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To all Impact 360 Institute alumni and staff who, like Daniel in Babylon, are compassionately seeking the good of the city, even as they risk intentionally in holding fast to God’s loving, unchanging, revealed truth.

Soli Deo Gloria








FOREWORD

J.P. Moreland

Our children are growing up in a post-Christian culture in which the public often views people of faith as irrelevant or even, in some cases, harmful extremists. In this context, the world (and the church) desperately need a new kind of Christian—a new generation of Jesus-followers who know what and why they believe; who are being formed and mentored carefully and wisely; and who are activists in whatever way God has gifted them for the cause of Christ. In our cultural Babylon, we need to raise up a new generation of Daniels to be ambassadors for Christ.

So how do we do that?

Before offering an answer to this question, let me say a word about my own journey. I received Christ as a chemistry major at the University of Missouri in 1968. Upon graduation, I served for 10 years with Cru (then called Campus Crusade for Christ). Seeing the great need for Christian thought leaders, I went to Dallas Theological Seminary, and then earned my Ph.D. in philosophy at USC under Dallas Willard. While there, I met and married Hope Coleman, and today we have two married daughters and five grandchildren. For the last thirty-five years or so, I have taught undergraduate and graduate students, with the last thirty at Talbot School of Theology, Biola University. I have also planted three churches and two Cru ministries.

During my fifty years of serving Christ, I have spoken and debated on 200 college campuses, have lectured in 400 churches, and have been featured numerous times on radio, social media, and television. Hopefully, I have accumulated some wisdom from which to speak about where we Christians need to go from here to practice and propagate a biblically-centered, vibrant form of Christianity. As I see it, we must thoughtfully and carefully re-emphasize three central needs.

Understanding Why We Embrace Biblical Christianity

Christians must be taught not only what they believe but why they ought to believe it in today’s world. Scripture recognizes several definitions of the world:


	the entire created order (see, for example, Ps. 24:1);

	the entire class of human persons (see John 3:16);

	that part of culture, especially non-Christian culture, that is contrary to the kingdom of God and Scripture (See Eph. 2:2–3).



It is this last sense I want to address.

In every culture in which the church is present, God’s people are to avoid adopting particular manifestations of the world in that culture. At the same time, we are to be in the world, saturating it with a Christian worldview combined with spiritually mature, informed activism. To do so, we must understand both Scripture and the worldly systems of thought, practice, and value in our culture. We need to know how to help fellow Christians recognize those ungodly systems and refute them using both biblical and nonbiblical evidence (see 2 Cor. 10:3–5).

This will especially involve exposing and undermining secular ideas hostile to truth, including issues relating to science and the Bible. With glorious exceptions—and as my colleague Dr. Gene Fant points out in his chapter of this volume—the local church is a complete failure in this regard. Anti-intellectualism has derailed the church from making disciples and has made Christian parenting less effective. We practice ostrich Christianity—we put our heads in the sand and hope that these ideas will just go away and leave us alone.

Unfortunately, our failure to address them effectively is encouraging young people to leave the church. In an interview in Leadership Journal, Barna Group president David Kinnaman listed six reasons young people leave the church. Four are especially relevant to our current discussion:


	the church’s shallowness of thought, including its biblical teachings and practices;

	the feeling that it is an unsafe place to express doubts and get answers to questions;

	its isolationism; that is, its failure to interact fairly with the surrounding culture;

	the church’s anti-science attitude, including being out of step with scientific developments and debate.1




Instead of equipping disciples, especially Generation Z disciples, to understand and meet the world head-on, giving solid reasons for their Christian beliefs, the church has become its own gravedigger. The very practices that cause its numbers to rise and its budgets to be met are making the church increasingly anemic and marginalized. What are those practices? We try to grow the church by emphasizing worship and good Christian music; by offering watered-down, intellectually vacuous, simplistic preaching that is always applied to a parishioner’s private life while failing to deal with the broad cultural, intellectual, and moral issues facing us all; and by trying to get people into small groups.

There is nothing wrong with the first and last practices. Clearly, they are of crucial importance. But conspicuously absent is any place in weekly church practice for people to learn; for their minds to be stretched; for learning to defend their faith; for becoming godly, intelligent ambassadors for Christ. People lack the courage to stand up for their faith in a non-defensive, winsome way because they lack the requisite knowledge for doing so. Thus, when challenged, Christians get defensive. If the church wants to avoid getting drawn into the world’s way of thinking, we need to prioritize teaching Christians how to respond to pervasive cultural ideas. Knowledge confers authority and courage.

By failing to help parents equip their children with reasons for believing Christianity, the church has crippled Christian parenting. To see this, consider the following words by the great spiritual master and Christian activist William Wilberforce (1759–1833), who wrote about genuine Christianity and true spiritual growth. Whereas today, a book about the spiritual life and the cultivation of spirituality in children would likely not be considered apologetics (the art of defending the faith), apologetics was at the forefront of Wilberforce’s mind:


In an age in which infidelity abounds, do we observe them [parents] carefully instructing their children in the principles of faith which they profess? Or do they furnish their children with arguments for the defense of that faith?

