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PREFACE

By Sharon Hargrave, LMFT

In aworld where trauma, emotional pain and relational disconnection
are pervasive, healing can seem unattainable. However,I am convinced
that even in the most poignant suffering, there is a way to transforma-
. I know because I have experienced it firsthand.

When I was three, my father died by suicide. My oldest brother,
Bruce, died suddenly of acute leukemia when I was four. My second-
oldest brother, David, and his date were murdered when I was 13.
Bipolar disorder runs rampant in my family, and addiction is present
in every generation. Yet in my adult years, I have lived a somewhat nor-
mal life: happily married for 40 years with two adult children who love
to come home. Since we know trauma is a disrupter in stable, loving
relationships, what makes my story different?

For me, it was the combination of church and therapy. When I was
young, my home church held my family and me close. We had men who
fathered us and families who gathered around us. Organizations like
Navigators and Young Life taught me deep, biblical truths and how
to enjoy a life following Christ. A Christian camp near my hometown
made every summer a three-month reprieve when “family” surround-
ed me and gave me identity.

When I was older, my studies to become a marriage and family
therapist taught me about relational attachment, the importance of

defining myself outside of my trauma and why it was difficult for me
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to commit to marriage and having children. In the early years, I would
have told you the problems in my marriage were because of my hus-
band. I didn’t understand that the childhood trauma I had experienced

was creeping into my adult life.

The therapy world has told us to get rid of toxic people in our lives;
the Church, on the other hand, has told us to forgive everyone.
Both perspectives offer some truth.

Do Christians understand that it is okay to make mistakes, to have
family problems, to struggle with anxiety or fall into an addiction?
What if these trials enter my family system? Does it make me less of a
Christian for me or my family to struggle?

As executive director of the Boone Center for the Family at Pep-
perdine University, and as a person committed to helping Christian
leaderslive well, I think alot about what Christians and mental health-
care providers can do to help people connect and build strong ties. In
commissioning this study with Barna, our team wanted to know how
churches are doing both in helping people deepen relationships and
in supporting those who are struggling with relationships and mental
health concerns. We wanted to know whether practicing Christians as

well as non-Christians see the Church as a place to receive hope and
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healing. We wondered if pastors feel prepared to help relationships
heal and to give guidance to those dealing with mental health prob-
lems. How can our center help leaders deal with their own issues relat-
ed to marriage, parenting, singleness and healthy intimacy, while also
coaching them to help individuals and families through the pain of

issues like pornography, addiction, anxiety and depression? How can

churches and mental healthcare providers work together?

Bearing one another’s burdens, it seems, does lighten
theload (see Galatians 6).

SHARON HARGRAVE

People who address their relationship concerns at is executive director for the
church experience greater spiritual growth. Bearing one Boone Center for the Family
another’s burdens, it seems, does lighten the load. at Pepperdine University and

Founder of RelateStrong. She is
also an affiliate faculty member
My prayer is that this research shows us how at Fuller Theological Seminary

to bring hope and healing to those who need help. and a licensed marriage and

.. . . . family therapist in California and
Individuals and families are struggling. But there is Texas. Sharon and her husband,

help to be found! I know, because church and therapy Terry, speak nationally and in-
helped me cope with pain, learn to experience joy and ternationally on issues related
. . . . to couples in ministry, marriage,
live in the family and community God used to make me ) ) S

intergenerational relationships,
whole. parenting and the Restoration
Therapy model. She is coauthor
with her husband of 5 Days to a

New Self.
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STUDY OVERVIEW 7 4

PHASE 1.
QUALITATIVE
INTERVIEWS

Researchers sat down
with counselors, pastors
and other experts with a
handful of open-ended
questions, which were
designed to get them
talking about what
they’re seeing in their
ministries and counseling
practices when it comes
to people’s relationships.
The findings from this
phase helped researchers
design hypotheses to
test using quantitative
surveys.

PHASE 2.
SURVEY DESIGN
& FIELDING

Based on qualitative
findings, researchers
created two surveys that
were then administered
online to more than 2,000
U.S. adults and 600 U.S.
pastors and priests.

PHASE 3.
ANALYSIS

Data analysts combed
through the data to test
and verify survey results,
then ran statistical
analyses to uncover
significance. Deeper
analysis was completed
over several months.



INTRODUCTION

Relationships are under pressure. This pressure is new, and it’s
unique in human history. Squeezed between massive changes in
communication technologies, diminishing religious influence, hy-
perindividualized morals and sexual ethics and extreme cultural
and political polarization, the strain on our everyday relationships is
mounting—and it’s not always clear to people where they can turn
for help. For that matter, it’s not always clear to those in the thick of
relational crisis—whether because of trauma, isolation, mental ill-
ness or just the everyday challenges of life—that they are not alone.
(Loneliness is at epidemic levels, and experiencing it magnifies oth-
erwise manageable challenges.)

Relational crises are no respecter of persons—that is, they hap-
pen to just about everybody at one time or another: women and men,

younger and older, single and married, Christian and non-Christian.

lenges to their mental, emotional or relational health. It's just a fact

oflife.

On the whole, the Church’s record on helping people through cri-
sis is strong. Historically, pastors and other church leaders have been
uniquely positioned to walk alongside people through their hardest
ed singleness, childlessness, abuse and so much more. With the rise
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of human psychology as a scientific discipline, however, people have

options beyond their local church or parish. —

Relational crises happen to just about everybody at one time or another: women
and men, younger and older, single and married, Christian and non-Christian

Between the upsurge in non-pastoral helping professions and the
rapid secularization of younger generations, what’s a pastor to do? Just
relinquish their traditional role as relational counselor and spiritual
coach?

The answer is a resounding no.

Restoring Relationships unpacks the implications of data gathered
from more than 2,300 U.S. adults and 650 U.S. pastors and priests—
and the overwhelming takeaway is that churches have a supremely
important role to play in helping people grow through their relational

challenges. (For a complete methodology of the study, see page 103.)

GOOD FAITH
Barna’s president, David Kinnaman, often says that people want to

know that Christianity is both true and good. This is

(take an up-close look at the issues people say they are dealing with in

the special data visualization section on pages 36-45).
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INTRODUCTION

What an incredible, wide-open door for the Church! Christ makes

all things new, transforming us and our relationships.

Mental health professionals have an important role to play, too.

People’s longing for transformation is an opportunity to bring good news where
people want to hear it: where they’re hurting and most in need of healing

In Restoring Relationships, you'll find not only brand-new data on
the state of relationships in America today, but also profound insights
from both pastors and professional counselors on how churches can
help people heal. In some ways, this report is a reference guide for
what’s going on in your congregation—and how people wish you and
your church could help.

Let’s dive in.

1"
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KEY FINDINGS < >

:
é

Relational well-being and
satisfaction are high across
the board, but married
people and parents tend

to be more content overall
than singles and people
without children. Practicing
Christians (both married
and single) are also more
likely than non-Christians
to say they are satisfied.

Single people who belong to a faith community
have consistently higher rates of relational and
emotional satisfaction than other singles.
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Relational, emotional and mental health problems
often aggravate and intensify each other. For
example, a person who says that pornography
impacts her most important relationships is also
more likely than average to say she’s dealing
with anxiety, loneliness and problems with sexual
intimacy.

People who seek out
spiritual help for their
relational and emotional
issues are more likely
than others to report
satisfaction with their life
and relationships.

Practicing Christians

are generally confident
that their church leaders
can help them with their
relational struggles—but
many agree there is room
for improvement.
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WHAT IS THE STATE
OF RELATIONAL
HEALTH TODAY®?

Relationships exist within a specific culture—and that means cultural
change can profoundly shape our relationships. Whether they're cul-
tural trends related to cohabitation, delayed marriage, delayed par-
enting, working parents, telecommuting or social media, or changes
in attitudes toward marriage, singleness, children, aging, friendships
and community—all of these impact the formation and development
of family and friendship. Even national policies—such as tax credits
for childcare and education, or China’s former longstanding one-child

policy—can shape household composition and relational dynamics.

15
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It has been two decades since sociologist Robert Putnam released
Bowling Alone, which documented rising community disengage-
ment among Americans. Despite Putnam’s warnings, the problem
of loneliness seems to have grown.! A 2018 Cigna study of more than
20,000 U.S. adults ages 18 years and older revealed that “nearly half
of Americans report sometimes or always feeling alone (46),” and that
43 percent of Americans “sometimes or always feel that their relation-
ships are not meaningful.”® The youngest group of respondents, ages
18 to 22, are the loneliest age cohort, pointing to an increasing trend
of loneliness in younger generations. Likewise, Barna’s 2019 study of
18-35-year-olds around the world, The Connected Generation, found
that that one-quarter of Millennials (23%) reports they often feel
lonely and isolated.® At the same time, just one in three often feels that

“someone believes inme” (32%).

