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Introduction	  
	  
I	  am	  honored	  to	  introduce	  the	  first	  volume	  of	  the	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  
Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture,	  presented	  in	  Daytona	  Beach,	  FL,	  and	  Princeton,	  
NJ,	  in	  the	  spring	  of	  1996	  by	  James	  W.	  Fowler,	  Robin	  Maas,	  and	  Robert	  
Wuthnow.	  The	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture	  are	  
designed	  to	  foster	  original	  research	  on	  youth	  and	  the	  church.	  As	  part	  of	  a	  
new	  venture	  in	  ministry	  sponsored	  by	  Princeton	  Theological	  Seminary,	  the	  
Institute	  for	  Youth	  Ministry	  they	  describe	  a	  shift	  occurring	  in	  the	  churches	  
thinking	  about	  youth	  and	  ministry.	  Instead	  of	  ghettoizing	  youth	  into	  clubs	  
apart	  from	  the	  congregation,	  the	  church's	  mission	  with	  youth	  views	  young	  
people	  as	  integral	  to	  the	  total	  mission	  of	  the	  church,	  and	  youth	  ministry	  as	  a	  
theological	  task	  which	  is	  not	  only	  about	  youth	  ministry,	  but	  about	  youth's	  
ministry	  as	  well.	  
	  
The	  1996	  lectures,	  titled	  "Christ	  and	  the	  Adolescent:	  A	  Theological	  
Approach	  to	  Youth	  Ministry,"	  address	  mainline	  churches	  who	  have	  suffered	  
grievous	  losses	  in	  their	  attempts	  to	  address	  teens.	  These	  losses	  come	  at	  a	  
time	  when	  public	  institutions	  are	  calling	  attention	  to	  the	  important	  role	  
churches	  play	  in	  adolescent	  development.	  Churches	  agree:	  We	  believe	  we	  
have	  something	  to	  contribute	  to	  youth	  in	  the	  person	  of	  Jesus	  Christ-‐and	  
therefore	  Jesus	  Christ,	  not	  age-‐level	  education,	  pastoral	  counseling,	  or	  
recreational	  programs,	  must	  be	  the	  starting	  point	  for	  youth	  ministry.	  
	  
We	  asked	  each	  of	  our	  lecturers	  to	  approach	  this	  theme	  from	  the	  perspective	  
of	  their	  own	  disciplines.	  James	  Fowler	  posits	  a	  new	  shape	  for	  youth	  
ministry	  that	  recognizes	  nuances	  of	  human	  development;	  Robin	  Maas	  uses	  
biblical	  exegesis	  to	  redefine	  the	  spiritual	  journey	  of	  youth	  and	  the	  adults	  
who	  mentor	  them;	  and	  Robert	  Wuthnow	  analyzes	  the	  sociological	  
significance	  of	  service	  learning	  trends	  for	  the	  church's	  ministry	  with	  
teenagers.	  Together	  they	  point	  to	  a	  new	  direction	  for	  ministry	  with	  young	  
people.	  
	  
We	  approach	  this	  direction	  humbly	  and	  with	  hope.	  We	  know	  that	  the	  
church's	  renewal	  depends	  not	  on	  the	  church	  of	  tomorrow,	  but	  the	  church	  of	  
today-‐a	  church	  in	  which	  youth	  can	  be	  integral	  missionaries	  to	  their	  elders	  
and	  world.	  May	  this	  volume	  challenge	  and	  nourish	  the	  ministry	  God	  has	  laid	  
before	  you.	  
	  
Godspeed,	  
	  
Kenda	  Creasy	  Dean	  
Director,	  Institute	  for	  Youth	  Ministry	  
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ROBERT WUTHNOW

have taken place in our society during the past three or four decades, and in
each case say something about the significance of these changes for young
people and for churches. I shall focus on seven developments, leaving aside
some others for lack of time.

First: Neighborhoods have been replaced by networks. Most
Americans now live in bedroom communities. The average American
moves every three years. Most neighborhoods are no longer ethnic enclaves.
Nor is the church an integral part of the neighborhood. Most people now
commute long distances to work, send their children on buses to schools,
and live some distance from the church they attend. Most people still have
friends, but these friends are people at work or in some other town or state,
rather than their neighbors. This means that people have to make more of
an effort to get to church. Going on Sunday mornings is a private activity,
not a public activity done in the presence and knowledge of your neighbors.
Many people go to church seeking community. But many go wanting
anonymity: they know these people are just there on Sundays, they never
see them during the week, and they know they will move on in a year or
two. For young people, it becomes harder to settle in. Your church friends,
if you have any, are generally different from your friends at school. You feel
like a transient, going from one church to another while you are growing up.

