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•Those of us who love the church scratch our 
heads and wonder, “How did it come to 
this?”
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• Young people left our churches beginning in 

the mid-1960’s as part of a new anti-
institutionalism
•Most of our congregations failed to adapt to 

the needs of the younger generations
• The world changed!

(the church not so much)



Modern vs Post-Modern Culture
Modern (pre-1968)                             Post-Modern (post-1968)
Immutable physical laws (Descartes)         Relativity (Einstein)
Linear, relational, symmetrical                    Non-linear, asymmetrical, many foci
World order based on nation states           Based on nation-states, ethnic groups,

mass communication, and market
Authority granted by office                          Authority granted by relationship

(hierarchical)                                                   (non-hierarchical, “flat”)
Relate through institutions                           Relate personally
Broad social consensus (WASP males)       No single social consensus, many voices
Communication is formal, indirect              Communication is informal, direct
Progress is inevitable                                     Progress is possible



Six Generations are active today!
• Builders (1915-30): shaped by WWII as young adults 
• Silents (1930-45): shaped by WWII as youth
_______
• Baby Boomers (1945-65): shaped by prosperity, 

optimism, and Viet Nam.
_______
• Generation X or Baby Busters (1965-1982): shaped by 

shortages and lowered expectations
• Generation Y or Millennials (1982-2000): shaped     by 

post-modern world
• Generation Z (after 2000): 
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Builders
1915-30

Silents
1930-45



• The motto of the Builder and Silent Generations could be, “Being a 
part of something larger than ourselves.”
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Six Generations are active today!

• Builders (1915-30): shaped by WWII as young adults
• Silents (1930-45): shaped by WWII as youth
• Baby Boomers (1945-65): shaped by prosperity, optimism, and Viet 

Nam.
• Baby Busters (1965-1982): shaped by shortages and lowered 

expectations
• Millennials (1982-2000): shaped by post-modern world
• Generation Z (after 2000): 



Generation X
Were called “latch key kids” and “slackers”
First generation to have PC’s in home and school.
Seek a work-life balance (unlike their Silent and Boomer parents)
Not interested in spending hours in meetings, instead the X’er demands 
high productivity and prefers to complete tasks as quickly as possible to 
free up more personal time.
They became entrepreneurial establishing companies like Google, 
Wikipedia, Amazon.com and YouTube
They are not “helicopter parents” like Boomer parents of Millennials 
are, but more like “stealth fighter parents”.
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Millennials or Generation Y

Grew up with PC’s and adopted smart phones (texting).
Are generally confident and tolerant.
Distrust institutions and network closely with friends.
Prefer a team work environment.
Like to have personal relationship with supervisors and immediate 
feedback. 
Like to have mentors.
Have what older generations regard as a sense of entitlement and see 
no reason to delay being given significant responsibilities at work.
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People over 65:
Love institutions, experience God in and through them. Tend toward 
hierarchical forms and beliefs. Christianity is a system of beliefs.

People under 65:
Institutions have some value. Experience God in and through 
relationships. Love mystery and awe (approximate truth). Christianity 
is a way of life.



Generational Change:
People over 65 experience God in and through institutions
People under 65 experience God in and through relationships

People over 65 like to think and talk together about a need and then 
do something about it.
People under 65 like to do something about a need and then think 
and talk about it together. 



The crisis in church 
governance
Democracy v. discernment.

Division v. consensus.



The crisis in Christian education

-We haven’t been doing much of it.
-Membership in the institution has been seen as more important than 
the content of the faith (confession of faith as an end rather than a 
beginning)
-The institutional versions of facts and reality have been undercut by 
historical and scientific inquiry.



Polarities
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finance v stewardship



withholding v granting 
authority



management v vision
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Polarities
• maintenance v mission
• finance v stewardship
• withholding v granting authority
• management v vision
• pragmatism v core values
• membership v discipleship
• dependency v capacity
• control v empowerment
• democracy v discernment



From whom did we inherit the forms of church life 
that have been dominant for several generations?

The church was transformed by the Builder generation and has 
not been effectively transformed since. 
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The Legacy of the Builders Generation

• Direct democracy
• Large boards v. Consensus
• “Functional Committees”
• Traditional worship and music (which has lost its power in many 

churches)
• Pastor-Centered organization
• Attractional v. Missional



Generational Obsolescence

• These forms were implemented to address issues and needs relevant 
to the WWII generation (Builders) and were based on assumptions 
that were operative in that era.  They were maintained by the Silents.
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Generational Obsolescence

• These forms were implemented to address issues and needs relevant 
to the WWII generation and were based on assumptions that were 
operative in that era. 
• While technical adjustments to these forms have been made from 

time to time during the past 40 years, the essence of these forms 
have not changed substantially since the Post-WWII era of the 1940’s 
to 60’s. 
• The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) restructured in 1968, just in 

time to be obsolete! 



• Transformation doesn’t necessarily mean forsaking the older 
generations’ needs in order to meet the needs of younger 
generations. But it does require being flexible enough  to address the 
needs of younger generations as well as those of the older 
generations.



Discussion

• In what ways is your congregation organized to serve the needs of 
those over 65?
• In what ways is your congregation organized to serve the needs of 

those under 65?



Good News!

We don’t need to change everything!

We need to change only the things
that are killing us!



The Church Misses The Boat

The Church Misses the Boat!


