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This spring, between forty-five and seventy-five percent of the students in your youth group will graduate out of high school and out of the church as well.  While the Wesleyan Church might be pleased to know that conservative, evangelical churches tend to linger at the low end with a forty-five percent loss, I doubt anyone in the Wesleyan Church is satisfied with an estimated fifty-five percent retention rate.
 


Young adults in the 18 to 25 age range are in the peak years for dropping out of church.
  Reports indicate that there is a steady decline in religious activity both with age and amount of schooling.
  While polls show that belief in God is rising, there is a common understanding that each person should be entitled to design his or her own “spirituality.”
  It seems as if we no longer pass on the faith; rather, faith is something teenagers choose from a variety of options.
This is especially common among college students who are free from their parent’s influence for the first time, meaning they can sleep in on Sunday mornings without someone yanking back their covers.  For the first time, many are encountering numerous religious traditions—everything from Hinduism to the Gospel of Thomas.  One professor from Arkansas recently remarked, “If students don’t know what they believe and why they do, I’ll change them.”
 

Those who do pull themselves from bed on a Sunday morning are often shaken when they attend the nearby church and discover the wide disconnect between their youth group and this new, larger congregation (or as we referred to it, “big church”). Where is the hip worship?  The bands?  The pie-eating contests.  In short, very rarely does a teenager find an adult church that feels like “home.”

The God of pizza, loud music, and topical studies that they worshipped in youth group is no where to be found.  And even if a student does happen to stumble upon this God, chances are this God is no longer relevant.  In fact, it seems many students enter college and discover they have simply out-grown God.

In a recent “King of the Hill” episode, Hank fears his son Bobby is succumbing to negative influences and forces him to join a youth group.  Bobby discovers that this youth group consists of cool punks (including the tattooed youth pastor) who worship God through skateboarding and punk rock.  


Hank becomes worried when his son’s speech begins to change and he sports an earring.  He cringes at his son’s dinner time prayers: 
“I wanna give a shout-out to the man who makes it all happen. Props be to you for this most bountiful meal that sits before us. Okay, check it, God, you've got skillz. You represent in these vegetables and in this napkin and in the dirt that grows the grain that makes the garlic breadsticks that are on this table today, yes-shizz.  Thanks, J-Man. Peace.”


Hank forbids Bobby to attend the youth group and even confronts the youth pastor: “Can't you see you're not making Christianity better, you're just making rock n' roll worse.”


Bobby is furious over his father’s decision and remarks, “When I turn 18, I'm going to do whatever I want for the Lord. Tattoos, piercings, you name it.”


The conversation that ensues, though admittedly between two cartoon characters,
 provides provocative insights into the youth group culture and the idea of out-growing 
God: 

HANK: Come here, there's something I want you to see. (Hank takes down a box from the shelf and opens it up) Remember this? 
BOBBY: My beanbag buddy? Oh, man, I can't believe I collected those things. They're so lame. 
HANK: You didn't think so five years ago. And how about your virtual pet? You used to carry this thing everywhere. Then you got tired of it, forgot to feed it, and it died. 
BOBBY: (looks at a photo of himself in a Ninja Turtles costume): I look like such a dork. 
HANK: I know how you feel. I never thought that "Members Only" jacket would go out of style, but it did. I know you think stuff you're doing now is cool, but in a few years you're going to think it's lame. And I don't want the Lord to end up in this box.
 

“I don’t want the Lord to end up in this box.”  While Hank is by no means a parental role model, he appears to catch the danger of assigning God a role that a teenager will almost certainly outgrow within a few years.  What causes a teenager to come to the conclusion that she has outgrown God? Certainly there is more to this story than simply packing up a skateboard or heavy metal music in a large cardboard box.
When considering this idea of outgrowing God, it is helpful to contemplate God’s existence as both transcendent and immanent.  God is other than his creation, and he is in and with his creation.  God is both outside of the believer as well inside the believer, permeating the believer’s very existence.  He is ultimate and intimate.  We see the fullest expression of this tension in Christ, who is the transcendence and the immanence of God.  

Generally speaking, evangelical, conservative churches are extremely good at introducing its youth to a God that permeates, exists within and maintains an intimate relationship with the believer.  We speak about having a “personal relationship with Jesus.”  We “invite Jesus into our hearts.”  It is even evidenced in the contemporary worship songs we sing: 

“Hold me close, let your arms surround me.  Bring me near; draw me to your side.”