They would blush on their child’s birth to think him inadequate in any branch of knowledge or any skill pertaining to his station in life. He cultivates these skills with becoming diligence. But he is left to collect his religion as he may. The study of Christianity has formed no part of his education. His attachment to it—where any attachment to it exists at all—is too often not the preference of sober reason and conviction. Instead his attachment to Christianity is merely the result of early and groundless prepossession. He was born in a Christian country, so of course he is a Christian. His father was a member of the Church of England, so that is why he is, too.

When religion is handed down among us by hereditary succession, it is not surprising to find youth of sense and spirit beginning to question the truth of the system in which they were brought up. And it is not surprising to see them abandon a position which they are unable to defend. Knowing Christianity chiefly by its difficulties and the impossibilities falsely imputed to it, they fall perhaps into the company of unbelievers.2



Clearly, Wilberforce was on to something, especially when we consider how our contemporary culture seeks to make sense of reality. Training in apologetics is vital to perhaps all areas of Christian education and parenting. Failing here increases the odds that, when they leave the home, our children will leave Christianity.

Like it or not, we can’t just bury our heads in the sand regarding the power and pervasiveness of the competing worldviews of our culture. It will affect Christians negatively if the leaders of the church and parents are not equipped to recognize the presence of these ideas and to provide a reasoned response to them. And that sort of equipping is exactly what this book is all about.

Taking Practical Steps to Become Like Jesus

Regarding spiritual growth, formation, and maturity, I have good news and bad news. First, the good news. In the last quarter of a century, a huge renewal of fresh, deep, practical, and life-changing approaches to growing in Christ have burst onto the scene. Returning to Scripture with fresh eyes; re-examining the best of the church fathers and the great spiritual giants throughout church history; reinvigorating a Christ-honoring integration of Christian theology and the best of psychology; and a surge in focus on biblical sexuality and the issue of our day—all of these have facilitated exciting new resources in books, seminars, social media, and more. The bad news is that so many do not know or avail themselves of these resources.

I am so delighted to say that the authors in this book provide top-notch chapters on spiritual maturity. These chapters exhibit depth, accessibility, and breadth of topics covered. You will find treasures to strengthen your soul for an intense spiritual conflict that lies before us.


Becoming Christ-centered Activists

We need Christ-centered activists who permeate the culture with humility, courage, and purpose. The Lord Jesus made it crystal clear that simply knowing his teaching, as critical as that is, will not alone get the job done. These and other teachings must be combined with action, practice, and behavior in order for them to have their maximum impact on Christians and the world.

I can assure you that the authors of this book are no mere theoreticians. All of them have years of ministry and Christian activism under their belts. These believers are Christian activists who have a long-earned reputation for integrity and action in light of the Great Commission’s emphasis on evangelism and discipleship, and in light of seeking to do all that the Lord Jesus taught us to do. Let’s be honest. Life is hard and our culture is, as one author puts it “slouching towards Gomorrah.”3 Thankfully, the authors of this book are of one mind in seeking to disciple members of Generation Z to be Christlike activists for the cause of Christ. This is our best hope, humanly speaking, for a long-term solution to the disorder all around us.

In light of what we have seen, I am edified and encouraged by the publication of Know. Be. Live.®: A 360° Approach to Discipleship in a Post-Christian Era. I have had the privilege of being involved with Impact 360 Institute since 2005. I teach there for a week every year. And I know the individuals who contributed to this book. I trust their hearts, their dedication to the Lordship of Christ, and their knowledge and skill about the things of which they write. If you ask me where you should start in order to become part of a new and growing Jesus movement, centered around the three areas mentioned, my answer would be to read carefully, study, and share the ideas in this book. This is foundational. Happily, the chapters to follow will provide direction for where to go after your reading. It is my fervent prayer that this volume will be widely engaged and used by God to spark a new and different kind of Christian revolution for such a time as this. I urge you in the name of Jesus to read and study this book carefully with your friends, family, and church community. If you do, you will no doubt become a more effective part of the solution.

J. P. Moreland, Ph.D.

Distinguished Professor of Philosophy

Talbot School of Theology, Biola University
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INTRODUCTION

John D. Basie

C.S. Lewis wrote in Mere Christianity, “Reality is… not neat, not obvious, not what you’d expect.” At the time of writing this book, the realities that make up North American culture are vastly different from what most Christ-followers would have expected, even as recently as five years ago. Indeed, our culture is like plate tectonics; it is moving beneath our feet as we seek to maintain some semblance of an upright posture. Although this metaphorical ground has never been 100 percent stable, it is now shifting in ways that are throwing businesses, churches, and families completely off balance. Some may never recover. As the title of this volume suggests, we are clearly living in a post-Christian era.

This isn’t all bad news. Much of what is falling away is what Russell Moore, formerly the president of the Southern Baptist Convention’s Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, has called “almost-Christianity,” which


… looks in the mainline like something from Nelson Rockefeller to Che Guevara at prayer. Almost Christianity, in the Bible Belt, looks like a God-and-Country civil religion that prizes cultural conservatism more than theological fidelity. Either way, a Christianity that reflects its culture, whether that culture is Smith College or NASCAR, only lasts as long as it is useful to its host. That’s because it’s, at root, idolatry, and people turn from their idols when they stop sending rain.