Second: People are working longer hours. Labor statistics show
that the typical hourly worker in the United States still receives wages for a
work week of approximately forty hours. What these figures mask, howev-
er, is the fact that an increasing number of people-who are not paid by the
hour-generally work longer. At present, approximately forty percent of all
men in the U.S. labor force put in more than forty hours a week at their jobs
-and a quarter put in more than fifty hours. Among women, the figures
are still somewhat lower, but at least one woman in five works outside the
home more than the standard forty hours. These figures are even higher in
professional and managerial occupations, and reach the highest levels
among married men and women-precisely those whose time is likely to be
fullest with other responsibilities, such as childrearing. The most substan-
tial increase in the typical work week has come from more and more women
participating in the labor force. When the work week for individual work-
ers is counted, this fact is missed. But for most people, the relevant fact of
life is that they and their spouses both work now, whereas a generation ago
only one spouse was likely to be employed outside the home. In 1950, for
instance, only 37 percent of all women between ages twenty-five and fifty-
four were gainfully employed, meaning that the typical household con-
tributed about forty hours a week to the labor market, or if this 37 percent
were averaged in, no more than about fifty-five hours. By comparison, 81
percent of all women in this age group are now employed, meaning that the
typical household involves dual careers, or at least eighty hours a week on
the job. When work from all these various sources is taken into considera-
tion, some estimates suggest that per capita involvement in the labor force

68
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ROBERT 

WUTHNOW

1976. This meant, of course, that fewer families were centered around child-
rearing. Whereas a third had young children in 1960, for instance, fewer
than one fifth did by 1980.

At present, there is much talk about the social ill effects of divorce,
of single-parent families, and of absentee fathers. Those problems, of
course, directly influence American young people. My colleague Sara
McLanahan has shown in her book Growing Up with a Single Parent that chil-
dren who grow up in single-parent families have a far greater chance than
other children of dropping out of high school, not being able to afford to go
to college, and having marital problems of their own. These children, and
their mothers, may be especially in need of support from their churches. But
there is a broader implication as well. American churches have always
drawn close connections between God and the home, probably to the good,
insofar as this connection reinforces the value of families. Yet, we are no
longer as confident of this imagery as we once were. God as our daddy may
be a comforting but quaint idea in a world where fathers are increasingly
absent. And for the millions of American children who are abused every
year-every day~by their parents, it may be very hard to imagine that God
is a loving father, rather than an abusive one.

Fourth: Churches are in serious financial difficulty. You might not
think this, driving past some of the fine churches one sees in the suburbs.
But consider some of the headlines that have appeared in national newspa-
pers in the last few years:

" Churches Caught in Economy's Grip"

"Expenses Force Cuts in Programs"
"Church Finances in Crisis"
"Bad Tidings for the Church"
"Church Faces Empty Treasury"
"Recession Catches up to Ministries"
"Church Schools to Be Shut"
"Red Ink at Youth for Christ"
"Debts Pose Problems for Missions"
"Financial Worries Darken Church Assembly"
And statistics show clearly that giving to churches, as a proportion

of family incomes, has declined steadily over the past thirty years. One of
the projects I am working on at the moment is a study of how these declines
have been affecting sixty local congregations, Protestant and Catholic, in
various parts of the country. We've looked at everything from struggling
storefront churches in inner cities, to sedate parishes in the suburbs, to rela-
tively new megachurches with sprawling campuses of buildings. And
there's one thing that all these churches have in common: They're in bad
financial shape. They're all having to cut programs. They're all postponing
or scaling back building programs and renovation projects. And they're all
frustrated in trying to meet needs in their communities.

The impact on youth ministries is often severe. When staff cuts are

70
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church, and as many as 30 percent claim to attend services every week. So
the breakup of a religious monopoly is not evident in declining participa-
tion, as much as it is in the wider ways in which people are able to find spir-
itual inspiration. For instance: in one twelve-month period a year or two
ago, it was estimated that approximately five million people purchased
books about angels, none of which were published by churches or written
by clergy. About the same time, half the books on the New York Times non-
fiction bestseller list were about spirituality: Embraced by the Light, The Road
Less Traveled, Care of the Soul; Homecoming, and so on. Now, authors like
Thomas Moore and John Bradshaw certainly have religious training, but
their writing lies largely outside the established churches. And popular
books are only one example. Add spiritual retreat centers, holistic health
organizations, self-help groups, Alcoholics Anonymous, cable television,
psychic boutiques, and it is clear that we live in a very pluralistic religious
marketplace.

