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Study Introduction  
 
Young Adults and Seniors Serving the Health of the Same Church, Together, a discernment 
session at Assembly 2010, generated many insightful responses.  It led the attending Listening 
Committee of Ardith Frey, Kristina Toews, and Dan Nighswander to recommend that our 
congregations keep this discussion going for the health of the church.  
 
To make this recommendation easier for congregations to respond to, Mennonite Church 
Canada Formation has compiled this booklet.   
 
Part 1: Congregational Study Guide reviews the complete discernment session that took place 
on July 1, 2010 and presents it in a manner that will allow you to share that session with your 
congregation, engaging them with introductory comments, study references, panel discussion 
questions, and table and plenary group discussion questions. 
 
Part 2: Summary Report of Assembly 2010 Table Group Conversation and Responses will give 
you a clear overview of the way seniors and young adults responded.  You‘ll also find summary 
reports from the Listening Committee and Elsie Rempel, Director of Christian Nurture for 
Mennonite Church Canada. 
 
Part 3: Congregational Discussion Module offers a three-phase plan for encouraging an on-
going discussion within your congregation about the ways seniors and young adults can serve 
together in our churches.   
 
For a more detailed look at how seniors and young adults responded at Assembly 2010, see 
Appendix for notes compiled from table group discussions.  
 
If you would like help in leading this important conversation in your congregation or Area 
Church, contact Elsie Rempel at erempel@mennonitechurch.ca, or 1-866-888-6785. 
 
 
 

 
 

mailto:erempel@mennonitechurch.ca
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Part 1: Congregational Study Guide  
 

Sketching the Landscape……………………………….………………………….5 minutes 

 
Invite several young adults and seniors, reflecting a cross-section of articulate church members, 
to participate on a panel and introduce themselves to your discussion group with ―I am‖ 
statements, using the template, below.  

 
Template for ―I am‖ statements:  

 I am a senior/young adult.  

 I am...... (something that describes your character) 

 ................  is important to me (something that you value) 

 I enjoy ..... (something you like doing—music, sports) 

 My family/ friends are...... (the place of family/friends in your world) 

 My faith is ......... (its place in your life; how you express your faith) 

 The church ........... (how you see or experience the church) 

 I care about .......... (a life value) 

 The most important thing (or 2 most important things) in my life is.......... 

 Something that might surprise others about me is that I like …... 

 I hope one day ........ (hopes and aspirations) 

 

 
Lessons from Scripture……….………………………………...…………………….5 minutes 

 

Bezalel and Oholiab – Exodus 35 and 36 
 
As the Israelites brought offerings to build the Tabernacle, Moses called forward those who 
were skilled in craftsmanship. In the process, Bezalel and Oholiab were recognized for their 
gifts. Listen to the way Moses supported their ministry: 
 

30 ...Moses said to the Israelites, "See, the LORD has chosen Bezalel son of Uri, 
the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, 31 and he has filled him with the Spirit of 
God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts 32 to make artistic 
designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, 33 to cut and set stones, to work in 
wood and to engage in all kinds of artistic craftsmanship. 34 And he has given 
both him and Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan, the ability to teach 
others.... 1 So Bezalel, Oholiab ...are to do the work just as the LORD has 
commanded." ....3 They received from Moses all the offerings the Israelites had 
brought to carry out the work of constructing the sanctuary. 
 

Reflection question: Are we willing to publicly support those who are gifted in serving 
today’s church with their gifts? 
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Naaman and the Servant Girl – 2 Kings 5 
 
A servant girl in the home of Naaman, the commander of the King Aram‘s army, plays an 
important role in helping him find healing from his leprosy. 
 

1 Now Naaman was commander of the army of the king of Aram. He was a great 
man in the sight of his master and highly regarded, because through him the 
LORD had given victory to Aram. He was a valiant soldier, but he had leprosy. 
2Now bands from Aram had gone out and had taken captive a young girl from 
Israel, and she served Naaman's wife. 3 She said to her mistress, "If only my 
master would see the prophet who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his 
leprosy." 

 
4 Naaman went to his master and told him what the girl from Israel had said. 5 "By 
all means, go," the king of Aram replied. "I will send a letter to the king of Israel." 
So Naaman left, taking with him ten talents of silver, six thousand shekels of 
gold, and ten sets of clothing. 6 The letter that he took to the king of Israel read: 
"With this letter I am sending my servant Naaman to you so that you may cure 
him of his leprosy."  
 

Reflection Question: Are we open to receiving the gifts that our children and youth have 
to offer?  
 
 

Paul, Timothy, and his Family – Timothy 1 and 2 
 

A summary, focussing on Timothy 4:6-16: Timothy learned eagerly from his 
Christian mother, Eunice, and grandmother, Lois. They taught him how to pray to 
Yahweh in all kinds of situations. They made sure he learned how to read and 
learned the Bible stories and teachings from the local Rabbi. Eunice and Lois 
were good friends and hostesses of Paul‟s. In the context of this Christian family 
life, they “fanned into flame the gifts that God had given” Timothy. As Timothy 
matured, Paul became his spiritual mentor, took him along on some assignments 
and wrote letters of advice and encouragement to him. He encouraged Timothy, 
who grew up in the church, and was called to leadership by his faith community, 
to remember his call and blessing for ministry, and to convince older leaders of 
his qualifications for ministry with the testimony of his life.  

 
Reflection Question: From whom do our children and youth learn to be Christian? How 
do our older leaders train and mentor younger ones? 
 