Christianity isn’t normal anymore, and that’s good news. The Book of Acts, like the Gospels before it, shows us that Christianity thrives when it is, as Kierkegaard put it, a sign of contradiction. Only a strange gospel can differentiate itself from the worlds we construct. But the strange, freakish, foolish old gospel is what God uses to save people and to resurrect churches (1 Cor. 1:20–22).1



There is less-than-good-news as well. Many of us in the Bible-believing evangelical community are bracing ourselves for the biggest cultural earthquake this nation has ever known. The wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and rising political tensions are already changing our families, our local communities, and the way we have done church. These challenges cause us to question the ways we have traditionally done discipleship. It is extremely painful to many of us.

We should not be surprised by this. To Moore’s point, we cannot expect God to “save people and resurrect churches” while we cling to a comfortable “almost-Christianity.” Jesus Christ promised that we would experience our fair share of trouble and suffering for being his loyal followers. He also urged us to take a courageous stance in our work, because he has already conquered this fallen world (John 16:33).

To be faithful in such times, we need a new kind of discipleship—one that turns out to be “strange, freakish, foolish [and] old,” as Moore put it. We need a discipleship model that takes into account the imago Dei in its totality, including the intellectual, physical, vocational, and spiritual dimensions.

This volume represents the work that Impact 360 Institute has been doing since its launch in 2006 to help young Christ-followers be courageous. Our founders, John and Trudy White, along with the board, intended to build an institute that could endure the test of time. The board knew that such an institute would need to be built on strong pillars. They knew that the apostle Paul was spot-on when he pointed out that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world rulers of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavens” (Eph. 6:12). With this truth as an animating conviction, the board adopted “Know. Be. Live.” not only as a motto, but as the pillars of spiritual transformation that would provide a rock-solid foundation for discipleship for decades to come. These pillars, and this motto, were adopted after prayerful consideration of what the holy, inerrant Scriptures indicate a “curriculum of Christlikeness,” as the late Dallas Willard called it, should look like. Such a curriculum would be holistic, as is fitting for those who would be apprentices of Jesus. The Institute’s mission is to cultivate leaders who follow Jesus. This mission, along with the Know. Be. Live. pillars of spiritual transformation, constitute the primary organizing principle of this volume.

The Know. Be. Live. model, as the main organizing principle of this book, helps in framing the question of what a 360-degree, holistic discipleship model ought to look like for Gen Z in particular. My good friend, colleague, and contributor to this volume, Jonathan Morrow, has ably led the Institute’s efforts to partner with David Kinnaman and the Barna Group to produce two groundbreaking studies on Gen Z from a worldview and discipleship perspective. If you have not had the opportunity to read those studies, you can find them here (https://shop.barna.com/collections/frontpage/products/the-ultimate-gen-z-collection). This volume seeks to expand upon the key questions and challenges raised by those studies and provide insight for cultivating Gen Z leaders who follow Jesus.

All contributing authors are proven experts, with many having authored their own books and articles in areas relevant to this volume’s central purpose—to equip kingdom citizens to disciple Gen Z in new, more effective ways. Additionally, each author has served Impact 360 Institute in some meaningful way, whether by instructing students on campus, contributing through podcast interviews, or helping the Institute’s faculty design curriculum. Most importantly, these contributors were selected because they exemplify the kind of holistic discipleship described in this volume. Their vocations include discipling Gen Z on a daily basis.

The chapters are organized into three sections—Know, Be, and Live—that respectively correspond to and highlight the three major biblical mandates: the Cultural Mandate, the Great Commandment Mandate, and the Great Commission Mandate. While some topics can easily fit into two or even all three categories, I’ve attempted to align the topics in a biblically faithful, as well as reader-friendly, way. All chapters seek to address a particular aspect of the Barna/Impact 360 Institute research on Gen Z through the use of real-life stories, relevant data, biblical and philosophical arguments, and each author’s experiences. Additionally, authors offer timely insights on the unique challenges and opportunities for effectively utilizing the Know. Be. Live. model of discipleship in a post-COVID-19 world.

Part One emphasizes the importance of knowledge as a foundational plank in the platform of authentic Christian discipleship. This is the first pillar of the Institute’s model of holistic spiritual formation:


Know Jesus More Deeply

Grow in your understanding of what God has revealed about reality and why Christianity is true.



Our post-Christian culture would have us believe that there is no objective knowledge apart from science, a view of knowledge called scientism. According to this view, everything else we think we know, including the reality and character of God, the reality of objective morality, and the reality of non-physical human souls, is relegated to the realm of the subjective. This pervasive assumption has shaken the faith of many Christ-followers, including those who belong to Generation Z. Sadly, every contributor to this volume has seen members of this generation walk away from the faith in large part because they no longer believed that these things are actually real. As Gene Fant argues in chapter 1, the Church has failed spectacularly in this aspect of discipleship. The contributors to this part of the book seek to make the case for rigorous worldview formation as essential to a holistic approach to biblical discipleship. Christianity is the most robust worldview that accounts for reality, and that reality is actually knowable.

