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INTRODUCTION 

Like many denominations in the United States, the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod (LCMS) has been in 
a state of decline since the 1960’s.  Concerns over the decline have been brought into sharper focus with 
the emergence of research from a number of sources1 on the limited numbers of Millennials who remain 
with the Christian faith.  The impetus for this study came from several small research projects conducted 
within the Youth Ministry Office of the LCMS in 2016-2017.  Conversations with professors in the field of 
Christian education from institutions of the LCMS resulted in the formation of the research team and the 
final formulate of this research project.  

According to a 2015 study, Millennials make 23% of the U.S. Population, but make up only 11% of U.S. 
Church membership.2 The LCMS fares slightly better with 15% of members being Millennials 
(approximately 300,000 of the Synod’s 2 million members). Millennials where truly never present in the 
LCMS in large numbers to begin with. While anecdotally, pastors and church leaders bemoan what they 
perceive as a recent loss of young adults, the current generation of young adults can be argued to merely 
reflect the results of the historic decline in retention over multiple generations. An analysis of retention 
rates back to the 1950’s, reveal that not much has changed statistically speaking related to the retention 
of children from baptism to confirmation and confirmation1 to adult congregational participation 
following high school.    

To provide an accurate picture of what is and is not taking place in the LCMS, the researchers designed a 
three-phase study seeking to accomplish the following: 

1) Provide church leaders and ministers with a better understanding of the retention of young people in 
the LCMS 
a) Statistics on actual rates of retention 
b) Demographic comparisons of those who stayed vs those who left 
c) Quantitative and qualitative data 

2) Equip the church to be better engage and minister to today’s young adults, both inside and outside 
of the church. 
a) Identifies and measures the broad spectrum of beliefs, passions and values. 
b) Identify obstacles that may stand in the way of young adults returning to the LCMS. 

 
1 Confirmation is a rite of the church practiced by Lutheran and theological traditions who practice infant baptism. 
For Lutherans, this rite is a non-Sacramental, public affirmation of the faith following catechesis typically taught by 
the pastor or other church worker over a 1-3 year period using Luther’s Small Catechism a guide to understanding 
the foundational teaching of the Bible.  



c) Find intersection points between today’s Millennials and the church to engage their interests and 
values. 

3) Inform the church as it develops strategies for improving retention of future generations. 
a) Better equip parents, churches, and young people to face opposing views and pressures from the 

culture. 
b) Learn from both the positive and negative experiences that affected the older generation in their 

youth. 

PHASE 1: CONGREGATIONAL SURVEY 

The initial phase of the research sought to assess the current state of the relational connection between 
young adults who were confirmed in an LCMS congregation between 2004-2006 and the congregation in 
which they were confirmed.  This 2004-2006 range of years was selected based upon the assumption that 
youth in the typical LCMS confirmation program are generally between 12-14 years of age, making those 
confirmed between 2004-2006 part of the current young adult population.  

A random sample of 1800 LCMS congregations received an online survey, to which 184 congregations 
(10.2%) responded.  While this was not the response rate that was initial desired, the team believed that 
there was adequate data returned to provide direction toward phase two of the study. The margin of 
error was +/- 6%. 

Nearly a quarter (23%) of respondents reported that they lacked useable records from that time period.  
This was due in part to the number of pastors who were not serving their current congregations during 
the time period being examined. However, the lack of quality record keeping revealed a lack of guidance, 
training, and expectation on record keeping from pastors, secretaries, and lay leaders. This was an 
immediate point of concern for the research team.  Assuming that this is more unintentional neglect than 
a deliberate lack of record keeping, not much in the way of reassurance regarding the efforts being 
undertaken by LCMS to minister to and care for their teens and young adults was discovered.  

Where the pastor currently serving the congregation was present during 2004-2006, the retention of 
young adults was noticeably higher (35%) compared to situations in which the current pastor was not 
serving (24%) in the congregation at that time. 

In addition to the impact of the longevity of the pastor of the local congregation, the changes in youth 
ministry staffing had an impact.  



 

This effect is controlled for by the size of congregation and number of young adults present, thus limiting 
or eliminating their effect. The question asked if there had been any of these changes in the past 15 years. 
While these correlations are significant, they did not show up in regression analysis. 

