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I’m sure you know one.

A person who grew up 
Orthodox and no longer 
identifies as Orthodox.

In fact, I’m confident you 
know far more than just one. 

Most of the people I grew up 
with fall into this category.

And, if we don’t change the way we do ministry, we’ll see far more young 
people fall away from the Church in the years ahead.

So what can we do?

This is a big question, so it’s something we’ll explore in the three parts 
of beginning with Part I.

God never said that the journey 
would be easy, but He did say 
that the arrival would be 
worthwhile. 

-Max Lucado

“
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Part I: 
Are Young Adults Leaving the Church?

A YOUNG ADULT’S STORY 

Meet Catherine.

Catherine is a young adult who I 
met a few years ago. She’s what we 
often call “cradle Orthodox.” She 
grew up in the Church. She was 
raised within the Church. 

In fact, she was probably more active in the Church than most people I 
know. And yet, today, she’s struggling to identify as Orthodox.

So what happened?

When she was a kid, Catherine was involved in everything. She attended 
youth group and Sunday School. She was a member of the parish dance 
troupe and on the roster of several parish sports teams. She was at the 
parish more evenings than she wasn’t.

And all that changed when she graduated high school…

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EysL5aldWhg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EysL5aldWhg


Page �4

Catherine went from being involved in everything to being involved in 
nothing. After a few years of being 
completely estranged from the 
Church, I met her as she was 
deciding whether she could come 
back.

She was looking for a new young 
adult group to join, something to 
take the place of her old youth 
group. 

And I realized that this pursuit reflected a deep problem in Catherine’s 
life, a problem that stems from the way we’ve been doing ministry.

You see, Catherine wasn’t really looking to reconnect with the Church, 
the mystical Body of Christ. She was looking to join a new group.

Why is that troubling?

Because Catherine was looking to join yet another group for one simple 
reason: she never felt like she was truly a member of the Church. In fact, being 
a part of the Church wasn’t even on her radar.

She was looking for a new 
young adult group to join, 
something to take the place of 
her old youth group. But she 
never felt like she was truly a 
member of the Church.

“
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HOW BIG IS THE PROBLEM? 

In the United States, a nationwide study by the Barna Group found that 
about 60% of young Christians fall away from the tradition that raised 
them. 

While we lack similar data focused specifically on the Orthodox 
Church, the numbers that we do have aren’t encouraging… 

In 2010, the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops conducted the 
first ever census of Orthodox Christians in the United States. I actually 
participated in this project, and 
contacted every parish in the 
Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of 
America.

The census found that there were 
799,400 Orthodox Christians in 
the USA.

In the early part of the twentieth 
century, the Christian Herald 
newspaper used to publish population data for various Christian groups 
in the United States. The last time they included the Orthodox Church 
in such a study was in 1947, when they reported that there were 702,273 
Orthodox Christians in the United States.

If we accept these numbers, that means that the population of the 
Orthodox Church in the US rose 14% over about six decades. Not too 
bad, right?

https://www.amazon.com/You-Lost-Me-Christians-Rethinking/dp/0801015898
http://www.assemblyofbishops.org/
http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/research/2010-USOrthodox-Census.pdf
http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/research/2010-USOrthodox-Census.pdf
http://orthodoxhistory.org/2010/10/11/historical-census-data-for-orthodoxy-in-america/
http://orthodoxhistory.org/2010/10/11/historical-census-data-for-orthodoxy-in-america/
https://www.amazon.com/You-Lost-Me-Christians-Rethinking/dp/0801015898
http://www.assemblyofbishops.org/
http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/research/2010-USOrthodox-Census.pdf
http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/research/2010-USOrthodox-Census.pdf
http://orthodoxhistory.org/2010/10/11/historical-census-data-for-orthodoxy-in-america/
http://orthodoxhistory.org/2010/10/11/historical-census-data-for-orthodoxy-in-america/
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Unfortunately, in the same period, the total US population more than 
doubled. Had the Orthodox Church grown at a similar rate, we’d be 
counting more than 1.4 million members today.

But we aren't.

And based on what I’ve seen 
growing up in the Church, and 
conversations I’ve had with 
Orthodox Christians across the 
country, none of this is surprising.

After all, about 90% of the young 
people I grew up with have fallen away from the Church. 

I know this is anecdotal, but it’s unfortunately not surprising, nor is it 
unique. In fact, when I share this number, people tend to report that 
they’ve experienced similar loss in their own communities.