Gen Zers have grown up in a virtual world that tells them their experience—rather than God’s revelation—is “their truth.” This creates a crisis of knowledge where people lack the confidence of knowing God’s intention for how we should live. The fallout for Gen Z means that there is no meaningful sense in which the Cultural Mandate to fill and subdue the earth (Gen. 1) and all that this mandate entails—in terms of building culture and society according to God’s good design—has any real bearing on how we choose to order our families and society at large. Morality, on this view, is based on mere agreed-upon preferences and how we as individuals decide to live in community. We believe that only a holistic discipleship model will succeed in replacing this false, yet increasingly pervasive, assumption.

In Part Two, the contributors cover the second pillar of the Institute’s model of holistic spiritual formation—what it means to:


Be Transformed in Your Character

Discover your identity in Christ and your God-given calling in authentic community.



This “Be” pillar supports identity formation as image-bearers and identity formation’s relationship to the Great Commandment—love of God and love of neighbor. Getting that order correct, as John Stonestreet shows in his chapter, is essential to being formed into the likeness of Jesus Christ. This part of the book addresses a number of important questions: What does it mean for humans to be made in the imago Dei (image of God) in a world where technology undergirds every aspect of life? How can we help Gen Z cultivate a love for God through recapturing the spiritual disciplines? What does it look like in this cultural moment to honor people of all races and ethnic backgrounds? What does a healthy, biblical understanding of sexuality look like in a world that assumes the only ethic that matters is mutual consent?

Part Three is built on the Institute’s “Live” pillar:


Live a Life of Kingdom Influence

Live a life of Spirit-empowered Kingdom influence as you cultivate a servant’s heart.



Actively developing apprentices of Jesus in a post-Christian era requires that we take the Know and Be pillars and make them matter in everyday life through spirit-empowered Kingdom influence. Just as the Know pillar has its foundation in the cultural mandate (Gen. 1), and the Be pillar has its moorings in the Great Commandment mandate (Mark 12:29–31; 1 John 4:20), the Live pillar also is anchored in Scripture, namely the Great Commission mandate (Matt. 28:18–20). What does it look like, in this cultural moment where the ground is like plate tectonics, to believe Jesus’s words that “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me”? What does it look like to disciple all people groups today, “teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you”? What could it look like for Gen Z to adopt a posture of servant leadership in their various callings? What does living out the gospel in a politically charged culture look like? How can parents of Gen Zers adopt a posture of wisdom in teaching their digital native children as they simultaneously try to protect them from virtual space that is dangerous to their souls?

The volume’s main content concludes with a convictional rally cry-style postscript written by Impact 360 Institute’s cofounder and president, John White, III. Two appendices follow the postscript. The first is a recommended reading list, categorized by the Know. Be. Live.pillars of spiritual transformation. The second, utilizing the same methodology, is a selection of Scripture references and devotional thoughts that have been put together by longtime Impact 360 Institute friend and devotional author Beth Yoe.

Here are a few things to keep in mind as you work your way through this volume. First, the primary audience for this book is anyone who is interested in, or is already, discipling others—specifically Gen Z—in their faith journey. Second, by arguing for a 360-degree approach to discipleship, the contributors to this book are not claiming to cover every aspect of discipleship in its pages. That would be unrealistic for a single volume. The 360 in the book’s title is a way of reinforcing the holistic aspect of our Know. Be. Live. discipleship model. We have selected topics that we believe to be essential based on the recent Barna/Impact 360 Institute research of Gen Z as well as our own personal experiences in working with them. Third, be aware that some themes in the book are addressed in multiple chapters. Because the human condition is messy and rarely falls neatly into abstract categorical lines, we wanted the authors to have the freedom to color a bit outside the lines of their assigned topic, helping the reader make relevant connections. We believe this is what it will take to disciple Gen Z in a faithful, holistic way. For example, the hot-button topic of sexuality is specifically addressed in depth by Sean McDowell in his chapter. Where it is relevant and appropriate to other topics, this theme also receives treatment from other contributors. Finally, all contributors have sought to convey their messages using hopeful, clear, and direct language. Our assumption is that the readers of this volume are generally knowledgeable about and in agreement with the beliefs of evangelical Christianity. We therefore do not spend a lot of time defending these beliefs, but rather, discuss how best to reinforce them in the current generation of disciples.

If you have picked up this book and begun reading it, then there is a reason why you have done so. Most likely, you care greatly for Gen Z and how they will be cultivated as apprentices of Jesus. My prayer for you as you work your way through this volume is that you will gain a “heart of wisdom” (Psalm 90:12 NIV) for discipling Gen Z.
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PART ONE KNOW


Know Jesus More Deeply

Grow in your understanding of what God has revealed about reality and why Christianity is true.






CHAPTER 1 FAITH, TRUTH, AND THE PROBLEM OF IRRELEVANCE


Gene C. Fant Jr.

The Church’s Need to Emulate Christ

First John 4:19 tells us, “We love because he loved us first.” The simplicity of this passage belies the incredible scope of its vision of God’s love and his mission for the church. At the core of this vision and mission is the central truth that God loves the pinnacle of his creation: people. People are the focus of God’s redemptive purpose and actions. Repeatedly, the Scriptures underscore the incredible intentionality God has shown toward humankind:


	The announcement of Christ’s birth emphasized an honorific name, “ ‘Emmanuel,’ which means ‘God with us’ ” (Matt 1:23, fulfilling Isa. 7:14).