“Like a rose, trampled on the ground, you took the fall, and thought of me, above all.”

“This is the air I breathe.  Your holy presence, living in me…I’m lost without you.”

I love the contemporary worship music that has found its way into the evangelical churches.  Many of these songs convey the idea of the immanence of God that I believe is crucial to know in order to have sustained faith.  However, I wonder if our churches succeed at portraying an intimate God at the expense of the ultimate God.  After all, it is a difficult balance to continually proclaim both an immanent and transcendent God.

What happens when a teenager only knows God within his creation?  What is at stake when a teenager is more familiar with God’s immanence as opposed to his transcendence?  If a teenager is primarily connected to the intimate God he knows solely within his own being, what happens when that being changes?  When he grows out of his own skin, will he grow out of God as well?


H. Richard Niebuhr describes those who understand a single pattern of meaning around a single center, such as a religious belief.  When that religious belief is just known from within and from a single perspective, the individual is not able to relate this center to a larger context of meaning.  The boundaries are tightly drawn and the center that is relied upon gives ultimate meaning to his world.  This center is often endangered in the college years as the individual becomes more and more aware of the inevitable complexity and tragic occurrences of human experience.  Being unsure of how to relate this tightly understood center to difficult human experiences, the center then becomes vulnerable to competing centering images and any major changes within the personal or cultural life.
 


True, lasting faith cannot remain internal.  Without an understanding and experience of the transcendent God, internal religious experiences are endangered.  They are endangered every time a situation or experience larger than the individual comes into the foreground.  Faith is not meant to remain internal.  Rather it thrives when it is tested in lived experiences in the real and outside world.  Faith must stand under the test of suffering, competing centers, and general living outside of a parent’s house.

Sharon Parks, author of The Critical Years, exemplifies how internal faith might become endangered by comparing it to a person involved in a romantic relationship.  She assumes the relationship to be trustworthy because it fits the myths she holds about life and how life should be.  Under these circumstances, when the relationship disintegrates, she suffers not only the obvious loss of a relationship, “but also the shipwreck of self, world, and ‘God,’—the truth of life itself is betrayed.”

The Church’s Response
How can we prepare our youth for the faith-shaking realities they will experience in college and life in general?  Surely there must be a better way to give our youth lasting faith other than simply handing them each a copy of God’s Little Instruction Book for Graduates as they walk across the stage on graduation Sunday

As youth pastors prepare their students for life outside of high school, many stress the importance of knowing God fully within one’s own heart.  That way, wherever the student goes, God is sure to follow because he is so deeply imbedded in the teenagers very being.  Understanding the transcendence of God turns this logic upside down, for suddenly the teenager realizes that God is everywhere—not just the places she happens to be with God as her tag-along buddy.  Whoever she is, wherever she goes, and whenever she goes, God is there.  There is no escaping God.  One cannot flee from his presence.  

When a teenager encounters both the transcendence and immanence of God in Jesus Christ, the teenager is left with the knowledge of God’s presence both within and outside of all creation.  While we can know God intimately within ourselves, there is no outgrowing him as he is greater than all of creation.  I can outgrow the helpful, yet perhaps immature picture of God from my childhood without having to reject him.  God is big enough to grow into.


Recent studies compiled by the Rev. Dr. Carol Lytch reveal that “The gender of the youth minister, the array of fun activities that a church might offer, and the style of music are less significant as factors that capture teen’s attention in the sustained way that will yield religious commitment.”
  So what does yield religious commitment?  I believe one of the keys to sustaining faith among our youth is to stretch the imaginations of youth leaders in presenting Jesus Christ as both the transcendence and immanence of God.  Some of the following suggestions are meant to prompt this imagination; other suggestions are simply miscellaneous ideas to promote retention within our churches.
Vocabulary Changes


Initial steps to present Jesus as both the transcendence and immanence of God can be as simple as a vocabulary change.  Instead of using the commonly heard phrase to, “Ask Jesus into your life,” try saying, “Ask to be a part of Jesus’ life.”  In this simple vocabulary adjustment, the focus is moved from the life of the believer into the corporate life of Christ.  Jesus is not coming to be my personal genie, rather I am joining into the Christian life with millions of other believers, past and present.