While the Orthodox Church may not be able to quantify the problem 
as precisely as the Barna Group did, the little data that we do have 
seems to reinforce the experience of so many ministry leaders: young 
people are falling away from the Church at an unsustainable rate.

The population of the Orthodox 
Church in the United States 
rose 14% in the last s ix 
decades. In the same time 
period, the population of the 
Un i ted States more than 
doubled.

“

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Census
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Census
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hdHL39pT9k
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Census
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Census
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hdHL39pT9k
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BUT EXODUS ISN’T THE COMPLETE STORY 

While we need to be honest about just how widespread this problem of 
disengagement has become, we can also be reassured that it’s not the 
whole story. Many parishes in the United States welcome new converts to 
the Church every year. 

According to most reports, a significant portion of this group (maybe 
even the majority) are young 
adults. 

And this actually fits with some of 
the data that the Pew Research 
Center has discovered: namely, 
that the Orthodox Church tends 
to skew younger than other 
Christian groups in the United 
States.

I’ve personally corresponded with, and met in person, dozens of these 
young adults in the last few years. When I lead young adult events 
across the country, a significant number of self-identified converts are always 
in attendance. 

And these converts include teenagers as well. In fact, while leading a 
retreat, I recently met a high school senior who is in the process of 
entering the Church. And I’ve heard from people even younger than 
that who, after watching the videos Y2AM produces and experiencing 
the beauty of the Divine Liturgy, took the incredible step of becoming 
Orthodox Christians.

http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/orthodox-christian/
http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/orthodox-christian/
https://www.youtube.com/y2am
http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/orthodox-christian/
http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/orthodox-christian/
https://www.youtube.com/y2am
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So, while a substantial number of 
young people are falling away 
from the Church, an impressive 
number are entering at the same time.

Why?

WHY SOME LEAVE (AND 
OTHERS JOIN) 

The National Study of Youth and Religion suggests that there are three 
factors that contribute to a young person’s decision to remain connected 
to the faith tradition that raised them. 

These factors are whether:

1. the faith was practiced at home;

2. the young person knew someone outside the family who practiced 
the faith seriously; and

3. the young person had a spiritual experience that brought them 
closer to God.

When I lead young adult (and 
even youth) events across the 
country, a significant number 
of self-identified converts are 
always in attendance.

“

https://blogs.ancientfaith.com/orthodoxyandheterodoxy/2014/04/08/losing-our-religion-on-retaining-young-people-in-the-orthodox-church/
https://blogs.ancientfaith.com/orthodoxyandheterodoxy/2014/04/08/losing-our-religion-on-retaining-young-people-in-the-orthodox-church/
https://blogs.ancientfaith.com/orthodoxyandheterodoxy/2014/04/08/losing-our-religion-on-retaining-young-people-in-the-orthodox-church/
https://blogs.ancientfaith.com/orthodoxyandheterodoxy/2014/04/08/losing-our-religion-on-retaining-young-people-in-the-orthodox-church/
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As Seraphim Danckaert summarized this: “One could therefore say that 
a person is most likely to retain Christian faith throughout adult life if 
he or she had three meaningful and healthy relationships in their early to 
mid teenage years: one with faithful Christian parents, one with a 
faithful Christian mentor outside of the family, and one with God 
Himself.”

So these factors at least help us understand why young people who grew 
up in the Church fall away.

But they also help us understand 
why young people enter the Church.

I’ve certainly seen this in the 
young adult converts that I’ve met 
or corresponded with. In my 
experience, they all point to: (1) 
the influence of someone who 
took the Faith seriously, and (2) a 
religious experience. 

Sometimes this is the influence of a friend, sometimes this is the 
influence of a clergyman, and sometimes this is the influence of a 
favorite author or podcaster who helped bring them into the Church.

As far as religious experiences, this can be anything from a visit to a 
monastery or a first experience of the Divine Liturgy. 