 

The Path Leading to this Discussion………………………………….5 minutes 

 
We live in an exciting time; a time impacted by climate change, social change and religious 
change. Some analysts of this era claim that we are in the midst of a social and religious 
upheaval as large as that of the Protestant Reformation, 500 years ago. Ours is an age filled 
with many hopes and fears, and it is fraught with unanswered questions as well as new 
possibilities.  
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In each era of the church, different questions arise, which call for attention. One of the questions 
that surfaced again and again in 2006, as Jack Suderman conducted the God‘s People Now 
tour of Mennonite Church Canada congregations, concerned the seniors and their place in the 
life of the church. Another prominent question represents the other end of the age spectrum—a 
concern for the welfare of young adults.  
 
As Jack listened to our congregations talk about these matters, the way these two age cohorts 
relate to one another in the church became a recognizable theme. At times the needs and 
preferences of these groups seemed diverse enough to be considered a topic under the 
category of unity and diversity in the church. At other times, he heard the inspiring testimonies 
of how well these groups got along, supported each other, and joined forces to serve in and 
through the church. 
 
The Christian Formation Council responded to these findings. In a process of discernment, the 
Council named ministry with and for seniors a new priority alongside the ongoing priority of 
ministry with young adults. This new focus on seniors was added to the ministry of Elsie 
Rempel, Director of Christian Nurture. The area of young adults was already part of Dave 
Bergen‘s job description,  
 
That, in summary, explains why we discussed this topic at our 2010 Assembly. Formation 
Council members took careful notes on the wisdom that was shared, and staff has compiled this 
resource for our congregations, as well as Formation Council, to follow up on the good work 
done together at Assembly.  
 
A panel of young adults and seniors, and a set of questions, helped us do our work. As you use 
this at the congregational level, recruit people in advance to prepare similar introductions to help 
you sketch the landscape for engagement with this topic. Staff also prepared introductions to 
these age cohorts, and have looked to scripture for stories that can help us find our way 
forward.  
 
This session was been deliberately planned to span the refreshment break time, so that 
additional conversations on this important topic could flow freely with the refreshing beverages 
that were enjoyed. After the break, we extended the conversation and heard from randomly 
selected table groups. We collected, compiled, and picked out the major themes from the notes 
that were kept by table scribes. That report is now part of this resource. Finally, we concluded 
this session with a simple ritual of blessing each other across the generations.   
 
Elsie Rempel, Director of Christian Nurture 
Mennonite Church Canada 
June, 2010 

 

 
 

The New Seniors in Today’s church………..………………...……..….5 minutes 

 
Some of the most pervasive myths of any age group focus on older adults. We tend to assume 
they are old, frail, hard of hearing, brittle, unchanging, and a whole host of other negative 
images. The truth is older adults are often the undiscovered treasures of the home and 
congregation.  
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They are more likely to be energetic, open minded and wise, than otherwise. They bring a 
wealth of experience, wisdom, patience, humour and integrity to congregational life. In today‘s 
context, in addition to the older seniors who are living healthier and longer lives, we have a new 
batch of retiring baby boomers. Jack Suderman, In God‟s People Now, describes the baby-
boom bulge moving through our society using the image of a pig in a python (Suderman, 54).1 
What kind of impact will the seniors of today and tomorrow have on the health of the church? 
Let‘s take a look at this new kind of middle age, or senior bulge:  
 
 

What are these seniors like? 
 

1. Not only are their sheer numbers high, so is their life expectancy.  

 Whether or not they want to be, this age cohort is noticed and has a major impact 
because of its size. 
 

2.  Most of them don‘t have their own grandchildren in their congregation. 

 Because of social mobility, it has become rare for several generations of a family to 
be in the same congregation.  
 

3. Many of them are technologically fluent and geographically mobile.  

 In a world of easy travel and electronic networking, they connect with biological and 
extended family through travelling and by using social networking sites like Facebook.  
Because they are often travelling to see their grandchildren, they may be reluctant to 
accept volunteer assignments that demand a regular schedule of responsibilities. 
 

4. Many of them are part of the ―Club Sandwich‖ Generation. 

 With increased life expectancy, many of today‘s seniors have family responsibilities 
toward their parents, as well as to their children and grandchildren. With the increase 
in blended families, there may be an increase in the complexity of family ties. 

 Such seniors may bless the wider church by keeping it in touch with the needs of 
society, and by contributing to support groups for the challenges of being family in 
these contexts. By sharing their stories, seniors may be in a position to help the 
church develop more resources for embracing these challenges in family life.   
  

5. Some of these seniors ―adopt‖ the church‘s youth as their own 

 They relate to the church‘s children and grandchildren with the same patience and 
love that they show to their own grandchildren. 
 

6. Some of these seniors know a lot about doubt and faith 

 They were strongly impacted by the theological movement called ―the Jesus 
Seminar‖ and have learned to read the Bible critically. Many have discontinued an 
inherited practice of family devotions. 

 They are the peers of theologians like Marcus Borg and John Shelby Spong, who 
have challenged traditional understandings of the divinity of Jesus and come up with 
new approaches. Doubts about faith are not unfamiliar to them. As they face the 
challenges of aging and life transitions, doubt and belief often become close 
companions as they strive to bring faith and belief together with their new realities, 
and as many of them engage in dialogue with other perspectives and faiths. 

                                                           
1
 Robert J. Suderman. God’s People Now, p.54. 
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7. Many of today‘s seniors are in conversation with people of other religions. 

  As these seniors integrate this experience with their Christian convictions, and learn 
to express their faith in our increasingly secular and pluralistic context, they become 
valued conversation partners for young adults who are claiming Christian faith in an 
increasingly post-Christian North American context. 
 