Analysis of data from the first phase pointed to four predictors for high retention of LCMS young adults.  

1) Having a large number of young adults who joined the congregation after high school  

What was seen here may be described as an attraction factor.  These were congregations that possessed 
some essential element in their DNA that contributed to their abilities to retain young adults and more 
significantly to attract other young adults from other LCMS congregations and beyond.  

2) Having a reduced number of confirmands who leave before high school graduation  

While this may seem tautological, efforts to retain youth between confirmation and high school 
graduation do have an impact despite losses that tend to result following graduation.  

3) Being a larger congregation  

Based on average weekly worship attendance, larger congregations are more likely to produce young 
people who remain connected to the LCMS regardless of whether they stay in their home congregation 
or join another church. 

4) Having younger adult leaders (specifically, younger than 32 years old)  

This may be the most important of all the above factors, especially since it is something on which 
congregations could decide to take action. Putting young adults in leadership roles is something tangible 
that congregations can do to improve retention. 
 

There were also three variables that were found to have no direct impact on retention of LCMS young 
adults.  

1) Age of senior pastor  



Despite the importance of having young leaders, the age of the senior/sole pastor appeared to have no 
impact. Additionally, in only 14 of the congregations that responded was the senior/sole pastor of the 
congregation the youngest leader, and only two of those pastors were under age 32.  

2) Changes to Confirmation programs or youth ministry, other than staff changes.  

Most congregations made one or more changes to ministry or programs with and for youth; however, 
with the exception of adding or eliminating staff members dedicated to this age group, these changes had 
no measurable impact on retention.  

3) Presence of local colleges  

There was a slight positive impact on attracting new young adults (it is debatable whether it is statistically 
significant). Even so, the effect was not as much as might have been expected. 

PHASE 2: YOUNG ADULT SURVEY - QUANTITATIVE DATA 

Research in Phase 2 turned to surveying young adults directly. Congregations that responded to the survey 
in Phase 1 were asked to encourage their young adults, both current and former members, to participate 
in an online survey. Through the use of social media on the part of the research team and other LCMS 
supporters of the research, a total of 2,046 young adults participated in the survey.  The average age of 
participants was 24. Twice as many (66%) were female as opposed to male (34%).  The typical spent to 
complete the survey was 15-20 minutes, which is a considerable amount of time for so many young adults 
(or any adult for that matter) to give to an online survey.  

The survey asked participants about their lives, faith practices, and theology. A subset of additional 
questions were provided only to those participants who self-identified as inactive or having left the 
church. Both quantitative and qualitative data were gathered from the survey. The participants of the 
survey were able to be classified using six categories: 

LCMS – (1,576) 

1) Active LCMS (1,393) – those who worship at an LCMS church at least once a month 
2) Nominal LCMS (186) – those who do not attend worship monthly, but still consider themselves LCMS 

Lutherans 

Not LCMS Today – (355) 

3) Evangelical Protestant (163) – those attending evangelical protestant denominations (WELS, SBC, PCA, 
etc.), or a non-denominational church 

4) Mainline Protestant (63) – those in mainline denominations (ELCA, PCUSA, UMC, etc.) 
5) Non-Protestant Christian (11) – those who are now Catholic or Orthodox 
6) Unaffiliated (92) – those who identified themselves as atheists, agnostics, spiritual but not religious 

(SBNR) with not church activity, or belonging to a different faith 

An additional unclassifiable group (26) was also noted. These people indicated they were “Spiritual but 
not religious” but reported active church attendance and did not fit statistically with other groups. 

The Pew Religious Landscape Survey (RLS) 2014 had a large enough sample to inform us about the 
distribution of Young Adults who left the LCMS.3 Our sample was somewhat biased in that it drew fewer 



participants from “unaffiliated” and more from evangelical denominations and can thus not be used to 
determine the overall number of individuals in these categories.  

From the non-LCMS and “nominal LCMS Lutherans” respondents, the researchers received over 55,000 
words in open-ended questions about their spiritual journey and their thoughts on the LCMS. 
This proved to be a rich data set from which to gain an understanding of the quantitative portion of the 
survey.  

