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We all know the frustration of trying to engage students in our ministry who seem as if they couldn’t care less. We 

might be tempted to engage them with bigger events or flashier programs, but if we want to move teenagers from 

a place of apathy to a place of open engagement, then it must happen in relationships. Here are three pieces of 

advice shared with us by Mark Oestreicher, based on his decades of working with thousands of teenagers.

1
HELP THEM 

GROW UP 

According to decades of research in 

the field of adolescent psychology, 
teenagers need to complete three 

developmental tasks in order to 

become healthy, thriving adults. 

These tasks can be phrased in the 

form of three questions that every 

teenager is asking: Who I am? 

How do my choices matter? Where 

do I belong? At different points in 

history, one of those questions has 

always risen to the top and become 

the primary question and task of 

adolescence for that generation, 

although which question is 

most important differs between 

generations. If we want to engage 

even the most apathetic student, 

we must help them answer these 

three questions, since these are the 

questions they are already asking, 

that are most important to them 

(even if they can’t articulate it), and 

that will help them grow.

2
HELP THEM 

BELONG 

Today’s teenagers think this way: 

Where do I belong? Where I belong will 

tell me who I am and how my choices 

matter. When it comes to the three 

tasks of adolescence, belonging is 

the greatest priority of this generation. 

So if we want to engage apathetic 

students, we must help them find 
belonging. However, the church is 

often guilty of communicating, If you 

want to belong to this community, you 

must first believe and behave like us. 
When we encounter  students who 

seem apathetic, it may be because 

they don’t feel as though they 

belong in our church communities. 

In order to move them from apathy 

to engagement, the first question 
to ask is, “How can I help them feel 

like they belong, even if they don’t 

yet believe?” When students seem 

apathetic about church or their faith, 

building relationships and providing 

belonging may be the answer. 

3
HELP THEM DO 

SOMETHING 

Students may seem apathetic about 

church or their faith because they 

don’t see themselves as contributing 

members of the community. So if 

you want to better engage apathetic 

students, give them something 

meaningful to do with their faith. 

Move their faith (or lack thereof) 

from a place of logic and facts into 

an experiential knowing of God. If a 

teenager is willing to try on behaviors 

to see if God is transcendent and 

real, we can trust God to meet them 

in that space. When teenagers 

actually participate in experiences 

like fun, missions, serving, worship, 

or community, there is greater 

opportunity for them to experience 

God. Apathy is bred when we treat 

teenagers like consumers of faith, 

instead of contributors. So if your 

teenagers seem apathetic, you might 

want to consider giving them greater 

responsibility.

Need more help? Grow your ministry’s depth, effectiveness, and strategic thinking with Grow Curriculum!
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