8. Some of these seniors entered church leadership at an early age. 

 The nineteen-fifties and sixties were times of development and growth for many 
church programs that are now well established. Whether in camps, schools, or 
church plants, many of today‘s seniors carried major leadership responsibility as 
young adults.    
 

9. Some of these seniors are able to affirm and bless the younger generation in proactive 
ways and will speak freely about the spiritual hope that guides our lives.  

 Boomers have been greatly privileged, and as the new group of young seniors, they 
are called to accept the challenges of working with God toward intergenerational 
harmony in our families, church, and society. 
 

10. Many of these seniors are comfortable 

 This generation has had more opportunity to plan for retirement, to save and invest 
profitably toward that goal. Many can claim Freedom 55, and have a lot of energy 
and resources for serving the church. 

 As someone has said: ―One of the many things no one tells you about aging is that it 
is such a nice change from being young. Being young is beautiful, but being old is 
comfortable.‖ (Source unknown via Mary of Oman in Rumors e-zine.) 

 
Elsie Rempel, Director of Christian Nurture 
Mennonite Church Canada 
June, 2010 

 

 
Young Adults in Today’s Church…………......……….……………….….5 minutes 

 
Today‘s young adult generation shares something in common with every generation of young 
adults that has come before them. At the same time, today‘s young adults are entirely unlike 
any generation that has come before them.  Let me explain.  
 
Every generation of people grows up in a certain context. Who they are is shaped in response 
to the particular set of cultural, social, political, economic, and spiritual influences that are in play 
during their growing up years. In this respect, today‘s young adults are exactly like the 
generations before them.  
 
However, today‘s young adults are also unique in that no generation before them has grown up 
being formed by the exact same combination of historical events, social dynamics, political, 
economic and spiritual factors that they have been exposed to. 
 
Because of this different and unique set of experiences, today‘s young adults offer a new set of 
gifts and perspectives, unlike anything that has come before, to the spectrum of generations 
that make up our church and society. 
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What are today‘s young adults like? 
 

1. For purposes of this discussion, today‘s young adult is roughly between ages 18-30, born 
between 1980 and 1992.  

 They are often referred to as the Millennial generation because they came of age in the 
new millennium. Other names include: Generation Y, Gen Next, Google generation, 
Echo Boom, Tech Generation, even the ‗thumb‘ generation—because of how much they 
use their thumbs in communication and entertainment. 
 

2. There are lots of them. In fact, in 2010, the number of Millennials in N. America 
outnumbered, for the first time, the number of baby-boomers in our culture (73 million to 49 
million respectively). 

 They are the fastest growing segment of workers in the workplace and the most 
culturally diverse population ever. 

  
3. Young adults are distinctly their ‗own‘ group; which is to say they are readily identifiable. 

 They are not like Generation X, just before them, and they are not the like their 
parents—the Baby Boomers. 

 Like other generations, they have been shaped by the events, leaders and 
developments of their time, especially issues like today‘s growing environmental crisis. 
 

4. They could be described more as ‗spiritual‘ than ‗religious.‘ About 65% in the general 
population call themselves Christian.  

 However, about this same number rarely or never prays with others, attends worship 
services or reads the Bible or sacred texts. 

 Many cannot identify what denomination or faith tradition they belong to. 

 They are generally more progressive in their social views than their parents or 
grandparents. 
 

5. They are consummate communicators 

 They have grown up along with the exponential growth in instant communication 
technologies. Email, texting, Instant Messenger, YouTube and social networking sites 
like Facebook, MySpace, and Twitter are the daily bread of young adult communication. 
 

6. They are Tech-savvy 

 Watch someone this age and you‘re likely to see them texting, listening to I-Tunes, 
microwaving a snack and downloading a favourite TV show—all at the same time! 

 Rather than print media, they tend to use Google & Wikipedia as trusted sources of 
information, and as a way to share information online without regard to copyright. 

 
7. A sense of meaning in their work isn‘t just important, it is the most important factor, a „must 

have,‟ in their work lives. Their parents, (Boomers) have told them, ―if you‘re going to work 
hard for a lifetime, find something to do that has meaning for you.‖ And because they are 
more often living at home while studying, they have the time and money to find the ‗right‘ 
career. 

 They crave regular feedback; coaching as a means of supervision in the workplace will 
go much further than bossing  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Email
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Email
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/YouTube
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facebook
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myspace
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twitter
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 They need to know they are making a difference—for their boss, the customer, and other 
members of the team.  

 Healthy balance of work with private life is a core value. They are likely to shape their 
jobs to fit their lives, rather than adapt their lives to the workplace. 

 
8. Millennials are innovators. They are creative, energetic collaborators.  

 They want to be heard. It‘s not about whether their ideas are accepted, but whether they 
are taken seriously. And they need to be listened to now, not a few years from now when 
they‘ve established a level of seniority. 

 
9. They want to know they are succeeding. They love being part of a team and working toward 

a goal.  As children, they have been rewarded for countless successes in school and sports. 
As adults, they continue to look for regular rewards and recognition for achievement and 
progress. 

 They are idealistic, optimistic, positive, confident, have a ‗can do‘ attitude. 

 They‘ve grown up knowing they are special (their parents have told them so). 

 They know they will make a difference. 
 
10. They are more like their grandparents than their parents. 

 They are more trusting and accepting of institutions (as long as they exhibit integrity). 

 They tend to trust authority (again, integrity is key). 

