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PERSONAL THOUGHTS FROM 2016
I am a 36-year-old, single woman, living in Denton since August 2006. As
the Director of the Baptist Student Ministry at the University of North
Texas (UNT BSM), I partner with over 90 Denton Baptist Association
churches to engage our community with the Gospel. I primarily focus on
helping bridge local churches to the 60,000 college students on the
campuses in Denton County. My position affords me the opportunity to
visit church services and I often observe some demographics that are
missing in attendance. There are not many people like me. I see young
families, I see multi-generations, but I do not see singles and college
students sitting in the seats. These observations led to a desire to learn
more about the demographics of Denton County. While I knew the
number of college students in the area, I was not aware of how many
people in their 20s and 30s, single or married, called Denton home. I
want to start our conversation by sharing about a specific ministry
opportunity that has challenged, and honestly changed, the way I view
ministry and outreach towards those that are not being engaged with the
Gospel. During my time at the UNT BSM, I recognized that our ministry
was not an adequate reflection of our campus. One of the key
populations that were completely absent in our ministry was the
student-athlete.
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PROXIMITY, PRESENCE, AND PATIENCE ARE ESSENTIAL WHEN

ENGAGING NEW PEOPLE GROUPS. GO TO THEM, INVEST WELL, AND

TRUST THAT THE SPIRIT IS MOVING.

MINISTRY TO STUDENT-ATHLETES

Even though I had grown up playing sports, my
experience was very different from the collegiate
athletes I was meeting. I ignorantly thought I would
understand their world because I had always been
around sports. I quickly recognized that I did not
understand their circumstances.

Because I wanted to learn about their lives, I committed to
being around athletes throughout my week. This meant my
schedule began to look different. My weekends were no
longer my own and I began to learn their "rules and
rhythms." They wouldn't come to me on their own, so I 

The Collegiate Ministry Department at the Baptist General
Convention of Texas believes that around 95% of the college
students in Texas are not actively engaged in a relationship
with Jesus. That percentage appears to be even higher with
UNT student-athletes. I began praying for a "person of
peace," a Chrisitan within the community, with one of the
female teams. God provided a connection with the new UNT
women's basketball coach, Jalie Mitchell. Jalie provided
opportunities for me to invest in her players and staff, and
God used those experiences to challenge me to throw out
typical ministry models and begin to learn how to best serve
them. I found the following things to be extremely helpful:

I tried to be as present as possible. I met their
teammates, families, and friends. I learned that the
university isolates athletes so isolation and loneliness
were an underlying commonality. Because of their unique
situation, it was difficult for them to build friendships with
typical college students.

I asked the athletes to meet with me in any way that they
could. Sometimes, I would get to take them to lunch, or
we would meet on campus. Most of the time I would go
where they were most comfortable, the court or in their
locker room. Proximity was essential in building
relationships.

I looked for opportunities to serve. The coaching staff
shared that the team lacked leadership, so I offered to
lead a weekly leadership development program. This
opportunity gave me credibility with the staff and players,
and trust began to grow. The head coach began sending
players individually to meet with me when they were
struggling, which provided changes to share the Gospel
with many of them. Those conversations led to the
creation of a team Bible study.

Patience and trusting the Holy Spirit to move were
constant prayers for each player. 

would go to them.
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PROBLEMS OFTEN EXPERIENCED BY SINGLES

Churches appear to not focus on the "whole" church.
Some examples are:

Programming and ministries occurring reveal a
church's priorities. When there is nothing offered for
people who are in college or single, it is easy for
these demographics to feel dismissed.

I share my experience with student-athletes because I see
many parallels between the challenges of engaging college
athletes and the challenges churches face with engaging
college students and singles. Just as I thought I would
understand the life of a collegiate athlete, I think many
ministers think that because they were one in college and
single, they understand what young adults experience and
need from the church.

I want to share some specific problems that I have
observed and other singles have shared with me:

Sermon illustrations tend to focus on application for
married members and parents and few are offered to
connect with singles. While a single person can learn
from a multitude of illustrations, the exclusion of this
demographic reveals a lack of attention towards
young people. 