Barna’s 2019 study of 18—35-year-olds around the world found that
one-quarter of Millennials reports they often feel lonely and isolated;
only one in three often feel that someone believes in them

One factor that may exacerbate the loneliness epidemic is the so-
cial expectation to marry and start a family, which has a long histo-
ry reaching back to ancient cultures. Tim Keller, founding pastor of
Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City, notes that although
one’s significance in modern society is less dependent on producing
heirs, the pressure to find a partner persists. “Western culture tempts
us to put our hopes in ‘apocalyptic romance, in finding complete
spiritual and emotional fulfillment in the perfect mate. Innumerable
Disney-style popular culture narratives begin telling life stories only
when two parties are about to find True Love and then, once they do,
the story fades out. The message is that what matters in life is finding
romance and marriage. Everything else is prologue and afterword.”*

This narrative is in tension with more recent notions. As early as
the 1980s, Keller noticed shifting attitudes among his congregation’s
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young urban professionals—attitudes that have since grown into
mainstream objections to marriage: “Marriage crushes individual
identity and has been oppressive for women, marriage stifles passion
and is ill-fitted to psychological reality, marriage is ‘just a piece of pa-
per’ that only serves to complicate love, and so on. But beneath these
philosophical objections lies a snarl of conflicted personal emotions,
born out of many negative experiences with marriage and family life.”®

This chapter of Restoring Relationships inventories the relation-
ships that connect people today within the context of broad cultural
flux. Barna’s findings confirm the pervasive problem of loneliness and
highlight disparities in relational and emotional satisfaction between
married people and singles, and between those with and without chil-
dren. We also explore the benefits of frequent contact with family and
loved ones, and examine how faith provides meaningful identity apart
from marital and parental status—and how churches can play arole in
combating loneliness.

Why is this so crucial? Because relationships are where the rubber
of the gospel meets the road of everyday life. Christ came to redeem
and restore lost and broken people, and our relationships are where re-
deemed, restored people live the good news. The Church can and must
be areliable place to turn for relational restoration.

To get the lay of the land, let’s look first at the relationships people

are in right now.

Relationships are where the rubber of the gospel meets the road of everyday
life. Christ came to redeem and restore lost and broken people, and our
relationships are where redeemed, restored people live the good news

A CONSTELLATION OF RELATIONSHIPS

Researchers wanted to account for various relational realms, so the

survey included questions about family of origin, current household,

17
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close friendships and trusted advisors, such as a pastor or professional
counselor.

When it comes to family of origin, practicing Christians and U.S.
adults overall are equally likely to have a living mother (58%). The
proportions that have a living father also are the same (46% practic-
ing Christians vs. 45% U.S. adults), less than half in both groups, but
practicing Christians are slightly more likely to have a sibling (89% vs.
85%).

There are more significant differences when it comes to relation-
shipsthat people make for themselves. Practicing Christians are much
more likely to have a spouse (58% vs. 49%) and a child (68% vs. 59%).
Among those 35 and older who have children, practicing Christians
are also slightly more likely to have a grandchild (60% vs. 56%).

Outside the family, the overwhelming majority of both groups has
close friends (95% vs. 91%). It’s worth contemplating what this means:
One in 20 practicing Christians and one in 10 U.S. adults say they do

not have a close friend.

A Relationship Inventory, U.S. Adults vs. Practicing Christians

O u.s. ADULTS

PRACTICING CHRISTIANS

Mother
Father
Siblings
Close friends

Significant other,
not married

Child/ren

Spouse

e 45 %
46%

I 85%
89%

. ] 91%
95%

e 2 3%
16%

- ] 59%
68%

I —— 49%
58%

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.
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Practicing Christians are more likely to have a counselor or ther-
apist (25% vs. 20% all U.S. adults) and, unsurprisingly, almost twice as
likely to have a pastor or priest (92% vs. 47%).

Marital Status

Although practicing Christians outpace the general population in be-
ing currently married, some aspects of marriage are similar across
groups, including the age when first married. Among adults of any age
who have ever been married, one’s 20s, particularly the early- to mid-
20s, is the most common age range for a first marriage; however, the
average increases among each successively younger generation. Men
tend to marry for the first time two to three years later than women.
Teen marriages are less common (16% all adults) as are first-time
spouses in their 30s (14%).

One in three practicing Christians who have ever been married
has also been through a divorce (33%), slightly less than the 39 per-
cent of all adults that have divorced. Widows and widowers are less
common than divorcees, but they still make up a significant percent-
age of adults: Eight percent of all respondents’ marriages ended with

the death of a spouse.

Among practicing Christians who have ever been married,
33% have also been through a divorce, compared to 39% of all adults

Singleness
While the majority has been married, a sizeable number has not: One
in four practicing Christians (26%) and one in three among all adults
(35%) have never wed.

About one-third of these singles reports they are involved in a ro-
mantic relationship, with fewer couples among practicing Christian
singles (81% vs. 37% of single U.S. adults). Similar percentages of

19
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singles are engaged (5% vs. 6%), in non-cohabitating serious relation-
ships (9% all), dating (9% all) and not dating but looking (27% vs. 25%).
Practicing Christian singles are less likely to be living with their sig-
nificant other (8% vs. 14%).

More than half of Christian Millennials (55%) are single, signifi-
cantly more than the percentage of singles in older Christian genera-
tions (between 35% and 40%). Some of the disparity is due to cultural
norms surrounding marriageable age, and the more pronounced rise
in singleness in the general population indicates the upward pressure
onthose norms: Millennials (70%) are far more likely than Gen X (48%
single), Boomers (38%) and Elders (35%) to be single.

Practicing Christian Millennials are more likely than young adults in the
general population to be married (45% vs. 30%)

Parenting

At first blush, the significantly higher percentage of practicing
Christians who are parents (68% vs. 59% all adults) might indicate
that practicing Christians are generally more open to having children.
However, accounting only for people who are married, practicing
Christians and the general population track closely when it comes to
frequency of parenthood (84% vs. 82%, respectively).

Among those who have kids, the number of children and their
ages are similar across both groups. Most are parents of two kids, fol-
lowed by parents of a single child. One-fifth in both groups of parents
has a toddler or infant (0-5 years). The percentage rises for those
with school-aged children (6-12 years) while fewer have teens (13-18
years). Two-thirds of parents in both groups (65%) have an adult child
(19+ years).
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Number of Children

O u.s. ADULTS
PRACTICING CHRISTIANS

4% 32%

22% 29%
18% 19%

12% 12%
I I 5% 4% 2% 4%
[ | - —
None One Two Three Four Five or more

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.

Ages of Children 65% 65%
21% 24%
19% 19% 16% 13%
Toddler / Infant School-aged Teen Adult
(0-5) (6-12) (13-18) (19+)

n=1,034 U.S. adults 18 and over with children, March-May 2019.

HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION
Most people live in households comprised of a single generation (58%
practicing Christians, 57% all)—that is, they do not live with their
mother, father, sibling, children or grandchildren. Given the signifi-
cant proportion of respondents with adult children, this is not surpris-
ing. Four out of five households of practicing Christians (80%) include
amarried couple, compared to two out of three households in the gen-
eral population (66%). Seven percent of practicing Christian house-
holds include a cohabiting partner, half the percentage of the general
population (14%).

The remaining households may include members of younger gen-

erations, children and/ or grandchildren, aswell as an older generation,

Continued on page 26.
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My father married at 23. My mother and
my older sister married at 21. Growing up,
I expected that my life would follow a sim-
ilar course. I was painfully wrong.

I spent a dozen post-college years as a
single person in the church. It was a mixed
bag. On the good end, I remember my pas-
tor asking me to review the transcript for
his singleness sermon. I felt seen, recog-
nized, included and respected. On the bad
end, I remember many assurances from
fellow congregants that God would bring
me a special someone soon. I met my hus-
band more than a decade after those as-
surances. Perhaps that was “soon” to God,
but it sure didn’t feel soon to me!

While many people may relate to my
experience, there is no “typical” single.
There is great variety. Though I deeply

longed for a spouse, not everyone desires
marriage. Some have never been married,
whereas others are single again through
divorce or death. Experiences differ by age
and gender. Ministering to such a diverse,
growing group of people can be challeng-
ing; it is critical not to make assumptions
about any one single person.

One thing that’s clear from the data,
however, is that singles want to find help
and refuge in their church as they navi-
gate unpartnered life—so it’s important
that churches be ready to receive and re-
late to singles. Yet the data also suggest
that pastors feel ill-equipped to address
the challenges of singleness.

Where to begin this daunting task?