 They place high value on working toward shared goals, are excellent bridge builders and 
they work well with diverse coworkers. 

 
Today‘s young adults will eventually become 30- and 40-somethings, but they will carry the 
formative influences of their young adult years with them, just as every generation has before 
them. And just as in past generations, the church must engage with young adults, to hammer 
out the meaning of life and faith, community and relationships, in this time and in this church of 
ours in 2010. 
 
For further information on Millenials: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennials  
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2007/11/08/60minutes/main3475200.shtml?tag=contentMain;c
ontentBody  
  http://pewforum.org/Age/Religion-Among-the-Millennials.aspx  
Millennials Rising, Strauss & Howe 

 
Dave Bergen, Executive Secretary, Christian Formation 
Mennonite Church Canada 
June, 2010 

 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennials
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2007/11/08/60minutes/main3475200.shtml?tag=contentMain;contentBody
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2007/11/08/60minutes/main3475200.shtml?tag=contentMain;contentBody
http://pewforum.org/Age/Religion-Among-the-Millennials.aspx
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Panel Discussion Questions………………………....................……..……..12 minutes 

 
Invite your panel of young adults and seniors to address the following questions.: 
 
1. Where is the common ground? 

 
2. How can these groups work well together? 
 
3. How can these groups worship well together? 
 
4. How can these groups learn well together? 

 
 
 

– 15 minute Refreshment Break – 
 

 
 

Table/Plenary Group Discussion Questions……………..……...40 minutes 

 
Arrange your discussion group into smaller table groups and invite them to explore the following 
questions: 

 
1. What would be missing if one of these groups was not part of the church? 

 
2. What questions might young adults and seniors want to ask of each other? 
 
3. What were today’s seniors like as young adults? 
 
4. What is the joint calling of young adults and seniors today? 
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Part 2: Summary Report of Assembly 2010 

Table Group Conversation and Responses 
 

1. What would be missing if one of these groups (seniors or young adults) was not part 
of the church? 
 
The body of believers, the sense of being the family of God, and congregational life would 
all be incomplete. General losses noted were: diversity, mutual care, stories, growth, and 
the balance between truth and emotion. Without seniors, congregations would miss out on 
wisdom, role models, financial support, and history. Without young adults, they would miss 
out on energy, enthusiasm, idealism, hope, diversity, leadership for camping ministries, 
emerging and future leaders for the church, and a future. 

 
 
2. What questions might young adults and seniors want to ask of each other? 

 
There were over four pages of questions! They included general ones such as, ―How are 
you doing?‖ ―Where are you going?‖ and ―What is your story?‖ as well as spiritual/ethical 
questions such as ―Where do you see evidence of God?‖ ―What are your doubts?‖ and ―How 
do you understand sexuality?‖ 
 
Both generations included a few questions of each other that suggested fear of the other, 
such as:  ―Can I trust you with my story?‖ ―Will you only accept and love me if I come to 
church?‖  ―Will you only accept and love me if I give up singing the four-part harmony hymns 
I love?‖ ―Why do seniors see things as black and white?‖ or ―Why do you fear commitment?‖  
 
However, the dominant nature of the questions to the other age group reflected curiosity, 
respect, and care. Those who participated in this conversation clearly care about being the 
church together. 
 
Young adult questions to seniors included queries such as: ―What were you like as a 
youth?‖ ―What errors did you make in your youth and what did you learn from them?‖ ―What 
are your faith questions?‖ ―How do/did you balance personal, family, career, and church in 
your life?‖ ―Why must we fit into the structures you created; can we create new ones 
together?‖ and ―How can I be involved?‖ 
 
Seniors wanted to ask young adults questions like, ―Where can the church fit into the busy 
life of a young adult?‖ and ―How can we continue to be a church you want to be part of?‖ 
There was a series of questions about how to ask a young adult about their spiritual life as 
well as about how they understand issues of faith and sexuality. 
 
This section also revealed a real desire, in both groups, to seek common ground and to get 
to know each other better. The challenge was recognized that this could include learning to 
think like missionaries, studying each other‘s cultures, and learning each other‘s languages 
to create new ministry paradigms to bridge differences.   
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One significant cultural difference that surfaced between these groups is a reliance on the 
institutional church to provide pastoral care among the seniors and a reliance on social 
networking for support among young adults. However, there was a common concern for 
developing relationships of integrity and spiritual depth between them. 
 
 

3. What were today’s seniors like as young adults? 
 
Today‘s seniors were described as being creative, willing to take responsibility, and to lead. 
They grew up in congregational communities that were integrating into broader Canadian 
society, and working out issues related to acculturation. The most obvious sign of this was 
the transition in worship language from German to English. Their personal focus was often 
that of being a responsible, contributing citizen of Canada. 
 
Because life expectancy was lower then, there were not many older seniors involved in 
church leadership at the time.  As young adults, they considered involvement in church life 
to be part of Christian service. Many of them became church leaders at an early age. They 
were part of a large group, and recognised that this helped them change church life. 
 
Women were just beginning to get the theological training that would prepare them for 
church leadership. Women in this group often felt that their creativity and potential was 
stifled by men.  
 
They went to church because their family went and they tied their spirituality to communal 
church life. As children of the sixties, they lived with a sense of urgency, anticipated 
disaster, and responded to that with a holy anger which stressed radical social action as an 
expression of their life of faith. They wondered if they could now be radical seniors. 

 

4. What is the joint calling of young adults and seniors today? 
 
Many table groups began by expressing their sense that the call continues to be one of 
following Jesus and being the church. Many ways that young adults and seniors can work at 
heeding this call together were shared. 
 
