Biblical Worldview: Parents
and Pastors Are Not Passing
It On

Steve Cable reviews the dismal results of surveying the
worldview of American Christians.

Problem: How Parents are Missing the Mark

Following up on our series of articles featuring the results
from Probe’s recent 2020 survey of American Religious
Beliefs{1l}, we want to add to that understanding drawing on
data collected and analyzed by George Barna of the Christian
Research Center at Arizona Christian University. Since 2020,
the Christian Research Center has taken multiple surveys to
assess the worldviews and the values of American adults. In
2023, Barna released a book entitled American Worldview
Inventory 2022-23: The Annual Report of the State of Worldview
in the United States.{2}

Looking at the spiritual status and worldviews of
America’s parents of children living at home, our
data and Barna’s book both show the vast majority
of Americans do not possess a biblical worldview to
pass on to their children. Equally disturbing at a parenting
level, most of them “do not even have the worldview
development of their children on their radar.”{3} To make this
situation worse for the future of American Christianity, most
Evangelical parents fall into the same category as other
parents— a fractured, inconsistent worldview with no
intentional plan to impart their worldview or any other
worldview to their children.

Some people might want to argue that worldviews are personal,
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and children need to develop a personal worldview without
parental intervention. That way they can own and nurture this
view as young adults, finding something that works for them.
Such an argument might have some substance, if we were talking
about forming your views on how one might select sports teams
to root for or even choose a career to pursue. But when we
talk about worldviews, we are talking about the fundamentals
of life including things such as “Where did life originate?”,
“What does it mean to be a person?”, “Why is there evil and
suffering in the world?”, “How can we escape the destructive
forces of sin in our life?”, “Can we be restored to a
relationship with our creator?” and others.

There are radically different answers to these questions being
promoted in our society today. If you are an Evangelical
Christian, you know that true biblical answers to these
gquestions are under constant attack.

You should expect your children to choose to flee from these
attacks by adopting another, nonbiblical worldview unless they
have been given good reasons to believe the biblical answers
are true.

If you believe that a biblical worldview is the only
foundation upon which to build a life that will echo through
eternity, you need to be actively teaching, testing and
encouraging your children with the truth. To do this you will
need to repair your worldview along biblical guidelines and
develop a plan for building these worldview truths into your
children.

But first, we will look at the lies that have crept into many
worldviews including those held by Christian parents.

The Victory of Syncretism

George Barna’s research as well as our own clearly show a
breakdown of biblically based thinking not only among the
general population but also among those who identify as



Evangelicals. Barna’s recent research found that two-thirds of
parents of preteens claim to be Christian, but only 4% of them
possess a biblical worldview. So, what kind of worldview do
they hold?

Barna surveyed adults in America using worldview questions to
divide our population into seven different worldviews ranging
from Biblical Theism to Moralistic Therapeutic Deism to
Postmodernism to Eastern Mysticism. Surprisingly, the most
popular worldview was Biblical Theism but held by only 2% of
the parents of preteens. All the other worldviews offered were
at 1% or less.

Wait, you may be asking! That sum adds up to less than 8% of
the population and you would be right. What happened is that
94% of these parents were classified as being Syncretists.
“Syncretism is a blending of multiple worldviews in which no
single life philosophy is dominant, producing a worldview that
is diverse and often self-contradictory.”{4} Since the rise of
postmodernism (and probably before), more and more American
have no problem holding a set of views which are at best
inconsistent. Barna found most of these syncretistic parents
gathered their worldview ideas from different parts of three
of the candidate worldviews: Eastern Mysticism, Moralistic
Therapeutic Deism, and Biblical Theism. When considered as a
whole, each of these worldviews is distinctly different and in
fact counter to the other two.

We see that Americans tend to embrace beliefs in the different
areas of worldview that seem attractive in that area, are
espoused by many of their friends, and that they see espoused
on their media outlets of choice. As one scholar describes it,
“Central to syncretism is the belief that all religions offer
truth, or that different religions present different paths to
God. Syncretism operates on the assumption that combining
certain teachings produces a better way of knowing and/or
reaching God.”



Barna found that less than one third of adults turn to the
Bible as their primary source of moral guidance. Of course,
even fewer turn to the sacred texts of other religions.
American adults, without placing their faith in historical
worldviews, feel a freedom to create their own way to view the
world. In fact, 58% of adults believe that moral truth is up
the individual to decide. Since all truth 1is relative,
inconsistencies and contradictions are not worth considering.
Certainly a careful examination of the so-called truth that
all truth is relative would show the falsehood in that
statement.

The dominant worldview thinking of Americans assumes that the
details of the faith you ascribe to don’t matter as long as
you place your faith in something AND you don’t presume to
guestion anyone else’s object of faith. As you can see, this
way of thinking creates a tough wall for any evangelistic
message to overcome. People are not programmed to think,
“Isn't it nice that this Christian is concerned for my eternal
situation and wants to tell me the way I can improve it.”
Instead, they think, “How can this person be so rude and
confrontational as to present their views as the only viable
truth? This person needs to be shunned.”

At the end of this essay, we will consider some strategies for
tearing down this wall.

