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By Rick Lawrence 

How and why are Christian teenagers growing deeper in their relationship with Christ? Results from our annual survey of 

23,000 Christian teenagers show surprising resiliency in their faith, and troubling cracks in their foundation. 

 

In the current firestorm of doubt and anxiety surrounding teenagers’ depth of commitment to Christ and the church, our 

annual (and massive) survey of Christian teenagers offers ammo for both hope and concern. For example, more than two-

thirds say they have a set-aside time with God (often called a “quiet time”) at least once a week. And slightly more than tenth 

of them (12.4%) say they set aside time to be alone with God every single day. At the same time, only a third (35.7%) of kids 

who take time to be alone with God say, as a result, that they “know who God is and what he does better than I did before.” 

And only a quarter (24.8%) say they “have a greater urgency to tell others about God’s love for them.” 

 

This summer we surveyed more than 23,000 Christian teenagers attending our Group Workcamps 

(groupworkcamps.org), asking them what they’re doing to deepen their relationship with God, and how they experience 

God every day. See for yourself the map of their responses in the boxes on page 42, but here’s a quick overview: 

 

By far, “talking at God” is the most common activity in teenagers’ set-aside time with him. Nine out of 10 

(86.8%) say they “talk to God in prayer” during their quiet time, and more than two-thirds say they also “tell God about my 

own needs” (68.4%) and “tell God about the needs of others” (68.3%).  

 

Far fewer kids actually listen to God during their set-aside time with him (41.2%), and therefore only a 

quarter of them (23.1%) say they “receive specific guidance from God about issues and concerns in my life.” 

Like every other aspect of their life with God, teenagers are dependable mirror-images of the adult Christians in their lives. 

They see far more examples of the talking-and-asking aspect of prayer, and far fewer examples of the listening-and-acting 

aspect of prayer—so that’s all they know to do. In addition, only a little over a third of them (37.8%) take time to learn more 

about God and his story by reading the Bible during their quiet time. 

 

 

A Few Demographic Details 

We have every single teenager who attends our summer workcamp program (groupworkcamps.org) fill out 

our survey—that’s somewhere north of 23,000 Christian kids. It’s become an expected activity during one of their on-site 

lunches, during a break from their work renovating homes in poverty-stricken areas of the U.S. A few other foundational 

truths about them: 

•Almost all (97.5%) consider themselves to be Christian, and nine out of 10 (87%) have “made a serious commitment to 

follow Jesus Christ.” 

 

•Four out of 10 (42.4%) go to church once a week, and another quarter (25.9%) go twice a week. Additionally, one in 10 

(10.6%) go to church three or more times a week. Add it all up and almost eight out of 10 (78.9%) respondents go to church 

at least once a week. 

 

•Eight out of 10 (83.1%) attend just one church. 

 

The results of our survey show that the greatest impact kids experience in this slowed-down space they create to nurture 

their relationship with God is simply the peace that comes (76.9%) from interrupting their breakneck pace, and the feeling 

that they’re “closer to God” (74.5%) because of it.  

 

A little over half (54.3%) of the Christian teenagers we surveyed said they wouldn’t consider set-aside time 

with God a “habit” in their life. But for those who have made devotional time a practice, the primary motivator is a 

sense of “centeredness” (21.5%), a sense of “duty” (21.2%), and a preemptory strike against letting their life devolve into a 

“mess” (20.1%). A somewhat smaller percentage (15.2%) said they make sure to keep their quiet time because they’re 

“hungry to spend more time with God…to grow closer to Him.” 

 

When we asked kids to assess the “style” of teaching that connects best with them, their answers are 

unsurprising but also tinged with the collective narcissism that has its roots in the hovering, over-involved 

parenting style that has characterized Millennial-generation parents. By far, teenagers prefer to study topics that 

“apply to my real life from a biblical perspective” (36.1%), and their least-favorite teaching target is “studying the character, 

personality, and behavior of God” (8.9%). I believe one component of this preference is simple to extract: “If it’s about me, 
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I’m in—but if it’s only about God, not so much.” I know, I know—I come off sounding like a crazy guy here. It’s ridiculous to 

question our accepted teaching mantra—“understand the biblical principle, then apply it to my life”—but I think there’s a 

better, more biblical path forward. Here’s what I wrote not long ago, in a little sidebar I titled “The One Myth I Abhor”:  

 