 

 

A series of questions related to social and theological issues, allowed the researchers to group the 
participants based on how conservative or liberal their views tended to be. This was done not merely as 
an examination of demographics, but more to establish any pattern between the views of participants 
and their retention in the LCMS, a traditionally conservative church body both theologically and politically.  



Young adults, even when they held more 
liberal views than the church, were most 
likely to report that their parents allowed 
them freedom to express and explore. 

Those whose parents are not currently 
actively attending church, are twice as 
likely to hold liberal views today: 
• Parents active in church = 20.5% liberal  
• Parents not attending church = 41.9% 
liberal 
Young Adults who did not attend worship 
regularly in high school are twice as likely 
to hold liberal views today: 
• Attended worship weekly = 22.6% liberal  
• Attended less than monthly = 48.6% 

liberal 
Those who were homeschooled for high school are much less likely to hold liberal views today: 

• Homeschoolers = 7.9% liberal  
• Any other school types = 26.2% liberal 

 
The formation of the worldview for a young adult is often contingent upon those who have influence 
within their lives.  Young adults in this study cited their parents as significant influences. While this 
influence was usually positive, those who left the LCMS were more than twice as likely to say a parent had 
a negative influence (13% vs 5%). Parents ranked in the Top 10 of major components of accounts of their 
“pivotal moments.” Parents were specifically mentioned as a crucial part of the pivotal moment narratives 
46 times (roughly 4% of comments regardless of current affiliation). 

Nearly 3 in 4 young adults (72%) listed at least one parent as one of the most influential people in their 
lives. Each young adult listed up to five “Most Influential People” in their spiritual lives. Of the nearly 7,000 
influencers provided almost 1 in 3 were parents (and a quarter were pastors).  Further it is worth noting 
that since the survey asked participants to list five people this suggests that in many cases both parents 
made the list of influencers. It is important to note that this influence was not always positive.  The study 
found that 1 in every 5 mentions of a pastor by a young adult noted his negative influence on them or 
those they care about.  Only about 5% of the mentions of teachers or family members were negative.  



 

Natural connection points with church leadership such as the pastor demonstrating personal care, was a 
safe person to talk to, the presence of a youth worker, and living locally all had an influence on maintaining 
a young adult’s connection to the LCMS.  It is notable that the personal touch and that safe person to talk 
to, were far more of an influence than other factors.  

PHASE 2:  ONLINE SURVEY OF YOUNG ADULTS - QUALITATIVE DATA 

In addition to the rich quantitative data that was gathered from the study, the 377 non-LCMS respondents 
and 44 of the “nominal LCMS Lutherans” provided over 55,000 words in open-ended questions about 
their spiritual journey and their thoughts on the LCMS.  This openness to share provided additional rich 
data that was coded and mined by the research team.   

It may sometimes be anecdotally believed that young adults naturally drift from the church only to find 
their way back after marriage and children. This was not what this study found.  In fact, there was only 
one response that approximated this view. We found that leaving the church was a far more active and 
deliberate action than perhaps we would believe. 

As noted above, the presence of someone whom the young adults believe could be trusted as a safe 
person with whom to talk at church validated the value of relationships to maintaining connection 
between young adults and the LCMS. Nearly 1 in 10 of the “pivotal moments” comments from those who 
left the LCMS mentioned an experience in which their questions, concerns or doubts were ignored or 
dismissed. 

Additional relational factors that were identified as significant from the home church that influence 
retention included: 

• Active LCMS feel the church supported their growth and looked out for their best interests(?) 

• Active LCMS were much more likely to feel comfortable inviting friends to church 

• Active LCMS did not see much of a problem in the way their home church handled conflict and mental 
health issues 

The young adults in the study emphasized concepts like “relational” and “authentic” in ways that were far 
more than being mere buzz words.  They expressed a desire to feel cared for on a personal, individual 



manner. They want to be able to ask deep questions or raise concerns without being ignored or dismissed. 
They desire open discussions about complicated issues where there is room for dissent without fear of 
judgement (especially in politics). They yearn to feel safe enough to confide major issues such as abuse, 
mental illnesses and doubts to pastors and other ministers. If they move away, they would like to be able 
to look to their home church for assistance or guidance in finding a new church to connect with similar to 
the one they are leaving. They want people to acknowledge the world is a broken and hard place, that 
there are not always easy answers, but within that broken world that there are people who care about 
them personally no matter what happens. 