Whatever shape they take, these relationships and experiences help lead 
people into the loving embrace of the Church. 

https://blogs.ancientfaith.com/orthodoxyandheterodoxy/2014/04/08/losing-our-religion-on-retaining-young-people-in-the-orthodox-church/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vu60ekWLRzY&list=PLbyQMR-_r8bLfaqiwxQ9sOpKhtHuiia0m&index=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vu60ekWLRzY&list=PLbyQMR-_r8bLfaqiwxQ9sOpKhtHuiia0m&index=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vu60ekWLRzY&list=PLbyQMR-_r8bLfaqiwxQ9sOpKhtHuiia0m&index=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XrLeClIFsro
https://www.ancientfaith.com
https://www.ancientfaith.com
https://blogs.ancientfaith.com/orthodoxyandheterodoxy/2014/04/08/losing-our-religion-on-retaining-young-people-in-the-orthodox-church/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vu60ekWLRzY&list=PLbyQMR-_r8bLfaqiwxQ9sOpKhtHuiia0m&index=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vu60ekWLRzY&list=PLbyQMR-_r8bLfaqiwxQ9sOpKhtHuiia0m&index=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vu60ekWLRzY&list=PLbyQMR-_r8bLfaqiwxQ9sOpKhtHuiia0m&index=12
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XrLeClIFsro
https://www.ancientfaith.com
https://www.ancientfaith.com
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They help counteract the challenges that have come to define young 
adulthood today.

What exactly are these challenges?

We’ll explore them in Part II.

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• The Orthodox Church is having trouble forming a new generation 
of faithful Christians

• But exodus isn't the whole story: many young adults (and even 
teenagers) are entering the Church

• Why some people leave the Church and why others enter are two 
sides of the same coin

• The more we understand what's actually happening, the better we 
can minister to the young people in our care
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Part II
The Three Big Challenges of Young Adulthood

UNDERSTANDING OUR TIME 

If you’ve ever listened to Pop 
Culture Coffee Hour, you know 
that Christian and I have learned 
a lot from the work of 
philosophers like Charles Taylor 
and James K.A. Smith. 

Specifically, we’ve found their 
explanation of the nature of our 
“secular age” to be incredibly 
enlightening, and it’s had a lot of 
influence on our ministry work.

(If you’d like a crash course on 
what they’ve written, check out 
this video.)

The analysis of thinkers like 
Taylor and Smith, and our own 
conversations with thousands of people across the Church, have led us 
to focus on three big challenges that young people face today.

https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/popculture
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/popculture
https://www.y2am.org/who-we-are
https://www.amazon.com/Secular-Age-Charles-Taylor/dp/0674026764/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1543352151&sr=8-1&keywords=the+secular+age
https://www.amazon.com/How-Not-Be-Secular-Reading/dp/0802867618/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1543352159&sr=8-1&keywords=how+not+to+be+secular
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/popculture
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/popculture
https://www.y2am.org/who-we-are
https://www.amazon.com/Secular-Age-Charles-Taylor/dp/0674026764/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1543352151&sr=8-1&keywords=the+secular+age
https://www.amazon.com/How-Not-Be-Secular-Reading/dp/0802867618/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1543352159&sr=8-1&keywords=how+not+to+be+secular
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
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These are three challenges that complicate life and, when left 
unchecked, can lead people further away from the Church.

• Doubt

• Loneliness

• Uncertainty

THE CHALLENGE OF DOUBT 

Doubt has become a staple of the 
modern religious experience. 
Trapped as we are in what Taylor 
calls the “cross-pressure” between 
faith and doubt, all of us 
experience doubt in some form. 
People who try to identify as 
believers are tempted by unbelief, 
but it works the other way as well: 

People who try to identify as non-believers are tempted by belief. 

I’ve spoken before about my struggles with doubt, and I’ve yet to meet a 
Christian who hasn’t had their own version of this story. What’s more, 
I’d be lying if I said that my doubts live firmly in the past; rather, doubt is 
perennially present.

And not just for me or for other believers, but even for those who don’t 
believe: the difference is that they doubt their unbelief. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SpTetFokrNg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SpTetFokrNg
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Consider Apple co-founder Steve 
Jobs who, despite not believing in 
God or the afterlife, was 
especially tempted by belief in 
the divine in the final months of 
his life. 

Or consider the opening line of 
Julian Barnes’ novel Nothing to Be 
Frightened Of: “I don't believe in 
God, but I miss Him.”

To quote James K.A. Smith, “The 
doubter’s doubt is belief.” 

We all live in the cross-pressure 
between faith and doubt.

Of course, as a ministry worker 
who’s trying to help young people 

Maybe it's 'cos I want to believe 
in an afterlife, that when you 
d i e , i t d o e s n ' t j u s t a l l 
disappear. But sometimes I think 
it's just like an on-off switch. 
Click and you're gone. And 
that's why I don't like putting 
on-off switches on Apple 
devices. 

-Steve Jobs

“

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
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know Christ, I’m primarily concerned about the doubt that leads people 
away from belief.

