Fighting Discipleship Decay
Nick Shepherd

A recent article by two academic sociologists contained the arresting headline that “the church has
a half-life of one generation.” David Voas and Alistair Crockett suggest that every generation (thirty
years or so) a maximum of 50% of the young people within the church will remain as ‘believing and
belonging’ adults. The rest will leave, most likely for good, and will cease to believe as well as lose
connection with the church.

This is actually ‘old news’ to us in the Christian community. Many reports in the last ten years have
told us that the church is haemorrhaging young people. A few years ago, the shock statement was
that the church was losing a 1,000 young people a week. This served as a major provocation to re-
launch youth work with 11-13 year olds. ‘Reaching and keeping’ became the bywords for youth
ministry in the late 1990s. As such, a great deal of attention has been put into developing
resources and programmes that can make youth groups more inviting, attractive and seemingly
relevant for young people.

Yet, here we are in 2006 being told that there is still a problem. We are doing better at reaching,
but we are still not keeping! We have ‘discipleship decay’ at the heart of our youth ministry.

In light of these findings, | think we need to ask some fundamental questions. Questions that go
beyond how we ‘package’ our youth programmes to probe what we are actually trying to do. Our
starting point should be to try to gain a better understanding of what it is like for young people
trying to be a Christian in a ‘secular’ world and try to appreciate the ways in which they respond to
the challenges and possibilities.

From this we should devise approaches to youth ministry that compliment young people’s intuitive
responses, providing the theological tools and practical support to help them be and grow as
Christians.

Youth Ministry: Stuck between a rock and a hard place

The truth is young Christians are stuck between a rock (faith tradition) and a hard place
(secularism). They are the ones upon whom expectation, encouragement and effort is put by
parents, youth leaders and others to build their lives on the ‘rock of faith.’

Yet, their day-to-day experience of living life as a Christian in our secular culture is as ‘a hard
place.” The youth group, worship events such as Soul Survivor or Spring Harvest are an oasis in
this experience. Day-to-day life as a young Christian person is reported as being tough. All too
often, once out of the youth group (temporarily or permanently) faith melts away because it has not
become something core to the individual and it has not become a way of life that can be envisaged
as part of a young person’s ‘adult’ future.

These are issues that we actively work against through youth ministry. As such, youth ministry is
vital for the church because it is the mechanism through which we are attempting to hold together
fractures in faith transmission caused by secularisation and help young people not only survive but
thrive as Christians. In a secular culture this requires enabling them to have confidence, creativity
and courage as well as biblical knowledge and experience of God.

The young people | have interviewed over the last couple of years do show incredible creativity
and commitment in ‘trying to be Christians’. There is hope then, | believe, in seeing how God might
be working through some young people now as a clue to how to halt the broader failure in faith
transmission. Key to this is the fact that the time of youth is a pivotal period in the formation of a
person’s beliefs, values and identity and Christian young people are not immune to the shaping
influences of secular culture. | think we can helpfully summarise the influences of secular culture
on Christian young people’s emerging identity and faith into three spheres — competition for beliefs,



challenges to sense of self and complications in lifestyle.

Competition for beliefs and values

Simply through growing up in modern Britain Christian young people absorb values, beliefs and
opinions that shape and influence their understanding of Christianity. This variety of cultural
influences cannot all be attributed to secularism. But what the onset of secularism has brought is a
space within western society where there is competition over the beliefs and values that shape the
way we view ourselves and our world. A young person growing up as a Christian might face such
‘competition’ in the following ways.

First, there are formal sources of education and information. For instance, the atheistic accounts of
evolution taught in school or in the philosophy behind popular TV programmes or films.

Second, there are ‘ideals’ which influence the way we view the world and make judgements. For
instance the classic ‘privatisation’ of belief as personal and non-fact based, or the romantic notion
that all religions are merely different ways of getting at the same truth. These types of influences
may never be formally taught, but they are certainly well communicated and taken on board.

In addition, in modern Britain young people encounter difference as increasingly normal, mixing
with people from a variety of backgrounds (religious and irreligious) with a variety of values,
viewpoints and lifestyles. Popular culture (magazines, TV, film, music, web) is a meeting ground for
all these issues through the dissemination and argument over ideas, the glorification or
denunciation of certain lifestyles and the mixing and merging of stories from many traditions and
sources.

A common response to the problem of competition for beliefs and values has been to try to ‘protect
and preserve’ our young people from negative influences. Personally, | do not think this approach
is possible any more. | also think we also need to appreciate that our Christian young people are
guite capable of resisting such influences given the right encouragement and enabling. We need
to move from trying to protect and preserve young people from these influences to helping young
people learn how to discern these values (which are both positive and negative) and describe their
faith in this context.

Teaching discernment means helping young people determine for themselves which influences in

popular culture contradict a Christian worldview, or go against key values and beliefs. In this | am
not just talking about the moral issues we often focus on, important though these are. As the
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