Values and Beliefs of Young Parents

As noted above, two major barriers exist, preventing the
development of biblical leaning worldviews for our pre-teens.
First, most parents do not take any concrete actions to pass
on or promote a particular worldview. Instead, they leave it
to the culture around their children to instill a worldview
framework. If these parents have a somewhat Christian
perspective themselves, they ignore the teaching of
Deuteronomy where God tells us, “These words, which I am
commanding you today, shall be on your heart. You shall teach



them diligently to your sons and shall speak of them when you
sit in your house and when you walk by the way and when you
lie down and when you rise up.”{5} And in the New Testament
epistle Ephesians, Paul writes, “Bring your children up in the
discipline and instruction of the Lord.”{6}

Secondly, the vast majority of parents, including many
Evangelical parents, do not possess a biblical worldview to
pass on. In some areas, they depart from the clear biblical
teaching and subscribe to the lies of the world. As Barna
points out, “The parents of children under the age of 13 are a
stellar example of this Christian nominalism that 1is widely
accepted as spiritually normal and healthy.” {7} Let’s examine
some the areas where parents are failing to uphold a biblical
worldview.

As Christians, we know that God created human life as sacred.
Even as fallen humans, God considered our lives so important
that Jesus came to die, taking on the price of our sin. And
yet according to Barna’s recent book, over three fourths of
American parents do not suppose that human life 1is sacred.
This gap in a biblical worldview leads to a nation where many
worship a woman’s ability to choose an abortion over the
sacred obligation to protect life. In fact, over 85% of
parents do not consider human life as sacred and/or support
having an abortion if raising the child would be too
inconvenient for the parents. To put it bluntly, the right to
live a life without inconveniences is more important than
another person’s right to live at all.

Another example is that less that one in four self-identified
Christian parents oppose the notion that having faith matters
more than which faith. They are essentially saying if you have
faith in Buddha, Mohammed, or your household idol, that is
just as good as having faith in Christ. These parents (and
remember, these are people who identify themselves as
Christians) believe that God would sacrifice His Son, turning
His back on Jesus as He took the sins of the world upon



Himself, when there were already other ways people could be
restored to God that would require no love or sacrifice on the
part of God. This inconsistent, self-contradictory thinking is
a hallmark

of the syncretistic views that dominate our society.

Barna also found that only one in ten parents have a
consistently biblical perspective on God, creation, and
history. Without this understanding, their children cannot be
expected to grasp these key precepts on their own.

With this combination of laissez-faire parenting and a lack of
a consistent biblical worldview, the natural conclusion 1is
that the upcoming generation of young adults will be even
further removed from clear biblical thinking than the current
generation. Unfortunately, this result is almost certain
without a concerted effort by concerned Christians to
communicate the truth.

Pastors (for the most part) Not Helping
Combat the Decline

As we consider the decline in American young adults who
profess and live according to a biblical worldview, we might
ask what influences are in play to counter this decline. One
of the questions Barna addresses is “How well are America’s
pastors working to stem this discouraging tide on unbelief?”
To get a handle on this question, he surveyed 1,000 pastors
across America including Senior Pastors, Youth Pastors and
Teaching Pastors.{8}

If these pastors are going to help turn people back to a
biblical worldview, they need to possess one themselves. What
the survey found was only four out of ten Senior Pastors
professed a biblical worldview. This result is disheartening,
but perhaps even more startling only 12% of the Youth Pastors
claimed a biblical worldview. One third of the pastors
surveyed did not even read their Bible at least once a week.



So, the vast majority of our children who are attending church
regularly have no chance of receiving a clearly articulated
biblical worldview from the spiritual leaders their parents
are relying on for sound spiritual teaching.

Well, you may be thinking, these results are for all pastors,
but I attend an evangelical church so I can be confident in
the teaching my children will receive. It is true that while
only one out of three Mainline Protestant pastors profess a
biblical worldview, we can expect Evangelical pastors to be
significantly better. But even Evangelical pastors still only
have about one out of two (50%) with a biblical worldview.
This result implies that half of the Evangelical churches in
America are not teaching a biblical worldview.

Southern Baptists and non-denominational Evangelicals do score
significantly higher. Among Southern Baptists, over three out
of four pastors professed a consistent biblical worldview.
This significantly higher number may result from Southern
Baptist churches requiring candidates for pastoral positions
to affirm their belief in the Baptist Faith and Message
document. Similarly, almost two out of three non-
denominational pastors supported such a worldview.

In Barna'’s analysis, an Integrated Disciple was defined as
someone who “professed a biblical worldview and successfully
Iintegrated their biblical beliefs 1into their daily
behavior.”{9} One would think the pastors of mid-sized and
large churches would be the most educated and very likely to
be Integrated Disciples. However, what the survey revealed was
that only 15% of pastors at churches with over 250 in average
attendance were identified as Integrated Disciples. It is hard
to find a disciple who is not following a spiritual leader,
but in these churches such a leader will be hard to find.

Some people would like to believe that it doesn’t matter which
church you go to as long as you are going to church. Probe’s
and Barna’s results show this hopeful view to be unfounded.



