, OMG: A Youth Ministry Hand-
book (Abingdon, 2010), Kenda Creasy Dean begins 
with a series of devastating citations:
• “Most teenagers who have spent years attending 
church activities [have not integrated their faith] into 
who they are and how they live.” (George Barna, 2003).
• “Our distinct impression is that very many religious 
congregations and communities of faith in the United 
States are failing rather badly in religiously engaging 
and educating youth.” (Christian Smith, 2004).
•  “The levels of disengagement among twenty-
somethings suggest that youth ministry fails too 
often at discipleship and faith formation.” (David 
Kinnaman, 2006)

We all recall that Jesus commissioned his dis-
ciples to “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 
them to obey everything that I have commanded 
you” (Matthew 28:18-20). The upstream evidence 
is that we are falling short of that commission with 
our own children.

Let’s turn to a brief downstream examination of 
the declining mental health and well-being of our 
adolescents. We have all learned that proof of corre-
lation does not necessarily mean proof of causation. 
Still, there is a worrisome decline in adolescent well-

It is magical thinking to believe we can 
throw a few crumbs from the church 
budget table, underpay a revolving-door 
cast of rookie youth ministers, and trust 
that a few mumbled prayers will convert 
pizza, games, and mission trips into a 
body of Christ.
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concluded that children flourish better where sup-
ported by what they called “Authoritative Commu-
nities.” How did the commission define a healthy, 
authoritative community? Here are the characteris-
tics. As you read, ask yourself if you have ever seen 
such a community:
• It is a social institution that includes children 
and youth.
• It treats children as ends in themselves.
• It is warm and nurturing.
• It establishes clear boundaries and limits.
• It is defined and guided at least partly by non-
specialists.
• It is multi-generational.
• It has a long-term focus.
• It encourages spiritual and religious develop-
ment.
• It reflects and transmits a shared understanding 
of what it means to be a good person.
• It is philosophically oriented to the dignity of all 
persons and to the love of neighbor.13

Authoritative Solution
The National Commission is the most impressive 
panel I have ever seen convened on children’s is-
sues, but am I the only one who’s thinking God 
could have saved them a little time and money? 
Through Christ, God has given us the time-tested 
plan for building an authoritative community. God’s 
name for it is “church.”

As Kenda Creasy Dean reminded us in Almost 
Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers Is Telling 
the American Church:

Ancient youth like Jacob and Esau grew 
up at a time when questions like “Who 
are my people? Why am I here? What 
gives my life meaning and coherence?” 
were answered, literally, by the faith of 
their fathers, not by theories of ego devel-
opment. Yet these questions of belong-
ing, purpose, and ideology remain at the 
core of human identity; while we have 
learned to think of them as psychological 
issues, such questions have historically 
fallen to religion to answer, ritualized in 
the traditions and practices of commu-
nities that seek to embody a particular 
story of identity.14

We Christians profess a Christ who comes “that 
[we] might have life and have it abundantly” (John 
10:10). We are spiritual descendants of the Paul 
who exhorted us to “take hold of the life that really 
is life”(First Timothy 6:19). We preach that a life 
that dies to self and rises with Christ, a life that 
lives out Christ’s love commandment, offers, per-

Accompanying these diagnostic findings are ob-
servations that many of our young seem to lack a 
sense of higher purpose or meaning in their lives. 
As David White noted in one of our “Youth Min-
istry: Now” lectures at Yale Divinity School last 
year, “In 1970, [of ] entering college freshman 70 
percent of them could talk about their hopes for a 
vocation that served a common good. Less than 30 
percent lacked this sense of purpose. That statistic 
has flipped now.” Less than 30 percent of entering 
college freshman can talk about their hopes for a 
vocation that serve a common good; more than 
79 percent report a lack of this sense of purpose.11

Maladaptive Culture
At the Yale Center for Faith and Culture, director 
Miroslav Volf has been making a similar point in the 
God and Human Flourishing Program. His critique 
describes a widespread culture that is offering our 
young a maladaptive account of human well-being, 
drifting away from the religious, philosophical, and 
artistic resources that previous generations had 
called on to equip their children to discern what 

makes life worth living. Without knowing how to 
discuss and answer for themselves that question, 
Volf asserts, our children remain ignorant of the pur-
poses of life. They become perhaps experts in un-
derstanding and manipulating their environment but 
amateurs in knowing to what end they should do so.

In sum, whenever you and I go out to our vil-
lage’s stream, we are likely to find another trou-
bling missive from the Center for Disease Control 
washed up on our banks, another report on the sad 
numbers of kids suffering with aimless drift, anxiety 
disorders, chronic depression, thoughts of suicide, 
or other self-destructive behaviors.  Like our prover-
bial villagers, we can wring our hands and exhaust 
ourselves coping with the consequences, or we can 
hike upstream to see what’s going on.

Some years ago, the National Commission on 
Children at Risk decided to take that upstream hike, 
gathering a blue-ribbon panel of professors of ado-
lescent and pediatric psychology and psychotherapy. 
They concluded that the crisis in adolescent mental 
suffering and maladjustment was caused by raising 
children in an unhealthy culture characterized by 
diminished social connectedness. The commission 

Through Christ, God has given us the 
time-tested plan for building an authori-
tative community. God’s name for it is 
“church.”
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When the church ministers to its youth with pas-
sion, commitment, and professionalism, it provides 
the nurture they require for human flourishing and 
reaps the fruits of their regenerative energies. When 
we do not – because we’ve set other priorities, or 
don’t mobilize the resources, or undervalue the 
importance of these ministries – we set a stum-
bling block before our children. As we have seen, 
the consequences of this neglect are calamitous for 
both the churches and the children that we know 
and love.
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