These kinds of doubts have deep roots in contemporary culture. For a 
variety of reasons (which we briefly summarize here), we live in a world 
where people rely on the power of 
science and technology, rather 
than God, to make the world 
whole.

We are firmly grounded in a world 
that makes sense in purely 
physical and non-spiritual terms.

In our contemporary age, for 
example, it is no longer God who 
heals the sick; it is medicine. The 
sun is no longer a god that gives 
life to the world; it is a ball of gas burning millions of miles away.

Because, in short, the world has become flat and purely material; merely 
immanent, with no room for spiritual realities or God’s Providence. The 
presence of the divine is no longer assumed to be a basic fact about the 
cosmos, but is an idea relegated to temples and cathedrals where the 
devout can pay homage to spirits in the privacy of their own minds.

We’ve reached a point where God, in a sense, is no longer loose in the 
world. He is just an idea that has been flattened along with everything else.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ODP_kwm0fI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iygRtkEfQ6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ODP_kwm0fI
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With this flattening of the world, creation has become unhinged from 
the Creator; the cosmos which He made and ordered is no longer based 
in supernatural realities, but rather it has become a merely natural 
universe which makes perfect sense without God.

So why does this matter for the 
Church?

Because I can’t help but wonder if 
our ministry work makes perfect 
sense without God, too.

And I can’t help but wonder 
whether our ministry work is 
unintentionally feeding the doubt 
that leads people away from Christ 
because we, too, have bought into 
the myth of a flattened universe 
where God is, at best, a good idea.

Rather than seeing the Church as the real yet mystical presence of 
Christ’s own Body on earth, I can’t help but wonder whether our 
ministry is “institutionalizing” young people, teaching them that the 

Have we bought into the myth of 
a flattened, purely physical 
universe that makes perfect 
sense without God? And does 
our ministry work perpetuate 
this idea?

“

https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
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Church is a mere human organization that leads programs and activities 
that make perfect sense without God.

To the extent that God fits in with our model of ministry, I can’t help 
but wonder if we see Him more as an idea we need to agree with rather 
than a person we need to encounter. 

I wonder if we have flattened what 
the Church actually is.

I can’t help but wonder whether 
young people find it so easy to fall 
away from the Church because 
we’ve made the lived experience 
of Christianity flat and empty, a 
collection of activities and 
programs that don’t ever lead to an 
encounter with the living God, a God who would surprise us with His 
presence and shatter the possibility of the empty, purely physical 
universe that we all (including those of us who lead ministry) take for 
granted.

Doubt, riding on the coattails of immanence, has become a staple of the 
modern religious experience, something that we in the Church 
unintentionally fuel. 

Does our ministry work lead to 
an encounter with the living 
God?“

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ODP_kwm0fI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HT8GeKvSLOk&t=84s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HT8GeKvSLOk&t=84s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HT8GeKvSLOk&t=84s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ODP_kwm0fI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HT8GeKvSLOk&t=84s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HT8GeKvSLOk&t=84s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HT8GeKvSLOk&t=84s
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We have cut ourselves off from Christ’s Body and therefore from one 
another as members of His Body, and all this makes for a very cold, 
lonely, and isolated existence.

THE CHALLENGE OF 
LONELINESS 

But this isolation isn’t just in our 
heads, the intellectual byproduct 
of an amorphous (and uncertain) 
religious landscape. It’s a very real 
thing that affects our sense of self 
and community.

The health insurer Cigna recently conducted a study of 200,000 adults 
which revealed that loneliness is far more than a problem; it’s an epidemic.

Here’s some of what they found:

• 46% of Americans report sometimes or always feeling alone.
• 43% of Americans say they sometimes or always feel that their 

relationships are not meaningful and that they are isolated from 
others.

• 20% report that they rarely or never feel close to people.
• Only 18% say they feel like they have people in their lives they can 

talk to.
• 53% of Americans report having meaningful in-person social 

interactions on a daily basis (things like having an extended 
conversation with a friend, spending quality time with family, etc.).

https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-america
https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-america
https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-america
https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-america
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Perhaps most surprising for our purposes, the study found that 
Generation Z (adults ages 18-22) are the loneliest generation of all.

So why does this matter for the Church?

Because so much of what we call 
“ministry” centers on programs 
and activities, and people defend 
this ministry model by arguing 
that it at least brings people 
together in the Church.

But I can’t help but wonder 
whether it isn’t a real coming 
together; that this isn’t real Christian fellowship, where two or more are 
gathered in the Lord’s name.