Understanding what it’s like to be sin-

gleis a good place to start. For singles who
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want to be married, the missing spouse is
a type of ambiguous loss.* The longed-for
partner, though physically absent, is alive
in the minds of the hopeful, much as a
spouse who is missing would be. It is dif-
ficult for singles to name, and thus hard to
grieve, what is lost. This is partly because
the partner could be found tomorrow—or

never.

Because people often attend church
with family, singles may feel the pain of
ambiguous loss there more acutely than
other places—such as the workplace, the
gym or the grocery store—where peo-
ple tend not to be with their families. Yet
church can also be a place where that
pain is endured and ultimately healed.
Ambiguous loss can cause a single person
to become frozen in one of the stages of
grief or to rapidly cycle through them all.
Corporate songs of lament became a ref-
uge for me during my single years. I could
bring my pain before God while surround-
ed by the Body of Christ.

Singles may wrestle with questions of

identity and safety. Why am I single? Is my
singleness temporary or permanent? What
can Idoto find a spouse? How do people per-
ceive me? These questions are challenging
because there is often no clear answer. But
thislack of clarity offers an opportunity to
seek identity and safety not in answers,
butin Christ. Assuch,itisimportantnotto
rush to the rescue with clichés like “You're
so great, I'm sure God will have someone
for you soon,” “It will happen when you
least expect it” or “When you're satisfied
and content God will bring someone into
your life.” Although well-meaning, these
responses sometimes short circuit an un-
comfortable process through which God
is working. They can also alienate singles
who feel missed, dismissed or general-
ly not taken seriously. And, finally, they
may communicate falsehoods. The sin-
gle person doesn’t know—and will never
know—if God will bring them a spouse.
And neither do you.

Better to say you don’t know why God
has allowed them to remain single, or
when or if God might have a spouse for
them. As unpleasant as these answers
may be, they are honest and take pain se-
riously. Rather than dismissing the oth-
er person’s pain, they draw you into it.

Compassion means “to suffer with.”

*My thanks to Dr. Pauline Boss for her groundbreaking work on the theory of ambiguous loss.
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Itisn’t wrong to offer encouragement,
but make sure it is rooted in biblical truth
more than in statistical probabilities in-
ferred from the experience of previous
generations. You can encourage singles—
or anyone, in fact—to find comfort in the
lives of people like Joseph, Job and Paul,
who lived in daily uncertainty, not know-
ing the outcome of their struggles.

When praying for a single person who
hopes to marry, it is better to pray that
God would provide a spouse. Praying for a
spouse as though certain that person ex-
ists, on the other hand, can heighten the
feeling of ambiguous loss.

If you are married, fostering true
friendship with singles, sharing the joys
and sorrows of your life and marriage, will
help them feel like they are more than a
ministry project. And these genuine re-
lationships will make it easier to include
relevant, singles-oriented sermon illus-

trations! On an even more practical note,

having many single friends can position
you to be a helpful matchmaker. And if
youre genuinely acting as an interested
friend, you’ll be able to discern whether

your friends would appreciate offers to set

KELLY HAER isthe director
of the Relationship 1Q program at

the Boone Center for the Family.
She has a PhD in family thera-
py from Saint Louis University,
a master’s degree in counsel-
ing from Covenant Theological
Seminary and a bachelor’s de-
gree from Furman University.
Kelly has a wealth of experience
working with singles in a variety
of contexts, such as counseling
sessions, the church community
and research studies, including
a project with eHarmony.

Check out the Boone Center
for the Family website (www.
boonecenter.pepperdine.edu)
for resources on ministering
to singles including a blog, an
eBook chapter and a Quick
Reference Guide.
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them up or whether you're better off keep-
ing your suggestions to yourself.

Seek communal ways to celebrate the
significant events of your single friends’
lives. Promotions, professional advance-
ments, hobby achievements and sport-
ing events are good opportunities to rally
around the single person who is not cele-
brated within a marriage and family.

Don’t allow singles without children
to be invisible on Mother’s and Father’s
Days. Many singles who long for marriage

also long for children of their own. Of

course, singles can adopt children, though
many will not, given the demands of sin-
gle parenting. Recognizing singleness as
a type of infertility can be powerful and
poignant.

Involving singles in church leadership
can also help singles be seen and find be-
longing. My own ambiguousloss as along-
time single makes me especially thankful
for how God has positioned me now:
helping church leaders minister to sin-
gles through the RelateStrong Leadership

Series at the Boone Center for the Family.
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Continued from page 21.

such as amother or father. Roughly half of parents have children living
with them (49% practicing Christians, 52% all). Eleven percent of all
parents from the practicing Christian group have a child over 18 liv-
ing with them vs. 15 percent of the general population. Roughly one-
fifth of respondents has a parent living with them (18% of practicing
Christiansvs. 21% all). A small minority of households includes grand-
children (3% vs. 2%).

KEEPING IN TOUCH

When people don’t live in the same household, connecting with family
and friends requires more effort. Overall, a robust majority of respon-
dents is in weekly contact with loved ones outside their household,
with practicing Christians more likely across the board to be in touch
(88% vs. 82% all adults).

In Touch at Least Once a Week, U.S. Adults vs. Practicing Christians
(among those who have each relationship)

O u.s. ADULTS
() PRACTICING CHRISTIANS

STGNifi CANT Ot ©, s 94:4
P 90%

- ] 85%
CRild/ ren s 88%

s/ /%
MOth e s /8%

) I 67%
Close friends s 75%

. ] 58%
Father . 68%

(s
Grandchildren e —— g?l‘yf

bl T 50%
Siblings s 55%

. 43%
Pastor or priest S — 21%

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.
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Outside the family unit, practicing Christians are more likely to be
in touch weekly with a close friend (75% vs. 67% all). Weekly worship
services and other regularly scheduled church activities likely facili-
tate some of these more frequent interactions.

Among those with a counselor or therapist, 26 percent of all adults
and 29 percent of practicing Christians are in touch with their coun-
selor once a week or more, but the most common frequency of contact
is monthly (34% practicing Christians vs. 29% all). Although practic-
ing Christians are far more likely to be in weekly contact with their
pastor or priest (71%), a sizeable proportion of those in the general

population who have a pastor (43%) also reports weekly contact.

RELATIONAL & EMOTIONAL SATISFACTION

As anyone in arelationship can testify, having one does not necessarily
equal relational happiness—but it’s a necessary start!

On the whole, emotional satisfaction is positive overall, but prac-
ticing Christians tend to report higher emotional satisfaction than the
general population. They are more likely to generally feel loved (84%
vs. 73% all), satisfied with their relationships (77% vs. 69%), satisfied
with life (76% vs. 63%) and happy to be themselves (82% vs. 70%).
They are also more likely to say that feelings of loneliness are infre-
quent (61% vs. 55%).

Emotional satisfaction is generally positive, but practicing Christians,
married people and parents tend to report greater well-being than
U.S. adults overall, singles and people without children

Nevertheless, asymmetries in relationship satisfaction exist be-
tween subgroups, even among practicing Christians. Most notably,
married people tend to be happier than singles and parents are gener-

ally more satisfied than those who don’t have children.
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Feelings Inventory, Married vs. Single
O SINGLE U.S. ADULTS () MARRIED U.S. ADULTS

“l ALWAYS OR USUALLY FEEL...”
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84% 92% 76% 90% 78% 84% 66% 84% 71% 77% 65%84% 32% 25% 14% 12% 16% 11% 8% 9%

() SINGLE PRACTICING CHRISTIANS () MARRIED PRACTICING CHRISTIANS

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March—-May 2019.

More than 20 years ago, Paige Benton Brown characterized the
bulk of what had been written in Christian circles about singleness
as stemming from a pervasive attitude that singles “bear the cross of

‘Plan B’ for the Christian life.”® Brown, by contrast, sought to place her
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identity in her redemptive status rather than her marital status, and
to celebrate her singleness at the time as God’s best for her. Brown
also noted that the range of human relationships extends beyond the
marriage relationship, and that “Christian growth mandates relational
richness.”

Although Brown’s essay encouraged a paradigm realignment for
singleness, old mindsets change slowly; a comparison of the responses
of'single practicing Christians to their married counterparts indicates
there is still room for churches’ growth in meeting their felt needs.
Single practicing Christians are more likely than married practicing
Christians to admit they are dissatisfied with their relationships (13%
vs. 4%), and to say depression (38% vs. 29%), loneliness (36% vs. 24%)
and grief (30% vs. 22%) affect their most important relationships.
Singles are also less likely to have a positive experience with a church
as a help source when they turned to a church leader during a difficult
situation (77% vs. 87%). Curiously, single practicing Christians are
more likely than their married counterparts to attend a church where
they never hear leaders talk about marriage (20% vs. 8%), singleness
(52% vs. 43%) or parenting (24% vs. 16%). When their church leaders
address difficult or sensitive issues, such as addiction or sexual inti-
macy, singles are less likely to find the church’s efforts to be helpful
(49% vs. 68%). Overall, single practicing Christians are less optimistic
in their expectations of the Church being a source of help for navigat-
ing relational difficulties (78% vs. 84%).