Among Roman Catholics, less that 6% of the priests profess a
biblical worldview. This lack of biblical leadership 1is
clearly evident among those people who regularly attend
Catholic mass where less that one out of one hundred profess a
clear biblical worldview.

Today it 1is of utmost importance that Christian parents
examine the teaching coming from the pastors and other leaders
at their church. If the teaching does not reflect a biblical
worldview, you should run, not walk, to the nearest exit and
search for another church.

How to Combat the Decline in Biblical
Worldview Believers

In this article, we have been highlighting the decline in the
portion of our population who profess a biblical review,
drawing on the research results presented in the book,
American Worldview Inventory 2022-23. Although it helps to
know the facts about the beliefs of most Americans, just
reviewing and lamenting the data does not really accomplish
anything. We want to consider and act on the steps we can take
as individuals and churches to plant and tend to a new
generation of Integrated Disciples in our country.

Barna calls on us to intentionally teach the key doctrines of
an evangelical, biblical worldview in our seminaries, our
churches, and our homes. As recent history has clearly
demonstrated, just assuming that younger generations will
catch our biblical worldview is doomed to failure. We need to
systematically, intentionally, and repeatedly extol and
explain the key truths that make us those who “proclaim the
excellencies of Him who called us out of darkness into his
marvelous light.”{10} Barna suggests the following key truths
to focus on:

1. An orthodox, biblical understanding of God which
understands that God is the all-powerful, all-knowing,



perfect, and just creator of the universe who rule that
universe today. Among parents of children under 13, just
40% hold that view.

2. ALl human beings are sinful by nature; every choice we
make has moral contours and consequences. A vast majority of
Americans, about three out of four, do not believe that
humans are born with a sin nature and are certain to sin
“and can only be saved from its consequences by Jesus
Christ.”

3. Jesus Christ’'s sacrificial death is the only way to be
reconciled with our holy God. We receive this free gift
through our repentance and our confession that Jesus Christ
is our Lord. Only three out of ten adults believe this is
the only way to heaven, while only 2 of 100 believe they
will go to hell after they die.

4. The entire Bible is true, reliable and relevant. When we
understand how we received the Bible and how it applies to
every aspect of our life and earth and in heaven, it changes
how we perceive and interact with the world.

5. Absolute moral truth exists—and those truths are defined
by God. Absolute truth can only be known by the source of
truth, our Creator. Unfortunately, the majority of adults
believe that determining moral truth is up to each
individual.

6. The ultimate purpose of human life is to know, love, and
serve God. If we know the true God, we will “love Him
because He first loved us"{11} and we will want to serve Him
through “the good works He has prepared for us.”{12} Most
young Americans say they lack meaning and purpose. They will
never be able to find truly meaningful purpose apart from
Christ.

7. Success on earth 1s best understood as consistent
obedience to God. If we understand that we are eternal



beings who in Christ are the recipients of an eternal
inheritance, we can see that our true success cannot be
found in the temporal pleasures of this world. Only 20% of
adults embrace this definition of success.

In my experience, I have watch numerous young people grow up
in a church and then leave to either thrive in a dynamic
Christ-honoring life or fall away into a syncretic worldview,
serving their own interests. The world system is constantly
feeding them with lies and attacking the truths they have been
taught. So, how can we do a better job of helping build strong
Christians with a solid biblical worldview?

First, we must teach them the seven truths listed above. Not
once, but many times and in many situations. Their parents
must talk about these truths and their churches must teach
these truths.

Second, we must ask them regularly to explain what they
believe. Just because they have sat under teaching does not
mean they have learned any lessons. To believe we should test
high school students to determine what they have learned and
then ignore testing students of the Bible is at best
foolhardy.

Third, we must tell these students as they enter into more of
the secular world that we are still there for them. Tell them,
“If someone or something causes you to question what you have
learned, don’t just throw out what you have learned and follow
something else. Come tell me about it and why it seems like it
may be true. I have been in similar halls to the ones you are
walking through now. I am convinced that the only source of
real truth is found in Jesus Christ and the Word of God. Let’s
look at it together.” Let us “bear one another’s burdens and
thus fulfill the law of Christ.”{13}
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Is the Church Ready to Engage
the World for Christ?

Christ’s last commandment was to engage the world with the
gospel. But today’s church has often embraced postmodern
attitudes that reject absolute truth, absolute values, and
even the Bible’s insistence that Jesus is the only way to God.
We are hardly ready to engage the world anymore.

This article is also available in Spanish.
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The Mission of the Church

The church is called to engage the world for Christ. Jesus
commanded us 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, teaching them to observe all that
I commanded you . "

Many churches and Christian organizations are doing a
wonderful job in fulfilling this call. However, it appears
that the majority of the church has responded in one of two
ways. Some churches have chosen to retreat and protect
themselves from the world by secluding themselves in their own
isolated communities. We see huddles of Christian communities
with their own sports leagues, schools, clubs, etc. There is
nothing wrong with Christian programs, but if it is created
with an isolationist mentality, we create a church that 1is
withdrawn from the world, irrelevant, and unable to relate to
the unbelieving world.