I can’t help but wonder whether our ministry programs and events are 
doing a far better job of helping people pass the time than make the most 
of the time: offering diversions and entertainment rather than facilitating 
honest and vulnerable encounters with God first (and with one another 
second).

I can’t help but wonder whether this is why so many coffee hours are so 
full of small talk and so empty of genuine communion, which is why so 

D o e s o u r m i n i s t r y w o r k 
a c t u a l l y p e r p e t u a t e o u r 
separation and loneliness?“

https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18:20&version=NRSV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18:20&version=NRSV
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18:20&version=NRSV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18:20&version=NRSV
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many young adults report feeling so alone in even the most crowded 
social hall. 

Loneliness has become a chronic modern problem, something that is 
exacerbated by the way we do ministry. And the more young people feel 
adrift and on their own, the more they feel uncertain about what their 
lives are actually for.

THE CHALLENGE OF UNCERTAINTY 

In my experience, one of the biggest challenge that young people face is 
a deep uncertainty about their lives. 

I don’t mean this in the big-
picture sense of doubt or cosmic 
questions about whether or not 
God is real. 

I mean something far more down-
to-earth.

Very real questions like “Who am 
I? Why am I here? What is my 
lifetime for?” bubble to the surface when all divine presence is pushed 
aside or dismissed altogether. When we forget the God in whose image 
we are created, we forget ourselves, resulting in deep existential 
uncertainty.

This uncertainty can manifest in relatively small ways, where a young 
person doesn’t quite know how (or why) to fast or pray. And it can 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ZRS8Oggl8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ZRS8Oggl8M
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manifest in larger ways, where a young person doesn’t know what to 
look for in a potential spouse or what kind of career (much less a 
vocation) to pursue.

So why does this matter for the 
Church?

Because many ministry activities 
are great at enticing young people 
to show up, and people defend this 
model by arguing that our primary 
goal should be to keep kids “in 
Church,” even if that means prioritizing cultural and athletic activities 
over “spiritual” pursuits.

But I can’t help but wonder whether our ministry efforts are designed 
for young people to remain passive recipients of “ministry” rather than 
become active participants in the life of the Church. As we’ve already 
noted above, these activities make people more a part of a “group” than 
members of Christ’s very Body.

I can’t help but wonder whether this is why Christianity is becoming 
more an abstract thing we believe and less a concrete way of life. 

Does our ministry work help 
give young people the concrete 
direction they need to actually 
live as Christians in the world?

“

https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ODP_kwm0fI
https://blogs.goarch.org/blog/-/blogs/does-our-ministry-make-sense-
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ODP_kwm0fI
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Perhaps this is why it’s easier to identify as Christians because of our 
religious upbringing, rather than actually be Christians through engaging 
an ancient set of practices that bring us into deeper and truer 
communion with the living God.

I can’t help but wonder whether the less we emphasize lived and 
embodied practices, the more young people’s lives and hearts are open 
to the formative practices that lead them further away from Christ and 
His Church.

What exactly are these practices?

We’ll explore them in Part III.

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• We can't minister to people in our "secular age" unless we first 
understand the major challenge people face today

• In our “secular age," the key challenges that people face (especially 
young people) are those of doubt, loneliness, and uncertainty

• Our ministry work may actually be feeding the doubts the lead 
people away from Christ and his Church

• Our ministry work may actually be feeding the loneliness that leads 
people away from each other in the Church

• Our ministry work may actually be feeding the uncertainty that 
leaves people unprepeared to live as Christians in the world
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Part III: 
Three Practices to Counteract the Challenges of 

Young Adulthood

USING THE POSITIVE TO COUNTERACT THE NEGATIVE 

Modern psychology, following the wisdom of the Church Fathers, offers 
guidance on ways to respond to negative thoughts with positive ones. 
For example, if a person is struggling with thoughts of jealousy, this can 
be combated with thoughts of 
gratitude: the mind can be directed 
away from what it lacks and 
refocus on what it has been given 
by God. 

And this becomes an opportunity 
for thanksgiving and deeper 
communion with God and 
neighbor.

In a similar way, the challenges of doubt, loneliness, and uncertainty 
aren’t necessarily problems. With the right mindset, we can turn them into 
opportunities for Christ-centered ministry that will invite people into a 
deeper experience of God and His Kingdom.

To do this, we need to counteract the tendencies that push people into 
these negative directions with practices that lead people back into 
positive directions that point the way to the Lord. 