A comparison of single practicing Christians to their married counterparts
indicates there is room for churches’ growth in meeting singles’ felt needs.
If they know relational help is available, they are likely to take advantage of it.

That being said, they are just as likely as married practicing

Christians to say they would prefer to go to a pastor or priest in a time
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of personal crisis, with two in five placing a pastor / priest in their top
three sources of help (89% vs. 38% of married practicing Christians).
This signals a meaningful opportunity for churches: If singles know
relational help is available to unmarried people, they are likely to take
advantage of'it.

Churches sometimes unconsciously (or even consciously) com-
municate ahierarchy that puts “married with children” at the pinnacle
of value. That’s unfortunate, because practicing Christians without
children (78%) are already less likely than practicing Christian par-
ents to report an abiding sense of being loved (87%) and to be satis-
fied with their relationships (71% vs. 79%). They are more likely to
frequently feel lonely than those with children (20% vs. 11%), and to
say that depression (38% vs. 31%), loneliness (34% vs. 26%) and anxi-
ety (42% vs. 34%) affect their most important relationships. Childless
practicing Christians are also less likely to include a pastor or priest
among the top three most preferred people to turn to for help with
a personal crisis (34% vs. 41%) and less likely to hold an optimistic
overall expectation of a church being a source of help for relationship
struggles (77% vs. 83%).

If they have actually experienced a church’s help, however, prac-
ticing Christians without children are equally likely to have had a
positive experience as practicing Christians with children. Again, this
signifies an open door for churches that are prepared to give relation-
ship guidance to people who are hungry for help, but may not look like
achurch’s “ideal” nuclear family.

Practicing Christian parents enjoy numerous positives, including
(perhaps unexpectedly) less relational strain: Those without kids are
more likely to acknowledge marriage problems affect their most im-
portant relationships (33% vs. 24% of practicing Christian parents).

There is encouraging news: Both single practicing Christians

and childless practicing Christians have consistently higher rates of
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emotional and relational satisfaction than their counterparts in the
general population. Singles who are practicing Christians are more
likely than other singles to feel loved (76% vs. 63%), satisfied with
their relationships (65% vs. 58%) and satisfied with life (66% vs. 51%).
Similarly, those without children who are practicing Christians are
also more likely than their counterparts to feel loved (78% vs. 66%),
satisfied with their relationships (71% vs. 61%) and satisfied with life
(70% vs. 55%).

Both single and childless practicing Christians have consistently

higher rates of emotional and relational satisfaction than their counterparts
in the general population—which may indicate that churches

are moving in the right direction

This may indicate that churches are taking to heart reminders of
the early Church’s emphasis on community fellowship or affirmation
of singleness and are moving in the right direction. Teaching on be-
longing to a spiritual family and dedicating one’s life to a missional
vocation may likewise buffer practicing Christians from some of the
negative aspects of being childless.

When it comes to frequent feelings of loneliness, however, sin-
gles and the childless in both groups respond similarly (16% practic-
ing Christian singles vs. 19% all U.S. singles, 20% childless practicing
Christians vs. 18% all U.S. adults without children), which signals an
area for Christian communities to address. The weekly rhythms of
church life are one solution, as there is a strong correlation between
frequent contact with loved ones and being satisfied relationally.
Practicing Christians who say they are usually or always satisfied with
their relationships are significantly more likely to have weekly contact
with loved ones (89%) than those who say theyre dissatisfied with
their relationships (81%).

Continued on page 35.

31



32 | RESTORING RELATIONSHIPS

Career development and vocation are a
top priority for a lot of young adults, of-
ten more so than marriage and parent-
ing. How can churches keep this in mind
as they minister to and support young
adults? What does it look like to nurture
the relational or mental health of these
groups, whose identity may stem from
their title, or whose community might

center around their workplace?

Churches must provide a robust theol-
ogy of work and vocation that prioritiz-
es work done in the “secular” world as

much as work done in the world of formal

ministry. Churches can help young adults
see their workplaces as seedbeds of per-
sonal and kingdom transformation. Many
young adults are searching for meaning
in their daily work—they want to know
that their work “matters.” Churches can
provide young adults with a theological
framework for understanding the spiri-
tual meaning of their work, even and es-
pecially when that work seems rote or
unglamorous.

A church family can also be helpful
when it comes to navigating relation-
ships outside the immediate family. For
instance, if we are working a full-time

job, it typically means we are spending
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more waking hours with our coworkers
than with anyone else, often including our
families. Workplace relationships have a
profound effect on our well-being. Church
leaders can provide tools that help us
manage conflict, communicate well and
build trust in any important relationship
in our lives.

Churches can also help ambitious
young adults find their ultimate identity in
who God says they are, not in what they do
and accomplish. That comes from faithful-
ly preaching the gospel and from creating
communities where people are celebrated

for who they are, not what they do.

Barna has found evidence across a num-
ber of studies that young adults, especially
young women, are struggling with feelings
ofloneliness, disconnection and isolation.
What are some ways that churches could
help young women, whatever their family
situation, to experience a deeper sense of

community?

One obvious answer is simply to create
community—to offer plenty of opportu-

nities for women in various life stages to
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connect with each other through deep
conversation, fun and rest. The local
church can be a primary place for young
adults to find connection in the midst of
changes in job, location and relationship
status, especially in their early- to mid-
20s, when life feels very in flux.

But the loneliness and isolation that
many young women experience probably
won’t be solved by one-off church events.
We have to address the ways that digital
technology isolates many young people,
including Christians, from real connec-
tion, even as it makes us feel more con-
nected than ever. Churches can provide
theological resources and spiritual tools
that keep technology in its proper place,
and that create opportunity for in-the-

flesh connection and community.

Married adults are more likely than sin-
gles to report feeling loved, safe, satisfied
with life and relationships, happy “to be
myself” and confident, while singles are
more prone to negative feelings like lone-
liness and discouragement about the fu-
ture. How can churches help singles fill
the gap? What should single Christians

ask of their faith community?
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Churches have a crucial role to play in
providing a positive and life-giving nar-
rative of singleness, one that emphasiz-
es its blessings and freedoms. This is a
core biblical principle, but unfortunately,
many single Christians, myself included,
have experienced a Christian subculture
that envisions marriage and family as the
highest or best calling. Instead, churches
can teach that no one life situation is bet-
ter than the other, that each has its unique

blessings and challenges.

KATELYN BEATY
is author of A Woman’s Place: A

Christian Vision for Your Calling
in the Office, the Home, and the
World. She speaks regularly on
professional work, singleness
and women’s issues. Learn more
at KatelynBeaty.com.

Single Christians should ask their
faith communities to make sure they are
visible in church leadership. If all of the
visible leaders in a church community
are married with kids, that can unhelp-
fully reinforce the notion that marriage
and family are required for effective
ministry—but Jesus and Paul seem to
think differently.
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Continued from page 31.

Yet, according to social neuroscientist Dr. John Cacioppo, “To
end loneliness, you need other people—plus something else. You also
need...to feel you are sharing something with the other person, or the
group, that is meaningful to both of you. . .. Loneliness isn’t the physi-
cal absence of other people—it’s the sense that you're not sharing any-
thing that matters with anyone else.”” Beyond providing opportunity
for human contact, churches are places of shared meaning. Churches
can and should be places where the gospel is embodied, where the
grace of God overshadows whether one is married or single, a parent
or childless, or any other relational distinction.

With that in mind, let’s take stock of the relationships people say

are most in need.
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DIVING DEEP INTO THE PLACES
PEOPLE ARE STRUGGLING TODAY

It can be hard to tell from the outside what relational and emotional burdens people are carrying
around with them to work, to school, to the grocery store—and to church. So Barna researchers
asked! This special data visualization section is a dive into the relational deep end, where many
people are tiring out, treading water or looking for a life preserver.

Across the nation, more than half of all adults and
practicing Christians report at least one relational
or emotional health issue—like marital or parenting
problems, depression, addiction or loneliness—that
impacts their most significant relationships. Half of
those say they are struggling with not just one but

two or more such problems.

