
8

I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, in the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of 
you agree with one another in what you 
say and that there be no divisions among 
you, but that you be perfectly united in 
mind and thought.

1 Corinthians 1:10

“ The easiest  thing to do in the local 
church is to divide up the various ages 
and do separate ministry. It is not as 
messy [as cross-age ministry]. It takes 
more  time,  energ y  and e f fort  to  do 
intergenerational ministry.” Research 
participant, in Brenda Snailum, 
“Implementing Intergenerational 
Youth Ministry Within Existing 
Evangelical Church Congregations”

House Churches of the First 
Century were places in which all 
generations were present. The 
generations remained integrated 
throughout much of Christian 
history until fairly recently. Several 
diverse factors have contributed to 
the age segregation that characterizes 
many Christian faith communities in 

the twenty-"rst century. When believers today gather 
for worship, service, ministry or simply for fellowship, 
they tend to gather in age- or stage-segregated silos. 
!e question this article addresses is, “Why?” !at is, 
“Why has the body of Christ (at least in North America) 
embraced an age-segregated approach to community in 
the last several decades?”

Harkness2 traces the decline of cross-generational 
Christian practices to the Protestant Reformation, 
particularly in its role in the development of modern 
public schooling. Prior to the Reformation only the 
elite were schooled; the masses were taught their 
fathers’ trade and learned of life and faith through 
home, church and community. The Reformers’ focus 
on everyone being able to read Scripture for themselves 
ultimately ushered in mandated schooling for all. Brian 
Hill3 also points out that universal age-segregated 
schooling as we know it began with the biblical reading 
focus of the Reformation. Harkness notes that “the 
development of the highly age-graded approach to 
educational activities within congregations arose out 
of this milieu, concurrent with the development of 
a widespread assumption of the schooling model as 
the appropriate one for Christian faith communities.”4 

Harkness does acknowledge, however, that other factors 
besides age-graded Sunday schools have contributed to 
the decline of intergenerationality in Christian faith 

1

HOLLY CATTERTON ALLEN AND CHRISTINE LAW TON ROSS

Holly 
Catterton 
Allen (Ph.D. 
Talbot School 
of Theology) 
serves as the 
director of the 

Child and Family Services 
Program and as a professor 
of Biblical Studies at John 
Brown University in Siloam 
Springs, Arkansas. She 
spends much of her time 
researching, writing, and 
speaking at conferences in 
both secular and Christian 
settings. Since children’s 
spiritual development is 
currently a hot topic, the 
research she is doing is 
sought after by parents, the 
educational establishment, 
social workers, and 
churches. Her current 
writing project on children’s 
spirituality is tentatively 
titled Ten Ways to Nurture 
Children’s Spiritual 
Formation.

BG-358-2013 JDFM 3.2 Spring 2013.indd   8 8/14/13   1:42 PM



98

communities. Among those factors are modern and 
postmodern tendencies toward individualism and 
dependence on psychological, therapeutic or secular 
educational models rather than theological models.

Martinson and Shallue5 attribute the movement 
toward age segregation to shifting core values, fast-
paced lifestyles and the high value of individualism. 
Vander well6 indicates that one factor has been the 
pressure to tailor Christian activities and practices to 
meet expectations of particular generational cohorts, 
for example, Boomers or Millennials. Kara Powell7 

suggests that the trend toward age segregation among 
churches began in the 1940s and post–World War 
II when parachurch organizations such as Young 
Life, InterVarsity and Youth for Christ focused so 
successfully on teenagers and young adults8; because 
of the success of these specialized ministries aimed at a 
specific age group, church leaders came to believe that 
churches should adopt similar specialized ministry 
approaches, especially with youth.

!is chapter explores the age-segregating in%uence 
of developmental concerns and rampant individualism 
as well as other factors, noting along the way how these 
factors have become barriers that tend to undermine 
intergenerational faith practices.

As mentioned in chapter one, the move toward age seg-
regation in society in general is one factor that has con-
tributed to age segregation in American churches. Mary 
Pipher o#ers this insight regarding the issues surrounding 
this age-separating phenomenon: 

“A great deal of America’s social sickness comes from age 
segregation. If ten fourteen-year-olds are grouped together, 
they will form a Lord of the Flies culture with its competitive-
ness and meanness. But if ten people ages 2 to 80 are grouped 
together, they will fall into a natural age hierarchy that nur-
tures and teaches them all. For our own mental and societal 
health, we need to reconnect the age groups.”9

Hagestad and Uhlenberg argue that children/
youth, working adults and older adults have been 

systematically separated institutionally, socially and 
spatially. They call this age-based separation the 
“tripartition of the life course,” which “emerged as 
the state adopted rules using chronological age to 
require children’s school attendance, while excluding 
them from the workplace, and entitling older persons 
to pensions. Children and youth are channeled into 
daycare and schools where they spend most of the day 
with a narrow band of age peers. For adults, days are 
anchored in work settings that exclude the young and 
the old. And older people, who have limited access to 
school and work sites, are expected to live retired lives 
of leisure.”10

Throughout the ages Christians have tended to 
emulate—o$en unintentionally or unthinkingly—the 
culture around them, and as American culture has 
become more and more generationally fragmented 
over the last hundred years, churches have followed 
that same trend. Beyond this general trend to re%ect 
the surrounding culture, churches have embraced other 
pieces of the cultural outlook that have ultimately 
contributed to the pervasive age segregation that 
characterizes American Christianity.