+ - - - -

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ED6lhw_CHKA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HERnVfh2qUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HERnVfh2qUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXp7hOQtu6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXp7hOQtu6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ED6lhw_CHKA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HERnVfh2qUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HERnVfh2qUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8pfuimXIM0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXp7hOQtu6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXp7hOQtu6c
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Specifically:

• We can counteract doubt with the practices of faith.

• We can counteract loneliness with the practices of fellowship.

• And we can counteract uncertainty with the practices of vocation.

THE PRACTICES OF FAITH 

Doubt can lead young Christians 
to question God’s very existence, 
to see the world as cold and empty 
and meaningless. 

When asking how we can reorient 
our lives in a direction of faith, 
the question becomes: what kind of 
practices can help us to see God as 
present (and active) in the world?

The Scripture points us in the right direction, advising us: “Be still, and 
know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). Cultivating a spirit of stillness and 
silence helps open our hearts to the Lord’s presence. 

We make silence an important part of every BeeTreat we offer, and it’s 
no wonder that participants find it to be such a powerful experience 
that calms their hearts and reassures them by bringing them into greater 
awareness of the presence of God.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+46:10&version=NRSV
https://www.y2am.org/beetreats
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+46:10&version=NRSV
https://www.y2am.org/beetreats
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Imagine if this were a bigger part of the way we do ministry. Imagine if, 
rather than lecture young people 
every chance we get, we simply sat 
with them in quiet contemplation. 
Imagine if we prayed with them, 
not simply in a rushed or formal 
sense, but in a deeply intentional 
sense: if ministry workers took 
twenty minutes to sit with people 
in silence, and even taught them 
how to fill that silence with 
prayer.

Yet the practices of faith seem to make us uncomfortable. In fact, they’re 
often something for which we offer apologies.

At many youth ministry events, for example, you’ll see a leader 
announce that we are going to “pray really quick” before we “get to the 
fun stuff.” And behind the scenes, the leaders who plan an event often 
worry about making things “too spiritual” or “too churchy.” 

When we do this, we suggest that prayer and communion with God isn’t 
a good enough reason to gather; that it’s, at best, secondary. But maybe we 
should have faith ourselves that gathering together with the express 

W h a t i f w e a c t e d a s i f 
communion with God is a good 
enough reason to gather, and 
embraced the opportunity to sit 
with young people in silence?

“

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eriCwVOahLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eriCwVOahLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eriCwVOahLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnaY_2xC_uE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnaY_2xC_uE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eriCwVOahLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eriCwVOahLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eriCwVOahLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnaY_2xC_uE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnaY_2xC_uE
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purpose of prayer is more than enough of a reason to gather, and that no “fun 
activity” is needed to make this a 
night worth attending.

(After all, if our goal is merely to 
offer fun activities to bring people 
together, we are fighting an uphill 
battle against the world. The 
world will always have more fun 
than we can offer.)

Yet we focus on fun because we’re 
ultimately unsure about whether the presence of God is enough to make an event 
worthwhile. We doubt. And so, rather than facilitate experiences that 
deepen faith, we create programs and events that deepen unhealthy doubt 
and lead people further away from faith.

But imagine if doubt was a thing 
we were comfortable 
acknowledging and addressing. 
What if we responded to doubt, 
not with judgment or shame, but 
with bowed heads and fervent 
supplication? Imagine if we 
modeled for young people the 
instinct to offer all things, 

whether joyful or sorrowful, to God in His infinite mercy. Imagine if we 
were a people who constantly had prayer on our lips and in our hearts, 
both the wise words of the services and the authentic and spontaneous 
outpouring of prayer in our own words.

Credit: Dmitry Ryzhkov, Flickr

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnaY_2xC_uE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hnaY_2xC_uE
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Imagine if we intentionally gathered for the express purpose of crying out to 
God: commending ourselves, one another, and our whole, shared life to 
Christ. Indeed, this shared, communal act would bridge the gap into 
true fellowship that combats our deepest loneliness.

PUTTING FAITH INTO PRACTICE 

Here are some simple ways you can begin implementing the practices of 
faith:

• Incorporate intentional quiet time into programs or events

• Lead young people in a silence workshop designed to help them 
clear them minds of distraction and prepare for more focused 
prayer

• Don’t rush or unintentionally diminish prayer by making it seem 
like a chore or afterthought

Note: We'll be exploring this in more detail in our upcoming course, 
Effective Christian Ministry.

http://www.effectivechristianministry.org
http://www.effectivechristianministry.org
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THE PRACTICES OF FELLOWSHIP 

Loneliness can lead young Christians to retreat inward, isolating 
themselves from their brothers and sisters in Christ. And when the Church 
offers nothing to heal their loneliness, it can lead them to abandon the 
Church altogether, choosing instead to find a place in other 
communities where they can be known and understood more intimately.