	Christ’s divinity was channeled into his humanity, as he “emptied himself by taking on the form of a slave, by looking like other men, and by sharing in human nature. He humbled himself, by becoming obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:7–8).

	Christ’s incarnation and death were divinely designed for salvation, in that “while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.… But God demonstrates his own love for us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:6–8).

	God is likened to a shepherd who leaves the ninety-nine in order to find the one (Luke 15:3–7).

	God is likened to a woman who searches for a lost coin (Luke 15:8–10).



If the evangelical church is to emulate Christ (and the early church), it needs to renew its commitment to relationships through incarnational grace and truth.

The advent of Gen Z (those born between 1999 and 2015) presents the evangelical church with an incredible opportunity to shape a generation. In order to seize this opportunity, it is wise to examine the failures of the past due to the exaltation of programs over people.

The Evangelical Church’s Spectacular Failure

Every generation has challenges transitioning its young people into adulthood. In 1919, after the end of World War I, a song became popular that was titled, “How ‘Ya Gonna Keep ‘em Down on the Farm (After They’ve Seen Paree)?”1 The question underscores the cultural anxiety of experienced youth trying to cope with the expectations of the older generation. This anxiety was difficult enough in the early twentieth century, when the experiential gap between youth and elders was based primarily on the experience of foreign warfare, but in our digital era, when the gaps between age, geography, ethnicity, and a wide variety of other demographic markers are so swiftly shifting, it is daunting. The advent of social media has accelerated and exacerbated this divergence between generations.

Too often critics generate jeremiads about the zeitgeist of the next generation, generalizing about laziness, entitlement, or ignorance about basic facts. Such comments are misdirected, however, because the next generation is the product of the previous generation’s enculturation. If the older generation is frustrated by the next generation, whether intellectually, culturally, or theologically, it needs to look with a critical eye at its own institutions. For the evangelical church, the pivot from a high-water mark at the end of the twentieth century to minority status of the 2020s marks an important inflection point in how the faith can be transmitted to the next generation and beyond.

Evangelicalism’s Cultural Moment

The evangelical church, broadly defined, generated great energy following Jimmy Carter’s presidential election in 1976. Carter, at the time a Southern Baptist, attracted curiosity from the mainstream press by using the term born again and even using the old-fashioned-sounding term lust in an interview with Playboy magazine. Attention turned to evangelicals like never before, as long-standing names such as Billy Graham merged with new options for voices in national conversations: Pat Robertson of The 700 Club, Jerry Falwell of the Moral Majority, and Jim Bakker of the Trinity Broadcasting Network. Evangelical theologians gained new traction. The heady combination of conservative politics, corporate and economic successes, and cultural popularity gave churches increased attendance, and church-related institutions, such as schools and para-church organizations, increased enrollments, donations, and influence. The loosening of denominational ties launched non-denominational megachurches that overlapped with the explosion of media outlets via cable television and the subsequent advent of the internet.

The American impulse toward marketing and business strategies yielded a movement that aimed to bring new techniques to church life. Evangelicals in particular tied in with these impulses, and a wave of non-denominational churches launched in parts of the U.S., with denominational churches deeply impacted as well. One of the founding institutions of the church growth movement was Willow Creek Community Church, founded by Bill Hybels. Willow Creek was the epicenter of many things—hosting conferences, influencing worship trends, and holding itself out as a model for evangelism and community formation. Eventually its leaders grew curious about spiritual formation and growth among its members, conducting an extensive internal study to see if heavy involvement in the church yielded improved maturity and theological orthodoxy.2 Hybels himself noted that the results, published in 2007, were “earth-shaking.” The church admitted that its programs, activities, and structures apparently led to little improvement in spiritual maturation; it further suggested that personal relationships (such as coaching) are the best platform for spiritual growth.

In the eyes of many evangelicals, this study coincided with an avalanche of data that revealed what many would call the spectacular failure of evangelicalism to leverage its moment into a lasting effect on its young, particularly in the transition from Gen Y to Gen Z. For example, in 2005, sociologist Christian Smith published an extensive study of American teenagers in Soul Searching. Smith coined the phrase “moralistic therapeutic deism” to describe the dominant theology of the study’s young people.3 In Smith’s analysis, religion is important to teenagers but holds no special authority. Morality, broadly defined by the individual, is important, and adhering to it makes individuals feel good about themselves, which is the highest good. Smith notes, importantly, that religion (and therefore theology) is sublimated to individual preferences.

Similarly, in 2010, Tim Elmore published Generation iY, an analysis of the transition between Millennials and what would become Gen Z.4 Elmore focused on the problems posed by the relentless digital nature of American youth culture. In 2012, David Kinnaman of the Barna Group sounded an alarm about the loss of biblical faith in young Christians and warned about their exit from the church.5 In 2018, the Barna Group, in conjunction with the Impact 360 Institute, produced the first-ever in-depth survey analysis of Gen Z students.6 The Barna Group identified trends and attitudes in Gen Z that reveal just how few Gen Z members (about 4 percent) adhere to what could be called a biblical worldview. While other chapters will be more thorough in their treatment of the study, it is worth noting just how weak the theological transmission from previous generations has been in this overwhelmingly secular generation.