Young people may have little interest in all this; much of it, after all,
is for middle-aged baby boomers going through a midlife crisis. But young
people also live in a spiritual marketplace. They see their parents searching
all over the map. They know more about the Bible from movies than they
do from attending church. They take "spiritual inventory" tests in Seventeen
magazine. And they dabble at ouija boards and crystals and pyramids.

Sixth: We live increasingly in a multicultural society. We all know
this, but let me give you some figures. In 1950, 89 percent of the population
was white, 10 percent was black, the remaining 1 percent was mostly Asian,
and the Hispanic population was not counted separately from the white
Anglo population. By 1990, the white population had decreased from 89
percent to 80 percent; the black population had risen from 10 percent to 12
percent; the Asian American population had risen from less than 1 percent
to 3 percent; other races now made up 4 percent of the population; and the
Hispanic population, when considered separately; was 9 percent. Another
way to grasp the changes taking place is to compare the growth rates of var-
ious groups between 1980 and 1990. During that decade, the white popula-
tion grew by a mere 6 percent; the black population by 13 percent; the
Hispanic population by 53 percent; and the Asian American population by
108 percent. What does that suggest? It suggests that about one-quarter of
the U.S. population is not white Anglo-and that proportion is getting larg-
er all the time. And in many places, the diversity is much greater. Take Los
Angeles, for example: 33 percent of its population is Hispanic, 9 percent is
Asian, and 8 percent is African American. Or take New York: 18 percent
African American, 15 percent Hispanic, and 5 percent Asian American.
Furthermore, there is much religious diversity: 3 million Jews, anywhere
from 500,000 to 5 million Muslims, 400,000 Buddhists, and as many as 13
million people with no religious preference. But multiculturalism is about
values, even more than it is about demographics. Multiculturalism means
taking other people's values seriously; and it means valuing diversity for its
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tion in New York City that delivers meals for people who are dying of AIDS;
many of the volunteers are HIV positive. They and those who are not HIV
positive talk obliquely about being careful, but it is impossible for them to
be more direct.

Young people are faced with enormous questions of life and death
whenever they think about sex. A young woman we interviewed for a
research project in South Carolina went to a large middle-class high school,
and eight of her classmates had already died of AIDS. She was doing what
she could to counsel others and to encourage the school to have an AIDS
awareness rally. Churches, of course, have been tom apart at the denomi-
national level in recent years trying to formulate position papers on sexual-
ity. In the meantime, sexuality is an issue that no youth ministry can safely
avoid.

If time permitted, it would be helpful to discuss some other social
developments in detail, and even mentioning them briefly may be useful.
For instance, the gender revolution is still working itself out. This means
that young people are growing up with mothers and fathers for whom gen-
der roles have changed and are perhaps still ambiguous; it means that
young women may have more exposure to female leadership in the clergy
than ever before; it means that theological questions about gender are still
being debated in many churches; and it means that inclusive language and
gender relationships may be especially important in some youth groups.
Another important development is that higher education is now experi-
enced by more and more Americans, but with mixed consequences.
Generation X is faced with enormous pressures to attain higher education,
but it is unclear what to major in, whether to obtain broad exposure to the
liberal arts or to try to prepare for a career, and how best to anticipate a
changing job market. More and more young people are coming back to live
with their parents after college, and more and more young people are
changing their minds about careers, or working at temporary jobs because
something permanent is unavailable. The emotional pressures are enor-
mous, especially because parents spend the family fortune educating their
children, because society tells us that work should always be personally
meaningful, and yet employers are often in need of routine work that is bor-
ing, low paying, and devoid of long-term amenities. Along with higher edu-
cation, I should also mention the impact of the information revolution.
Television, video and CD technology; computers, and of course the internet
all make growing up in America today different than it was for most previ-
ous generations. The main implication of these new technologies for religion
is that young people have many other ways of obtaining ideas about spiritu-
ality than from the churches. There are dangers, of course, from virtual real-
ity violence, addictions to computer games, pornography on the internet,
and so forth, but probably the greatest challenge is just dealing with the over-
load of information itself. People need to be informed, and yet we all must
make hard choices about what to understand and what to simply ignore.
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