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David Setran knows what it's like to minister to emerging adults—he's been working with them for nearly two 
decades. He worked with an emerging adult ministry in Bloomington, Indiana, for several years before 
becoming a professor at Wheaton College (Wheaton, Illinois). Between formal ministry opportunities at 
church and regular informal mentoring opportunities he has with students, David has lots of experience with 
those in emerging adulthood. He's also co-writing a book to help churches make use of the research done on 
the life stage, covering key issues for emerging adults like identity and vocation, relationship and intimacy, 
moral development and formation, involvement in the local church, mentoring, and spiritual formation. 
 
SmallGroups.com sat with David to learn about emerging adults and how small groups can meet their needs. 
 
SmallGroups.com: Emerging adulthood is a relatively new life stage. When was it recognized, and how 
is it defined? 
People didn't start defining emerging adulthood as a life stage until around 2000, and Jeffrey Arnett was a 
pioneer in talking about it. It formed as a result of social changes in the culture. One change is the extension of 
higher education—not only more people going to college, but also more people going for advanced degrees. 
The other is delaying marriage. The average age for marriage is 28 for men and 26 for women when just 40 
years ago it was 23 and 21, respectively. Because of those two things, a lot of the traditional markers of 
adulthood—finishing school, getting a job, becoming financially independent, leaving home, getting married, 
having children—have been pushed back. So between 18 and 30, between leaving home for college and that 
time when all these things come to pass, has become a stage unto itself. It’s ill-defined and very vague because 
there are no clear social markers attached to it. Instead, most people now define adulthood as a sense of 
autonomy and independence—the ability to come up with my own beliefs and ideas free from my parents and 
authority figures. So emerging adulthood is a time for exploration without much responsibility. People are 
trying to figure out where they fit in life and what their calling is. 
 
Arnett has five defining characteristics of emerging adulthood: (1) It’s a time of identify formation with “who 
am I” questions. (2) It’s a time of instability as they move from place to place and job to job without a lot of 
rootedness. (3) It’s a time of self-focus—which may be perceived as negative, but it's really tied to finding out 
the answers to the “who am I” questions. (3) It’s a time of feeling in between—they’re not quite youth, not 
quite adults. (5) It’s the age of possibilities, a time with tons of options and possibilities. That can bring 
liberation—"I’m not locked into any one thing"—and it can bring a lot of anxiety—it’s difficult to know what 
to choose. 
 
What helps to spiritually form emerging adults? 
I think mentoring in particular is critical for their spiritual formation. They need older adults who can serve as 
guides as they move from adolescence to adulthood in such a way that they feel excited about the prospect of 
becoming an adult. One of the things I have found in my research is that adulthood is something to be held at 
arm's length, to be resisted at all costs. A lot of emerging adults see adulthood as this time when all excitement 
is lost, all freedom is lost, and everything becomes routine and static. They desperately need mentors that 
demonstrate life doesn't end when you become an adult. They need to see lives that are well-lived for the 
kingdom, that demonstrate to them that this is the beginning of something really exciting. 
 
Mentors for emerging adults need to realize they don't need to tell them what to do, what to think, and how to 
live. Emerging adults are trying to form their own voice, and mentors can nurture, develop, and encourage that 
voice. The mentor should be someone who's going to walk alongside them. And, to be honest, I have found 
that emerging adults are really seeking mentors. A lot of times older adults actually feel intimidated to take on 
a role like that because they feel outdated or don't feel they understand youth culture, but that's exactly what 
emerging adults need—to see what life on the other side looks like and how to live that life well.  

 Spiritual Formation of Emerging 
Adults 
How small groups can help meet that need 
Interview with David Setran 
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That's a convicting call for adults in the church! 
Exactly! With the fragmentation of the family and shifts in culture, a lot of emerging adults haven’t really seen 
that modeled for them. So it would be great to see that in the church, in all the different stages of life. It's an 
urgent call. 
 
What else should we keep in mind for their spiritual formation? 
Emerging adults are globally-minded. Social justice issues are at the forefront of their minds, and as they're 
expanding their understanding of the gospel, they're including these bigger issues like poverty and the AIDS 
crisis. That's something they really have to teach older adults—their zeal, enthusiasm, and idealism. 
Sometimes older adults try to soften the idealism. Instead they should nurture it, helping to direct it in channels 
that would be beneficial for the kingdom.  
 
Emerging adults are also looking for spiritual depth and transcendence that goes beyond the day-to-day routine 
of their lives. So emerging adults are drawn to spiritual disciplines because they engage the spiritual world and 
the physical world. It gives them a way to connect with God in a personal way. I feel emerging adults, more 
than any other group, resist ministry programs that are purely programmatic. They're looking for authenticity 
and connection. To just find the right music or something like that is not as helpful as engaging them in true 
connectedness with God through the Holy Spirit. Spiritual disciplines can do that. 
 
How can small groups meet the needs of emerging adults? 
Christian Smith in Souls in Transition, talks about how emerging adults are dealing with two big things that I 
believe small groups can help with. The first is distractions. Emerging adults are doing lots of things for the 
first time—living with other people, paying bills, being on their own—which can all be distractions. Plus, just 
think of all the technology distractions! Small groups are one place to call their attention back to their true 
identities in Christ on a regular basis. 
 
