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INTRODUCTION

I
t seems like just yesterday, I was reading A Generation of Seekers by
Wade Clark Roof and personally witnessing the growth phenomena
of Saddleback, Willow Creek, and other churches that had targeted

the unchurched, nontraditional, self-focused, anti-institutional 
generation labeled Baby Boomers. Twenty-five years later we are
still talking about this generation and their impact upon America.
The discussion, however, no longer revolves around them becoming
parents, but grandparents—not upward mobility, but retirement
stability. And early indications are that this generation, 76.4 million
strong—eight thousand of whom are reaching the age of sixty every
day—will move as dynamically into the final years of their lives as
they did earlier stages.

CNN reports that “the boomer generation will change the way
we think about retirement and aging, just as they transformed no-
tions of relationships—with delayed marriages, fewer children,
more divorces—and ideas about careers, with more women in the
workplace and adult learning.”1 Everything I observe within my
church indicates that this transition is occurring quickly, and we 
either embrace this demographic shift as an opportunity for re-
newed ministry, or we miss it. 

I was startled awake to this transition when, in one year, I 
conducted nearly forty memorial services out of a congregational
membership of one thousand individuals. A shocking number even
by Florida standards! As one might expect, the majority of these
memorials involved individuals from the last stages of the “G.I. 
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generation” (1901–1924) and earlier years of the “silent generation”
(1925–1945), not a totally unanticipated progression, but one that
woke me from a complacency regarding my church and its future.
Shocking, especially since I have always prided myself on a ministry
that tried to emphasize vision and growth! But what I had missed,
or inappropriately assumed, was that growth took place on the
youthful end of the demographic spectrum and that by, I guess, the
natural order of things, the older constituency would just always
be there. Why? Because they always had been. But before my eyes,
I was witnessing the very opposite. A lot of familiar faces were no
longer present. There were gaps in the pews. Gifts missing from
our offerings. These were all changes that I intuitively knew were
coming but had not prepared for, at least not in any intentional way.
It was suddenly clear: our congregation rested on the precipice of
what could become a rather quick downward spiral, unless some
things changed. And never one to “go down without a fight,” I
vowed that things would change . . . and they did!

How? Well, we began by examining the demographics of our
community. We knew that the residents of St. Pete Beach were pre-
dominately retirees, had been for years, and things had moved along
just fine. Why weren’t the new retirees simply coming to church, re-
placing the previous ones, as they always had? Something had to be
going on, but what was it? What we discovered was that, yes, we were
still surrounded by retirees or soon-to-be retirees, but these retirees
were different—motivated by a different set of values and driven by
a whole new list of goals and visions. These retirees were Baby
Boomers. And with these Boomers came a contrasting approach to
beach life, worship life, and all things in general to do with life. 

We always knew they were coming; we’d talked about them
for years! Still, we had been caught without a strategy for this tran-
sition, assuming that what had always worked for attracting retirees
would simply continue to work. What our church came to be aware
of was that, as with every stage of their lives, Boomers were ap-
proaching this phase (retirement) differently than their predeces-
sors, and what had worked previously would probably not work
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again. Now, it would be easy to write my experience off as particu-
lar to settings like Florida or Arizona, but I don’t believe this is the
case. The percentages may vary from location to location, but the
challenge of this generational transition is the same everywhere.
And our churches either acknowledge and address the unique char-
acteristics of this generation or miss the opportunity it presents.

What is of concern is that clergy I contacted in the course of this
writing are fully aware of the demographic tsunami headed their
way, but few are doing anything to intentionally target the specific
needs or unique characteristics of Boomers. In most cases their
churches are successful, but from a model designed for generations
currently retired. When asked to name a specific area of ministry or
one program that appeals to those between the ages of forty-six and
sixty-five, more times than not the response was silence. This says
to me that we have a generational gap in our vision for the church’s
future along with holes in our current ministries. We are as unpre-
pared for Boomers at this stage of their lives as we were when they
passed through earlier stages in their lives. So what will happen
when those currently retired are gone? Who will take the place of
those generations that have been the stalwarts of our congregations?

If there’s any consolation, churches are not alone in being ill-
prepared for this wave of Boomers moving toward retirement.
Matilda White Riley, a noted gerontologist, sees a significant “struc-
tural lag” in many of the arenas supposedly “in touch” with the
needs of those in or about to enter retirement, whether traditional
living communities, health-care programs, or volunteer organiza-
tions.2 An article in the January 16, 2012, USA Today illustrates this
shift as golf communities, once the “gold standard” for retirement,
find themselves struggling to maintain their magnetism. Fewer
Boomers are playing the game, instead seeking other forms of recre-
ation and community in their end years.3

Riley attributes this “gap” in our thinking to what she identifies
as misunderstanding “the capacity and interests” of aging Boomers.
“We face a burgeoning mismatch between demographics and op-
portunities, and the demographics are way ahead.”4 Boomers don’t
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