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“The way to love anything (anyone too) is to realize that it might be lost.” Tremendous 

Trifles, Gilbert Chesteron, p.56 1917. 

 

Teachers despise it, parents fear it, and ministers exhort about it; yet, its destroying effect 

relentlessly pounds at the Church’s foundations and debilitates the fibre of the Church, as the 

Church shuts her eyes and closes her ears. It is summed up in the expressions: “I don’t care”; 

“No time”; “Don’t worry about it”; “it doesn’t affect me”; and, “So what.” It is apathy, a 

malicious destroyer in the life of a Christian. For those who fear this malady, this article is a 

scary indictment of our actions or better lack of action. For those who do not care, do not waste 

your time. Find something else to read. 

In a recent sermon I heard a minister passionately plead with the young people of the 

congregation to become involved in the spiritual life of the Church. The longer he preached the 

clearer it became that this appeal originated from his deep, heart-felt conviction that the young 

people were not spiritually as strong as they should be, that they were not as spiritually strong as 

the “altere Generation” the older generation, and that they were spiritually immature and 

spiritually apathetic. 

I consider myself a member of this younger generation and it pains my soul that there is 

significant truth in this minister’s and other ministers’ admonitions. Possibly the young people of 

the Church are not as interested in the spiritual life of the Church as they once were. Perhaps 

even they are not as spiritually strong as this older generation, although this assertion would be 

difficult to prove if one checked the waning attendance in this “older generation’s” Bible dis-

cussion societies, Church involvement, and willingness to serve in positions in the church or 

Christian school. But to categorize the young people’s spiritual life as apathetic is an insult. I 

care, I always have cared, and I always will care. The minister precipitously challenged and cast 

the gauntlet, and I have agreed to respond. And I have no doubt that many of the young people 

are spiritual enough that they care and resent such implications. 

The lack of interest in the activities of the Church is a problem that afflicts every age 

group within the Church. It is not a problem that belongs solely to the young people. When 

ministers, elders, parents, and teachers argue that the problem of spiritual apathy belongs only to 

the young people or that spiritual apathy is more common in the younger generation, they 

commit a serious error. For those familiar with formal logic, the errors committed are the 

fallacies of converse accident and false cause. The first fallacy flies in the face of proper 

thinking. Just because a person observes a cardinal that has lost his tail feather, does not make it 

possible to conclude that all cardinals or most cardinals have no tail feathers. It is impossible and 

unjustified to conclude that every cardinal has no tail feather. This would be a cardinal mistake. 

Thus, to conclude that spiritual apathy is present only in the youth of the church or to conclude 

that all the youth is spiritually apathetic is presumptuous at best and ignorant at worst. This 

spiritual apathy afflicts every age group within the Church today. No one group should ever be 

characterized as spiritually apathetic. A statement about the heart or soul of an individual or 

group of individuals is an impossible judgment for a mere mortal to make. Let’s reserve that 

judgment for the great Judge himself. 



However, the charge that the visible outward acts of the young people seem to indicate a 

spiritual apathy does have merit. But the minister commits a second fallacy, the fallacy of 

converse accident when he simply blames this lack of spiritual interest on the sinfulness of the 

youth and the influence of the world. Attendance in the societies and Bible discussions is 

waning. The amount of time spent in recreational endeavors is increasing. Young people do not 

always support the Christian schools and Church as well as they should or could. Young people 

are not as willing to volunteer their time to help and visit the needy, the sick, and the poor. All 

these appear to be true. As a young person within the visible Church I ask myself, why are the 

young people and why am I not as involved in the Church as I could be? 

There are plenty of reasons that one could give for the young person’s lack of interest. 

We live in an extremely fast paced society. We always seem to be on the move. If the income 

from a job is not sufficient, we take a second and maybe a third job. Time spent with family and 

as a family continues to decrease. Young people not only attend school but also work part-time 

jobs. Others are involved in sports, band, and other activities. Our schedules are packed. When 

was the last time, parents, that all your children were in attendance for a family meal? How many 

of us sit down as a family for breakfast? We are usually far too busy to find time to spend 

together as a family in activities whether it be praying or eating together. Although these 

contribute to the decline of spiritual involvement in the Church, these are not the chief causes of 

the young person’s lack of zeal in the activities of the Church. Certainly, a portion of the spiritual 

demise must rest on the shoulders of the young people. 

The problem is not spiritual apathy, but learned passivity. Let me explain what I mean. It 

is not that the young person is spiritually apathetic, but that he or she has learned quite well the 

lessons taught by the Church. The Church explicitly and impliedly has taught the young person 

to take a passive role rather than an active, participative role in the life of the Church. When 

ministers bang the pulpit and point their finger at the congregation, they would do well to 

remember that as a representative of the Church the majority of the fingers are pointing at the 

Church herself. 

Examine the instruction of the young person in the Church and what does one find? First 

of all, one finds a young person who regularly attends catechetical instruction. There is no doubt 

that this catechetical instruction is a necessary and vital activity in the young Christian's life. 

Make no mistake about the importance of catechetical instruction; it has a place, especially for 

those of a younger age. But when these young people reach an age of spiritual maturity, how 

does the structured question and answer format of this instruction make a young Christian an 

active participant in the process of serving the Lord? It doesn’t. What does result is a 

memorization and regurgitation of the correct answer to the questions. How many of us if asked 

to answer Question 60 of the Heidelberg Catechism could from memory recite the correct 

response? Few, if any. How many of the young people a week, two weeks, or a month later after 

supposedly learning this question and answer, could answer it? The catechetical instruction of 

the Church follows the passive model of minister lectures and young person listens. It is not the 

correct response to a doctrinal question that is of primary importance, but the correct act of 

presenting, confessing Christ, fighting the battle against the Devil, and eventually living the 

example of Christ that is of primary importance. Life does not consist of having or knowing all 

the right answers; it does, however, consist of making the right choices, and putting raw 

knowledge into real practice. 

