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Think of a time in your life when you felt particularly 
connected to the church



Church Assessment Tool (CAT) Scan Results

• On most CAT Scan reports the top two priorities are the same (irrespective of 
church characteristics

• Make needed changes to attract families with children

• Assimilate new members into the life of the congregation.  

• Why is this?









So why should we even bother?



Three Adolescent Tasks

• Who am I?  (Identity)

• Whose am I? / Where do I fit? (Belonging)

• Do my choices matter? / What difference do I make? (Purpose/Autonomy)

• There’s me question, and us question, and our question.  



What organization in our society most directly 

addresses the questions of identity, belonging, and 

purpose?



The church can be a gift for young families and their 

children.  But, as the church, we’re so accustomed 

to it that we’ve forgotten the gift it is, and so we’ve 

neglected it.  



Why have churches struggled to attract and engage 

the elusive “young families?”



Research Details

• “Growing Young” churches are engaging people ages 15-
29 and are growing - spiritually, emotionally, missional, 
and sometimes numerically.  

• “Growing Young” churches are churches whose average 
age is staying the same or going down.  

• 4 years of research later they found churches of every 
size and type that were growing young, from every part 
of the country.  100 - 5000 members, rural, suburban 
and urban, multi-cultural (and not)



How important are the following in reaching young families?

• Church size

• Trendy location/region

• Age of congregation

• Denominational Affiliation

• “Cool” factor

• Big, Modern Building

• A big budget

• “Contemporary” Worship Service

• Watered-down teaching/preaching

• Hyper-entertaining program.  



Be careful with assumptions…

• One of the themes of the “Growing Young” research was that so many of the 
assumptions end up being one of three things:

• “Not necessarily”

• Over generalizations

• Outrightly false



While all ten of these factors have an impact, none are the 
silver bullet.  

…. But there are six things a church MUST do if it's going to 
reach young families and “grow young”



Ingredient #1: Unlock Keychain Leadership

Instead of centralizing authority, empower others -
especially young people.  



Ingredient #2: Empathize with Today’s Young 
People

Instead of judging or criticizing, step into the 
shoes of this generation



A Story…

• “Pastor, if I raise my finger, will God know which one I’m going to raise even before I 
raise it?” Thirteen-year-old Steve attended church every week with his parents. This 
particular Sunday, he had stayed after the worship service to ask his pastor this pressing 
question. The pastor replied, “Yes, God knows everything.” Haunted by the plight of 
African children suffering from dire famine, Steve then pulled out a Life magazine cover 
depicting two children tormented by starvation. He asked the logical follow-up, “Well, 
does God know about this and what’s going to happen to those kids?” The pastor gave 
a similar response: “Steve, I know you don’t understand, but yes, God knows about 
that.”

• Powell, Kara; Mulder, Jake; Griffin, Brad. Growing Young: Six Essential Strategies to Help Young People Discover and Love Your Church (Kindle Locations 1194-1199). Baker Publishing 
Group. Kindle Edition. 



This is Steve… Steve Jobs



What is empathy?

• “Feeling with young people”… your effort to understand the way they do things and 
why, their physical and emotional needs, how they think about the world, and what 
is meaningful to them”

• In other words, it’s sitting on the curb of a young person’s life, celebrating their 
dreams and grieving over their despair.  



Empathy Thoughts…

• Kids today have an earlier starting line and a later finishing line.  

• “Extreme stress”

• Even thought church activities make kids busier, they lessen anxiety. 

• Peripheral Faith

• Most of what’s presented doesn’t have enough “pull” to make kids care.   



So what’s different today?

• Less unstructured time

• Greater use of technology and social media

• Reading Less

• Sexual Experimentation

• Adult Abandonment

• #metoo



Strategies

• Respond with grace (identity), love (belonging), and mission(purpose) - The Gospel 
addresses so many of the adolescent questions.  (My Comment: No community is 
better at it when it’s at it’s best)

• Stereotype no more.  

• Ask “Why…”

• Try to look at everything (“Imagine if….” through the eyes of a younger person



Strategies

• Know names

• Get to know one young person well

• Don’t leave out singles

• Support marriage



Ingredient #3: Take Jesus’ Message Seriously

Instead of asserting formulaic gospel claims, welcome 
young people into a Jesus-centered way of life.  



Ingredient #4: Fuel a Warm Community

Instead of focusing on cool worship or programs, aim for 
warm peer and intergenerational friendships



Warm Community

• This is non-quantifiable ingredient, but it’s universal

• Descriptions: welcoming, accepting, belonging, authentic, hospitable, caring, etc.