How You Gonna Keep ’Em in the Youth Group, Now That They’ve Seen Tik-Tok? (or Mortal Combat, or Netflix, or….)

The cultural moment of evangelicalism led to an explosion of programs for youth. From well-prepared retreats to apologetics institutes to free-ranging Bible studies and community groups, there was no dearth of religious activities for students. Larger events such as the high-energy Passion Conferences, starting in 1997, combined the exegetical mastery of high-profile speakers with highly produced worship music. Larger churches began to renovate educational facilities into slick worship spaces, with concert lighting and live worship teams. Some churches introduced gaming facilities aimed at attracting unchurched or casual attendees.

The competition for attention between secular events and religious events was amped up and created angst for leaders and parents alike. From my position as a denominational leader, I have seen countless videos and highlight reels from events that emphasized the cool factor. I have heard many youth leaders describe their activities as being “the place to be” in ways that sounded less evangelistic and more commercial. Some faith leaders expressed concerns that content was being watered down, with controversial topics being avoided or handled so cautiously as to be deceptive or unfaithful to Scripture and doctrine. I once counseled a church staff member who was incredibly frustrated when he tried to increase the theological content of his teaching on Wednesday nights only to face pushback from parents demanding that games and music be the primary content.

The opposite challenge has been that of dealing with controversial topics such as sexuality, gender, and politics. With the gap between historical Christian views on subjects and those of the increasingly secular culture at-large, Christianity is viewed as judgmental and out of step. While “relevance” was a clarion cry in evangelical youth culture for two decades, relevance in one time or culture quickly morphs into irrelevance in the next, once hipness becomes self-parody and trendiness becomes unfashionable, eyerolling ennui.

At the start of the third decade of the twenty-first century, the evangelical church was moving into a new status in the larger U.S. culture. Weary of bombastic politics, out of favor with the larger Big Tech culture, and looking ahead to strong headwinds that oppose evangelical Christian beliefs and values, the evangelical church faced substantial anxiety about American culture as a whole and the church’s own ability to thrive—or even survive—in the coming years. In live time, the year 2020 loomed large in the evangelical horizon, as if an ominous black swan were paddling waters between 2019 to 2020.

The Post-Pandemic Pivot

The pandemic related to the COVID-19 virus has been a disruptive event that has affected every aspect of human culture on a global level. Reminiscent of the Spanish flu outbreak of 1918–1920, the coronavirus has yielded economic, political, and social effects that will be long-lasting and far-reaching. The church has not escaped these disruptions, as many congregations have been shuttered for months, members have been placed into conflict, and staff members have been stressed to their breaking points. The rhythms of church life—services, Bible studies, retreats, and other gatherings—have been omitted for nearly a year as I write this chapter.

This loss of rhythm is particularly true for youth. For those who were actively engaged in church, Sunday mornings meant Bible study and worship. Often Sunday nights included more focused youth-oriented events. Weekends may have offered more gatherings, and some communities even offered afterschool events, providing a sense of connectedness. There were weekend-long retreats, summer camps, choir tours, athletics, and other longer immersions of shared experiences that cultivated identity, along with opportunities for spiritual growth and discipleship. Even minimally engaged youth had opportunities for contact and potential evangelism or mentorship. In many parts of the U.S., evangelical churches offered much enrichment to their communities on a day-to-day basis. And that is not even mentioning volunteerism at nonprofits and service organizations.


And Then 2020 Happened

The pandemic has resulted in an unparalleled mental health crisis in the U.S. According to a Zogby poll conducted in late 2020, 56 percent of students reported having friends who had considered suicide or other self-harm. Similarly, 58 percent reported that they no longer felt safe anywhere but home. Seventy-five percent of teens living in urban areas reported being more anxious about their well-being than they were six months previously. Zogby observed, “[T]oday’s Gen Z teens are known for not trusting familiar institutions and leaders. The current crisis only seems to have exacerbated that rejection, especially toward school leadership and their ability to keep students safe. Unaddressed, this could have broader outcomes on Gen-Z’s future.”7

These results are contiguous with those found in the adult population. A Boston University study, published in JAMA Network Open in September 2020, revealed that depression had tripled in some areas, rising from 8.5 percent to 27.8 percent; severe depression rose from 0.7 percent to 5.1 percent, a seven-fold increase. These rates far exceeded increases following other major national traumatic events, such as the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and other terrorist attacks.

Notably, in a long-standing Gallup poll related to mental health, the sharp increase in anxiety in 2020 is an amplification of a long, steady decline in mental health. As Gallup reported, “The only demographic subgroup who didn’t report a decline were those who attend religious services weekly. [In fact], that group showed an increase of 4 percent compared to 2019.”8 As commentator Joe Carter observed, “Frequent churchgoers aren’t merely benefiting from a useful delusion or a sense of community. They are finding the relief—the psychological and spiritual relief—that comes from aligning oneself with the true and ultimate reality.”9

The relationship between digital screen time and mental health is likewise well documented. Pre-COVID, counselors and healthcare workers were already sounding alarms about the increase in moderate or severe depression that accompanies increased use of digital screens. One study, for example, specifically warned about the factors of “workplace sitting, social relationship, and family history” in the anticipation of increased mental health challenges.10 In children, even more concerns have been noted. During COVID, the pivot to online learning, commercial shutdowns, and social distancing have all dramatically increased the screen time of children, young adults, and adults in general. Even kindergarteners have encountered online learning for the first time. Isolation and unusual amounts of free time have resulted in increased media consumption. All of this has combined to devastate mental health, spiritual formation, and satisfaction with pat answers to existential questions.