I saw a display of this at a funeral once. As an invited guest
not knowing anyone, I sat with the non-believers in the
audience and observed how the Christians at the funeral
interacted with the non-believers. The pastor preached a
message using terminology foreign to the non-Christian. After
the funeral, at the lunch reception, I saw the Christians
huddled together speaking “Christianese”—a language that
sounded totally foreign. What a wasted opportunity! This
moment was a small display of the danger that isolating
ourselves from the world creates: Christians unable to relate
with the lost world.

Another response has been that, instead of transforming the
world, many churches have been transformed by the world. The
popular thinking of the culture has dismantled the
foundational truths upon which the church once stood. Major
denominations are now in a battle or have given up their
position on key tenets regarding truth, moral absolutes, and



religious truth.

The result of these two responses has been devastating. George
Barna writes, “[A]s we prepare to enter into a new century of
ministry, we must address one inescapable conclusion: despite
the activity and chutzpah emanating from thousands of
congregations, the Church in America is losing influence and
adherents faster than any other major institution in the
nation.”{1}

Charles Colson writes, “We live in a culture that is at best
morally indifferent. A culture in which Judeo-Christian values
are mocked and where immorality in high places is not only
ignored but even rewarded in the voting booth. A culture in
which violence, banality, meanness, and disintegrating
personal behavior are destroying civility and endangering the
very life of our communities. . . . Small wonder that many
people have concluded that the ‘Culture war’ is over and we
(the church) have lost.”{2}

Let us study some of the key issues facing the church in the
21st century and see how they have affected our witness. And
let’'s see if we are indeed ready to engage our world.

The Church and Truth

Our current, postmodern culture adheres to the position that
universal objective truth does not exist. Truth is relative to
each individual and to each culture. Jim Leffel summarizes
postmodern relativism this way,

Relativism says the truth isn’t fixed by outside reality,
but is decided by a group or individual for themselves.
Truth isn’t discovered but manufactured. Truth 1is ever
changing not only in insignificant matters of taste or
fashion, but in crucial matters of spirituality, morality
and reality itself.{3}

Leading postmodern thinker John Caputo writes, “The cold,



hermeneutic truth, is that there is no truth, no master name
which holds things captive.”{4} Both men summarize the
postmodern belief that objective truth does not exist and
therefore, we conclude that all truth claims are equal even if
they are contradictory.

This understanding of truth permeates every area of our
culture. Public schools, government, and the media all promote
the view that ‘since there are multiple descriptions of
reality, no one view can be true in an ultimate sense.

A survey of the American public revealed that 66 percent
agreed with the statement, “There is no such thing as absolute
truth.”{5} Among the youth, 70 percent believe that there is
no such thing as absolute truth; two people could define
“truth” in conflicting ways and both be correct.”{6}

This popular notion stands in opposition to biblical teaching.
Truth is rooted in God. It corresponds to the facts of
reality. It is embodied in Christ and revealed in God'’s
revelation, the Bible. Jesus states in John 14:6, “I am the
way the truth and the life. . . .” God, who is truth, has
revealed to us His word of the truth, the Bible. In John 17:17
Jesus prays for His disciples saying, “Sanctify them in truth;
your word is truth.” Absolute truth is knowable because God
has revealed it to us in the Bible. Truth is not a social
construct created by a culture, nor is it relative as some
postmodernists claim. It is transmitted to us by the God of
truth to His creatures who are expected to conform themselves
to this truth.

For two millennia the church has been the guardian of truth.
However, unbridled postmodern philosophy appears to have
influenced the church in a frightful way. According to the
latest studies the church could be in danger of surrendering
her position. According to the latest research, 53 percent of
adults in church believe there is no absolute truth. Among the
youth in church, research shows that 57 percent do not believe



an objective standard of truth exists{7}

Ephesians 6 exhorts us to engage in spiritual battle with the
spiritual armor God provides. An essential component is the
“belt of truth.” Without a clear understanding of truth, we
cannot hope to successfully engage our culture for Christ.
God’s truth is the foundation on which the church’s message
stands.

The Church and Ethics

Most Americans reject the idea of absolute truth, so they
naturally reject the idea of absolute moral truth. George
Barna writes, “This transformation has done more to undermine
the health and stability of American Society—-and perhaps, of
the world. . . .”"{8}

The late Dr. Francis Schaeffer wrote,

If there is no absolute moral standard, then one cannot say
in a final sense that anything is right or wrong. By
absolute we mean that which always applies (to all people),
that which provides a final or ultimate standard. There must
be an absolute if there are to be morals, and there must be
an absolute if there are to be real values. If there is no
absolute beyond man’s ideas, then there is no final appeal
to judge between individuals and groups whose moral
judgments conflict. We are merely left with conflicting
opinions.{9}

Dr. Schaeffer’s conclusion is what we must inevitably come to
if we hold to the belief that truth is relative. The danger of
rejecting moral absolutes is that we surrender our right to
judge anyone’s beliefs or behaviors as right or wrong. We then
arrive at the unbiblical position of tolerating all beliefs
and lifestyles, whether those involve homosexuality, abortion,
misogyny, or other behaviors. The Bible, then, becomes a book
of suggestions on how to live and is no longer God’s universal



law for mankind.

