
www.cultivationministries.com/frank@cultivationministries.com/630.513.8222 
©2014 Cultivation Ministries 

1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Engaging A New Generation 
 

Frank Mercadante 
 

This workshop helps those who work with adolescents develop a greater understanding 
of today’s teens by examining three cultural shifts and their evangelistic and pastoral 

implications. Participants will learn how epistemological, generational, and 
communication changes require new approaches and how to share the Good News with 

today’s teens in light of these changes. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

The ACRE Engaging A New Generation participants have permission to reprint these materials 
for their local use only. Any other use is prohibited. 

To reprint these materials outside this permission, please contact: 
 Frank Mercadante 

(630) 513-8222 
frank@cultivationministries.com 
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Engaging A New Generation 
Training Outline 

 
 
I. The Current Catholic Context (US statistics) 
 
A. Mass Attendance 
According to research cited in American Catholics Today, In 1945, 75% of adult 
Catholics in the United States attended Mass weekly  

• 70% in 1965 
• 53% in 1985 
• 43% in 1995 
• 34% in 2005 
• 23% in 2008 (CARA) 
• 18% of Millennial Generation young adults (18-29 years old) (Pew, in the report 

Religion Among the Millennials). That is the lowest rate of any previous 
generation during that period in their lives. 

 
• The 2008 CARA study revealed that 56% of adult Catholics rarely or never attend 

Mass or attend a few times a year 
 
B. The Rise of the “Nones” (the Unaffiliated) 
 

• According to Pew, one-fifth of American adults have no religious affiliation, a 
trend that has for years been on the rise.  

• Perhaps most striking is that one-third of Americans under 30 have no religious 
affiliation. 

• Young people today are not only more religiously unaffiliated than their elders; 
they are also more religiously unaffiliated than previous generations of young 
people ever have been. 

• The “nones” are growing at a fast pace especially among young people. 
• Their retention rate was always quite poor. Like a bucket being filled with a hole 

in the bottom. 
• Recently these retention rates have improved dramatically. 

 
C. Adult Converts (A trickle coming in) 
 

• According to The Official Catholic Directory In 2009, Catholics had the lowest 
number of adults joining the Church in the past 10 years. Compared to 2001, the 
number declined 30%.  

• 1950: 119,000 Converts; 27.5 Million Catholics, 0.43 of the Catholic population. 
• 2010: 119,000 Converts; 68 Million Catholics, 0.17 of the Catholic population. 
• The average age of the American Catholic convert is 65 
• Ex-Catholics outnumber converts by 4 to 1 
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D. Catholic Exodus (A hemorrhage going out) 
 

• According to Pew, Ex-Catholics amount to the 3rd largest denomination in the 
US.  

• 10% of the US population is an Ex-Catholics 
• 1 in 3 people raised Catholic no longer identify themselves as Catholic 
• Roughly 1/2 of White American Catholics have departed from their parent’s faith 
• Almost 50% become unaffiliated 
• Almost 50% join Protestant churches where 71% say, “my spiritual needs 

weren’t being met.” 70% “found a religion they like more.” 81% “enjoy the 
religious service & style of worship.” 

• 2/3 who become Protestant do so before 24 years old 
 
 
 
II. Three Tributaries of Change (converging into a Niagara Falls force) 
 
 
A. Generational 
 

• From the Gen X teen to the Millennial Generation teen 
 
B. Epistemological 
 

• From a Modern to a Postmodern understanding of the world 
 
C. Communications 
 

• From Print era to Electronic era 
 

• From Broadcast to Digital 
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III. Generational Transition 
 
A. Millennials & Race (Source: Growing Up In America) 
 
1. Latino Teens 

• First and second generation Latino teens do not enjoy the financial resources 
and educational opportunities of later generations, but draw benefits from being 
well integrated within family and community networks. Their intergenerational 
involvements serve as a support and protection from many of the behavioral 
risks of the dominant culture.  

 
• These safeguards, however, tend to breakdown by the third generation. Third 

generation Latino teens integrate more fully into the dominant culture. 
Unfortunately, they absorb the risks without reaping the benefits.  

 
• Like the dominant white culture, they spend less time with their families and 

more unsupervised time with their peers. Consequently, they lose the support 
and protection from their families and communities, without yet securing the 
outside organizational supports of which white teens readily enjoy.  

 
• The result is third generation Latino teens experience the greatest risk for 

destructive behaviors. As a subgroup they are most likely to drink alcohol, smoke 
marijuana, and have sexual intercourse (seventeen year olds). 

 
2. African American Teens 
 

• Body image is less of an issue for African American teens.  They are more likely 
to be happy with their physical appearance than white, Latino, and Asian youth. 