U.S. ADULTS

% among people who report at least one relational
or emotional health issue that impacts their most
important relationships
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PRACTICING
CHRISTIANS

RISING
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What are the specific is-
sues at work in people’s
everyday lives? In consul-
tation with pastors and
mental health clinicians,
we offered survey partic-
ipants a list of common
problems and asked them
to rate the impact of each
one on their most import-
ant relationships. Here
are the percentages of
U.S. adults and practicing
Christians who are caught
in the current of relational

upheaval.
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EBBING SATISFACTION RIPPLE EFFECTS

People who are struggling with even one of The next few pages take an up-close look
these eightissues in their relationships report at each of these relational or emotional
lower satisfaction in their relationships and challenges. Here’s what you’ll find for each
with life in general. For example, just two- one:

thirds of these practicing Christians (67%) are

satisfied with their relationships, compared to A demographic profile of people who
nine out of 10 who aren’t contending with the are facing that particular issue. This can
relational impact of any of these challenges. help you know who in your community

is most likely to need help.
A bar chart that shows how their
struggle may be impacting their overall

3 ”
I always or usually feel... satisfaction and sense of well-being.

a Safe A wheel image, like the one on the
opposite page, to help you visualize how
o
1t issue ) ;%Z dealing with that issue ripples into other
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QP Loved takeaways: Relational and emotional
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77% son who is struggling with compulsive
Noissue Emo 502 i
92% pornography use, for example, is more
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MARITAL PROBLEMS

IMPACT MY MOST IMPORTANT RELATIONSHIPS

PRACTICING

U.S. ADULTS CHRISTIANS

I’'M ALSO FACING THESE
OTHER CHALLENGES

% impacted by marital problems who say this issue also
makes an impact on their most important relationships
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AGE*
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RELATIONSHIP STATUS
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Child 18 or under — 29% 38%
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UNWANTED SINGLENESS \\/\/\

GENDER

Male == 29% 30%
Female = 22% 26%
AGE

Millennials = 32% 36%
Gen X = 24% 32%
Boomers == 22% 19%

RELATIONSHIP STATUS

Never married = 29% 30%
Ever divorced = 19% 24%
PRACTICING Single parent = 25% 28%
U.S. ADULTS
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Child 19+ _— 22% 22%
No children = 25% 27%
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PARENTING ISSUES

IMPACT MY MOST IMPORTANT RELATIONSHIPS

PRACTICING
CHRISTIANS

U.S. ADULTS

I’'M ALSO FACING THESE
OTHER CHALLENGES

% impacted by parenting issues who say this issue also
makes an impact on their most important relationships
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PROBLEMS WITH ~,
SEXUAL INTIMACY

IMPACT MY MOST IMPORTANT RELATIONSHIPS

§

GENDER
Male == 27% 27%
Female | 31% 23%
AGE
Millennials = 31%  31%
Gen X = 29% 27%
Boomers | 29% 20%
RELATIONSHIP STATUS
Currently married — 33% 28%
Single — 26% 20%
PRACTICING Ever divorced = 36% 29%
U-S- ADULTS CHRISTIANS Parent = 30% 25%
Child 18 or under ] 38% 32%
Child 19+ = 28% 21%
Non-parent — 28% 24%
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No faith [ | 30% n/a
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ADDICTION

IMPACTS MY MOST IMPORTANT RELATIONSHIPS

O B O
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ANXIETY OR DEPRESSION N /\

IMPACTS MY MOST IMPORTANT RELATIONSHIPS

GENDER
Male L 36% 31%
Female —— 44% 36%
AGE
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Boomers | 32% 26%
RELATIONSHIP STATUS
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U.S. ADULTS
CHRISTIANS Parent = 38% 33%
Child 18 or under = 49% 46%
Child 19+ == 30% 25%
Non-parent _— 44% 36%
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OTHER CHALLENGES Catholic = 33% 28%
No faith ] 50% n/a

% impacted by anxiety or depression who say this issue also
makes an impact on their most important relationships
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PORNOGRAPHY

IMPACTS MY MOST IMPORTANT RELATIONSHIPS

U.S. ADULTS

PRACTICING
CHRISTIANS

I’'M ALSO FACING THESE
OTHER CHALLENGES

% impacted by pornography or sexual addiction who say
this issue also makes an impact on their most important
relationships
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IMPACTS MY MOST IMPORTANT RELATIONSHIPS

PRACTICING

U.S. ADULTS CHRISTIANS

I’'M ALSO FACING THESE
OTHER CHALLENGES

% impacted by loneliness who say this issue also makes an
impact on their most important relationships
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GENDER

Male L 29% 30%
Female L 35% 28%
AGE

Millennials: = 43% 39%
Gen X ] 35% 35%
Boomers | 25% 20%
RELATIONSHIPS

Currently married = 22% 24%
Single | ] 42% 36%
Ever divorced == 33% 33%
Parent — 30% 26%
Child 18 or under = 36% 38%
Child 19+ == 26% 19%
Non-parent == 35% 34%
FAITH IDENTITY

Protestant | 31% 30%
Catholic | 28% 23%
No faith [ ] 38% n/a

HERE’S HOW IT IMPACTS MY
SENSE OF WELL-BEING

“l always / usually feel...”

O 67%
79%
QP Loved
O .
S o 6T
e o Satisfied with my relationships
™ —o a2z
55%
’ Satisfied with my life
o e
52%
w» Happy to be myself
O 45%
62%

* Confident

41%
56%




€
ap

HOW ARE
RELATIONSHIPS
UNDER PRESSURE®?

When we're not suffering, it can be easier to recognize the important
role suffering plays in preparing us and our relationships to receive
God’s grace—but it’s much harder when we’re in the midst of hardship
and pain. This chapter explores “the midst,” the places where people
say they are feeling acute relational pressure. The question underlying
all these data points is this: How can churches help people receive grace

where their relationships need it most?

PRESSURE POINTS

Researchers compiled a list of common problems and asked respon-

dents to evaluate the impact of each on their relationships. Roughly
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one in four among U.S. adults (25%) and practicing Christians (28%)

reports no relational impact from any of the problems—which means

three out of four people are feeling pressure of some kind in their

relationships.

Three out of four people are experiencing relational pressure of some kind

_ Research participants were asked

to indicate the degree to which pressures such as marriage problems,

parenting problems, issues with sexual intimacy, addiction, por-

nography, anxiety, depression, loneliness and grief affect their rela-

tionships. Most do not perceive these as issues that make an impact.

However, significant minorities indicate that anxiety (42% all U.S.

Issues That Make an Impact on My Relationships,
U.S. Adults vs. Practicing Christians

O u.s. ADULTS

() PRACTICING CHRISTIANS

Anxiety
Depression
Loneliness

Issues with sexual
intimacy
Grief

Marital problems
(among those married)

Parenting issues
(among parents)

Addiction

Pornography

e 42%

37%

s 39%

33%

e 32 %

29%

s 29%

e 25%
. 25%

o 22%
. 25%

—— 21%
. 23%

e ———— 13%
s 15%

——— 8%
s 13%

n =2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March—-May 2019.

25%
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adults), depression (39%), loneliness (32%), issues with sexual intima-
cy (29%), marriage problems (25%) and grief (25%) do have an effect.
Parenting problems (21%) are present but less widespread, while ad-
diction (13%) and pornography (8%) are the least frequently reported
relational issues.

As the chart shows, similar proportions of practicing Christians
report relational difficulties in these areas. Notably, Christians are
more likely than the general population to consider pornography a
problem. This may be because porn, until very recently, has been less
taboo in the wider culture than in the Christian community; among
Christians, as we’ll see below, it’s still considered quite serious.

Researchers asked senior pastors what issues they believe their
parishioners often deal with. On the whole, their assessments indicate

deep pastoral concern.

Issues That Make an Impact on Congregants’ Relationships,
U.S. Pastors / Priests

Parenting problems
Anxiety
Marriage problems
Pornography
Depression
Grief

Loneliness 41%

Addiction 30%

Issues with sexual 259
intimacy
Unwanted, prolonged

. 16%
singleness

Violence 6%

n =656 U.S. Protestant senior pastors and Catholic priests, March-April 2019.
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THE RIPPLE EFFECTS OF
RELATIONAL TRAUMA

Relationship pressures are rarely isolated and, in fact, tend to com-
pound. Aswe might expect, the relational issues explored above emerge
in greater proportions among U.S. adults and practicing Christians
who have experienced relational trauma of some kind, including
cheating / infidelity, depression / anxiety, addiction, pornography or
sexual addiction, or another traumatic event (health problems, abuse,
incarceration, miscarriage and so on), compared to those who have
no experience with each type of trauma. In fact, overall relationship
satisfaction is highest (89%) among those who have never personally
experienced or had a loved one who has experienced relational trau-
ma—and satisfaction is lower (66%) for those who report some kind of

trauma either directly or through aloved one.