Barna’'s survey shows that most people in our country have come
to this conclusion. He records that only 25 percent of adults
and 10 percent of teens believe there is absolute moral

truth.{10}

The biblical position is that there are revealed moral
absolutes. God, who is truth, has revealed His truth through
His word, the Bible. The moral law revealed in God’s word is
universal. In Romans 2, God is just to judge every person
according to His law. His law is given in His word and also He
has placed a witness to His law in the moral conscience of men
(Romans 2:14-16).

According to Barna’s survey, only 49 percent of born again
Christians agreed with the proposition that moral truth is
absolute and 51 percent either disagreed or did not know what
to think about moral truth.{11} 57 percent of Christian teens
believe that when it comes to morals and ethics, truth means
different things to different people; no one can be absolutely
positive they have the truth.{12}

If there are no moral absolutes, we cannot clearly define sin.
Teaching on holy 1living is lost in the absence of clear
standards of morality. Without a moral foundation, churches
and their members are influenced by the culture more than they
are influencing the culture for Christ. That is what we are
seeing in churches today. Mainline denominations are adopting
the values of the culture and abandoning the biblical stand on
several moral issues. Christian philosopher Sgren Kierkegaard
warns, “Once the church comes to terms with the world,
Christianity is abolished.”{13}

The Church and Spiritual Truth

If absolute truth does not exist, then moral absolutes do not
exist. The same then applies to religious truth. The religion



of our culture would be syncretism. Syncretism combines
complementary and often contradictory teachings from different
religions to form a new system tailored to each individual’s
preferences. Indeed, Barna’s research reveals that 62 percent
of Americans agree that “it doesn’t matter what religious
faith you follow because all faiths teach similar lessons
about life.”{14}

Syncretism contradicts biblical teaching. The Bible teaches
that the truth is found in Jesus Christ and in Him alone. In
John 14:6 Jesus states, “I am the way, and the truth, and the
life; no one comes to the Father but through me.” The Apostles
repeat this claim. In Acts 4:12 Peter states, “And there is
salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under
heaven that has been given among men by which we must be
saved.”

The Bible teaches that the Bible itself is the source of
spiritual truth and that salvation is found exclusively in
Jesus. Not only does the biblical evidence argue against
syncretism, logic does as well.

A brief study of the world’s religions reveals that they are
contradictory on their basic truth claims, and therefore,
mutually exclusive. Ravi Zacharias writes, “Most people think
all religions are essentially the same and only superficially
different. Just the opposite is true.”

However, if all religions are true, all religious practices
are valid and cannot be judged good or evil. Then are we to
tolerate cultures that burn living widows alive at their
husband’s funerals because of their religious convictions? How
about religions that teach young men to execute acts of
terrorism on innocent victims in the name of God? We would
have to conclude that we couldn’t say such practices are right
or wrong.

Postmodern ideas have made their impact on the church



regarding the belief of absolutes, regarding spiritual truth,
and the exclusive claims of Jesus Christ. Jesus made it clear
in John 14:6 that He is the source of spiritual truth and the
only way to eternal life. However, among born again
Christians, 31 percent believe that if a person is good enough
they can earn a place in heaven. 26 percent believe it doesn’t
matter what faith you follow, because they all teach the same
lessons. 24 percent believe that while He lived on earth,
Jesus committed sins like other people.{15} 30 percent believe
Jesus died, but never had a physical resurrection.{16}

These surveys reveal that a growing number of Christians do
not understand the basic teachings regarding the unique nature
of Christ and His message. If Christianity is not true in 1its
unique claims, the church is preaching a message of religious
preference and not one of eternal truth. The power of the
gospel is that spiritual truth and salvation is found in no
one else but Jesus Christ.

The Church That Will Engage

Our postmodern culture brings some formidable challenges to
the church of the 21st century. The church is struggling with
foundational issues like the nature of truth, moral absolutes,
and spiritual truth. What is required of us if we are to be
successful in engaging the world for Christ? It is for
Christians to have a courageous faith, committed hearts, a
compelling defense, and a compassionate attitude.

1 Peter 3:14-16 states, “‘Do not fear what they fear, do not
be frightened.’ But in your hearts, set apart Christ as Lord.
Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you
to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this
with gentleness and respect.”

The world is often hostile to the message of Christ,
especially its message of salvation found only in Jesus and
its teaching on moral absolutes. That is why courageous faith



that overcomes fear 1is essential.

Second, we are called to engage the world with committed
hearts. Peter writes that instead of fear, we are to, “set
apart Christ as Lord.” Courageous faith comes from a heart
committed to Jesus. When Jesus is Lord of a believer’s heart,
he or she responds properly in any situation. The church 1is
the greatest witness for Christ when Jesus is Lord of every
member’'s life.

Third, to engage the world for Christ, we must have a
compelling defense of the faith. Peter writes, “Always be
prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give a
reason for the hope that you have.” We are exhorted to never
be caught unprepared; never unwilling, and never timid about
our response. The word “answer” in the Greek 1is apologia,
which was used in connection with a formal public defense
often before magistrates and in judicial courts. Every
Christian is called to defend the faith.

