
When Adolescence Gets Old 

 

One of the most attractive things about collegiate ministry is a lie. 

True: collegiate ministry leaders work with people during the most pivotal times of their 

lives. College students have the freedom to do most anything they want, and that makes 

them the most open, teachable, and send-able people group in the country. They are 

involved with ministry because they want to be rather than because their 

parents forced them to be. They are idealistic enough to believe that the Gospel of Jesus 

actually can change the world. And they are courageous enough to believe that they have 

a roll to play in its transformation. But the assumption that, as a collegiate ministry 

leader, you are free from the Parental Plague of youth ministry, is, in fact, a lie from the 

pitts of Hell designed to frustrate, disappoint, exacerbate, and force you to jam a piece of 

broken glass through your eye. 

A bit melodramatic? Read on. 

Coming home from a retreat, in a loose convoy of a dozen student-driven cars spread 

over ten miles, we encountered a snowstorm. I was driving the car bringing up the rear. 

The first few cars were on their cell phones with each other working into a frenzy. By the 

time I received a call, the reports were that cars were stacked up in the ditches and that 

the National Guard was lining the roads with M-16's and Humvees. (I kid you not; 

absolutely no exaggeration.) 

Since the drivers were in tears thinking that the imaginary National Guard soldiers 

ahead somehow limited their chances of surviving the plowed roads, I decided I better 

interfere.  I called a pastor I knew just ahead of the hysterical drivers at the head of the 

loose convoy, and I asked him if it would be possible to shelter my students for the 

night.  He agreed, and after wrangling everyone into the church building, we located a 

couple of big rooms – one for the guys and one for the gals.  The students settled in, and 

I explained that I would return in the morning once they had settled down and could 

safely finish the drive back to campus.  I drove the 30 minutes remaining in the trip to 

go home and see my family, and, for the record, I never even had to engage the 4-wheel 

drive on my rear-wheel drive Jeep!  As a matter of fact, the roads were mostly dry. 



The craziest part of the story, though, revolves around the email I received during the 

wee hours of the morning from a seething mother.  According to her, the group was 

abandoned in a death-ensuing blizzard complete with snow squaws and 

whiteouts.  They were likely running out of food; they were in uninhabitable living 

circumstances; and time was running out.  She wanted to know when I was going to 

rescue her daughters. 

I was kind, and I promptly drove down the mountain the next morning, just as I had 

promised the evening before, to lead them past the invisible carnage over dry roads back 

to campus.  In the process, I denied the temptation to reply in earnest to that mother. 

The point is that college students, on many levels, aren’t much different than teenagers 

anymore.  It’s called the “extension of adolescence.” 

In Erik Erikson’s theory of human development, one of the most pivotal transitions 

occurs between stages five and six, when an individual moves 

from Adolescence to Young Adulthood.  Erikson believed that Adolescence was marked 

by 12-18 years of age while Young Adulthood was marked by 18-35 years of age. Thus, in 

American culture, high school graduates navigated the transition to Young 

Adulthood from Adolescence together.  And for many of them, college served as an 

incubator for that transition.  During this transition, sociologists have maintained that 

individuals have historically reached several milestones marking the full transition out 

of Adolescence and into Adulthood: 

  Completing school 

 Leaving home 

 Becoming financially independent 

 Getting married 

 Having a child 

But things have changed, and college students are not achieving these 

milestones.  College graduates are not even reaching these milestones.  Upon 

graduation, with no job, no spouse, and no income, many of them just go back home – 

the equivalent of what most of us historically would have considered returning with our 

tails between our legs.  But, that’s not the case anymore.  As a matter of fact, 40% of all 

20-somethings move back in with their parents.  Furthermore, they change residences 
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ten times and change jobs seven times during their 20’s.  How’s that for a portrait of 

stability? 

So, on one hand, it makes complete sense that churches and Para church organizations 

alike are designing collegiate ministries as if they were Youth Group 2.0: Instead of 

offering Christian alternatives to Prom, they offer Spring Formals as an alternative to 

Greek mixers.  What’s included in the 2.0 upgrade? Dancing and a later ending time. 

Traditional campus ministries on residential campuses, whether they are 

denominationally owned – like Baptist Campus Ministry or Reformed University 

Fellowship – or non-denominational – like Campus Crusade or InterVarsity – are built 

upon the principles of student leadership.  Trained staff guide them, but the students 

run the ministry.  It worked wonderfully for a group of students who were learning to 

make decisions for themselves and taking responsibility for their lives — students who 

were transitioning to Adulthood.  But those students just aren’t in college 

anymore.  Now, you might find them in graduate schools earning Masters degrees or 

even Ph.D.’s. 

The “Extension of Adolescence” creates a problem that forces churches wishing to reach 

college students to choose from three possible options: 

1) Continue using outdated ministry strategies suited to students transitioning to Young 

Adulthood. 

2) Restructure collegiate ministry around youth ministry strategies. 

3) Create something new. 

In this third option, the work of Jeffrey Arnett of Clark University in Worcester, 

Massachusetts, could give helpful insight.  Arnett asserts that we are seeing the advent 

of a ninth stage of human development – one he has coined, “Emerging 

Adulthood.”  Just as cultural changes birthed a new stage that has come to be known 

as Adolescence (something we assume as a natural part of development now), Arnett 

asserts that Emerging Adulthood has developed as a result of cultural changes.  He says 

some of those changes are: 

 The need for more education to survive in an information-based economy; 
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 Fewer entry-level jobs even after all that schooling; 

 Young people feeling less rush to marry because of the general acceptance of 

premarital sex, cohabitation and birth control; 

 Young women feeling less rush to have babies given their wide range of career 

options and their access to assisted reproductive technology if they delay 

pregnancy beyond their most fertile years. 

Maybe all that “progress” has had more affects than we thought! 

Erikson assigns each of his stages of human development from his work in the 60’s 

corresponding profiles, and Arnett’s “Emerging Adulthood” does as well.  This new stage 

– what would be a sixth among nine if added to Erikson’s work – is marked by: 

 Ages 18-30 

 Identity exploration (She’s out “finding herself.”) 

 Instability (I don’t know what his major is this semester.) 

 Self-focus (My selfie got 47 likes on Facebook!) 

 Feeling in-between (Thirty is the new twenty!) 

 A rather poetic characteristic he calls “a sense of possibilities.” (If you can dream 

it, you can do it.) 

The cultural changes that may have birthed a new stage of human development, along 

with the economic recession and the drastic changes in higher education like early 

colleges, community colleges, and the decentralization of college campuses, all beg the 

question: What should collegiate ministry look like moving forward? 

One thing is certain. The first two options mentioned above – Continuing as if nothing 

has changed, and Doing Youth Ministry 2.0 – will do little to help reach this new breed 

of college student and virtually nothing to make disciples of college students in any kind 

of holistic way.  They aren’t ready to be adults yet.  And youth ministries are 

perpetuating a belief that churchmanship is about finding the preferences we like 

most.  We will not help students move out of their focus on the self toward being 

productive leaders in Christ’s Church by creating ministries where students piecemeal 

their experiences based on preferences.  To become selfless disciples of Jesus who will 



become leaders in a transformational movement bent on ushering in the Kingdom of 

God, they must learn how to forsake all for the Gospel. 

How can the Church offer a responsible setting wherein today’s college students can 

flourish and develop appropriately?  Next week, Tom Knight will continue this 

discussion by layering the findings of Christian Smith’s Souls in Transition and the work 

of Meg Jay in The Defining Decade. 
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