There was a strong call to these groups to build relationships across the generations, to 
mentor each other as people and in ministries, to find common ground where passions 
meet, to join each other in service projects and congregational ministries, to let go of 
stereotypes about each other, to love each other and encourage each other spiritually.  As 
relationships between them grow, these groups will grow in their ability to talk about the 
issues that are facing the church today. 
 
Recognition was expressed about difficulty in finding a joint calling because ―young adults 
want to break down the walls of the church into the community; while seniors want to invite 
the community into the church.‖ However, there was also recognition that young adults and 
seniors have much to give and receive from each other.  Young adults could help the church 
in mission because the break between the sacred and the secular is not as great for them, 
and seniors have the wisdom to gracefully listen and learn together with young adults. 
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Listening Committee Response  
  
The Listening Committee offered a five minute response with the following affirmations:  

 
 We all care passionately about the church – how does this conversation connect with 

people in our congregations at home? 

 All ages have faith in common but do we have the same values? 

 How do we communicate our values and faith?  Are we saying the same thing in 
different ways and therefore not understanding each other or are we actually saying 
different things? 

 We need to break down assumptions and hence build better relationships.  

 We all have a desire for and need respect for and from one another. 

 What lessons can we learn from the history of intergenerational ministry? 

 Is it correct to assume that a definition of ―senior‖ is the same as ―baby boomer‖? 

 Young adults don‘t like to be dissected. This is also a statement we heard from seniors 
who feel like they don‘t have a place in the church and their questions are not welcomed. 
Therefore, we need to continue to break down stereotypes. 

 Maybe we need to use the same skills to bridge between age cohorts that we need to 
bridge between cultures! 

 We need intentional conversation in and across our congregations about this so we find 
out what we have in common in our congregational stories. 

 
 

Response of Blessing 
 
Following the Listening Committee response, there was a five minute blessing activity. The 
discernment tables held coloured papers printed with the short blessing statement below, and 
the Mennonite Church Canada dove. Table participants gave them to each other, to slip behind 
their nametags, and wear close to their hearts. 
 

May God who is above us, with us, 
and in us, bless you and make you  
a blessing across the generations,  

in and through the church. Amen. 
 

 

Mennonite Church Canada Response 
*These reflections lean heavily on the response from the listening committee. 
 
Young adults and seniors care passionately about the church, and delegates expressed the 
need and desire to continue this conversation at the congregational level.  Congregations can 
also help each other by finding out what their individual conversations have in common with 
each other. It would be good for the denomination to provide some resources to facilitate both 
the local and the broader conversation on this topic. 
 
Through conversation at Assembly, it became clear that young adults and seniors have faith in 
common, although values may differ. Perhaps each group is saying the same things in different 
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ways, but they may also be saying different things about faith and the church.  This is another 
good reason to continue the conversation. 
 
As we do so, it will be good to remember that neither group wants to be stereotyped, or 
analyzed and dissected. When working at understanding each other‘s age groups, it will be 
important to allow people from these groups to provide their own introductions.  It is also 
important to remember that the term ―seniors‖ refers to all the life stages that cover the last third 
of life, and this conversation should not exclude or ignore those who are older than the Boomer 
generation.   
 
To be a blessing to the church, this conversation will need to move from general introduction 
and study to developing relationships of integrity and common ministry with each other. 
 
Elsie Rempel, Director of Christian Nurture 
Mennonite Church Canada 
August 18, 2010 
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Part 3: Young Adults and Seniors 

Congregational Discussion Module 

Stage 1: Planning Phase 

Purpose: to identify the discernment session materials and questions that match our 

congregation’s areas of interest and then create a plan for learning. 

1. Recruit an intergenerational planning team. 

2. Review this booklet of information and decide which portions would be most helpful 

to use in your congregation. Decide if you will share them as written notes to be 

circulated, or present them orally. 

3. Use this material to develop, or to stimulate, the creation of your own set of 

questions for a conversation, or series of conversations, between these age cohorts 

in your congregation. 

4. Pick a time and setting, and a way of advertising this discussion module. 

 

Stage 2: Discovery Phase 

Purpose: to explore the topic deeply and develop healthier relationships between the 

members of these age cohorts for the improved health of our congregation and God’s 

bigger church. 

1. Hold a series of intergenerational meetings where the introductory material is shared.  

2. Provide the opportunity for young adults and seniors to ask each other a set of 

questions that help them understand each other and appreciate each other‘s gifts. 

3. Do additional research on the topic, if desired. (The Mennonite Church Canada 

Resource Centre has extensive lists of resources under the topic of seniors and 

young adults that can guide your search.) 

4. Extend your understanding by sharing things about the other age cohort that have 

surprised you.  

5. Gather information about ministry needs and opportunities in your congregation and 

beyond. 

6. Select ministry possibilities that match the common ground between, or 

complementary assets of, young adults and seniors. 

7. Summarize what you have learned about each other and compare that to ministry 

possibilities 
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Stage 3: Shared Calling Phase 

Purpose: To celebrate, implement, and share what we have learned about each other and 

our common call to be the church. 

1. Celebrate the relationships and understanding that has grown between these age 

cohorts in your congregation. 

2. Decide on future steps, such as continued meetings for fellowship, mentoring and 

reverse mentoring projects, discussion of more challenging subjects, as trust and 

understanding grows between you, and other common ministries which would be 

well served by the combination of young adults and seniors working together.  