Secondly, the instruction of the Church concentrates primarily upon head knowledge. 

What other reason could there be for catechism? It is there to pound the doctrines of the Church 



upon the young Christian. Societies often follow the prescribed path of the leader of minister. 

Topics are not discussed and participation of the young people is limited. The assumption is that 

the young person does not know enough yet about the text or passage to properly respond. By 

this time the lessons of catechism are so firmly impressed upon this young Christian that he or 

she would not dare object or disagree with the leader or pastor on any matter. The passive role of 

the young adult is once again reinforced and strengthened. 

Thirdly, the youth of the Church is often ignored. When young adults study at a college 

or university, how often does the Church stay in correspondence with these members? When 

financial drives for the Christian schools, needy families, and causes of the poor occur, are the 

young people solicited? With the busy schedules of so many people within the Church, do we 

ask the young people to help by giving of their time and energy? Or are the young people second 

class citizens within the Church? 

Finally, the first real and active role or part for a young person occurs when a male 

Christian is asked to serve as an elder or deacon or when a young Christian is asked to lead a 

society or discussion group. By then the young adult has learned the perfect, passive role. The 

Roman Catholic Church understands the importance of the first seven years of a person’s life. 

After thirty or so years of a passive role in our Church the young adult is asked to serve in the 

Church. Is it therefore any wonder that so many are not willing to serve? After thirty years of 

learned passivity, why should one suddenly instantaneous, feel a compelling conviction to 

actively participate in the life of the Church? If we do not expect an active role of the young 

person for the first thirty years of his or her life, then what makes us think that the young person 

after these thirty years have transpired will be truly interested in serving in the important affairs 

of the Church. We are fooling ourselves. 

The Church must begin to realize that the young people are not spiritually apathetic; 

rather, they have learned what they have been taught. They have been taught passivity. Does the 

Church want young people who are actively involved in the Church? If the Church wants to 

prepare the young person for an active role, then it must be willing to throw aside some of its 

long-held practices and initiate practices that foster an active role for the young person in the 

Church. Are the elders and ministers of our churches willing to accept this responsibility? 

Numerous possibilities exist in which the Church could teach an active role. It must 

continue to emphasize the instruction of the doctrines of the Bible and begin to teach the young 

person the practical application of this doctrine in his or her life. Do we teach the young person 

Christ’s command in Matthew 25 to feed the hungry, to give drink to the thirsty, to invite the 

stranger to visit, to comfort the sick and imprisoned, and to clothe the naked? Why doesn’t the 

Lord ask for a recitation of the catechism lesson in this part of his ministry? Is it because the 

application of his doctrine is more important than raw head knowledge? 

Just as important for the church as the teaching of Christ’s lesson in Matthew 25 is the 

providing of opportunities where the young adult can put his knowledge of the Truth into a real 

meaningful act of service in the kingdom of Christ. Young people must begin to realize that 

service in the kingdom begins now, not years down the road. They must see that the giving of 

their money is not any more important than the giving of their time and service. They must see 

that they can have an active role in the Church. They must be taught that they are not second 

class members in the church. 

Do we want leaders in our churches? Then our churches must be willing to teach the 

young people how to lead. Maybe this means that the older young people should be given the 

opportunity to instruct younger Christians in the church. Do we want more men to enter the 



ministry? Then maybe the elders should begin to groom young men early on so that when the 

young men choose a profession or vocation, a role in the church is not eliminated. Do we want 

church members who are active in the church? Then maybe the young people should be given 

more responsibility than the requirement to faithfully answer their catechism question. Maybe 

these young people should visit those in prisons, should help the needy, bring food to the hungry 

and water to the thirsty. These young people should be taught to witness to their neighbors and 

friends, not later but now. They must be given the opportunity to pray in the presence of their 

peers so that later in life they are not shamed to lead large or small groups in prayer, that when 

they are married they can pray with their spouses, that when the church cries in need they answer 

in force. Maybe the young people should assist the deacons, take a paint brush and help paint a 

house for the poor, take the time to be positive influence in a broken family. Do we want our 

young people prepared to defend the truth of the Bible? Then maybe the elders should encourage 

Bible discussions with young people from other denominations. Or is the church afraid that the 

young people are not prepared for such an activity? Imagine how quickly a young person would 

realize that doctrine and walk of life are partners and not aliens. What an opportunity for the 

young person to search the Scriptures for the answers! What an opportunity for the young person 

to ask the questions that otherwise never would be asked! 

No, it is not apathy that afflicts the members of our churches; it is a passivity in our 

spiritual lives that we learned in our youth. Do our churches desire active members in the 

church? Then the members must be taught to be active at an early age. The Roman Catholics 

claim that they need only seven years to teach a child. We should be able to the job even better in 

double that amount of time. Do you care about the young people in our churches? Young people 

show that you care; demand an active rather than a passive role. If our ministers and elders 

observe the symptoms of apathy that are so prevalent in our churches, then they must be willing 

to implement the changes. The rest of the church must encourage the youth to become active 

participants in the kingdom of Christ because therein lies the future of our denomination. 
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