 
• More than other teens, they describe their relationships with their mother as 

extremely close.  
 

• However, they are the least likely to describe the same closeness with their 
father and are the most likely to be raised in a single mother household.  

 
• They are also most likely to get into physical fight.  

 
• Although the majority of African American teens are not having sex, they are 

more likely than other teens to have had sexual intercourse, sexual intercourse 
with multiple partners, contract a STD, and become pregnant. 

 
• Ironically, there are most-likely to see sex before marriage as wrong. 
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3. White Teens 
 

• White teens are more likely than African American, Latino, and Asian teens to get 
drunk, regularly smoke cigarettes, or use marijuana.  

 
• Although white teens have a lower rate of sexual intercourse than African 

American teens, they have the highest rate of oral sex and are the most sexually 
active (sexual contact beyond kissing).  

 
• On average, white teens spend more time with their peers in unsupervised 

settings, thus increasing the likelihood of participating in some at risk behaviors.  
 

• Whites teens, particularly females, report feeling the most pressure to look 
perfect, and achieve more in school and in extra curricular activities. 

 
• White females are least likely to report being very happy with their body and 

physical appearance, suffering with the worst body image compared to females 
of other races. 

 
4. Asian Teens 
 

• Asian American teens are least likely to engage in at risk behaviors such as 
regular cigarette smoking, or marijuana use.  

 
• Ironically, Asian American teens are most likely to feel that sexual intercourse is 

morally okay, but least likely to be sexually involved.  
 

• They spend as much time with their friends as white teens, but are less 
influenced towards risky behaviors, even when integrated within non Asian 
American peer groups who are involved in risky activities.  

 
• They tend to abstain from risky behaviors as a result of strong parental influence 

and a pragmatic view of life (where engaging in risky activities would be harmful 
or jeopardize their future).  

 
• They are least likely to have divorced parents. 

 
• Lowest emotional attachment with parents; highly influenced by their parents. 

Parental love is expressed by helping children be successful. 
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B. Gen X and Millennials Generation Contrasts 
 
 

Generation X Millennials 
1961-1981 1982-2002 

 
 

70 million 100 million 
 

 
More apt to “inherit” church Choose church 

 
 

“If you build it they will come.” “If I know you, and you personally 
invite me, and remind me the day 
before, and text me the day of, I might 
come.” 
 

“Don’t trust anyone over 30.” “My parents are my heroes.” 
 
 

“Just do it.” “Lets do it.” 
 

 
“Accept me for who I am.” “Accept me for who I am not.” 

 
 

“The world sucks and you’re in it.” 
 

“The world is wonderful and I am 
why.” 
 

“I screwed up, oh well, I’m just a teen-
- I can turn things around.” 

“I might screw up... oh, boy... it would 
destroy my future!” 
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IV. Three Generations of Catholic Youth Ministry 
 
Modern Catholic youth ministry has evolved in many ways over the past forty years.  
Responding to changing conditions, needs, and contexts of teens, the American Church 
has progressed through three general parish expressions or generations of youth 
ministry. Like software, not every parish upgrades their approach with each new 
release. Therefore, you will find expressions of each version in parishes today.  
 
1. First Generation: The Youth Group (YM 1.0) 
 
Key document:  No unifying document 
 
Ministry Audience:  

• Participants tended to be somewhat of a homogenous crowd, often becoming 
their own social group or even clique. 

 
Leadership: 
 

• Commonly led by a charismatic priest or volunteer adult or couple, youth groups 
often experienced sudden starts and stops. (when leaders moved, moved on, or 
burned out) 

 
Characteristics: 
 

• Often one dimensional, focusing upon a social, spiritual, athletic, or service 
component of ministry.  

 
• Most lacked a unifying set of goals, and a comprehensive and integrated 

approach to youth ministry.  
 
 
2. Second Generation: Comprehensive Youth Ministry (YM 2.0) 
 
Key document:  
 

• A Vision of Youth Ministry, gave birth to “comprehensive youth ministry”. (1976) 
 
Ministry Audience: 
 

• Homogenous audience to a multi-faceted approach addressing the various 
spiritual dispositions of teens.  

Leadership: 
 

• Beyond the guru youth minister to a “youth ministry coordinator,” and team-
based approach.  
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• The leadership expanded to involve many members of the community offering 

their gifts, talents, and time towards various coordinated ministries 
 
Characteristics: 
 

• Provided a framework for comprehensive ministry to, by, for, and with teens.  
 

• Two central goals: 1. Youth ministry works to foster the total personal and 
spiritual growth of each young person; 2. Youth ministry seeks to draw young 
people to responsible participation in the life, mission and work of the faith 
community.  