3. Share what has happened in this study module with Mennonite Church Canada 

through an email: erempel@mennonitechurch.ca, phone call: 1 866 888 6785, or find 

Elsie Rempel on Facebook.  

mailto:erempel@mennonitechurch.ca
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Appendix 
 
The following notes have been sorted and compiled, by question, from table group conversation 
notes taken at the discernment session; Young Adults and Seniors Serving the Health of the 
Same Church, Together, July 1, 2010. Additional comments not specific to any particular 
question are also included.  
 
 
1. What would be missing if one of these groups was not part of the church? 

 The church would be missing (2 times) 

 Body of believers – no parts can be missing, the body is incomplete… ―if the hand says 
to the foot…‖ 

 Congregational life is incomplete – births, baptisms, funerals 
– We meet and grow stronger together at times of grief and celebrations  
– Would lose sense of being a family 

 Experience of both generations lost 

 When one group is missing there is less purpose of community  
– Relationships not as rich 
– Difficult to pass on the deacon role, No growth or mentoring, mentorship 

opportunities lost  

 Younger leading old lost (vice versa) 

 Care for each other, relationships between generations 

 Diversity would be lost  

 Experience of both generations lost, 

 Stories lost  

 Growth, ability to listen to the Spirit lost  

 Balance between truth and emotion 

 

a. Without seniors what would be missing? 

 Wisdom (noted 6 times) 

 Seniors can be role models to the younger generations 

 Seniors‘ advice, which is rooted in the wisdom of experience 

 Seniors‘ affirmation and encouragement; accountability 

 Loss of financial support (noted 4 times) 

 Missing history, languages  

 Rootedness is missing when the young adults meet alone 
– Young people would likely repeat mistakes without experience of seniors 
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b. Without young adults what would be missing? 

 Less energy; run out of energy, miss the enthusiasm  

 Vibrancy and enthusiasm of youth would be lost (noted 2 times) 

 YA add energy and fun 

  Willingness to try something new  

 Creativity  

 Idealism; Miss the idealism of the young 

 Hope, if young adults were missing  

 Diversity would be missing 

 Life experiences, skills to continue church  

 Often young adults don‘t attend until they have young children 

 Younger members – new ideas; undiscovered potential 

 Leadership for our camping programs. We grow a lot of leaders in our camping 
programs. 
– Parenting/mentoring 

 Missing young people jeopardizes future of church 

 W/o youth, the doors might close; Students often go away to school and don‘t 
come back  

 Eventual death of church without YA 

 One place where we expect and receive leadership from our young people is in 
our camping programs.   

 How have young adults been supported or provided an opportunity to be 
leaders? Story of being a 21 year old when he was sent to a camp by the church 
to lead and teach!  This was a formational experience for Derek Suderman. 

 

2. What questions might young adults and seniors want to ask of each other? 

 What is your name and where do you work?  

 How are you doing? Where are you going? 

 What is your story/life experiences? 

 Where do you see evidence of God? 

 What are your doubts? 

 What does the church provide that they can‘t get anywhere else? 

 How do you understand issues of sexuality 
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a. What questions might young adults want to ask of seniors? 

 Can I trust you with my story? 

 Will I be judged by you? 

 Am I worthy? 

 Will you only accept me and love me if I come to church? 

 Where do you see the evidence of God?   

 Y.A. to seniors – deep questions: 
– Why are you content with the status quo/afraid of change? 
– Why do seniors see things as black and white?   
– Why do seniors see everything as black and white? 

 Seniors say they also see young adults as black and white… with stories from 
their own children to back them up! 

 YA want to hear about doubts of seniors; assume they have it all together – hear 
the mistakes and errors of their youth 

 What are your faith stories and failures; how has God lead you through 
uncertainties in life 

 What are your faith questions? What are you grappling with?  

 Did you ever have doubts? 
– What were you like as a YA? How do you experience God? 
– When are you no longer a YA? 

 How do you balance personal, family and career? 

 Why must we fit into the structures you created? Can we create new ones 
together? 

 How can we be real with one another? How can we talk to each other? 

 Why don‘t seniors like worshipping with us? 

 How can I be involved? 

 Seniors to validate YA as they follow their dreams, which are different, and don‘t 
continue the institutions that the baby boomers started 

 YA want seniors‘ respect for their ideas, want seniors to be willing to make some 
changes 

 YA feel the church doesn‘t want to change 

 Not enough YA in the structure – makes us feel as though people are not ready 
to listen 

 

b. What questions might seniors want to ask of young adults? 

 YA are looking for someone to care for them. How can the seniors help care for 
YA? 

 Seniors want to know YA hopes for the church 



21 
 

 Where do you see evidence of God? 

 What is your life like? 

 What are they interested in? 

 Where can church fit into the busy life of a YA? 

  Is it okay if we still sing 4-part harmony and value tradition? 

 Why can‘t we just sing the old hymns? 

 How can we continue to be a church you want to be a part of? 

 What do you want in a Sunday morning worship service? 

 How can we involve you in congregational life? 

 How do you expect the institution of the church to survive if you don‘t want to be 
involved? 
– How do we visualize a non-institutional church? 

 Why are you not dressing like you‘re coming to church?  (It seems to be 
disrespectful, but I don‘t have the courage to confront them.) 

 How do you come to your faith; what do you want/need from the church? 

 How do you ask YA about spiritual life? 

 How do you ask a young adult where they are at in the spiritual life? 

 What are your faith questions? What are you grappling with?  

 Why have you rejected us? Why do you fear commitment?  

 What language differences do we have? 

