
I
n every generation the church of Jesus Christ has
confronted unique challenges associated with its

particular moment in history. The infant church faced
relentless persecution. The early church fathers
defended the Incarnation against one heresy after
another. Protestant Reformers put the Scriptures into
the hands of common believers, and Christian aboli-
tionists fought the evil of slavery on two continents.
During the last century, revival crusades, Christian
media empires, and culturally relevant churches
emerged in an effort to evangelize an increasingly sec-
ular world. 

Twenty-first century leaders face a new challenge.
In short, we are losing many of our own kids to the
world even while trying to win the unchurched to
Christ. 

Chapter 11

The Challenge
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You’ve probably heard the statistics. For more than a
decade church leaders have been bombarded by one report
after another suggesting that churched kids are rejecting
Christian faith at an alarming rate. Some widely quoted reports
lack statistical credibility; few include longitudinal studies of
generational faith transference. We also lack historical data for
comparison. So we’ve given up trying to pinpoint a precise sta-
tistic on churched kids leaving the faith. The collective data,
however, strongly suggests that about half of those raised in
church will leave behind active faith as adults. And the prob-
lem is not our churches but rather our homes. Consider the
following indicators.

Declining Christian Affiliation

According to a 2001 study conducted by the Graduate
Center of the City University of New York, large numbers of
American adults are disaffiliating from Christianity. U.S.
polling data from the study indicated that of those who iden-
tify with a specific religion, only seventy-six-and-a-half per-
cent identified themselves as Christians—a drop of nearly
ten percent in one decade. This decline matches trends
observed in Canada between 1981 and 2001. If it continues,
Christianity will become a minority religion in the U.S. by the
year 2042.14

The End of Christian America

A recently released survey on American religious identi-
fication also revealed that the percentage of those who iden-
tify with no religion at all has doubled since 1990. This survey
reinforces findings summarized in the 2008 book unChristian:
What a New Generation Really Thinks about Christianity . . . and
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Why It Matters by David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons. The
authors found that our culture’s increasingly negative per-
ception of the Christian faith has been fueled by the fact that
most Americans who consider themselves unbelievers are
actually former church kids. As the book explains, “This leads
to the sobering finding that the vast majority of outsiders in
this country, particularly among young generations, are actu-
ally de-churched individuals.”15

Losing Our Teens? 

In October 2006 the New York Times ran a cover story
with the headline, “Fearing Loss of Teenagers, Evangelicals
Turn up the Fire.” The writer reported that, “Despite their
packed megachurches . . . evangelical Christian leaders are
warning one another that their teenagers are abandoning the
faith in droves.” The paper publicized a growing movement to
reinvest in young believers. Such increased media attention is
putting the problem of generational faith decline in the spot-
light and raising interest in effective responses.

College Is Not the Problem 

Contrary to popular opinion, college is not the problem.
In fact, a slightly higher percentage of emerging adults who
do not attend college end up dropping out of religion. As
David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons wrote:

One recent study, for instance, using some of the best
longitudinal data available, has shown that it is not
those who attend college but in fact those who do not
attend college who are the most likely to experience
declines in religious service attendance, self-reported
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importance of religion, and religious affiliation. Another
showed that among recently surveyed college students,
2.7 times more report that their religious beliefs have
strengthened during their college experience than say
their beliefs weakened. . . . In every case, emerging
adults currently in college are slightly more religious
than those who are not in college.16

Student Ministries 

Are Not the Problem

Some have pointed the finger of blame at age-graded stu-
dent ministry in churches. But James Shields begs to differ
based upon a 2008 survey of several hundred young adults who
had been active in a megachurch student ministry as teens.
Most claimed to have continued attending church on a fairly
regular basis, although less frequently than while living at
home.17

Age of Conversion

About sixty-five percent of those who become believers in
Jesus Christ do so as minors.18 Children between the ages of
five and thirteen have a thirty-two percent probability of coming
to Christ. Those in and beyond their teen years have only a four
to five percent probability.19This observation was reinforced by
a study conducted by a University of Notre Dame team. Nearly
one-third of emerging adults surveyed by the Center for the
Study of Religion and Society had made no religious com-
mitment by age twenty-three. The vast majority of those who
had made a commitment to God appeared to have made that
commitment well before the age of fourteen.

A 2003 Barna Update summarized the study as follows:
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“These findings complement and reinforce one of the larger
stories of this book: that the religious commitments and ori-
entations of most people appear to be set early in life and
very likely follow a consistent trajectory from that early for-
mation through the adolescent and into the emerging adult
years. . . . Most are set early in life to follow one religious tra-
jectory or another—mostly, we showed earlier, formed by the
religious lives of their parents. . . .”20

Faith Commitment Timing

•No faith commitment: Thirty-one percent

•Committed before age fourteen: Fifty-nine percent

•New teen commitments: Five percent

•Emerging adult commitments: Five percent

Faith Retention Rates. The same study revealed that sev-
enteen percent of emerging adults became more religiously
active than they were during high school, while fifty-five per-
cent backed away from active faith. Among those who con-
tinued to associate with a childhood tradition, some groups
showed higher retention rates than others:21

Latter-Day Saints: Seventy-two percent
Non-religious: Sixty-eight percent
Roman Catholic: Sixty-six percent 
Conservative Protestant: Sixty-four percent
Jewish: Sixty-one percent
Other religions: Sixty percent
Black Protestant: Fifty-five percent
Mainline Protestant: Fifty percent