Unfortunately, much of the church is unable to do this. A
recent survey by Josh McDowell showed that 84 percent of
Christian college freshmen were unable to explain why they
believed.{17} We can’t expect a skeptical world to believe our
message if we can’t give them a compelling reason why they
should. For this reason, every Christian is called to the
study of apologetics.

Fourth, we must engage with a compassionate attitude.
Gentleness refers to the attitude that relies on God to change
attitudes and minds. Respect is the same word used in the New
Testament for reverence shown towards God. We are not to
witness with an arrogant or combative demeanor, but one of
gentleness and respect. Without these two qualities, it 1is
dangerous to attempt to evangelize.

Probe Ministries 1is committed to equipping the church to
engage their world for Christ. Probe’s ministries include our



Web site, books, and conferences that will equip you to engage
our world with insight and integrity, providing Christians a
ready answer for their faith.
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Generation X — How They Fit
in the Christian Community

Generation X! Are you familiar with this phrase? It is highly
probable that you have heard or read the phrase at least once.
What does it bring to your mind? Does it provoke fear,
confusion, despair, misunderstandings, or is it just another
in a long line of such expressions used to label youth?
Generation X has quickly entered our vocabulary as an easily
recognizable moniker for the children of another definable
generation: the “baby boomers.” Thus this generation of
teenagers also has come to be known as the “baby busters.”
“Xers” and “busters” normally don’t elicit positive thoughts
about our youth. Is this a legitimate response? Or are we
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maligning a significant portion of our population with such
terms?

In 1991 a Canadian named Douglas Coupland published a novel
entitled Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture.
Coupland’s book “is the first major work to take
twentysomethings seriously, even if the book is humorous and
fictional.”{1l} Thus he is the originator of the phrase that
presently describes a particular generation. But he 1is just
one of many who have given thought to youth culture, both
present and past.

A Brief History of American Youth

It seems that youth have always received the attention of
adults. Teenagers, as they have come to be called, have been
analyzed, diagnosed, and reprimanded because older generations
just don’t know what to make of them. “Juvenile delinquents,”
“the beat generation,” “hippies,” “yuppies” and numerous other
titles have been used to describe certain generational
distinctives. “The contemporary youth crisis is only the
latest variation on centuries-old problems.”{2} For example,
in the 1730s in New England youth activities such as “night
‘walking’ and ‘company- keeping,’ also known as ‘revels,’
helped produce some of the highest premarital pregnancy rates
in American history.”{3} And during the early nineteenth
century, student riots became a tradition on many campuses
such as Brown, North Carolina, Princeton, Harvard, Yale, and
Columbia. These riots included “boycotting <classes,
barricading college buildings, breaking windows, trashing the
commons and/or chapel, setting fires around or to college
buildings, beating faculty members, and whipping the president
or trustees.”{4} Such behavior—-almost two hundred vyears
ago—probably reminds us of what took place on many campuses
during the Vietnam War years.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, youth became the
focus of the burgeoning social sciences. “An intellectual



enterprise struggled to redefine what ‘youth’ was or ought to
be. That concept was labeled ‘adolescence’ and has prevailed
ever since.”{5} It is especially interesting to note that
these early social scientists didn’'t discover adolescence,
they invented it. “Adolescence was essentially a conception of
behavior imposed on youth, rather than an empirical assessment
of the way in which young people behaved.”{6} This 1is
important when we understand that the world view premises of
the social scientists “came from Darwinian recapitulation
theory: the individual life-course replicated the evolutionary
progress of the entire race. Adolescence was a distinct
‘stage’ through which each person passed on the way from
childhood (the ‘primitive’ stage) to adulthood (the
‘civilized’ stage). Adolescence therefore was transitional but
essential, its traits dangerous but its labor vital for
attaining maturity. Squelching it was just as bad as giving it
free rein.”{7} The fruit of such concepts can be seen in the
“lifestyles” that are now so ingrained in our cultural fabric.

The Web of Adolescence

What do the “lifestyles” of adults have to do with
adolescents? “Since ‘lifestyle’ has come to define not just
doing but their very being, adults have now become dependent
on the very psychological experts who wove the web of
adolescence in the first place. The classic youth tasks of
‘growth,’ ‘finding oneself,’ and preparing for one’s life-work
have become the American life-work, even into the golden
years’ of retirement.”{8} Thus the concerns we have for our
youth are concerns we have for ourselves. The “web of
adolescence” touches all of us. As George Barna has stated,
“taking the time to have a positive impact [on our youth] 1is
more than just ‘worth the effort’; it is a vital
responsibility of every adult and a contribution to the future
of our own existence.”{9} The importance of this cannot be
overemphasized as we contemplate the sometimes-puzzling
segment of our population called “Generation X.”



Who Are These People?

What is a “Generation Xer” or a “baby buster”? What is the
“doofus generation” or “the nowhere generation”? These
phrases, and many others, may be used to characterize the
present generation of youth. Not very encouraging phrases, are
they? More frequently than not, adults always have evaluated
youth in pessimistic terms. Even the ancient Greeks were
frustrated with their youth.