• Warmth is the DNA of the church family

• Warmth helps young people find and stick with a church

• Honest relationships building belonging



Dear Parents-

You should be so proud of your kids. They did a 

fantastic job tonight at The Table. They were helpful, 

took initiative, listened to instruction, etc. After we had 

been there about two hours I said to Ryan “You know, 

we haven’t had to ask anyone to get working since 

we’ve been here”. The Table staff were especially 

impressed at how smoothly things ran - especially for a 

group being there for the first time. They did a nice 

job sitting down and talking with those who were 

attending tonight’s community dinner. And, not once, 

did we hear whining about wanting to go home. 

I know the timing of tonight’s outing ended up being 

less than ideal - being in the middle of finals, but 

please know that your kids showed forth the kingdom 

of God tonight on Pittsburgh’s south side. I know that I 

for one, and I’m guessing Sharon and Ryan would 

agree, was proud to be one of their leaders tonight. I 

know teens can be tricky at home, and that’s just 

normal teenage stuff - but please hear me clearly 

when I commend you for having great kids. 

- Brian



From a Parent:

“Thank you for this thoughtful email. It’s helpful to 

hear such nice words when we have had such a 

combative week.”



Review:

• Keychain leadership empowers emerging leaders with real influence and 
opportunities to utilize their gifts.  

• Empathy is listening for and seeking to understand their developmental journey

• Warmth is the way we surround them with supportive, accepting, and authentic 
community

• Jesus’ message puts theological language to belonging and believing and invites 
people into a gospel-shaped way of life.  





Ingredient #5: Prioritize Families Everywhere

Instead of giving lip service to how much young people 
matter, look for creative ways to tangibly support, 

resource, and involved them in all facets of your 
congregation.  



This is a hinge point

We call this a hinge point because while churches who have keychain leaders, 
empathize with young people, focus on Jesus, and nurture warmth can be 

lovely churches, they can eventually get comfortable, face inward, and 
ultimately grow old. If they fail to prioritize young people everywhere and 

help them live as good neighbors in the world (see chapter 7), over time the 
congregation will age out.

Powell, Kara; Mulder, Jake; Griffin, Brad. Growing Young: Six Essential Strategies to Help Young People Discover and Love Your Church (Kindle Locations 2837-2839). Baker Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 



Prioritize Everywhere

• Prioritization of young people everywhere represents tangible institutional 
commitments to allocates resources and attention.  

• Priorities include: budget, personnel, facility, time, and programming



Prioritize Everywhere

• Parents!

• Parents matter a lot - more than most people (and they themselves) realize

• Parents need support

• The effects of divorce require our attention

• Young people must play a load-bearing role: ask for participants, not volunteers 



Action Steps

• Re-think numbers - compare the percentage of people by age in your church vs 
your local community

• Assess everywhere - look at every program, how accessible is that to young people 
and their families

• Ask simple questions - “How could young people be a part of this?”

• Hire purposefully in youth/young adult ministry



Action Steps

• Address family pain and brokenness through support

• Prioritize partnering with parents

• Ditch “youth Sunday” - Involve young people every week

• Leverage technology - but don’t obsess over it (and do it well if you do it)

• Diversify to meet the 24 to 29 year old group - often don’t want a programmatic option

• Recognize those (and thank those) who prioritize young people



Prioritize Everywhere

• BUT… see them for more than what they do

• Good leaders and programs do not equal priority



Ingredient #6: Be the Best Neighbors

Instead of condemning the world outside your walls, enable 
young people to neighbor well locally and globally



Be the Best Neighbor

• The best neighbor asks “Who is my neighbor?”

• Hospitable neighbors honor what is good - no matter where it is found

• Courageous neighbors embrace ethnic diversity

• Ethnic diversity and effective with young people offer a complex picture. 



Be the Best Neighbor

• Wise neighbors help young people discover their calling

• Avoid pitfalls - Aiming for perfection, copying and competing, condemning and 
critiquing, finding the one right program/cause/issue





“Growing Young” and Your Congregation

1. Read “Growing Young”

2. Assemble a group of stakeholders to read “Growing Young” together.  

3. Consider taking the “Growing Young Assessment” involving leadership, 
stakeholders, and families with children

4. Develop a “Growing Young Strategy” based on the six principles, your unique 
context, and the results of your Growing Young Assessment

5. Have patience!

www.churchesgrowingyoung.com

http://www.churchesgrowingyoung.com/


Closing Thoughts

• “Growing Young” isn’t a goal - it’s an outcome of a broader ministry strategy and 
church-wide culture.

• The way to Grow Young is to embody the six characteristics in the specific context 
in which a church find itself.  