The popular “biblical principles applied to life” framework for discipleship implies that mere understanding leads to 

transformation. That’s not biblically or experientially true. Satan understands the Bible enough to debate it with Jesus in 

the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11). Understanding isn’t the same as transformation. Also, “apply to your life” sounds like we 

can simply download our transformation, but the truth is that transformation happens when we draw near to God, 

because he’s the only one who can really change us. Jesus defined discipleship and growth in botanical terms—we are 

dying branches in desperate need of attaching ourselves to a growing Vine, and the Vine is himself (John 15). Get closer to 

Jesus and you’ll find life, and the life will literally transform you, and your transformation will produce fruit, which will 

look a lot like the fruit of the Spirit, the same stuff that we’ve been told to “apply to our life.”  

 

In the popular apply-it-to-life version of discipleship kids are supposed to grab some fruit and duct-tape it to their souls. In 

the Vine-and-branch version, they produce fruit because of Who they’re attached to. I say, out with “application” and in with 

“attachment.”  

 

In addition to the straight survey questions we asked, we also threw several open-ended questions on the 

table for the Christian teenagers we polled. I culled through the thousands of responses to “collect” the 

threads into thematic “ropes.” After each of these, I’ve included a few representative comments to give you 

a flavor. 

 

IF YOU COULD CHANGE ONE THING ABOUT TODAY’S CHURCH, WHAT WOULD IT BE AND WHY? 

1. It’s not fair! When Lady Gaga declared, on the eve of an important U.S. Senate vote on the military’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t 

Tell” policy on gays in active service, that “equality is the prime rib of America,” she tapped into the core zeitgeist of this 

generation—acceptance and diversity rule.  Gaga proposed lawmakers adopt a new rule to replace Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell—“If 

you don’t like it, go home”—a policy that she says would remove “homophobic” straight soldiers from the military instead of 

gay soldiers.  A church culture that kids say is often unaccepting of diverse lifestyle choices is their top complaint. A couple 

representative comments: 

 

•“Be more open to all people—we worked with AIDs victims. They, too, should be full members of Christ’s church—able to 

worship, commune and preach!” 

 

•“I would like to make the church more tolerant, in both public perception and reality.” 

 

2. No divisions! Close behind and closely related to the “acceptance” complaint, Christian teenagers are highly critical of 

denominational infighting and judgmental attitudes: 

 

•“Churches should be more accepting of other denominations.” 

 

•“Less judgmental—more open-minded and accepting of absolutely all religions.” 

 

3. Get real! The undefeated champion of teenage beefs is, you guessed it, hypocrisy. A couple of representative comments: 

 

•“[I don’t like] Stained Glass Masquerades, where people act real but are fake. I can’t stand faith without deeds.” 

 

•“I would change the way some people in the congregation act like and say they’re Christians but yet ridicule and judge 

people.” 

 

4. Get orthodox! Contrary to conventional wisdom, and fortified by the results of the National Study of Youth and Religion 

(youthandreligion.com), today’s teenagers are not generally “faith experimenters”—rather, they’re remarkably orthodox in 

their tastes: 

 

•“I wish church would be only about God, Jesus, and praying.” 

 

•“Keep God’s Word at the forefront—sometimes church gets too sweet. People need to think about what God expects.” 

 

•“Get people to read C.S. Lewis more; help teach core Christianity.” 

 



 

WHAT IS THE SINGLE-MOST IMPORTANT THING THAT A YOUTH PASTOR CAN DO TO HELP YOU 

GROW DEEPER IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH CHRIST? 

1. Lead by example! Nothing is more magnetic to a teenager than an adult who is congruent in her faith—someone whose 

life speaks louder than her words. They are hungering for role models who are “all in” with Jesus:  

 

•“Answer my questions about my faith, and demonstrate their own.” 

 

•“Be an example and help me go deeper by telling me what I don’t know.” 

 

2. Connect with me! Teenagers live in an “alone in a crowd” culture that offers a surface version of connectedness, but 

very few “I see you well” connections. They’re longing for relationships that are characterized by purposeful engagement: 

 

•“Be supportive and share their advice and knowledge, without being condescending.” 

 

•“I think the most important thing a youth leader can do is not only minister to us, but really make a connection with us.” 

 

3. Help me understand! The crying need of this generation of young people is an ability to “articulate their faith”—again, 

one of the major findings of the National Study of Youth and Religion. And teenagers themselves sense their own poverty in 

this arena: 

 

•“Activities to make you understand things rather than just read it.” 