The study identified a strong correlation between long term retention and feeling cared for personally as 
well as the inverse, where feeling dismissed or ignored correlated strongly with leaving both their local 
church and the LCMS generally. In the language used, it was evident that the concerns related to their 
trust level in the institution of the church was based on key relationship with specific significant 
individuals.  

“People stay in the church, in my experience, because of the innate sense of belonging. If you find that you 
no longer need that stable community, having found it elsewhere, there is not much incentive for members 
to stay.” 25-year-old now Atheist 

In tandem with direct personal relational ministry, the study found that LCMS congregations that promote 
young adult ministry along with other ministries are the most likely to have young adults as an active part 
of their overall ministry.  

 

 “…every LCMS congregation I have been to lacks a young adult group which is becoming a forgotten part 
of the church (probably hence this survey).  Being a young adult in a new city, I find the church a great 
place to meet people who share my values and if there is no dedicated young adult group, I feel left out 
and don't know where to begin to meet peers with my values.  A young adult group that is open and 
welcoming to new people AND has structure is the first thing I look for in a church combined with sound 
doctrine, of course.” 24 year old now Non-denominational  

Longer term, this relational connection may be enriched and extended through dating and marriage. It is 
natural to assume, and the survey results bear this out, that those who date and/or marry within a 



particular faith tradition are more likely to remain connected to and actively involved in that faith 
tradition.  

 

Some young adults expressed a desire not only for the connection found through marriage, but also for 
other relationships. Many who did not experience those connections sought and found them elsewhere.  

“[In my home church] there were not many ways to get connected. …my church never made me feel 
welcome. There were not opportunities to connect with my age group after high school and the sermons 
were not relevant. …I feel more connected in my Nazarene church because I am able to volunteer, serve, 
connect with twenty-somethings, reach out to my pastor. I feel wanted and loved and my faith is stronger 
than ever. But there are many from my former LCMS youth group who have left the church altogether or 
become atheist. I feel that my Lutheran church could have done more but just didn’t care.” 24 year old 
now Nazarene  

 

A component part of many young adults in this study related to a relational connection with their home 
congregation is the ability to become actively involved in the church’s ministry. The findings of this study 
mirrored the findings of the Millennial Impact Report from 2014.4 Young adults crave to be active in the 
community.  They want to be able to be empowered to make the world a better place and do not 



understand when the church fails to join them in the endeavor. If young adults find that the church is a 
place where they can serve they are far less likely to disconnect.  

 

 As noted previously, young adults who remain connected to the LCMS are the most likely to have been 
ministered to during a pivotal or transitional moment in their lives. The narrative data contained both 
wonderful stories of this ministry as well as truly saddening stories of perceived neglect.  

“After my friends were in the car crash when I was 16 
I started questioning. After my youth group told me 
not to come back if I wasn't going to attend regularly, 
I quit God. I came back by the grace of God and strong 
friends in college. None of the people who helped me 
were Lutheran.” 22 year old active LCMS Lutheran 

This particular individual is interesting in that he has 
maintained his connection to the LCMS despite his 
negative experience. Many others rejected the 
church that they saw as rejecting them in their time 
of need. The form of the rejection did not always 
involve dramatic circumstance; however, the results 
tended to be similar. 

I emailed a leader of our congregation inquiring of the 
nearest church and never received a reply. I have also reached out regarding simple things like receiving 
offering envelopes and never got an answer. 20 year old now ELCA  

The most common pivotal moments cited by young adults in this study included moments that were both 
moments of positive personal growth as well as moments of personal tragedy. Some were clearly 
dramatic, while others may have appeared on the surface to be minor at the time (e.g., having doubts or 
questions ignored or “dismissed.”) 



 

Neglect was reported by some who felt that they were simply dropped when they transitioned from high 
school to college. 

