EXPANDING WAVE

In a previous Expanding Wave (3.27.07) I introduced the “re-emerging” generation. This is the 55+ age group—a crowd that has been with us, but one that is re-emerging and re-inventing itself. This demographic has tremendous potential for missional engagement. What does this “re-emerging” generation believe? We get a thumbnail sketch from the article “Life After Death” (AARP, The Magazine, September/October 2007). 

Statistically it breaks down this way: 86% believe in Heaven; 95% believe in God; 70% believe in Hell; 77% are not frightened by thoughts of what happens after death. This study found that “…people 50 and over tend to be downright conventional in their basic beliefs….” Belief in heaven is not too much an issue, but what it takes to make the trip is up for grabs. Prerequisites include: Belief in Jesus (29%); being good (25%); belief in one God (10%); everyone is in (10%). 

What needs to be understood, however, is that this heaven may not be what “Bible believing” Christians may perceive. Jeffrey Burton Russell, author of A History of Heaven, says “…the traditionally clear Christian vision of Heaven has declined, while the vaguer visions of the continuation of life have taken its place.” 23% believe in reincarnation, meaning many feel that they will get to heaven…at some point. 47% say heaven is a “state of being.” 

And some live as if life after death exists, but really don’t buy it. As one Catholic gentleman said, “I go to Mass. I live my life like there’s life after death, but I don’t believe there is. If it’s true, well, hey, it’s a plus. But if it ain’t, I didn’t lose nothing.” This was indicative of another finding of this study—that one’s belief about the afterlife had little impact on a person’s day-to-day life.

How might these findings inform ministry to the aging boomer culture? 

1. We will need to define terms. We must not make assumptions. The Heaven we talk about and the Heaven people think about may not be the same thing.

2. Fear is no longer a salvation motivator: Escaping hell and gaining heaven does not appear to be a strong spiritual prompter. What happens after here is not as much a concern as what happens here. Margaret Downey, president of the Atheist Alliance International says, “We believe the only afterlife that a person can hope to have is the legacy they leave behind….” Might this hunger to leave a legacy be leveraged to engage people for the gospel?

3. People are not opposed to God. 94% believe God exists. It is at this point of common ground we can connect with them. True, it cannot be assumed what God they believe exists, but at least we have a measure of commonality. It is here we can help them understand and know this one and only God.

4. People may not believe what they say they believe. This speaks to the high value needed to be placed on relationships. It is by getting up close and personal we are best able to really know what people believe. Conversation spawns the close connection needed for genuine life change—the change produced when professed belief intersects actual life.

Missional engagement demands we interact and understand our cultural environs; even if that culture is aging and cranky.

UPCOMING EVENTS: 2007

September 7-8

Leading Change Seminar-Gene Wood: Fishers, IN

September 11-13
E&CG Director’s Summit-Fishers, IN

September 17 

Pastor & Spouse Event: IL & IN Central Districts, Fishers, IN 

September 18

Northern Cal Pastor’s Meeting-Sacramento, CA
September 25

Church Planting Class, Wilmore, KY

“You did then what you knew how to do, and when you knew better, you did better.”

Maya Angelou

DEVELOPMENTS

The West Michigan District, at its 2007 District Conference, commissioned five planting teams. District Superintendent Mark Gorveatte made this statement, “That was historical. We’ve planted three churches during each of the last two conference years. As a comparison point, we launched three churches from 1990-2000. But this will be the first time in the past 100 years that we’ve commissioned five teams.”

The five teams are: Encounter Community Church, Jim Bowen; Overflow Community Church, Brian Bennett; The Journey Church, Jon Allen; Rivertree Community Church, Andy Merritt; The Deep, Rob Paterson.

West Michigan is a pacesetter in the Missional Multiplication Movement!