 

3. What were today’s seniors like as young adults? 

 Creative 

 Willingness to take responsibility 

 Seniors – grew up more independent; readiness to engage and lead 

 Grew up in churches – with transition of language 

 Didn‘t think you needed a youth worker – took on leadership 

 Focus on – responsible citizen of Canada – preoccupation with contributing to society 

 Older seniors not involved 

 Expectation of involvement – part of Christian service 

 First generation Canadians working out acculturation 

 Spirituality – tied to communal church life 

 Focused on social action, radicalness  

 Seniors grew up more independently than do young adults today 
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 There was a readiness to engage and lead in seniors that may not be present today in 
the youth. 

 Some grew up in churches with the transition of language from German to English – 
these people were drawn upon earlier because the church needed people to function in 
the new language; there were no such things as youth leaders – it was the old youth 
who took on this leadership; that is different than today where there is a 30-35 year old 
youth leader who organizes the youth.  

 Seniors were not as involved because of the large number of boomer age; younger 
people given the opportunity to lead. 

 Seniors focused on the desire to be contributors to the society and community. 

 Today‘s young adults seem focused on finding meaning for themselves – although 
maybe the desire to contribute is not entirely missing in today‘s youth. 

 Those who are now seniors rather thought only about the few jobs might be available – 
maybe youth today can think more creatively about what would be fun to do. 

 Many seniors are first Mennonite Canadian and were working out new culture – today‘s 
young adults were born here – this is their culture 

 Spirituality – tied to communal church life for seniors, for today‘s youth this is being 
worked out differently (social action) 

 Seniors viewed themselves as the radical ones in sixties. Can they be radical as seniors 
too? 

 Seniors were aware of big changes in the world – language, modernism in the world, 
and the changing ways of reading the Bible; youth today grow up in post-modernism 

 They had children at an earlier age so they kept children in the SS 

 They tried to bring their own music into the church (Beatles, John Lennon). This is not so 
different from today!!! Seniors dealt with Vietnam, while young adults are dealing with 
Iraq. 

 Today‘s seniors have had a lot to do and say in the church for a long time – lots of 
churches being built as young adults stepped up. Seniors were very involved in church 
as YA. 

 The necessity of rebellion was greater because the church was so much stricter – YA 
had no voice and no ability to question. They were raised to follow the rules. 

 Seniors were challenging the established church of their day as well.   

 They were young adults during the German to English transition – They remember not 
knowing enough German to get something out of the sermon. 

 Language issues for YA – German 

 Today‘s seniors were different as YA: they respected authorities, took on a leadership at 
a young age, were more loyal to organizations, and were more financially independent. 

 Seniors were not allowed to read scripture, usher, or ask questions as young adults.  
Those born after ‘46 were asked to do more.  Choir singing, volunteering with children, 
involvement in youth groups was encouraged among the older group. It depends 
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whether seniors or young people dominated in numbers.  Younger people were called 
upon or wanted to use more English. 

 Today‘s seniors took leadership early and the question is: Have we ever and will we ever 
allow others to take leadership? Therefore we continue to look at young adults from the 
outside. We don‘t know what it will mean for us to let others lead, we have to figure this 
one out structurally. 

 There was an expectation of involvement from YA and YA were willing, they accepted it 
as part of Christian service. 

 When the seniors were young adults, they were a big group that could change the 
church.  (When today‘s smaller youth groups can‘t make changes in the Mennonite 
Church, they go elsewhere.) 

 They were given lots of opportunities for serving in church – very young pastors.  
Attention was paid to them. They could contribute. 

 We were coming of age in sixties; social action was what was being sorted out, but not 
spirituality.  

 Spirituality was tied to communal church life.  Many were first generation Canadians, 
and needed to find out what acculturation looks like. 

 Boomers often felt less confident (socially integrated?) when they were YA.  Now they 
enjoy their power and leadership positions.  YA are confident and willing to take 
responsibility but seniors need to be willing to share the leadership.  Some boomers had 
major responsibility at very young age.  Today we hesitate to allow YA to really lead. 

 We were radicals, 60s people, anti-establishment, didn‘t trust anyone over 30. Often, 
today‘s seniors were the ones pressing for change in their churches as young people. 
There was still a lower life expectancy. Therefore people in their 70s weren‘t involved or 
engaged, and more young people were given a pastoral charge. 

 It was just at beginning of women entering theological education. (noted 2 times) 

 Creativity was stifled; especially of the women by men. 

 Boys were expected to be rebellious and then come back to the church; it was different 
for girls. 

 We had a cranky, a holy anger. We knew what the church should be and do. We were 
very active, courageous, and innovative. We were culturally in-the-know, expected 
disaster (Nuclear war), and lived with a sense of urgency. 

 Life was closer to the earth; there was less media influence. We went to church because 
family went.  Baptism was like a rite of passage for relating to the elders. 

 Those who got involved impacted the church by asking questions and pushing 
boundaries – so get involved early. 

 

4. What is the joint calling of young adults and seniors today? 

 Describing the cohort dynamics 

 Why is it so difficult to find a joint calling?  Young adults want to break down the walls of 
the church into the community; seniors want to invite the community into the church. 
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 Seniors want to invite the community in. 

 Difficulties that young adults go through are more hidden – children of divorced parents, 
insurmountable mortgages, they stay single longer.  

 Sacred and secular – more separate for seniors – YA poised to break this down 

 Answering the question 

 We‘re all called to the same thing but it is just acted out differently; being followers of 
Jesus.  

 See the identity and purpose statement / calling is the same as it has always been for 
2000 years! Method might be different. 

 Be the church – we express that calling differently. 