 
 

• Pastorally balanced and integrated approach to youth ministry through the 
expression of seven components of youth ministry: Word, (evangelization and 
catechesis), Worship, Creating Community, Guidance and Healing, Justice and 
Service, Enablement, and Advocacy.  

 
 
3. Third Generation: The Parish Culture (YM 3.0) 
 
Key document: 
 

• Renewing the Vision (1998), Recognized the eagerness of present day teens to 
be fully involved as the “church of today” by adding a third goal: 

 
• To empower young people to live as disciples of Jesus Christ in our world today.  

 
Ministry Audience: 
 

• Reaffirmed the importance of the family as the primary context for faith 
development.  

 
• Increased emphasis on intergenerational ministry and ministry to parents and 

families. 
 

• Focused attention on the power of community--the church community, the family 
community, and the wider community--for promoting healthy adolescent 
development and faith growth.  

 
Leadership: 
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• Re-affirmed the truth that youth ministry is the work of the entire Church and 
that youth ministry is to draw upon the faith, the gifts, the talents, the energies, 
and the resources of the entire church community.”  

 
• The parish community-with its relationships, values, theology, mission, practices, 

and activities-- acts as a life and faith shaping system for teens.  
 

• Furthermore, ministry with teens is not the exclusive responsibility of the 
youth ministry coordinator and team.  

 
• The entire faith community and their embodied expression of 

intergenerational discipleship is the primary delivery system. The youth ministry 
coordinator and team are an integral part of a larger pastoral team.  

 
Characteristics: 
 

• “Third generation youth ministry” expands the boundaries to a macro level 
parish approach.  

 
• In other words, the effectiveness of a youth ministry is intimately connected 

to the health, vitality, leadership, and vision of the larger faith community. 
 
 
V. Growing A Culture of Discipleship 
 
A. Disciple: Learner 
 
 
 
B. The Process of Learning (best accomplished with an interplay of the below) 
 
 

• Information 
 
 

• Apprenticeship 
 

 
• Affiliation 
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VI. Epistemological Change 
 
Modern Postmodern 
Things may be proved 
 
 
 

Things may be probed 
 
 
 

Science to removes mystery Welcomes & celebrates mystery 
 
 
 

Truth through reason Truth through experience 
 
 
 

From truth to life 
 

From life to truth 
 
 
 

Truth expressed in propositions 
 

Truth expressed in narratives 
 
 
 

Individual Focus 
  

Corporate Focus 
 
 
 

Objective perspective 
 

Subjective perspective 
 
 
 

One way to live 
 
 
 

Many ways to live 
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VII. Communications Changes 
 
 
Broadcast Digital 
Big events            
     
 

Smaller venues  
 

Energizes the audience   Engages the audience 
 
 

Entertaining Interactive 
 
 

Expert led All Involved 
 
 

Universal program Community context  
 
 

Holy Spirit emphasis Body or church  
 
 

Emotionally touched Practical, hands on  
 
 

 
 
VIII. The Emerging Spirituality 
Expressive Communalism (Finding Faith: The Spiritual Quest of the Post Boomer 
Generation, Flory & Miller) 
 

• Moving away from individualistic questing.  
• Moving away from a spirituality that separates the HOLY.  
• Seeking a deep and meaningful spiritual experience within a close-knit physical 

community. 
• A holistic approach where the faith makes sense, is theologically grounded, and 

expressed in non rational, embodied ways. 
• EMBODIED: in worship, service and teachings. 
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IX. Shifting Towards an Incarnational Evangelization  
 
Isa. 7:14: Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with 
child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.  
 
Jesus is the Immanuel, or God with Us. Jesus is the model for all evangelization. 
 
Immanuelization: Be the presence of God; Be present to others; Live in humility. 
 
 

Modern Evangelization Immanuelization 
Individual belief as primary evangelistic 
entry point 
 
 

Faith community as primary 
evangelistic entry point  
 

Emphasis upon rational argument as 
the primary apologetic 

Emphasis upon the life of the church as 
the primary apologetic 
 
 

Emphasis upon individual questing 
(Good news for me) 
 

Emphasis upon service evangelization 
(Good news for others) 
 
 

Emphasis on developing searching faith Emphasis on developing affiliative faith 
 
 

Focus on future Kingdom 
 
 

Focus upon present Kingdom 
 

Appeal of “having it all together” 
 

Appeal of being together in our 
brokenness 
 
 

This is the RIGHT way 
 

This way WORKS 
 
 

The mission of evangelization 
 

The mission of people 
 
 

Agenda-driven 
 

Christ-like accompaniment 
 
 

 