Today the descriptions are especially derogatory. “Words used
to describe them have included: whiny, cynical, angry,
perplexed, tuned out, timid, searching, vegged out—-the latest
lost generation.”{10} Are these terms accurate, or do they
reek of hyperbole? As is true with most generalizations of
people, there is a measure of truth to them. But we make a
grave mistake if we allow them to preclude us from a more
complete consideration of this generation. As George Barna has
written: “You cannot conduct serious research among teenagers
these days without concluding that, contrary to popular
assumptions, there is substance to these young people.”{11}
Having served among and with youth of this generation for many
years, I emphatically concur with Mr. Barna. Generation Xers
consist of “41 million Americans born between 1965 and 1976
plus the 3 million more in that age group who have immigrated
here.”{12} Most of them are children of the “baby boomers,”
who comprise over 77 million of the population. This dramatic
decrease in the number of births has left them with the “baby
buster” label. Their parents have left a legacy that has
produced a “birth dearth” and its accompanying social
consequences. There are at least six contributors to this
population decline.

First, the U.S. became the site for the world’s highest
divorce rate. Second, birth control became increasingly
prominent with the introduction of the pill. Women began to
experience more freedom in planning their lives. Third, a



college education was more accessible for more people,
especially for women who began to take more influential
positions in the work force. Fourth, social change, including
women’'s liberation, encouraged more women to consider careers
other than being homemakers. Fifth, abortion reached a rate of
over 1.5 million per year. Sixth, the economy led many women
to work because they had to, or because they were the sole
breadwinner. {13}

So we can see that this generation has entered a culture
enmeshed in dramatic changes, especially regarding the family.
These changes have produced certain characteristics, some
positive, others negative, that are generally descriptive of
contemporary youth.

How Do You Describe a “Buster”?

How do you describe someone who is labeled as a “baby buster”?
We may be tempted to answer this question in a despairing
tone, especially if we haven’t taken time to see a clear
picture of a “buster.” Consider the following characteristics:

First, they are serious about life. For example, the quality
of life issues they have inherited have challenged them to
give consideration to critical decisions both for the present
and future. Second, they are stressed out. School, family,
peer pressure, sexuality, techno-stress, finances, crime, and
even political correctness contribute to their stressful
lives. Third, they are self-reliant. One indicator of this
concerns religious faith; the baby buster believes he alone
can make sense of it. Fourth, they are skeptical, which 1is
often a defense against disappointment. Fifth, they are highly
spiritual. This doesn’t mean they are focusing on
Christianity, but it does mean there is a realization that it
is important to take spiritual understanding of some kind into
daily life. Sixth, they are survivors. This is not apparent to
adults who usually share a different worldview concerning
progress and motivation. This generation is not “driven” as



much as their predecessors. They are realistic, not
idealistic.{14}

Do these characteristics match your perceptions? If not, it
may be because this generation has received little public
attention. And what attention it has received has leaned in a
negative direction because of inaccurate observation. The baby
busters’ parents, the baby boomers, have been the focus of
businesses, education, churches, and other institutions simply
because of their massive numbers and their market potential.
It’s time to rectify this if we have the wisdom to see the
impact busters will have in the not-too-distant future.

What About the Church and Busters?

Let’s survey a few other attributes of Generation X as we
attempt to bring this group into sharper focus. These
attributes should be especially important to those of us in
the Christian community who desire to understand and relate to
our youth.

Because of “the loneliness and alienation of splintered family
attachments” +this generation’s strongest desires are
acceptance and belonging.{15} Our churches need to become
accepting places first and expecting places second. That 1is,
our youth need to sense that they are not first expected to
conform or perform. Rather, they are to sense that the church
is a place where they can first find acceptance. My years of
ministry among youth have led me to the conclusion that one of
the consistent shortcomings of our churches is the proverbial
“generation gap” that stubbornly expects youth to dress a
certain way, talk a certain way, socialize in a certain way,
etc., without accepting them in Christ’s way.

Another important attribute of this generation is how they
learn. “They determine truth in a different way: not
rationally, but relationally.”{16} Closely aligned with this
is the observation that “interaction is their primary way of



learning.”{17} In order for the church to respond, it may be
necessary to do a great deal of “retooling” on the way we
teach.

Lastly, busters are seeking purpose and meaning in life. Of
course this search culminates in a relationship with the risen
Jesus. It should be obvious that ultimately this is the most
important contribution the church can offer. If we fail to
respond to this, the greatest need of this generation or any
other, surely we should repent and seek the Lord’s guidance.

Listening to Busters

Let’s eavesdrop on a conversation taking place on a college
campus between a Generation X student and a pastor:

Pastor: We have a special gathering of college students at our
church each Sunday. It would be great to see you there.

Student: No, thanks. I’'ve been to things like that before.
What's offered is too superficial. Besides, I don’'t trust
institutions like churches.

Pastor: Well, I think you’ll find this to be different.
Student: Who'’s in charge?

Pastor: Usually it’s me and a group of others from the church.
Student: No students?

Pastor: Well, uh, no, not at the moment.