It Starts at Home 5.5X8.5 proof 1:RagontDesign  12/16/09  8:56 AM  Page 169

Copyrighted Material-NOT Final File



Marriage, Parenthood, and Faith

The 2009 book Souls in Transition summarized a longi-
tudinal study of emerging adults ages eighteen to twenty-
three, conducted by the Center for the Study of Religion and
Society at the University of Notre Dame. The book’s
researchers found that:

Marriage, children and religion tend to go together, at
least in the United States. So the more marriage and
children are delayed, the more religious involvement is
postponed and perhaps never reengaged (if ever
engaged in the first place). One of the strongest factors
that brings young adult Americans back to religion after
a probable hiatus during emerging adulthood is their
formation of new families and especially having chil-
dren. . . . In the causally reverse direction, being more
religious also makes people more likely to marry at all,
to marry earlier, to have children at all, and to bear
them at a younger age—thus, the strong family/religion
connection in the United States is mutually reinforcing,
even synergistic. All else being equal, then, we can say
that the younger Americans are when they marry and
bear children, the more religious they are likely to be. . . .
So the postponement of “settling down” that is associ-
ated with emerging adulthood unintentionally produces,
as a causal mechanism, the tendency for Americans to
reduce religious involvements during this phase of life.22

Leaving and Returning

The Southern Baptist Convention is America’s largest
denomination. In recent years conflicting statistics have sur-
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faced about generational faith transference, the most dramatic
claiming that ninety-four percent of kids abandon the church
after graduating from high school. As many expected, that
claim proved an exaggeration. Authors Thom and Sam
Rainer’s research among Southern Baptist young adults23

revealed that about seventy percent drop out between the ages
of eighteen and twenty-two. The vast majority stop attending
church due to a change such as moving away from home,
attending college, or starting a career. The good news is that
about two-thirds of the seventy percent who drop out come
back, though their attendance is less regular. What brings
them back to church? The most common reasons given, not
surprisingly, were getting married and having children. The
thirty percent who did not drop out of church were much
more likely to have grown up in a home with parents who had
remained married to one another, had given their children
direct spiritual guidance, and had discussed spiritual matters
or prayed with them. Most who remained active attended
church with their parents. Most who dropped out went to a
different church than their parents. Clearly, both receiving
strong parenting and entering into the roles of marriage and
parenthood help to connect young adults to active faith.

Historic Trends

In a recent Policy Review essay, “How the West Really
Lost God,” the Hoover Institute’s Mary Eberstadt demon-
strated how a society that moves away from the priority of
family also moves further away from God. “Something about
the family inclines people toward religiosity,” Eberstadt wrote.
She showed that in Western Europe an unprecedented family
shrinkage (due to a decline in marriage and parenthood)
appeared sometimes before and sometimes in tandem with the
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unprecedented decline in belief. In light of this historical
precedence, Eberstadt suggested, motherhood and father-
hood should be seen to strengthen spiritual commitment
because they are “the human symphony through which God
has historically been heard by many people” and they are the
means “through which people derive their deepest opinions
and impressions of life.”

Decline in Parenthood

A 2006 report called “Life without Children” examined
how a delay in parenting, a decline in births, and the devalu-
ing of parenthood is making America less child-centered.
The report’s authors wrote:

We are in the midst of a profound change in American
life. Demographically, socially and culturally, the nation
is shifting from a society of child-rearing families to a
society of child-free adults. The percentage of house-
holds with children has declined from half of all house-
holds in 1960 to less than one-third today—the lowest
percentage in the nation’s history. Indeed, if the twenti-
eth century aspired to become the “century of the
child,” the twenty-first may well become the century of
the child-free. . . . It is hard enough to rear children in a
society that is organized to support that essential social
task. Consider how much more difficult it becomes
when a society is indifferent at best, and hostile, at
worst, to those who are caring for the next generation.24
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What Fueled the “Seeker” Movement? 

To some degree the church-growth movement of the past
few decades helped to slow the decline of Christian faith in
America. However, that movement’s engine was family for-
mation. “Churches are full of people who left church as single,
young adults and returned to the pews when they had fami-
lies of their own,” wrote religion reporter Paul Asay. Why? The
University of Chicago professor Leon Kass said, “It is father-
hood and motherhood that teach most of us what it took to
bring us into our own adulthood. And it is the desire to give
not only life but a good way of life to our children that opens
us toward a serious concern for the true, the good, and even
the holy. Parental love of children leads once wayward sheep
back into the fold of church.” 

Toward a “Sticky” Faith

Even the most hopeful reports suggest that Christianity
has become less “sticky” than it was in past generations. In our
opinion the culprit is neglect of the primary engines of life-
long faith, marriage and parenthood. 

That’s why we invested two years facilitating a dialogue
with a network of innovative pastors, all of whom agreed that
the home must become a key strategic priority for the local
church. The Strong Families Innovation Alliance included
leaders from some of the nation’s most respected churches
including Willow Creek, Saddleback, Lakewood Church, Lake
Pointe Church, Scottsdale Bible Church, and about a dozen
other congregations of various sizes and traditions. We invited
the full range of pastoral perspectives including senior and
executive pastors, teaching and small group pastors, spiritual
formation and discipleship pastors, and student and children’s
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pastors. This group of leaders cooperated together to clarify
goals, identify challenges, and develop workable strategies to
help the church inspire family intentionality. In the next two
chapters we will provide an overview of the lessons learned and
describe an innovative model churches can implement to
improve their family intentionality. 
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