Feelings Inventory, by Experience of Trauma

O ANY TRAUMA

NO TRAUMA

“l ALWAYS OR OFTEN FEEL ...~

Satisfied with my
relationships

Satisfied with life
Happy to be myself

Confident

Loved

70%
90%

78%
89%

66%
89%

59%
87%

67%

86%
59%
84%

Safe

w
o
R

Tired 15%
‘0

Discouraged  m—— 20%

about the future

8%

s 1%

Full of dread or fear 4%

e 16%

Lonely 3%

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.
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Depression / Anxiety

As noted above, anxiety and depression are the most widely reported
relational issues—due at least in part to the increasing ease people
feel with discussing mental health—and these are most likely to sur-
face among those who have direct experience of trauma. For example,
just seven percent of U.S. adults with no personal experience of de-
pression / anxiety indicate that depression affects their relationships,
compared to two-thirds of those who have experienced depression /
anxiety themselves (65%). Similarly, only one in nine of those with
no personal experience (11%) says anxiety affects their relationships,
while two-thirds of those who have experienced depression / anxiety
(67%) say so. Depression / anxiety is also linked to higher reports of
loneliness (49% vs. 10% of those with no experience) and grief (38% vs.

8%) as relational issues.

Anxiety and depression are the most widely reported relational issues—due at
least in part to the increasing ease people feel with discussing mental health

Trauma need not be personally experienced for its effects to be
felt in a relationship. The effects of trauma ripple outward. Having a
spouse, child or other loved one who has suffered the experience has
at least as much of an effect, and sometimes even more. For instance,
just eight percent of adults with no experience of depression / anxiety
report marital problems, compared to one-third (37%) of those who
have personally experienced depression / anxiety and one-third (35%)

of'those whose loved one has experienced depression / anxiety.

Pornography & Sexual Addiction
Although pornography and sexual addiction are the least reported of
the traumas considered in the study, their effect on relationships ap-

pears to be among the most damaging. (Keep in mind that researchers

Continued on page 56.
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What relational skills do you think are
essential for adolescents to practice at
home and beyond? How can churches and
youth ministry be a part of their relational

development?

First, authentic engagement. Both home
and church should be safe places for
young people to express themselves with-
out judgment or fear.

If young people are unable to be real
in the two places that are supposed to be
safe—home and church—theyre going to
find somewhere else. Unfortunately, that

place may not be biblical or safe. They may

just find someone to affirm or reinforce
their thoughts, whether those thoughts
are good or bad.

Second, listening without judgment.
Teens need to feel listened to, and they
need to learn to listen well. Part of good
communication is learning how to hear
with the right level of filtering. What's im-
portant? What's not? How can I tell? Who
do I listen to, who do I not listen to?

Churches can create spaces where
it’s safe to ask questions, to explore, to
engage in different and difficult topics in
order to gain understanding around those
things—and not feel judged. We don’t have

to affirm or confirm everyone’s viewpoint,
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but we do want them to know it’s safe to
ask, to raise those questions, and have an
authentic exchange.

The third thing is modeling. Young
people are developing their viewpoint,
their worldview, their faith. All those
things are in a hyper mode of development
and can really be shaped by engagement
with adults who model authenticity and
humility, who own their mistakes, com-
municate with grace and relate in healthy

ways.

What factors do you believe lie behind the
uptick in anxiety and depression among
teens and young adults? What are some
ways that pastors and youth ministry
workers can help young people navigate

mental illness?

Ithink three main factors are at work. The
first is access to information. Literally at
their fingertips, young people have a way
to find out more about what they’re ex-
periencing. And that’s great, as long as
they’re getting good information.

Second, general awareness and cul-
tural conversation. We talk more about

mental illness now than in the past.

In addition to face-to-face conversa-
tions, teens are bombarded by YouTube,
Snapchat, podcasts, all these things where
mental illness is just a normal topic.

Third, and related to that, is that anx-
iety and depression are kind of trendy.
Talking about it is another opportunity
to relate and connect, everybody bands
together around that issue. Doesn’t mean
it’s not legitimate, but it’s easier for folks
to grab onto because anxiety and depres-
sion are kind of the thing to do right now.

The acknowledgement that mental
health problems are real is a huge, im-
portant place for church leaders to start.
It can be damaging, both emotionally and
spiritually, for someone to grow up in a
space where experiencing mental illness
is chalked up to alack of faith.

The second way to help is for pas-
tors and youth leaders to get informed.
Whether it’s through education, through
partnerships, through literature, through
whatever—get informed about what
mental health problems are and what the
symptoms look like.

The last thing is for ministry work-
ers to recognize when they've reached
the limits of their training and abilities.
If a young person comes to them with a

problem, I think it’s healthy for a leader to
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say, “I don’t have the training to help you
through this process. Let’s partner with
someone who does. I can walk with you, I
can pray with you, I can support you, but

this is something beyond my know-how.”

Pornography and sexual imagery have be-
come ubiquitous in our culture. In your
own counseling practice, how have you
seen these affect teens and families? What
can churches do to help young people de-
velop healthy sexuality and Christian sex-
ual ethics?

Exposure is happening earlier than in the
past. Access, again. It’s at their fingertips.
On top of that, I see a lot of ignorance or a
lack of sensitivity about how porn will af-
fect them over the long term. They see it
as not that big of a deal, “everyone else is
doing it,” or it’s just natural.

A lot of times, a true, authentic con-
versation with family members isn’t hap-
pening. Often parents aren’t sure what to
say to their teen about what’s happening,
so rather than talk about it they just put
down hard-and-fast rules without talking
about why the guidelines are soimportant.

The truth is, sometimes it’s not just a

problem for young people. It’s a problem
for adults, too. Their parents, their teach-
ers, their pastors. So you have adults who
are struggling in this area, and theyre
like, “How can I lead that conversation?
Because it’s my problem too.”

Church leadership and parents can

start early to establish safe environments

MICHAEL
Level 2 Certified Restoration

COX is a

Therapist. Together with his
wife, Coloma, he conducts mar-
riage seminars, coaches couples
in preparation for marriage and
walks with families seeking to
live healthy lives. Additionally,
Michael utilizes his 20+ years
of working with young people
to inform and drive his work
with adolescent development
and emotional regulation. He is
a trainer in Mental Health First
Aid for the National Council for
Behavioral Health, and he lives
in Texas with his wife and three
children.
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where young people can talk openly and
ask honest questions about sex. Open the
door, even if it’s painful and awkward, to
an authentic conversation about what
they’re experiencing. Don’t shame them
for having desires. Instead, help them un-
derstand healthy and God-ordered ways
to handle those desires.

Parents and youth pastors need to get

more inquisitive than directive when it

comes to young people. Get curious. Ask
questions. Teens are developing who they
are, their identity, and sometimes adults
get so caught up in feeling responsible
to give right answers to questions young
people aren’t even asking. Instead, be
more inquisitive about who they are be-
coming. Learn about them. Find out what

their questions are.
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Continued from page 51.

asked survey respondents to assess porn’s impact on their relation-
ships, nottoreport use or viewing of porn. Most sources, including pre-
vious Barna studies, agree that overall use is much more widespread
than responses to this narrowly focused question might suggest. For
example, 41% of practicing Christian men ages 13 to 24 report seeking
out porn at least once a month.®) Those who have personally struggled
with pornography or other sexual addictions are overwhelmingly more
likely to report pornography as an issue in their relationships (43% vs.
3% of those with no experience). They are four times as likely (40% vs.
10%) to say addiction affects their most important relationships and
atleast twice as likely to say sexual intimacy (56% vs. 25%) and loneli-
ness (67% vs. 28%) are relational issues for them.

This pattern is even more pronounced among practicing
Christians. Every relational issue surfaces at a considerably higher
rate among those with a spouse or child with pornography or other
sexual addictions than among those who have personally experienced
such struggles. This includes anxiety (84% vs. 55%), marriage prob-
lems (72% vs. 28%), depression (70% vs. 52%), sexual intimacy (69%
vs. 41%), grief (66% vs. 37%), parenting problems (66% vs. 29%) and
loneliness (62% vs. 50%).

Nearly half of those with direct experience of sexual addiction
(49%) report that addiction affects their important relationships (vs.
5% among those with no experience). Those who have personal expe-
rience are also twice as likely as those with no experience to name anx-
iety (70% vs. 34%), depression (65% vs. 31%), loneliness (55% vs. 25%)

and sexual intimacy (48% vs. 24%) as issues.

Cheating / Infidelity

Unsurprisingly, experiencing infidelity in a romantic relationship con-
tributes to anxiety and / or depression. Those who have been cheated
on are more likely than not to say anxiety (59% vs. 31% those without

direct or indirect experience) and depression (57% vs. 27%), affect
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their relationships. Also more prevalent compared to those who have
no experience of cheating are relational issues such as sexual intimacy
(40% vs.22%), grief (36% vs.19%), marital problems (38% vs. 14%) and
parenting problems (32% vs. 14%).