O n e  s u c h  i n f l u en c e  o n  th e  o n s e t  o f  a g e 
segregation in church life is the dominant cultural 
ideolog y of individualism (as noted above by 
Harkness  a s  wel l  a s  Martinson and Sha l lue) , 
evidence of which is seen in worship wars between 
generations, but is also revealed in an individualistic 
soteriological stance that diminishes the communal 
aspect of salvation.

Another cultural influence since the mid-twentieth 
century is evident in church leaders’ recognition of the 
importance of cognitive developmental di#erences as well 
as differing life-stage needs,11 prompting the use of age-
graded curriculum and the formation of small groups based 
on age or stage. !e enormous Boomer generation with its 
particular outlook and its members’ demands for doing 
things their way has enormously influenced decisions 
in faith communities. In their seminal work regarding 
generations, Strauss and Howe describe Boomers as a 
generation with very strong opinions regarding the inner 
life (spiritual) and outer life (moral, political) and with 
little care for the opinions of the other generations.12
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Twentieth-century developmental theorists have out-
lined ways that children, teens, younger adults and 
older adults typically progress cognitively (Piaget13), 
psychosocially (Erikson14), morally (Kohlberg15 and 
Gilligan16) and in faith development (Fowler17), and 
life-span specialists such as Levinson18 have highlighted 
the di#erences among adults of various ages regarding 
the life issues they encounter and tasks that they must 
undertake. Informed and diligent ministry leaders have 
become more aware of the developmental di#erences 
from infants to octogenarians in the faith communities 
they oversee, and have desired to create learning, wor-
ship and service opportunities that meet a wide range of 
cognitive, psycho-social, spiritual and life-stage needs.

Piaget’s work in cognitive development—the way 
persons of various ages think—revolutionized preschool 
and elementary education in public schools in the 1960s 
and 1970s, and eventually Sunday schools as well. 
Christian educators began to implement teaching-
learning approaches that were more age appropriate 
for children, such as the use of the f ive senses, 
body movement, visual aids, active involvement—
all excel lent ideas. Eventual ly developmentalist 
concerns were applied to the worship hour, especially 
since churches at this time were moving toward the 
understanding of the worship gathering as a primary 
teaching service for adults, according to Glassford,19 

and some faith communities began to offer “children’s 
church” options in the late 1960s and early 1970s.20

In children’s church settings, sometimes an entire 
alternative worship ser vice was offered, following 
the general format or liturg y of the adult worship 
service; in these cases, children’s church was seen as 
a training ground for children to participate at their 
own developmental levels in the basic forms of adult 
worship. In other settings, children were released 
from the worship hour only during the sermon time, 
and children’s songs, puppets and games were employed 
to make this time engaging and enjoyable—also in 
keeping with developmental concerns. With both 
types of children’s church, it was simply deemed age 
inappropriate for children to sit through “ boring” 

hymns, prayers and/or sermons when they could 
be more actively involved in teaching and activities 
that accommodated shorter attention spans and more 
body movement. Thus, churches moving toward a 
more educational model of worship (and away from 
a spiritual model) viewed separating children from 
the adults during the worship ser vice as a benefit 
for the children. !e practice seemed to be based on a 
pedagogically sound rationale.

Strictly age-graded Sunday school classes in recent 
decades have been formulated around established 
cognitive (and, to some degree, social) developmental 
concerns of children.21 Youth ministry was (and is), in 
part, a response to the unique psychological/emotional/
social needs of teens, such as di#erentiation issues, identity 
development and distinctive doubt/faith concerns. And 
with adults, ministry leaders have become keenly aware 
that single twentysomethings adjusting to the adult work 
world, coping with "nancial responsibility and navigating 
a sexually charged environment face vastly different 
concerns than Boomers who are adjusting to retirement, 
coping with health worries, and navigating a world in 
which they are marginalized and far less powerful than 
in their prime. A sensitive leadership deeply aware of the 
broad spectrum of these cognitive, social and life-stage 
needs would understandably perceive dividing by age or 
generational cohort as a sensible, even laudable, means of 
meeting those needs.

