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Introduction 

Several people I know are having fortieth birthday parties.  The first “Baby Boomers” are now 

past forty years of age!  It is time for churches to consider their ministry with people who are in 

middle adulthood, forty to sixty years of age.  Many middle adult parents no longer have 

youngsters to bring to Sunday school or youth group.  Their continued presence in the church 

tends to depend on their own inner motivation.  The intent of this article is to help the church 

respond to and challenge this age group. 

But first some words about the nature of middle adulthood, the years forty to sixty (these 

boundaries are not rigid and could stretch five years either side).  The middle years do have a 

flavor of their own.1  There are physiological changes that take place in the decades from forty 

to sixty.  The effect of these changes can be minimal in one person’s life and dramatic in 

another.  The boundaries of middle adulthood are also set by cultural factors.  The expectation 

remains strong that persons should reach the top rung of their career ladder by the time they 

are forty.  Career crises at mid-life are often occasioned by the realization that one has gone as 

far as one can go in a particular field.  It is time for reassessment of one’s life.  The middle years 

are also the time of the “empty nest” with kids leaving for college, or job or armed services.  

Also one begins to feel concern for aging parents, who may be facing choices about medical 

needs, housing and relocation.   

Middle adulthood is a time for maturity.  It is a time when one has the opportunity to influence 

young adults, to relate to elders as a peer, to shape systems in the workplace, to influence 

community life and institutions.  Jesus’ words to Nicodemus, “You must be born anew” (John 

3:7), were addressed to a man in the prime of his life.  So life does begin at forty after all!  

Indeed C. G. Jung, the psychologist, once said that most of his clients over forty were seeking 

religious meaning.   The church has much to offer members of this group, if we are sensitive to 

their concerns and needs.   

I completed a Doctor of Ministry research project when I was pastor of the First Baptist Church 

of Woburn, Massachusetts.  This project involved a survey of adults in their middle years in six 

American Baptist congregations north of Boston (the First Baptist churches in Malden, Melrose, 

Reading, Stoneham, Winchester and Woburn).  The focus of the research was to discover how 

well the churches were helping adults in their middle years to develop their faith.  Several 

implications for the practice of ministry with this age group evolved and are shared here. 
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Church Work and Spirituality 

One of my concerns at the outset of the project was the preoccupation of many adults in their 

middle years with institutional maintenance rather than ministry.   Because of their skills, 

experience and confidence, adults in this age group provide a lot of leadership in the church.  

However, I have noticed a strong tendency for adults to see church work as separate from 

spiritual life, instead of seeing the former shaped by the latter.  Divorcing church work from 

spirituality leads to ministry burnout and deprives people of spiritual growth.  The 

understanding of faith as a changing relationship with God had a substantial presence in the 

churches I studied.  We should take steps to deepen that understanding because our 

relationship with God will help prevent the divorce of church work and spirituality. 

Every avenue of church work involves spirituality.  Finances involve principles of stewardship.  

Property management involves the way physical environment interacts with group processes.  

Recruitment involves the matching of people’s gifts to the work of the church.  Employment 

policies regarding church staff involve open communication and respect for persons.  

Leadership as servanthood is the spiritual principle that should undergird the whole 

administration of the local church. 

Adults in their middle years are among the most valuable resources in the church and need to 

be encouraged in leadership and ministry.  Continuing education for church leaders can help to 

change some of the commonly found attitudes and expectations about administration.  Area 

wide workshops or retreats are good opportunities for continuing education for laity. 

The Ministry of Questions 

Asking important questions is a helpful ministry.  I remember a lay person once telling me 

about the many visits he had received from clergy during his very long lifetime.  Not once had 

any of them asked about his spiritual condition.  According to C. G. Jung, the years past forty 

are ripe for introspection and the development of the inner life. 

My experience with this age group over recent years is that there is a lot of interest in the 

growth of their faith.  The following questions might be explored with this age group:  What 

Christians disciplines deepen our relationship with God?   What are the psychological, ethical 

and spiritual challenges that face us during middle adulthood?  What does mentoring mean in a 

Christian context?  What is our understanding of vocation during middle adulthood?  How is 

God active in our lives and work and worship? 