The other thing is disruptions. Emerging adults are in between relationships, apartments, and jobs. They're 
always moving, mobile, and instable. Small groups can serve as a grounding place—where amidst all the 
movement and unsettledness, there's one group of people that stays steady. Small groups can help establish 
habits and patterns that will last through life. And if this is a time of unadulterated freedom and exploration, 
small groups can provide accountability regarding beliefs, lifestyle, and decisions. A small group reminds 
emerging adults, perpetually, that you belong to God. You are not your own; you've been bought with a price. 
 
Small groups can also serve as family for emerging adults. When we leave home for the first time, small 
groups can serve as our place of connectedness and community, a place where people know me and I know 
them. And these people can help you process through these big life questions. So if it's questions about 
relationships or vocation, even questions about the world—here's a place where you can ask those questions 
and hopefully answer those questions for others. And if there's anything emerging adults often lack, it's that.  
 
Small groups can also help you feel like you're not crazy. Because when you’re surrounded by people who 
don't have faith or aren't living out the faith, you may start to wonder, Is this just the way I grew up? A small 
group can remind you that this is true and you're moving in the right direction. And at a time when we're so 
worried about finding a spouse and job, where that becomes the most important part of who we are, the small 
group can continually remind us of our real identity. 
 
You mentioned calling and vocation. How can small groups help emerging adults figure out their 
callings? 
The group can help point out how members can use their gifts and passions for the kingdom. And part of small 
groups is seeking God for vision and guidance. It's encouraging for emerging adults to know other people are 
praying for them, lifting them up before God. It's also one of the ways God works to bring wisdom into their 
lives. This vocational discernment process should be taking place within the context of a small group of people 
that really know them and can affirm the things they see. 
 
 
What holds emerging adults back from getting involved in the church? 
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Churches often don't provide enough responsibilities to emerging adults, like opportunities to pastor and 
mentor, getting their feet wet doing actual ministry work. One of the most powerful things churches can do is 
apprentice them and say, "We see this in you. You have amazing potential for service to the kingdom, so we as 
the older adults in the church are going to walk alongside you, shepherd you, and apprentice you so you can 
see what it's like to get involved." They will make mistakes, but it's one of the ways we can give them an 
opportunity to grow. 
 
On the other hand, emerging adults don’t always feel they're at a point where they can contribute. They don't 
feel like an adult yet, and they don't feel capable of discipling another person or mentoring someone. They 
wonder, How can I invest in other people when I still don't know who I am and haven't found my place in the 
world? 
 
How has your research on emerging adults changed how you interact with students—both inside and 
outside the classroom? 
One thing it's done for me is to recognize that my role is both professor and mentor. And part of that is to be a 
safe place, in that students can come asking those big questions. It has really highlighted the role of listening. I 
think mentors and leaders have the tendency to speak into the lives of those who are coming in, and that has its 
place. But I find that emerging adults desire someone to listen to them, to hear them, recognize them. They 
usually don't have that place of belonging, so they need somebody that will listen well, and not just give them 
an answer to be done with them, or to fix a problem they have. Emerging adults want someone who is willing 
to sit with them, to listen to their story, to share his or her own story, and to recognize and affirm this journey 
they're on. And that means speaking only after having listened and only after having expressed a willingness to 
bear their burdens, to walk alongside them. There's a need for balance between support and challenge; you 
have to have both. You do have to offer words of challenge, accountability, even rebuke when needed, but it's 
all within this broader context of support. I think if people know that you're not going anywhere, they're 
willing to be challenged. They're also going to be more honest and vulnerable.  
 
I think it's also been helpful to be vulnerable with them, to let them into my world as much as possible. So 
whether it's having people over to our home or doing things together at church, it's not just a classroom thing 
or an office thing, but that kind of all–of-life interaction. I also immerse myself in their world as much as 
possible—visiting the dorms, being in the dining hall—to let them know they're not just a task or project. I 
think they want to know that we see them as people created in God's image and with great value. It's not a 
program, but it's this life-on-life interaction that takes place. And at that stage of life, when they often feel 
isolated and alone, even in large groups of people, to be heard, to be seen—for someone to actually take the 
initiative to ask about their story—really helps them feel a degree of settledness, a degree of being at home. 
 
Anything Else? 
Something that's been very helpful to me is knowing that this time of life is a hinge moment. This is something 
I got from John Piper, that there are two virtues needed in this time of life. We need to instill within emerging 
adults both a sense of gratitude—looking back with thankfulness for what's come before—and also a sense of 
faith and hopefulness of what is to come. Piper says gratitude is this very humble virtue and faith is this very 
bold virtue, and if emerging adults can develop both at this stage of life, it sets them up really well for what's to 
come. Small groups are great places for this to happen because they allow you to reflect on the past and where 
you come from, and give you a sense of confidence and faith—that you can do this because Christ can do this 
in you. 
 
—DAVID SETRAN is an Associate Professor of Christian Formation and Ministry at Wheaton College; 
copyright 2012 by Christianity Today. 

Discuss 
1. Are you living a life well-lived for the kingdom? What might your life model to emerging adults—both 

good and bad? 
2. What steps can you take to intentionally mentor the emerging adults in your group? 
3. How well do your group members listen to one another? What steps can you take to help your group 

members listen well? 