“I believe many of my peers feel the same way. We would like to participate but feel largely forced out and 
unwelcome. …I have never had a church leader ask me of my opinions or get to know me. There has been 
little effort made to reach the millennial population.  …After I was confirmed in 8th grade and went to high 
school I was never reached out to or included in any church meetings despite technically being a member. 
I wanted to participate but had very few options to do so.” 20 year old now ELCA  

The study confirms that the transition from high school graduation to college or the work force is crucial.  
Whether the particular young adults remain locally or relocate for college, there is a desire for intentional 
ministry on the part of the home congregation to the young adult.  There is also a desire for young people 
to be listened to. They are seeking real and authentic relationships in which they are able to be vulnerable 
and have someone listen to them without trying to fix them or the issue being share.  

In maintaining this relational connection with their local church, young adults see it as important for the 
church to take ownership of its own mistakes. Young adults, having matured, are now in a better position 
to notice the sins of their congregations.  They have real hurts related to having been ignored and for the 
church to again earn their trust in order to restore a relationship with them and again minister to them, 
the church needs to be open to seeking forgiveness.  

PHASE 3: FOCUS GROUPS 

This final phase of the study was intended to confirm and/or flesh out further some of the themes already 
identified in the first two phases of the study.  It was hoped that the use of focus groups would confirm 
or clarify for the research team the true meaning behind the data, especially data from Phase 2 that was 
received directly from young adults with a history in the LCMS. However, unlike Phase 2, where the 
response rate was above that which was expected, the Phase 3 focus groups did not garner as significant 
of rate of participation.  Despite interest expressed by many former LCMS young adults in Phase 2 of the 
study to continue to share their thoughts, and despite communication on the part of the research team 
of their intent to do so, no focus groups of former LCMS young adults were able to come together.  
Invitations were issued, and some former LCMS young adults signed up to participate in online focus 
groups, but in the end they did not participate as hoped. While this limits the applicability of this final 
phase of the research, rich additional data was gathered from 8 focus groups held online (5) and face-to-
face across the country (3).  



The discussions in the focus groups revolved around the following areas: 

• Fellowship and church community 
• Young adult congregational life 
• Importance of young adult presence at church 
• What it means to be warm and welcoming 
• The church and diversity 
• Issues the church needs to talk about more 
• Confirmation 
• What older generations need to know about young adults 
• If the LCMS were a person… 

Transcription, coding and analysis of the focus groups helped to provide some additional understanding 
and nuance to the phase two data.  

Fellowship and Church Community: There is a strong desire among young adults to “do life together.”  
This means not just having a casual once a week kind of relationship, but rather a relational connect with 
greater depth and time together. They want the people with whom they are in community at church to 
be open and honest, especially regarding the brokenness, doubts, and struggles that are an authentic part 
of the Christian life. Young adults want to see all ages and types of people serving together as the body of 
Christ. Keywords: LIFE TOGETHER; REAL; AUTHENTIC; HONEST; OPEN; ALL GENERATIONS. 

Young Adult Congregation Life: Young adults are generally turned off by the idea of “programs.” Instead 
they prefer organic fellowship opportunities both with fellow young adults and cross-generationally.  This 
is reflected in their desire to be involved in the whole life of the congregation. Young adults do not just 
need a college-level “youth group.” As adults they expressed a desire to be fully included. Young adults 
want to have opportunities to serve others.  They want to serve and contribute to making a difference in 
their community.  Young adults need to be given leadership roles in the church.  This is both for their own 
sake as well as for the sake of the church. For their sake, allowing them a place to contribute and a path 
for growth. For the church’s sake, raising up new leadership with fresh perspectives and the opportunity 
to reach more of their own and emerging generations for Christ. Keywords: FELLOWSHIP; SERVICE; 
LEADERSHIP; PROGRAMS 

Importance of a Young Adult Presence at Church: The young adults in the focus groups often ranked 
having young adults present in the local church at 8 or 9, but their commitment to right doctrine was 
notably stronger.  This may have much to do with the self-selection process for those who have chosen 
to remain in the LCMS.  It would be natural to assume a stronger emphasis on right doctrine in those who 
have a stronger ongoing affiliation to the LCMS, a church body noted for an emphasis on maintaining 
doctrinal rigor. Having other young adults around in the life of the local congregation provides peers who 
are experiencing the same phase of life, the same struggles, and the same joys together. Keywords: 
SHARED-LIFE EXPERIENCE; RELEVANT; SUPPORT 