Church growth experts have been offering “how to 
build a bigger church” advice for several decades. 
The unintended consequence of some of these rec-
ommendations has been the systematic separation of 
congregations into generational cohorts. For example, 
building on Donald McGavran’s Homogeneous Units 
Principle (HUP),22some church growth specialists in 
the 1970s and 1980s began to promote homogeneity 
(around ages or stages of life) at the small group level 
and even at the macrochurch level.23 !ough age- or 
stage-de"ned small groups can provide empathy and 
social comfort, ultimately they have had the e#ect of 
sorting faith communities by generation.2423

In church growth literature, numerical growth is 
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typically seen to be tied directly to attracting families 
with children. Offering an exciting, entertaining hour 
of children’s church can be a big draw for those who are 
church shopping. One children’s minister says he wants 
children to leave church thinking, “!at was the funnest 
hour I had all week.”25 And if the children enjoy children’s 
church (and if their parents do not need to tend to their 
children), more families will place membership. It is 
simply good church growth strategy. !is strategy is also 
reinforced by the fact that some growing congregations 
may lack worship space for families to worship together. 
When determining whether to add another worship time 
or separate children and youth from adults, the fact that 
the latter corresponds more directly to some tenets of 
church growth theory resolves the problem.

In conference or seminar settings, when we 
ask participants why some churches do ever ything 
intergenerationally, a common response we both hear 
is, “Because they are too small for age-segmented 
grouping.” Although this perception may be true, we 
believe that all churches regardless of size are more 
faithful to the scriptural theme of unity and are more 
likely to foster faith maturity when they intentionally 
integrate various generations for 50 to 80 percent of 
congregational activities.26

As churches have faced increasingly unpleasant generational 
conf lict, one solution that seems to ameliorate the problem 
is to o#er separate-but-equal opportunities. For example, in 
regard to the worship wars, churches might provide separate 
worship hours, encouraging each generation to shape its 
own worship hour to suit its tastes. !us, the youth group 
can enjoy loud music, f lashing lights and cool videos; the 
Millennials can pull into their intimate settings; Gen Xers 
can have their contemplative yet technologically savvy style; 
Boomers can choose old rock-style praise tunes using gui-
tars and drums; the older generations can sing traditional 
hymns; and the children get to sing “Father Abraham” as 
o$en as they wish.27 All in all, a very amenable solution—
except it is a perfect recipe for generational isolation. !is 
solution arises from an individualistic outlook that empha-
sizes personal needs, rather than communal needs. And 
“when the needs of the individual are preeminent, genera-

tional fragmentation is inevitable.”28 Surprisingly, it isn’t 
always the youngest members of the community who most 
adamantly and vociferously claim their rights.29

Soong-Chan Rah connects the dots regarding 
individualism, Western culture and religion. He states 
that “from the earliest stages of American history, 
individualism has been the defining attribute in 
understanding our nation’s ethos. . . . The American 
church, in taking its cues from Western, white culture, 
has placed at the center of its theology and ecclesiology 
the primacy of the individual.”30 William Dinges critiques 
the excessive individualism that pervades religion in 
America, saying that evangelical churches in particular 
“emphasize individual spiritual empowerment,” and are 
growing because of their attention to individual needs.31 

And when individual needs are considered paramount, 
churches tend to offer special programs for children, 
teens, and young, middle, and older adults, so that these 
individual needs can be met more conveniently.

Hellerman frames this rampant individualism 
theologically. He makes a powerful (and controversial) 
point about evangelical Christianity’s “"xation upon Jesus 
as personal Savior.”32This accusation may sound almost 
heretical to evangelicals, but Hellerman convincingly 
argues that this fixation has in essence “privatized” 
the Christian faith as an accommodation to “culture’s 
unbiblical obsession with individual determinism and 
personal subjective experience.”33Hellerman argues that 
this individualization of the gospel message has severely 
diminished the crucial importance of the faith community 
in the spiritual formation of believers: 

Framing conversion to Christ in solely individu-
alistic terms has left us with little social capital 
to draw on in our churches as we try to encour-
age our people to stay in community and grow 
together as brothers and sisters in Christ.34

The excessive individualism of secular Western 
culture is fundamentally incompatible with the life of 
community as depicted in Scripture. !e central events 
of the Old Testament—the deliverance of the Israelites 
from Eg ypt, crossing the Red Sea and the giving of the 
Law at Sinai— were community-creating events. Some 
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scholars argue that before these events, the Israelites, 
though acknowledging that they were descendants of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, did not identify themselves as 
God’s people. When he delivered, rescued and formed 
them through the law and in the desert, they truly 
became his people and he became their God.35

In a similar fashion, Pentecost too was a 
community-creating event: “Those who accepted his 
message were baptized, and about three thousand were 
added to their number that day” (Acts 2:41); “the 
disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.” (Acts 
11:26). As Hellerman says, 

In the New Testament era, a person was saved not 
solely to enjoy a personal relationship with Jesus. 
A person was saved to community. Our truncated 
evangelical conception of Jesus as personal Sav-
ior turns out to be an unfortunate distortion of 
radical American individualism, not a holistic ref 
lection of biblical soteriolog y.36

Given the power of the factors described in this chap-
ter—the general societal acceptance of age segregation in 
American culture, diverse developmental and life-stage 
needs, recommendations of church growth experts, and 
entrenched individualism—why should church leaders 
even consider moving toward a more interage approach 
to Christian spiritual formation? The response to that 
question is to be found in the following article.
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