 

•“Challenge my beliefs so I discover what and why I believe what I do.” 

 

•“Have a time to just focus and listen for God. It’s hard for me to hear God.” 

 

4. Make it relevant! Without contradicting my previous diatribe about “application vs. attachment,” there is a clear need 

to build a bridge between biblical truth and the person of Jesus and the everyday conversations and behaviors of teenagers. 

They’re looking for bridge-builders: 

 

•“Make Christ relatable to my life.” 

•“Read a biblical passage and apply it to real life.” 

•“Have activities or stories that make you more interested in learning about God.” 

 

5. Pray for me! Perhaps the most profound form of support kids are craving is also our most intimate intrusion into their 

story—prayer that tangibly expresses our advocacy:  

 

•“Pray with me and guide me in the right direction.” 

•“Pray, talk, encourage, and listen to God with me (and/or other people).” 

 

 

WHAT IS THE SINGLE-MOST IMPORTANT THING THAT HAS ALREADY HELPED YOU GROW DEEPER 

IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH CHRIST? 

1. It’s the community, stupid! The fertilizer for deeper growth in Christ is, simply, authentic relationships. And, as we all 

know, fertilizer is generally expensive—it costs us something to “apply it.” But as kids make clear, the cost is way worth it: 

 

•“Being around people who love God.” 

 

•“Seeing others strive to be like Christ alongside me.” 

 

•“Fellowship with others—especially during tough situations in life.” 

 

•“The faith of the youth from my church. I have learned so much from them.” 

 

2. Hardship and woe! A few years ago I asked Christian college students to look back on their trajectory and pinpoint the 

things that truly contributed to their growth in Christ. “Crises” were second on the list, right behind “parents.” And the kids 

we surveyed echoed that truth: 



 

•“A death in my community. I found peace through God.” 

 

•“Difficulties that have helped me see his power and love in the world.” 

 

•“Experiencing difficulties in life and finding God there to strengthen me.” 

 

3. Mission trips and retreats! Sure, our survey was given to teenagers who were serving at one of our workcamps, but a 

mountain of research proves that mission trips and retreats are powerful catalysts for growth: 

 

•“Mission trips—I always realize sins in my life that I need to ask forgiveness for.” 

 

•“Mission trips and outings like it cause you get away from the real world.” 

 

•“The single most important thing that has deepened my relationship with Christ is going on trips with teenagers and 

learning about Him.” 

 

4. Systematic Bible study and training! There is a clear thread running through kids’ responses to our survey—they 

want the chance to pursue serious truths: 

 

•“Getting into deep studies and seeing it modeled in lives.” 

 

•“Being able to understand the life of Christ and what he went through for me.” 

 

•“Confirmation helped me to strengthen my relationship with God.” 

 

5 .Giving what I have to give! The second-greatest commandment is “Love your neighbor as you love yourself”—it’s a 

crucial companion to loving God with all you are: 

 

•“Helping other people and seeing how much they appreciate it.” 

 

•“Helping and seeing the significance.” 

 

6. A family affair! Families, of course, are key to teenagers’ Christian identity. When family members exhibit “all in” 

behavior, it’s hard for kids to resist: 

 

•“My family’s love.” 

 

•“My parents are the most godly and wisest people I know.” 

 

•“My sister supports me in it.” 

 

7. Prayer! The results of our survey show that teenagers are attempting to deepen their relationship with God through 

prayer in more ways than we think: 

 

•“Praying because I know God will always be there to listen.” 

 

•“Praying every night before bed makes me open to his messages to me.” 

 

 

WHAT’S ONE THING THAT DISTRACTS YOU THE MOST FROM YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD? 

1. Busyness and hyper-activity! Out-of-control, fibrillating activity is the #1 threat to a deeper relationship with God, for 

both teenagers and adults. We live in the busiest culture in the history of the world—kids will vouch for that: 

 

•“A very busy schedule.” 

 

•“Anime, video games, homework, summer work, school, TV, and Internet.” 

 

•“The sheer amount of time taken up by life.” 



 

2. Technology! Kissing cousin to busyness is the margin-eating impact of electronic media in teenagers lives: 

 

•“Cell phone, iPod, and Facebook.” 

 

•“Electronics distracts me from my relationship with God.” 

 

3. Friends! Friendships, of course, are a good news/bad news proposition: 

 

•“Friends who aren’t Christian.” 