When asking how we can reorient 
our lives in a direction of 
fellowship, the question becomes: 
what kind of practices can help us to 
truly open our lives to each other in the 
Lord’s name?

Again, the Scripture points us in 
the direction, reminding us that, 
when we feel trapped in our isolation and despair, a welcoming ear can 
make all the difference: “I sought the Lord, and he answered me, and 
delivered me from all my fears.” (Psalm 34:4). 

If God gives us His ear, we also should lend an ear to our brothers and 
sisters.

We make listening an important part of every BeeTreat we offer, and it’s 
powerful to hear how many young people are comforted by the simple 
experience of being heard, a thing that is far too rare in their lives.

Yet the practices of fellowship seem to make us uncomfortable. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxTsJgs4VXY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxTsJgs4VXY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxTsJgs4VXY
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+34:4&version=NRSV
https://www.y2am.org/beetreats
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxTsJgs4VXY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxTsJgs4VXY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxTsJgs4VXY
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+34:4&version=NRSV
https://www.y2am.org/beetreats
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At many youth ministry events, for example, you’ll see an emphasis on 
extroverted experiences that are bold and intense. And when we promote 
these programs and events, we 
tend to highlight these large and 
loud gatherings as the centerpiece 
of what ministry offers.

When we do this, we suggest that 
a deeper sort of connection with 
our fellow Christians isn’t a 
priority. But maybe we should 
have faith ourselves that gathering 
together with the express purpose of knowing others and being known 
by others in the Lord’s name is more than enough of a reason to gather, and 
that no “party” is needed to make this a night worth attending.

(After all, if our goal is merely to offer a superficial fellowship, we are 
fighting an uphill battle against the world. The world will always throw 
better parties than we can.)

Yet we focus on big and loud group activities because we’re ultimately 
unsure about whether coming together in the Lord’s name is enough to 
make an event worthwhile. And, rather than facilitate experiences that 
deepen our connection with each other, we create programs and events 

W h a t i f w e a c t e d a s i f 
vulnerability before God is a 
good enough reason to gather, 
and embraced the opportunity 
to listen to young people?

“
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where people get lost in activities that, while potentially enjoyable, aren’t 
life-giving.

But imagine if loneliness were a 
thing we were comfortable 
acknowledging and addressing. 
What if we responded to 
loneliness, not with distractions or 
diversions, but with vulnerability 
and face-to-face encounters?

Imagine if the Church offered, not simply opportunities to pass the 
time, but encounters where people could make the most of the time they 
spent with each other. Imagine if we taught people how to listen to each 
other, to really be present for the people in their lives: not simply 
physically, but spiritually and emotionally as well, with every aspect of 
their being.

Imagine if we acknowledged just 
how many of us are lonely. Imagine if 
we responded to this loneliness, 
not with indifference or denial, 
not by avoiding the pain through 
fun diversions, but rather by 
actively creating spaces in which 
we felt safe to be vulnerable, to 
truly be known, by our fellow 

parishioners. Imagine if we modeled for young people the presence and 
attention that is a necessary element of any genuine community, a place 
where people can share their joys and sorrows.  
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A place where people can be truly known in a spirit of Christ-centered, 
unconditional love. 

Imagine if young people really felt that the Church was a place where 
they knew they could bring all their fears, doubts, and questions, so that 
they were confident that no matter what uncertainty they carried about 
their lives, they wouldn’t have to face that uncertainty by themselves.

PUTTING FELLOWSHIP INTO PRACTICE 

Here are some simple ways you can begin implementing the practices of 
fellowship:

• Use small groups to facilitate face-to-face encounters

• Learn how to actively listen to the young people in your care, and 
teach them to actively listen to each other

Note: We'll be exploring this in more detail in our upcoming course, 
Effective Christian Ministry.

http://www.effectivechristianministry.org
http://www.effectivechristianministry.org
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THE PRACTICES OF VOCATION 

Uncertainty can lead young Christians to stall, to stagnate in their lives and 
spiritual development. Without concrete direction, young people simply 
won’t know how to live as 
Christians in the world on a daily 
and ongoing basis. And this 
uncertainty can lead them to seek 
direction from other sources, whether 
they be self-help programs or 
other religious traditions. 