What Must I Do to Be Saved?

Sometimes our obsession with our own era causes us to forget that the great questions of humankind have been the same since the creation of the world.11 Death, suffering, and brokenness ultimately cause every person to face their own mortality. Realizing our impotence in dealing with the ultimate reality of death and what lies on the other side of this life, every person deals in some way with how to make sense of this existential question.

In Acts 16, the Macedonia jailer who was responsible for Paul and Silas faced an existential crisis when an earthquake struck the city. The jail’s security was breeched, and the jailer assumed that the prisoners had all escaped. Preparing to kill himself, he heard Paul calling out with a loud voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here!” (v. 28). In response, the jailer articulated the heart cry of every single human: “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’ (v. 30). Paul answered quickly, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved” (v. 31); the entire household was baptized that night, and the jailer “rejoiced greatly that he had come to believe in God, together with his entire household” (v. 34).

What must I do to be saved? is a question I personally hear on the lips (and see implied on the social media accounts) of so many members of Gen Z. After a year of pandemic isolation, the loneliness is unbearable. After witnessing so-called cancel culture ruin lives and futures, the fear of being discovered in the worst moments is overwhelming. After a lifetime of intuiting the weight of their sins, and without even having a vocabulary to articulate this intuition, Gen Z’s longing for transcendence and meaning is soul-stirring. The same question has lingered on the lips of every person who has faced up to the basic question of human existence.

In Christianity, salvation is tied to relationship between God and humankind. As Paul told the jailer, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.” The New Testament constantly reiterates this. In Acts 16, the reader can feel the personal intensity of the moment. The jailer was suicidal. Paul and Silas were soothing. This wasn’t evangelism by program. This wasn’t a marketing strategy on how to grow the church in Macedonia. This wasn’t a well-reasoned apologetic argument rooted in presuppositional truth. This was one man, the jailer, talking to another man, Paul, and realizing that truth had been articulated and grace had been offered.

The Grand Opportunity: Incarnational Grace and Truth

An Incarnational Church

The Gospel of John’s opening verses emphasize the historical inbreaking of Christ, exploring the philosophical and theological ramifications of his role in creation and his mission to serve humankind. The culmination of history itself, the fulcrum of God’s relationship with humankind, came in the birth of Christ, as the supernatural transcendent Savior entered into human flesh:


Now the Word became flesh and took up residence among us. We saw his glory—the glory of the one and only, full of grace and truth, who came from the Father.… For we have all received from his fullness one gracious gift after another. For the law was given through Moses; but grace and truth came about through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. The only one, himself God, who is in closest fellowship with the Father, has made God known. (John 1:14, 16–18).



Christ, then, “the Word became flesh” who “took up residence among us,” embodies the glory of the Father who had sent him. John then offered a powerful declaration of Christ’s plenary power as the Savior: he is “full of grace and truth” (verse 14, repeated in v. 16 for emphasis). This grace is both relational and salvific, just as this truth is clarifying and transcendent.

As if to underscore the incarnational essence of the church, Romans uses the metaphor of the body: “For just as in one body we have many members, and not all the members serve the same function, so we who are many are one body in Christ, and individually we are members who belong to one another” (12:4–5). First Corinthians 12 reiterates this throughout the entire chapter, including vv. 12–14:


For just as the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of the body—though many—are one body, so too is Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body. Whether Jews or Greeks or slaves or free, we were all made to drink of the one Spirit. For in fact the body is not a single member, but many.



Ephesians 4 repeats this image, as does Colossians 1. If the church is the body, it must be incarnational; and if it is incarnational, it must be relational. In a post-COVID world, particularly in dealing with Gen Z students, the evangelical church has not merely the calling to be incarnational; it has the privilege and responsibility to be so. And if it is part of our nature to be relational, it needs to be intentional, full of both grace and truth.

Incarnational Grace

When Christ returned from the wilderness and began his public ministry, he visited the synagogue at Nazareth and read from the scroll of Isaiah a declaration of his calling from God:


The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and the regaining of sight to the blind, to set free those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18–19).



Throughout his ministry, Jesus brought healing and reconciliation to people, to bring what had been out of balance, through sin and the fallen nature of the world, back into balance, through healing and grace. James put as fine a point on this as any of the New Testament writers: “Pure and undefiled religion before God the Father is this: to care for orphans and widows in their adversity and to keep oneself unstained by the world” (1:27). The question of widow-care, along with ethnic prejudice, was a large part of the initial creation of the diaconate in Acts 6.

Early church history bears out that the church was deeply concerned with the poor, the voiceless, and the outcast, as it grew from its earliest days in the shadows of the Roman Empire to a place of greater prominence.12 The church was an agent of common grace, the non-salvific blessing that blunts the effects of sin on all people and ultimately points toward the saving grace of Christ. By being agents of grace in a culture, the church prepared that culture for the complete gospel of Christ—that forgiveness of sin was available and that the restoration of balance in this world merely foreshadowed the ultimate transcendent restoration of all things for all time by Christ himself.