Most church staff members do not have personal
experience with extended singleness, so they are
unfamiliar with the unique circumstances this group
experiences.

Young adults are rarely asked for input and feedback, so
it is easy to feel that the Holy Spirit's presence in them is
not as powerful as He is in other church members.

Singles often have availability to serve the families in
their church, but rarely are families encouraged to invest
in the lives of the singles around them.

EXAMPLES OF DIFFICULTIES FACED BY A SINGLE WOMAN
It can be difficult to take care of things around the
home, such as moving furniture or home repairs.

It is often hard to find rides to the airport or help with
other travel needs.

When sick, fear can creep in, especially in serious
situations. The reality of being alone in those moments
provides local churches realistic areas of serving their
single members.

HOW CHURCHES CAN RESPOND

It would be very helpful for church leaders to gather the
singles in their church and talk with them about how they
feel, what they have experienced, and what they need. It is
important to not just include the singles who are really
involved in the conversation, that would provide a warped
view of the situation. Seek out those who are on the outside
looking in and provide ways for young adults to share about
their individual experiences. Leaders can then seek to learn
and understand their circumstances and find ways for the
church to enter into those spaces. 

Here are some practical examples a church can pursue to
better engage young adults:

When a single person walks through trauma or a crisis,
they often have to process the situation alone. Church
leaders can help by communicating ways that church
members can receive pastoral care or get connected
with professional counselors. 

Many singles are struggling financially. The struggles of
setting up life alone with one income can cause stress
and fear. Churches can serve this demographic by
opening up their homes and renting rooms to singles to
help them save and get established. This would also help
singles be better connected to other church members.  

Encourage multi-generational relationships while also
providing opportunities for singles in your church to
interact and build friendships. 

Hire staff members who are single and allow them to
speak into the direction and ministry structures of the
church.

Ask for feedback on sermon illustrations and provide
singles the opportunity to give input on how illustrations
can better speak into their circumstances. 

Ensure that singles are not mocked from the stage for
their current life stage.
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"COLLEGE STUDENTS AND SINGLES DO NOT WANT TO ATTEND CHURCH, SO THERE IS NOTHING WE CAN DO TO GET

THEM HERE."

"THAT DEMOGRAPHIC IS IMPOSSIBLE TO REACH."

"WHY SHOULD WE PUT EFFORT INTO PROVIDING MINISTRIES FOR THEM WHEN THEY DO NOT TITHE AND WILL

LEAVE WHEN THEY MOVE OR GRADUATE?"

"SINGLES WILL COME BACK TO CHURCH WHEN THEY HAVE CHILDREN SO WE PUT OUR EFFORTS INTO CHILDREN'S

MINISTRY."

"WE WILL FIGURE IT OUT IF THEY COME."

DEMOGRAPHIC INFO FOR DENTON COUNTY

There are some very interesting statistics on the
18-34 populations (Pew Social Trends, 2016) in
Denton County. One aspect that stands out is 31%
of this age group is married, which means 69%
are single. 

When I noticed that I did not see many young
people in local churches, I wondered if it was
unusual to be my age and single in Denton. The
statistics reveal that is not the case (Precept
Group, Denton County Ministry Area Profile,
2016).

The Denton County population graph reveals that the largest adult
age groups are within the ranges of 15-44 years old, with the largest
group being 35-44. With this information, ministry leaders need to
ask how these populations are represented in their churches, and if
they are attending, are they connected and involved?

This marital status information for Denton County confirms that there is a
significant number of singles living in the area (Precept Group, Denton
County Ministry Area Profile, 2016).

WHAT LOCAL MINISTRY LEADERS ARE SAYING:

While there may be some truth to these statements, this does not mean that church leaders get a pass at engaging the
unengaged in their community. We have been given authority through Jesus Christ and have been commissioned as His
ambassadors to GO and preach reconciliation. I have found that “going” is the hardest part. To go to someone who is different
from me is outside of my comfort zone, it feels too hard, even if that person is already in my church. But the love of Christ
compels us! If we just wait for young people to come to our churches before we figure out what to do with them, we are losing
before they walk through the door. They come once, but if there isn't a place for them, they will not stay.
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