Once again, Scripture points us in 
the right direction, emphasizing 
the need for clear next steps to 
help guide the lives of young people: “Train children in the right way, 
and when old, they will not stray” (Proverbs 22:6).

The Office of Vocation & Ministry (who bring the Church incredible 
ministry work like the CrossRoad Summer Institute) has a fantastic 
model for helping young people find their place as Christians in the 
world. They define vocation as “one’s unique and ongoing response to 
Christ’s call to love God with heart, soul, mind, and strength, and the 
neighbor as oneself.” 

It’s a definition we’ve really taken to heart with our ministry work at 
Y2AM, especially our development of ministry resources like the Y2AM 
Ministry Plan. And it’s something we try to live out as we engage with 
the culture in Pop Culture Coffee Hour, wrestle with deep questions of 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=proverbs+22:6&version=NRSV
https://www.hchc.edu/ovm/
http://www.crossroadinstitute.org
https://www.hchc.edu/ovm/
https://www.y2am.org
https://www.y2am.org/ministryplan
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/popculture
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=proverbs+22:6&version=NRSV
https://www.hchc.edu/ovm/
http://www.crossroadinstitute.org
https://www.hchc.edu/ovm/
https://www.y2am.org
https://www.y2am.org/ministryplan
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/popculture
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belonging in We are Orthodoxy, and creatively bring timeless theology 
into our cultural context with video series like Be the Bee.

Yet the practices of vocation seem to make us uncomfortable. 

In many communities, for 
example, you’ll often find an over-
reliance on vague statements, 
exhortations to “pray more” and 
“fast more” without concrete 
direction on how to do that. And 
you’ll find a tendency to explore 
spiritual matters in abstract and 
theoretical terms rather than through actions and habits that can be 
applied in different situations. 

But imagine if uncertainty were a thing we were comfortable 
acknowledging and addressing. What if we responded to uncertainty, 
not by encouraging passivity and silence, but by encouraging people to take 
risks and find ways they can best offer their talents to the glory of God?

Imagine if the Church offered 
young people a clear vision of who 
they are and what their lives are 
for. This would mean that the 
Church would give not simply 
vague statements about 
Christianity, but concrete guidance 
on how each person can best live 
as a Christian. Imagine if we really 

https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/weareorthodoxy
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLbyQMR-_r8bJTrcWpWxSUPdJHdZJsq_zG
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/weareorthodoxy
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLbyQMR-_r8bJTrcWpWxSUPdJHdZJsq_zG
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saw the Church as a Body made of many members, each of which play a 
unique, valuable, and distinctly indispensable role in the life of the 
whole.

Imagine if we invited young people into positions of responsibility where 
they could explore their talents and actively discern God’s call. Imagine 
if we encouraged people to be creative and courageous as they try to figure 
out what gifts God has given them, and how best to use those gifts for 
the life of the world. Imagine if Christianity weren’t just a thing that was 
an important part of our lives, but rather the whole of our lives, where 
nothing is more important than our relationship with Christ and our 
walk into the Kingdom.

PUTTING VOCATION INTO PRACTICE 

Here are some simple ways you can begin implementing the practices of 
vocation:

• Invite young people to take on meaningful roles and responsibilities 
in the community

• Offer encouragement and unwavering support when young people 
“fail” so they can develop the resilience to continue their spiritual 
struggle within the embrace of the Church 

• Give young people clear guidance specifically tailored to their 
unique needs and struggles

Note: We'll be exploring this in more detail in our upcoming course, 
Effective Christian Ministry.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ca4ffFvdkk
http://www.effectivechristianministry.org
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ca4ffFvdkk
http://www.effectivechristianministry.org
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Conclusion
A flawed vision of ministry has disrupted the spiritual lives of multiple 
generations. Yet, while many young people are falling away from 
Orthodoxy, many others are finding their way into the Church. 

And these trends are closely related: just as people fall away because of a 
lack of spiritual mentorship and experience, they are drawn to the 
Church precisely because of those factors.

Young people struggle with three particular challenges that are 
hallmarks of our “secular age”: doubt, loneliness, and uncertainty. And 
the best way for us, as a Church, to respond to these challenges is with 
practices that counteract these negative trends: specifically the practices 
of faith, fellowship, and vocation.

EFFECTIVECHRISTIANMINISTRY.ORG