The early church practiced incarnational grace, emphasizing the relational value of neighbor and fellow citizen. They took the words of Romans 12 to heart; in the face of persecution, they lived out Paul’s instructions:


Bless those who persecute you, bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty but associate with the lowly. Do not be conceited. Do not repay anyone evil for evil; consider what is good before all people. If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all people.… (I)f your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him a drink; for in doing this you will be heaping burning coals on his head. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (vv. 14–21).



These actions became the trademark of Christians in their communities. The powerful sometimes persecuted them, but their reputation in their communities belied the accusations of those who sought to slander them. Just as God had loved them first (1 John 4:19), they loved and served their communities with the expectation that they would be viewed askance, rather than embraced—at least in the interim.

As the United States moves into a post-Christian, post-truth, post-pandemic culture, the evangelical church has an opportunity to act with incarnational grace in the larger culture, particularly where Gen Z is concerned. This all starts with relationships that produce transformation in individuals and communities, rather than slick programs aimed at generating statistical affirmations for institutions.

Gen Z craves authenticity in relationships and service in communities. Just as the early church served widows and defended orphans (literally!), particularly those who were abandoned in a culture that allowed passive infanticide, the evangelical church must advocate for the underserved and the voiceless in ways that are biblically faithful, economically effective, and culturally transformational. In a post-pandemic culture that feels like it is constantly grinding up and destroying people, particularly ordinary people who find themselves in public controversies, grace is a powerful antidote to a relentless, graceless secular culture that feels more powerful each day.

Incarnational Truth

In John 14, Jesus offered the disciples the promise of a place for them in heaven and that he himself would return in the future to gather them. Thomas, always the skeptic, asked, “How can we know the way?” (v. 5), to which Christ made an incredible, existential statement: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you have known me, you will know my Father too. And from now on you do know him and have seen him” (vv. 6–7).

Christ’s claim here is epistemic: if he is the truth, or rather, the Truth, the very Incarnation of Truth, and the Source of Truth, then all truth is his truth, and he is all truth. This means that philosophical and theological claims may be vetted by the light of Christ’s life and the revelation of God’s word as found in Scripture.

The evangelical church has an opportunity to cultivate relationships that are based on incarnational truth, meaning intense and even intimate Bible study, mentorship, and apologetics. By refocusing on God’s Word and the truths of God’s Word, it can reconnect people with an understanding of the ultimate reality: God’s Lordship and Sovereignty over his creation. In a culture that is increasingly detached from reality and transcendent, non-personal truth, the careful cultivation of the mind of Christ (1 Cor 2:16) can be transformational. In a culture that emphasizes individualistic, conflict-avoidant ethics, emphasizing the authority of God over the world can be empowering over and against a soul-crushing culture.

Similarly, apologetics can provide foundational courage to resist that larger culture. In the early 2000s, apologetics tended to be institutionalized, by which I mean it was systemic and often impersonal. It was about abstraction or even ideological competition. Apologetics, however, is an incredibly powerful tool to change individual minds and remove personal doubt. Biblical truth is a deep well from which transformation may be drawn, and apologetics often is a way of channeling that truth into refreshing rivers of confidence. When it is applied in a discipleship context that is deeply relational, it is an important tool of spiritual formation.


OEBPS/e9781637630228/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Acknowledgments


		Introduction


		Part One: Know

		Chapter 1: Faith, Truth, and the Problem of Irrelevance


		Chapter 2: The Crisis of Knowledge and the Three Rs of Worldview Formation


		Chapter 3: “You Do You”: Postmodern Relativism and Gen Z


		Chapter 4: Discipleship for a Digital Generation: Cultivating a Holistic Worldview through a Synthesis of Truth, Narrative, and the Affections







		Part Two: Be

		Chapter 5: Defining and Ordering Love


		Chapter 6: Being Holy and the Nature of the Spiritual Disciplines


		Chapter 7: Toward Authentic Kingdom Diversity


		Chapter 8: Sexual Purity for a New Generation


		Chapter 9: Who Am I? Gen Z, Identity, and the Imago Dei







		Part Three: Live

		Chapter 10: Gen Z’s Overprotective, Underprotective Parents


		Chapter 11: Discerning, Developing, and Directing Vocation


		Chapter 12: Gen Z and Servant Leadership


		Chapter 13: Winning the Lost in a Politically Charged Culture







		Postscript: Know, Be, Live, John W. White, III


		Appendix A: Know. Be. Live. Resource List


		Appendix B: Scripture References and Devotional Insights


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Contributors


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Introduction


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Copyright








		1


		2


		3


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240








OEBPS/e9781637630228/images/9781637630228.jpg
O Impact 360

KNOW.
BE.
LIVE.

JOHN D. BASIE

Editor
Foreword by J. P. MORELAND





OEBPS/e9781637630228/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/e9781637630228/images/title.jpg
O Impact 360
It D

INSTITUTE

KNOW.
BE.
LIVE.

A 360° APPROACH TO DISCIPLESHIP
IN A POST-CHRISTIAN ERA

JOHN D. BASIE
Editor
Foreword by J.P. MORELAND

a51)

Forefront
BooKks