Student: How can you have a gathering for students and yet the
students have nothing to do with what happens?

Pastor: That’s a good question. I haven’t really thought much
about it.

Student: By the way, is there a good ethnic and cultural mix
in the group?



Pastor: It’s not as good as it could be.
Student: Why is that?
Pastor: I haven’t really thought about that, either.

Student: Cliques. I've noticed that a lot of groups like yours
are very “cliquish.” Is that true at your church?

Pastor: We’'re trying to rid ourselves of that. But do you
spend time with friends?

Student: Of course! But I don’t put on a “show of acceptance.”

Pastor: I appreciate that! We certainly don’t want to do that!
We sincerely want to share the truth with anyone.

Student: Truth? I don’t think you can be so bold as to say
there is any such thing.

Pastor: That’'s a good point. I can’t claim truth, but Jesus
can.

Student: I'm sure that'’s comforting for you, but it’s too
narrow for anyone to claim such a thing. We all choose our own
paths.

Pastor: Jesus didn’t have such a broad perspective.

Student: That may be, but he could have been wrong, you know.
Look, I'm late for class. Maybe we can talk another time, as
long as you'll listen and not preach to me.

Pastor: That sounds good. I'm here often. I'll look for you.
Have a great day!

This fictitious encounter serves to illustrate how baby
busters challenge us to find ways of communicating that
transcend what may have been the norm just a few years ago.



New Rules

George Barna has gleaned a set of “rules” that define and
direct youth of the mid- and late-90s:

Rule #1: Personal relationships count. Institutions don’t.
Rule #2: The process is more important than the product.
Rule #3: Aggressively pursue diversity among people.

Rule #4: Enjoying people and life opportunities is more
important than productivity, profitability, or achievement.

Rule #5: Change 1is good.

Rule #6: The development of character is more crucial than
achievement.

Rule #7: You can’t always count on your family to be there for
you, but it is your best hope for emotional support.

Rule #8: Each individual must assume responsibility for his or
her own world.

Rule #9: Whenever necessary, gain control and use it wisely.

Rule #10: Don’t waste time searching for absolutes. There are
none.

Rule #11: One person can make a difference in the world but
not much.

Rule #12: Life 1is hard and then we die; but because it'’s the
only life we’ve got, we may as well endure it, enhance it, and
enjoy it as best we can.

Rule #13: Spiritual truth may take many forms.
Rule #14: Express your rage.

Rule #15: Technology is our natural ally.{18}



Now let’s consider how parents and other adults might best
respond to these rules.

What Do They Hear From Us?

Try to put yourself into the mind and body of a contemporary
teenager for a moment. Imagine that you’ve been asked to share
the kinds of things you hear most often from your parents or
adult leaders. Your list may sound something like this:

“Do as I say, not as I do.”

e “I'm the adult. I'm right.”

« “Because I said so, that’s why.”

 “You want to be what?”

e “This room’s a pig sty.”

e “Can’t you do anything right?”

 “Where did you find him?”

 “You did what?”

* “Do you mind if we talk about something else?”

e “I'm kind of busy right now. Could you come back later?”

These statements sound rather overwhelming when taken
together, don’t they? And yet too many of our youth hear
similar phrases too frequently. As we conclude our series
pertaining to the youth of Generation X, let’s focus on how we
might better communicate and minister to them. In his book Ten
Mistakes Parents Make With Teenagers, Jay Kesler has shared
wise advice we should take to heart and consistently apply to
our lives among youth.{19}

Advice to Parents and Other Adults

 Be a consistent model. We can’t just preach to them and
expect them to follow our advice if we don’t live what we say.
Consistency is crucial in the eyes of a buster.

e Admit when you are wrong. Just because you are the adult and
the one with authority doesn’t mean you can use your position
as a “cop out” for mistakes. Youth will understand sincere



repentance and will be encouraged to respond in kind.

e Give honest answers to honest questions. Youth like to ask
questions. We need to see this as a positive sign and respond
honestly.

* Let teenagers develop a personal identity. Too often youth
bare the brunt of their parents’ expectations. In particular,
parents will sometimes make the mistake of living through
their children. Encourage them in their own legitimate
endeavors.

 Major on the majors and minor on the minors. In my
experience, adults will concentrate on things like appearance
to the detriment of character. Our youth need to know that we
know what is truly important.

e Communicate approval and acceptance. As we stated earlier in
this essay, this generation is under too much stress. Let’s
make encouragement our goal, not discouragement.

* When possible, approve their friends. This one can be
especially difficult for many of us. Be sure to take time to
go beyond the surface and really know their friends.

* Give teens the right to fail. We can’t protect them all
their lives. Remind them that they can learn from mistakes.

e Discuss the uncomfortable. If they don’t sense they can talk
with you, they will seek someone else who may not share your
convictions.

* Spend time with your teens. Do the kinds of things they like
to do. Give them your concentration. They’ll never forget it.

This generation of youth, and all those to come, need parents
and adults who demonstrate these qualities. When youth receive
this kind of attention, our churches will benefit, our schools
will benefit, our families will benefit, and our country will
benefit. And, most importantly, I believe the Lord will be
pleased.
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