Divorce

Experiencing a divorce consistently shows the weakest correlation to
increased relational issues. Although the correlation exists, it is no-
tably smaller than other traumas investigated in the study. For some
people, divorce may be a welcome solution to other types of trauma.
But even when that’s not the case, there is a rising trend of wanting to
stay friends with one’s ex.? In comparison to those with no experience
of divorce, the increase in frequency of relational issues is significant.
Among the general population, divorced people are more likely to ex-
perience problems with sexual intimacy (36% among ever divorced
vs. 26% never divorced) and addiction (17% vs. 11%). For practicing
Christians, the effects of divorce are more evident than in the general

population in almost every area tested.

MORAL JUDGMENTS

So how do people morally assess their relational issues? Researchers
asked participants about their current beliefs with regard to the mo-
rality of divorce and pornography, two issues with a history of moral
freight in the Christian community. According to sociologist Samuel

Perry, for example:

Whereas many other Americans seem to be able to view porn with-
out it causing significant mental health problems, for conserva-
tive Christians it’s different. The church’s zero-tolerance policy
for porn means those who consume it only occasionally might

see themselves as addicts from the first viewing. So even though
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conservative Christians use porn less than other Americans, they
are statistically twice as likely to consider themselves “addicted”

to it. Their shame can be soul-crushing.*®

The responses inside and outside the Church are similar, as the
chart shows, with the general population leaning further toward the
view that divorce is morally acceptable. Among practicing Christians,
Millennials exhibit the most polarization; their generation is least
inclined to give the middle response that divorce is “sometimes” per-
missible for Christians, and most likely to respond with the extremes

“never” and “always.”

The Morality of Divorce, U.S. Adults vs. Practicing Christians

O ALwAys OFTEN SOMETIMES seLDoM O NEVER

Divorce can be permitted for a Christian.

U.S. adults

Divorce is morally acceptable.
Practicing Christians

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.

Our perceptions are inevitably shaped by life experience. Often,
difficult situations can increase compassion and empathy and dimin-
ish moralistic judgment. Yet the human desire to preserve our opinion
of ourselves can also lead us to downplay problems or give moral pri-
ority to the lens of our own experience. For those who have directly

or indirectly experienced relational trauma such as divorce, infidelity,



HOW ARE RELATIONSHIPS UNDER PRESSURE? | 59

depression or anxiety, addiction, pornography or sexual addiction, a
number of differences emerge compared with those who have no such
experiences. For example, having been through a divorce correlates
with one’s attitude toward divorce. Those who have divorced are much
more likely than those who have not been to view divorce as permissi-
ble. In the general population, there is a gap between the proportions
of Gen X (38%) and Boomers (57%) who view divorce as morally ac-
ceptable, correlating with a spike in divorce rates commonly seen in

these years.

The Morality of Divorce, Married vs. Divorced Adults

O ALwAYs O OFTEN  soMETIMES O seLboM O NEVER

Divorce can be permitted for a Christian.

(have ever been divorced) 27% 23%

U.S. adults

(married / not divorced) 35%

Divorce is morally acceptable.

Practicing Christians _ 24% 32%
(have ever been divorced)
Practicing Christians 16%

: ; 35%
(married / not divorced)

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.

In contrast to the relative similarity inside and outside the Church
with respect to divorce, practicing Christians’ and the general popula-
tion’s views on the morality of pornography diverge sharply. Younger
generations are more accepting of pornography use, but the majority
of practicing Christian Millennials and Gen Z still says it is morally
wrong.

Continued on page 64.
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As someone with a background in both
pastoral ministry and mental health, what
do you think each uniquely brings to the
table when it comes to restoring people
and relationships to wholeness? What
are some ways the two can work together

more effectively?

My mental health background equips me
with the best tools and practices and my
pastoral ministry background equips me
with faith in the work of God in people’s
lives. I chose an American Psychological
Association-approved seminary to do
my theology and psychology work in or-
der to get the best of both Christian and

secular tools and practices, and to learn
how to integrate my faith into the imple-
mentation and practice of them. -

—
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encourage them not to simply hand over

their expertise to those in the traditional
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healing practices (doctors, counselors,
psychologists, and so on), but to value
their training and expertise as giving
them insights into the whole person that
others may not have. And I encourage
those in the mental health fields to realize
that people’s physical, emotional, mental
and spiritual lives all need to be addressed
in order for healing to happen—and pas-
toral ministry can provide rich wisdom in

those areas.

Researchers asked people what challeng-
es impact their most important relation-
ships. Across the board, anxiety and / or
depression were the most frequently re-
ported challenge. In your experience, what
are the most common ways anxiety and /

or depression impact relationships?

Anxiety and depression are not feelings,
but coping behaviors that a person resorts
to when there are underlying violations

around love (identity) and trust (safety).

So first, anxiety and depression impact
relationships on a behavioral level. For
example, sometimes people become per-
fectionistic in order to soothe their anxi-
ety. Often that perfectionism has all kinds
of impact on their relationships with
others, creating conflict. Or if someone is
depressed, they might withdraw and be-
come emotionally flat and listless—and
you can bet that has a huge impact on how
someone relates to them.

Second, anxiety and depression im-
pact relationships because the underlying
core feelings that trigger those coping be-
haviors impact how a person sees them-
selves. For example, if someone feels not
good enough or emotionally unsafe (two
huge underlying feelings that can give rise
to anxiety and depression), that feeling
can become their identity. Being in rela-
tionship with someone who feels that way
about themselves creates all kinds of rela-
tional issues.

Simply put, anxiety and depression
impact relationships because they dis-
tort how we see ourselves and others. And
that’s a recipe for relational issues.

None of us are immune to anxiety
and depression. If we haven’t already, we
will all experience the relational strug-
gles these bring about at some point in

our lives. The good news is that mental
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health and pastoral ministry can provide
a beautiful model of healing for those who
are suffering. The model I love and use is
Restoration Therapy, and it has brought
healing to tons of people.

In Barna’s 2017 The State of Pastors study,
we found that one in five U.S. Protestant
pastors (21%) says they frequently feel
mentally or emotionally exhausted, and
about one in six (15%) rates their emo-
tional health lower than excellent or good.
What are some ways that pastors and oth-
er Christian leaders should care for their
mental health?

I typically encourage pastors and oth-
er Christian leaders to do three things.
First, make sure to have a good practice
of self-care for your physical, emotional,
mental and spiritual life. It’'s important
to sustain these four areas in a regular
rhythm. For example, I might encourage a
pastor to (physical) exercise three times a
week, (emotional) have a date night with
their spouse once a week, (mental) set
aside time to read and learn and (spiritu-
al) engage in a daily practice of prayer in

solitude.

Second, I encourage them to see a
therapist or spiritual director—someone
who is trained to understand them ho-
listically who can provide a confidential

and safe place for them to be themselves.

A place where they don’t have to be the
pastor or leader. This is essential. -

RHETT SMITH is a
Licensed Marriage and Family
Therapist and Certified Executive
Coach in Plano, Texas. He is the
author of The Anxious Christian:
Can God Use Your Anxiety for
Good? and works with churches
and organizations to help im-
prove their relationships, well-
ness and performance. Currently
he is part of a collaborative effort
to equip pastors and ministry
leaders to help bring healing to
those in their ministries suffering
from anxiety and depression. He
lives in Texas with his wife and
two kids. You can check out his
work at www.rhettsmith.com.
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Third, I encourage them to have an
intimate community of trusted friends
where they don’t have to be pastor or
ministry leader. Find a group of friends

who ask tough questions and aren’t “yes

| 63

people.” I wrote a paper in seminary about
the moral failings of ministry leaders,
and what I found in my research was that
most hit their crisis point when they be-
came isolated and exhausted.

If pastors and ministry leaders em-
ploy these three practices, they set them-
selves up for a more successful journey
through the ups and downs of life and

ministry.
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Continued from page 59.

This is not the case outside the Church at all. According to Barna’s
study on views and use of porn, U.S. teens and young adults are more
likely to say “not recycling” (56%) is immoral than to say so about

“viewing pornographic images” (32%)."*

Younger generations are more accepting of pornography use, but the majority
of practicing Christian Millennials and Gen Z still says it is morally wrong

The Morality of Porn Use, U.S. Adults vs. Practicing Christians
O ALwAYs ©) OFTEN  SOMETIMES O seLboM O NEVER

Pornography use is morally wrong.

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.

MENTAL HEALTH STRUGGLES & SOLUTIONS

As we've seen, mental health issues such as anxiety and depression
can deeply affect relationships. Reciprocally, a relational issue such
as infidelity can bear heavily on one’s mental health, increasing anx-
iety and depression. Additionally, each person’s worldview forms a
lens through which these issues are perceived. More specifically, a
Christian worldview seems to make a difference in how people think
about mental health. In order to assess to what extent this is true, re-
searchers presented a series of commonly held views and ideas about
mental health and mental illness. (See graphs on pages 66-67.)
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Practicing Christians express high confidence that, in a fallen
world, anyone or everyone might face a relationship crisis. Their dis-
tribution of responses is similar to that of the general population, with
slightly more saying it is “always true” that a relationship crisis could
happen to anyone.