 The calling of the church! Christ‘s call to faithfulness 

 All called to following/faithfulness 

 We are all called to be the body of Christ.  

 Be the church in our contexts 

 Being relevant to the world as church 

 Both groups called to be the church  

 To bear and share the gospel 

 A no-brainer question – our call is Christ‘s call to faithfulness 

 It is a calling to build relationships across generations, a calling to find common ground 
where our passions meet, seeking understanding, compromise, letting go of 
assumptions of each other between groups, calling to help each other break down 
barriers from their own experiences (i.e. Seniors grew up in a world where sacred and 
secular were more separate and defined – young adults can navigate mission more 
easily because the break between secular and sacred is not so great for them) 

 Calling of the church 

 Share the gifts we have 
– Both young people and seniors have something to give to and receive from one 

another. 

 To listen to each other and also to what God is saying to the church 
– To learn to answer our questions together 
– Build relationships 
– Find places where passions meet 
– Compromise 
– Break down barriers 
– Letting go of assumptions 
– To love one another and encourage one another in their faith 
– To discern each other‘s gifts and encourage each one to serve with their gifts 
– To gracefully learn together and hear each other  

 Ask YA to serve on committees and in worship 
– Stay connected, talk to each other so you know interests and talents 
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– Do projects, work together; be intentional in asking YA to do things in the church 

 Freeing and empowering each other 
– Need Y.A. to take leadership roles 

 Learning and embracing and leaning on each other‘s skills and practical wisdom 

 Must maintain connection as YA study and experience during transient years 
– Building relationships – especially across generations, other boundaries 

 Relationally develop programs rather than grouping strategies because they are the 
same age. Service projects build connections; eating together; when you have love and 
concern then you can begin the discussion. 

 Finding common ground, finding where our passions meet 
– Seeking understanding, listening, compromise 
– Letting go of assumptions about each other 
– Helping each other to break down barriers out of our different experiences 
– Called to reach out to each other 
– Don‘t over emphasize our differences, it may instil fear that we can‘t relate anymore.  
– Encourage finding common ground 
– Need young adults to help carry out programs and seniors to help with financial 

support 

 Inclusion of all types of worship 
– Intergenerational care groups 

 Intergenerational small groups  

 Learn from each other 

 Sing in choirs together 

 Share our travel experiences with each other 

 Mentoring! 

 Mentors – a good way for generations to connect. Both seniors and young people want 
to connect with each other.  

 Emphasize the need for seniors to mentor young adults.  

 Need seniors to mentor Y.A. for the future 

 We need to confess! 

 We all need to confront the idols and sins. We all have our tensions and vulnerability 

 We are all drawn away from God by different things. We need to remind each other of 
our goal; of what are we working for. 

 Seniors and GenX also have conflict/misunderstanding – GenX are very under-
represented in the church.  Those who are there often work hard but are criticized by 
seniors.  Seniors often are trying to reduce their involvement. 

 We need to understand each other‘s issues of commitment and level of activity in the 
church. 
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Other Observations, Possibilities, and Challenges: 

 Spirituality is different for older adults than for youth. 

 Could young people lead the way in interfaith dialogue because they have grown up with 
more diversity? (noted 2 times) 

 Reclaiming/recognizing the history of our faith and the people who have lived it – for 
both young and older. How is this relevant or transformative…for both groups?  

 Share baptism stories 

 Growing up experiences 

 What do we look for from each other? 

 Seek common ground as a peaceful way of agreement. 

 How can we work through transitions together? 

 What are the common values we share – even if we express them differently? 

 How to find common ground on hot topics such as sexuality, living together before 
marriage. (We acknowledge that there is diversity within each age group on these 
topics.) 

 Ideas of baptism were different between groups but again within groups also. 

 Seniors have more time to volunteer than the middle generation. So do young adults. 
This could be a way to come together. 

 YA have a more relationship approach rather than programmatic (noted 2 times)  

 Visit with seniors and talking about how things were different in their day; story from a 
senior about wanting to start a choir when he/she was young and threats from the 
seniors of that day saying they will walk out. 

 Discuss preferences in worship, missional questions, how we understand issues of faith, 
issues of sexuality. 

 How can we be a church and do church in ways that speaks their language?  Our 
challenge is to think like missionaries – study the culture, learn the language and create 
ministry paradigms based on that rather than on how we think church should be. 

 I believe that the declining numbers of YA in the church is not primarily because of 
tensions with the older generations – that may be a secondary reason. I believe the 
primary reason is the same reason that ―the world‖ is not interested in church.  Our 
church culture and the way we do church are so different from the culture that it forms 
another reality.  The songs we sing, the words we use to talk about God are almost 
foreign to them.  They aren‘t real to them. 

 GenX er are busy YA with kids; too busy to care 

 YA are finding their groups of interaction outside the church and the church is something 
for Sunday morning and don‘t want to be involved in the ways of the church with its 
structures. 

 In a rural setting the YA are not around as they go to university. 

 YA are not in our church in significant numbers. Young adults are a minority here and it 
feels like we are a creature that is being dissected.  But it is still an important discussion 



27 
 

to be having in the church. As young adults we want to show you who we are and we 
want to be able to ask our questions and to still be welcomed.  Need to create space to 
talk about where we are going. 

 Seniors need to ask YA how to create appropriate space for them in the current reality of 
church life. 

 Seniors look to the institutional church (i.e. Pastors or deacons) to receive care. Young 
adults look to relationships, are less institutionally focused for their care needs. Both 
have loyalty to relationships. 

 Seniors get defensive. 

 