Respondents in my survey reported that boards and committees were the most frequent way 

for them to be involved in the mission of the church.  These involvements brought a sense of 

achievement and satisfaction from working together on a good cause.  My recommendation is 

that we should build on this involvement by asking questions at committee and board meetings 

so that people may share the meaning of their experience with one another and with God.  We 



should not let the experience be insular, but probe for connections with home, school, 

community, office and factory.   

Questions can help adults to focus on the meaning and purpose of their relationship with God 

and, one hopes, will lead to action and growth in faith. 

Faith and the Challenges of Middle Adulthood. 

People find it helpful when faith is related to the issues and crises of their lives.  How does faith 

help when a person in middle adulthood faces unemployment, divorce, health concerns, 

loneliness, troubled teenagers, drug or alcohol abuse, vocational choices, ethical decisions in 

the workplace? Is the church seen as a resource to make connections between faith and these 

issues? 

Practical limitations prevent most churches from having support groups to deal with all these 

issues, but existing ministries can focus on these needs.  Sermons might deal with these issues 

and draw illustrative material from the experiences of this age group.  Bible studies and retreats 

can incorporate these concerns.   

Occasional seminars are very useful.  The First Baptist Churches of Malden, Melrose, and 

Medford have worked together to present seminars on aging parents, marital relationships, 

making a will, and other topics.  Seminars of this kind are excellent vehicles for communicating 

support and resources for people dealing with difficult issues. 

In those areas where a church is not able to provide programming, clergy and leaders should 

make referrals to other churches or community agencies.  Pastoral counseling and mental 

health agencies often provide groups for those experiencing divorce or bereavement or dealing 

with aging parents.   Adult education programs at colleges often provide support and education 

for many issues of middle adulthood.  There are resources available for dealing with the issues 

of work, skills analysis, changing jobs, and unemployment.2  Alcoholics Anonymous and 

Narcotics Anonymous groups often meet in the fellowship halls of churches.  Their “Twelve 

Step” programs are exemplary models for spiritual growth. 

Mentoring and Spiritual Guidance 

Mentoring is a key component in faith development.  Much intergenerational communication is 

dependent on having people who can listen to and guide those younger than themselves.  The 

heart of mentoring is good parenting, which is hard to give if one did not receive it at an early 

age.  What can the church do to aid mentoring?  One place to begin is to offer parenting 

support and education.  As young adults grow as parents, they will be better equipped to be 

mentors to a younger generation.  Those in middle adulthood and older need to know how to 

listen, be firm, offer guidance, enable growth in others without controlling, and let go at the 
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right time.  Robert Gribbon in his research makes the point strongly that the place to begin 

young adult ministry is with adults who can provide mentoring for young adults.3    

Several churches in our area have recently reintroduced lay pastoral care – a form of 

mentoring- through their diaconates.  A primary concern has been to prevent the onset of 

inactivity in church members.  I have observed in a couple of churches that such a program has 

restored the heart of the diaconate, the work of reconciliation and caring for others. 

There is a widespread need in the church for spiritual directors who can provide guidance to 

others in the life of prayer.  We live in such a compulsive and addictive world that most of us 

need help in relating to God more deeply in prayer.4  I recently attended a retreat on prayer 

provided by the Shalom Institute in Washington, D.C.  Nearly all the fifty or so participants were 

in their middle adult years. 

Spiritual Disciplines 

Lastly, educational ministry should include classes and retreats on the spiritual disciplines, with 

particular attention to journal writing, dream interpretation, contemplation, silence, personal 

retreat and spiritual direction.  In an age when many adults in their middle years are addicted 

to stress and overload, teaching about prayer and meditation as channels of grace is very 

helpful. 5  Art, music, drama and nature appreciation are also avenues of spiritual growth that 

provide a holistic balance.  Several Gallup surveys over recent years have repeatedly found that 

30 to 40 percent of people report having sudden mystical experiences such as feelings of union 

with the Divine, a spiritual awakening related to nature, healing experiences, visions, voices, 

dreams, and near-death experiences.  These topics are wonderful curriculum for retreats and 

courses on the spiritual life.6 

If we are discovering our gifts and our calling to serve God in the world, if we are discovering 

that the way of spiritual growth is fraught with temptation, and if we are discovering the 

gracious presence of God in our lives, then we are on a good spiritual foundation to face the 

middle years.  These years can be the most fruitful of a Christian’s life.  During these years we 

can, in the words of the Westminster Confession, both “enjoy and glorify God” and trust that 

such a process will go on forever. 
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