Warm and Welcoming: Young adults want to be a part of warm and friendly churches, that are marked 
by intentionality in building relationships.  Focus group participants mentioned the value of simple things 
like remembering their names as evidence of this intentionality. Young adults are concerned about the 
closed-mindedness that they find in many churchgoers. They see this closed-mindedness reflected in 
judgmental responses to others appearance and behaviors.  Warm and welcoming then involves a 



willingness to truly be open to those who look and behavior differently, than the perceived norms of the 
local congregation. The young adults in the focus groups had little patience for hypocrisy. They noted this 
hypocrisy pointing out that they see this taking shape when church members, especially leaders, try to 
look as if they have it all together.  Instead, young adults value authenticity in their leaders.  They want to 
see leaders who are able to be open about their own struggles and welcoming to others who are also 
struggling to do so together. Keywords: WARM; WELCOMING; INCLUSIVE; DIVERSITY; CLOSED-MINDED; 
HYPOCRITE; JUDGING 

The Church and Diversity: It is not just the LCMS, but the church in the United States of America more 
broadly that is failing at encouraging or even facilitating racial diversity. While this was an important value 
for the young adults in the focus groups, it is worth noting that they extended the need for diversity 
beyond factors such as race or ethnicity. One way in which this was expresses was to “be as diverse as 
your neighborhood.”  Keywords: INCLUSIVE; WELCOMING; REFLECTING THE NEIGHBORHOOD 

Issues the Church Needs to Talk about More: In reviewing the recordings for the focus groups, the 
researchers noted that there were issues that the young adults themselves were hesitant to verbalize. 
Frequent filler terms were used like “things and stuff” rather than name particular issues directly.  Despite 
their own discomfort, the young adults value and seek a church that is more comfortable with their 
articulating their thoughts related to difficult issues such as mental health, sexual and gender identity, 
and other issues that tend to divide both personally and politically. These young adults challenged church 
leaders to not just teach that certain things are bad, but instead to teach how and why to live rightly.  They 
want to have a compelling alternate vision for life presented, not just a list of what they should be against.  
The young adults recognized their own need to learn how to engage and respond well to a culture that 
has radically different views on a variety of social and political issues. Keywords: OPEN; CONVERSATIONS; 
DISMISSIVE; THINGS & STUFF 

Confirmation: Reflecting back upon their experience during confirmation instruction, young adults noted 
that they were raised to think critically.  Asking tough questions is the way in which many of them learn, 
not a sign of a problem.  Confirmation instruction should be structured to allow for difficult questions to 
be asked and discussed in depth without fear or judgment. Keywords: TOUGH QUESTIONS; REASONS 
WHY; DIALOGUE; INFORMATION DUMP 

What Older Generations Need to Know about Young Adults: The young adults in the focus groups made 
it clear that they are not children anymore, yet they struggle at times being seen as such by older 
generations.  They are adults trying to find room in spaces crowded by Boomers and Gen Xers. Young 
adults are normal human beings going through a normal stage of life.  They are diverse in terms of where 
they are at in life and thus need to be understood on an individual level, not merely as a group or 
generational category. There is no magic bullet to understand them.  It just takes time and personal 
relational investment.  

If the LCMS were a person…: This final focus group question was often received with a good-mannered 
sense of humor, consistent with the manner in which it was asked.  However, personifying the church 
body in which these young adults grew up and chose to remain a part of was revealing.  While many of 
the most obvious quirks of the LCMS were raised, so too was a great fondness and love that these young 
adults have for their church. Perhaps a good summary might be that the LCMS is seen as well-meaning 
though not always wise in how it chooses to act or not act.  



CONCLUSION 

By and large this study revealed consistency between the experiences of LCMS young adults with those 
of other denominations as seen across other studies. The young adults in this research were remarkably 
open and desired that the church find a way to reciprocate. This is not a call to change positions 
theologically, which has and continues to happen in some quarters of the church.  Rather, this is a call to 
establish a more intentional relational ministry beginning with the parents of emerging generations and 
extending that relationship from childhood through young adulthood and beyond. 

There is little excuse for the church, the community and Body of Christ here on earth, to fail to keep track 
of the lives or even whereabouts of the young people that are entrusted to their care. It is people, not 
programs that matter. The ministry of the local church, LCMS or not, should reflect this value.  
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