Changing the way we pray can also open our teenager’s eyes to the transcendence of God.  Rather than solely focusing on personal prayer requests that revolve around the individual teenager, include praying for a larger context.  When we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we are reminded that God cares for the entire world.  The teenager is taken from his individual concerns and is reminded that God is active throughout the universe.
Explore the Laments


While there is no doubt youth benefit from parables and promises, I wonder what a youth group would look like that regularly explored the psalms of lament.  The writer of the 77th Psalm understood that God was not understandable.  The psalmist is not afraid to question God and shake his fist towards heaven:

I cry out to God without holding back.

Oh, that God would listen to me! 

I think of God, and I moan…You don't let me sleep.  I am too distressed even to pray! 

Has the Lord rejected me forever?

Will he never again show me favor? 

Is his unfailing love gone forever? 

Have his promises permanently failed? 

Has God forgotten to be kind?

Has he slammed the door on his compassion?


Yes, these are heavy words, but they are words an adolescent can grow into.  They are, in a sense, the heavy metal lyrics of the Bible. Exploring the rich and troubling laments allows for the unthinkable to enter into a youth adult’s life without killing faith.
Set the Bar High


Studies of evangelical youth groups in Carol Lytch’s book, Choosing Church, reveal that adolescents thrive when asked to commit at high levels to the church.  When given the opportunity, adolescents will chin-up to the bar.  Those who serve in the church are more loyal to the faith than those who sit back and take.  One way to keep God from simply remaining inside the life of the individual is to allow that individual to see God working outside of herself.  Allow senior highers to have leadership positions over the junior highers.  Promote opportunities to work in the nursery or soup kitchen.  Parks writes that, “Faith determines action.”
  Perhaps this statement works in the reverse as well—perhaps actions also affect faith.  Bottom line, not only do adolescents need to be connected to the daily life of church service, they thrive when given the opportunity.
Connecting youth group to “big church”


As mentioned earlier, the majority of youth groups look differently than the “big church” sponsoring them.  One of the ways to bridge this disconnect is to allow for as many cross-overs as possible.  This means incorporating some of the same music and having the same length of sermons.  We should encourage the adults of the congregation to assist as sponsors, mentors and small group leaders within the youth group.  

We should make the sacraments an integral part of the life of the youth group.  By making the act of taking the Lord’s Supper a familiar and meaningful part of the adolescent’s spiritual life, the adolescent will have a bridge into other churches that practice the Lord’s Supper (and will make them leery of any church that does not).
Women

Unless all of your students are attending Bible colleges where they are instructed to walk on pink and blue sidewalks according to their gender, chances are the majority of college graduates are going to be sensitive to the gender of the pastors on a churchs staff.  According to theologian Ellen Charry, creating gender-barriers within church leadership is, “another level of internal struggle for young women and jeopardizing the integration of [evangelical churches’] graduates into the established churches.”
 Retaining young adults, especially college-educated young adults, means allowing for God to speak through both his sons and daughters.
Church Search Networks


One very practical way to help your teenager plug into church beyond their time in youth group is to help the teenager find a church near his college.  The Wesleyan Church website already has a search engine designed to find churches in designated cities.  A name and address of a church could be the nudge some students need to continue practicing their faith in their college years.  You might also consider contacting the church to alert them to new students in their area.
Inter-Semester Support

Many college students come home during summer and inter-semester breaks and feel as if they don’t belong.  What happened to the beach volleyball tournaments and bible studies they were a part of the summer before?  Initiating inter-semester get- togethers for college students shows that they are still a valued member of the congregation.  Encourage older adults in the congregation to participate in these events, once again bridging the gap between the world of the young adults and “big church.”  This time will allow college students to reconnect with former friends, share stories, and gather support from one another’s experiences.  

There are, of course, numerous other ways to stretch the imaginations of youth leaders.  Exploring various ways to present Jesus Christ as transcendent and immanent can prove helpful in keeping young adults in the faith.
Conclusion


In C.S. Lewis’ book, Prince Caspian, Lucy meets up with the lion Aslan whom she has not seen in many years:

“Welcome, child,” [Aslan] said.

“Aslan,” said Lucy, “you’re bigger.”

“That is because you are older, little one,” answered he.

“Not because you are?”

“I am not.  But every year you grow, you will find me bigger.”

For a time she was so happy that she did not want to speak.


When we encounter the transcendent and immanent God, any thoughts of the possibility of out-growing God fall by the wayside.  May we be actively involved in holding these two attributes of God in tension for the glory of his name and the future of his church.
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