 

•“Friends who don’t go to church or believe in God.” 

 

•“Influence to do wrong things from friends.” 

 

4. My sin and vices! Thank God for anonymous surveys, because many teenagers were brutally honest about the 

impediments to their growth: 

 

•“Gossip, drugs, lust, and peer pressure.” 

 

•“Drinking and sex makes me feel guilty but I still do it.” 

 

5. School! The class-loads, homework, and extracurricular activities that are fueled by school pose a significant distraction 

for kids: 

 

•“School and work distracts me from God.” 

 

•“School…especially being in high school, there’s a lot that goes on causing pressure.” 

 

 

HOW IS GOD “REAL” TO YOU? 

1. He’s there for me when I need Him, and I see Him “there for” others around me. 

2. I see God all around me (in people, nature, and circumstances). 

3. He’s given me blessings in life. 

4. The Bible has revealed him to me. 

5. He forgives me. 

6. I feel him in me. 

7. I’ve seen his power displayed in miracles. 

 

SURVEY RESULTS 

How many days per week do you have a set-aside time that’s just for fueling your relationship with God—a 

time when you pray and read the Bible or read books that help you in your Christian life?  

Less than once a week 31.0%  

Once a week 20.1%  

Twice a week 14.9%  

Seven times a week 12.4% 

Three times a week 8.9%  

Four times a week 5.0%  

Five times a week 5.5%  

Six times a week 2.1% 

 

In your set-aside time with God (sometimes called a “quiet time”), what do you do? (Mark ALL that apply.)  

Talk to God in prayer 86.8%  

Tell God about my own needs 68.4%  

Tell God about the needs of others 68.3%  

Listen to God in prayer 41.2%  

Read the Bible 37.8%  

Sing 31.7%  



Receive specific guidance from God about issues and concerns in my life 23.1%  

Read a devotional book 20.1%  

Journal 20.0%  

 

 

About how long do you spend in your set-aside time with God, on average?  

Less than 5 minutes 19.6%  

5-10 minutes 34.4%  

10-20 minutes 24.4%  

20-30 minutes 12.5%  

30-40 minutes 3.8%  

40-50 minutes 0.8%  

50-60 minutes 2.0%  

more than 60 minutes 2.5% 

 

 

What impact, if any, does your set-aside time with God have on your daily life? I feel…(Mark ALL that 

apply.)  

More peaceful 76.9%  

Closer to God 74.5%  

More confident about difficult situations in my life 61.5%  

More committed to my relationship with God 61.2%  

Greater clarity about who I am as a person 39.2% 

More committed to my relationships with others 39.0%  

More connected to people I’ve prayed for 38.8%  

I know who God is and what he does better than I did before 35.7%  

More energetic 30.2%  

Challenged as a person 27.9%  

Greater urgency to tell others about God’s love for them 24.8%  

 

 

When you think about the “teaching” aspect of the youth ministry you’re a part of, what helps you grow the 

most in your relationship with God? Please mark only one box.  

Studying a topic that applies to my real life from a biblical perspective. 36.1% 

Hearing a really good sermon. 17.6%  

Studying biblical principles, and how they apply to my real-life environment. 14.5%  

Practicing biblical truths in hands-on environment. 12.1%  

Studying the character, personality, and behavior of God. 8.9% 

Studying a particular book of the Bible. 7.0%  

 

 

Do you consider your set-aside time with God to be a habit in your life—meaning, do you do it consistently?  

Yes 45.7%  

No 54.3%  

 

If you answered yes, what’s the primary reason your time with God has become a habit? (Mark only ONE 

box.)  

I felt the need to have time alone with God every day—just to feel more “centered.” 21.5%  

On my own, I recognized that it’s my duty to spend time with God. 21.2%  

My life would be a mess if I didn’t check in with God regularly. 20.1%  

I was hungry to spend more time with God: I wanted to grow closer to Him. 15.2%  

My church emphasized that it’s my duty to spend time with God. 7.4%  

My parents or other adults strongly encouraged me to do it. 5.0%  

My parents or other adults modeled spending time alone with God for me. 5.0%  

My friends strongly encouraged me to do it. 1.4%  

My friends modeled spending time alone with God for me. 0.8% 

 

 

COMPLETE RESULTS 



For the complete survey and results please visit youthministry.com/webextras. Go to the November/December issue where 

you can view or download the complete survey. 

http://www.youthministry.com/tags/webextras