Practicing Christians, along with all U.S. adults, are supportive of
the notion that physical, mental, sexual and spiritual health increase
together. Christians, however, are more inclined to view them as inter-
connected, with more than half saying so (54% vs. 39%).

In line with such a view, practicing Christians also express high-
er degrees of openness to a range of possible helps for relational and
mental difficulties. For example, they are more likely than the general
population to say that counseling should be a part of any restoration or
healing of relationship issues.

Practicing Christians are also slightly more likely to believe med-
ication for anxiety or depression should always be taken, compared to
the general population.

Only practicing Christians were asked about Bible reading and
prayer as a solution to mental health problems, and their responses
fall in a similar bell curve: “Sometimes” emerges as the most frequent
response (42%) but, as with counseling and medication, attitudes lean
toward the affirmative.

They also generally tend to agree that Christians should stick
exclusively to things the Bible says or recommends when receiving
counseling.

Practicing Christians’ views on the spiritual aspect of mental
well-being diverges from the views of the culture at large. Close to half
of practicing Christians (47%) believe a closer walk with God is “al-
ways” or “often” the solution to mental health problems. Among the
general population, respondents were asked to rate the degree to which

they believe the solution to mental health problems is faith—and their
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responses tilt in the opposite direction. A plurality believes faith is
“seldom” or “never” the solution (40%).

Since the earliest days of psychology, some Christians haven’t
been sure how to think about science-based mental health research
and therapies. It has not always been clear how the findings and the-
ories of psychology fit comfortably into a Christian worldview—and
for a small minority of believers, that’s still the case today. One in six
practicing Christians would say evil spirits are often (10%) or always
(8%) the cause of mental illness. Another one in four (27%) says this
is sometimes the case. There is uncertainty here, which means there’s
room for pastors and trained counselors to help educate Christians
about both mental illness and spiritual warfare.

Continued on page 71.

Perceptions About Mental & Emotional Health,
U.S. Adults vs. Practicing Christians

O ALwAYs O OFTEN  sOMETIMES O seLboM O NEVER

Anyone or everyone might face a relationship crisis.

U.S. adults

S

In a fallen world, anyone or everyone might face a relationship crisis.

Practicing Christians

22% .2%

Physical, mental, sexual and spiritual health increase together.

U.S. adults

B
o
| :

Practicing Christians 31%
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Counseling should be a part of any restoration or healing of relationship issues.

U.S. adults 42%

Practicing Christians

35%

People should take medication for anxiety or depression.

U.S. adults 47%

Christians should take medication for anxiety or depression.

Practicing Christians

46%

The solution to mental health problems is Bible reading and prayer.

Practicing Christians 42%

Christians should stick exclusively to things the Bible says or recommends when
receiving counseling.

Practicing Christians

9
°

The solution to mental health problems is faith.

U.S. adults 38%

The solution to mental health problems is a closer walk with God.

Practicing Christians

»
o
32

Mental health problems are caused by evil spirits.

Practicing Christians 27%

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.
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There’s ongoing debate around whether
addiction is a disease or a choice. In your
years of pastoring and then in counseling
practice, which of these theories have you

found comes closest to the mark?

It’s a disease of choice. The disease lives
in the limbic system, which is also the
brain’s reward center. Its basic job is to
keep you alive, but it does so based on
15-second time horizons. When the lim-
bic system is making all of your deci-
sions, it’s the functional equivalent of a
kindergarten classroom with no adult in
the room. The frontal cortex is the adult—
that’s where executive command and
control is—but it isn’t fully working until

your early 20s.

If you think of all addiction like a tree,
there are a whole lot of branches on the
outer tree. There are opiates, eating disor-
ders, porn and so on. If I say, “Hey, you've
got a drinking problem, you need to quit
drinking,” all T've said is that you should
saw the alcohol branch off the tree.

But guess what? The branch is going
to grow back. And while you wait, you're
going to hang out on some other branch-
es and develop some other addictions,
because we’re never addicted to just one
thing. We're always multiply addicted.

To get rid of the addiction tree, we
have to take it out at the roots. It’s the root,
not the branch, that is the real issue.

First, we dig the soil away. The soil is
shame. No shame, no addiction; it’s that

simple. Then the roots are exposed. What



we find at the root is abuse—verbal, men-
tal, emotional, sexual or physical—and
trauma. The tree of addiction can only be
removed when we help people heal from
those deep wounds.

Jesus is the best model of this ap-
proach. He says that if you give him your
heart, he will change your behavior. But
too often we want to make giving him
our hearts about behavior modifica-
tion. The gospel is not about behavioral

modification.

There seems to be a disconnect between
many pastors and mental health profes-
sionals. How do we work through and
destigmatize the growing divide between

these camps?

We have to be very intentional about
spending time dialoguing together, and
that happens far too rarely. Our relation-
ships with each other are not what they
need to be. There’s mistrust. But the poor
state of intimacy in our culture demands
that we work far more closely together.
Pastors can and should walk with
people through all the tough stuff of being
human and following Christ. But when

the tough stuff is addiction, or cyclic
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repetition of family-of-origin abuse, or
the aftermath of trauma or mental
illness—a pastor needs support helping
people deal with those kinds of issues.
Clinical depression or anxiety requires
more than trustworthy spiritual direc-
tion and discipleship practices, and pas-
tors should partner with a mental health
professional.

I think people tend to have a baseline
assumption that their pastor should be
able to help them when they’re in crisis.
They think, he’s super spiritual and knows
the Bible, so he should be able to help us.

Take addiction again, just because
it’s a great framework for thinking about
these issues. Generally speaking, I think
pastors and pastoral counselors are on
solid ground when they are helping some-
one wrestle with curiosity and desire, but
that they need to seek help from a mental
health professional if and when habit be-
comes a part of the picture. Most pastors
are not trained addiction counselors, do-
mestic abuse social workers, trauma ther-
apists or psychiatrists.

I'm part of a podcast in which we try
to teach pastors when it’s the time to refer
congregants to outside professional help.
Pastors need to know where the line is,
but it’s hard for them because the expec-

tation is that they can fix it.
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I've had pastor clients who are terri-
fied they can’t fix something, can’t solve
something, and are afraid to say they don’t
know. That’s a terrible position for pastors
tobein. If we can find a way for pastors and
mental health pros to work together, they
wouldn’t find themselves in that position.

Both camps need to establish bound-
aries, respect each other and talk through

issues together.

TAL PRINCE earned his
masters of divinity from Beeson

Divinity School and a masters
in clinical mental health from
the University of Alabama at
Birmingham. He uses both de-
grees to preach and counsel
regularly, and is in demand as
a speaker on addictions, trau-
ma and couples. He is director
of Insights Counseling Center
and lives with his wife and
two daughters in Birmingham,
Alabama.
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Continued from page 66.

Generational Trends

Overall, practicing Christian Millennials are more open than older
believers to a variety of ideas about and treatments for mental health
problems. They are more likely to say that anyone could encounter a
relationship crisis; that physical, mental, sexual and spiritual health
increase together; that counseling should be a part of relational resto-
ration and healing; and that both Bible reading and prayer and a closer
walk with God are effective solutions.

In fact, agreement with these statements is more common among
younger generations. Culturally speaking, this is not at all surprising.
For many 20- and 30-somethings, emotional and mental health is on
par with physical health: All are essential to a holistic sense of well-
being. In Christian circles, as well, many writers and ministry practi-
tioners of the past few decades have begun to connect spiritual growth
with emotional and mental health, arguing that fruitful discipleship
must entail growth in all these areas.

This is good news for anyone who is passionate about making
young disciples. Asyoung adults seek emotional well-being, Christians
who can speak the language of mental and emotional health can help

them connect to their spiritual lives, as well.

As young adults seek emotional well-being, Christians who can speak
the language of mental and emotional health can help them
connect to their spiritual lives, as well

Stigma

It is one thing to acknowledge the benefits of counseling and another
to actually seek out professional help. One barrier may be community
stigma. Practicing Christians were asked whether they thought their
pastor, priest and / or other people in their church community would

want them to seek out professional counseling for a relationship crisis,
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and half of respondents (52%) feel alow degree of stigma, anticipating
a high degree of support. A small minority (8%) feels a high degree of
stigma, expecting that their church community would most likely not
want them to pursue such assistance. There could be a range of un-
derlying attitudes fueling such high stigma, such as “The problem isn’t
really a problem, so there is nothing to fix” and “The problem can be

solved without a professional counselor.”

if they were to seek professional help' This latter group, practicing

Christians who perceive some degree of stigma toward seeking profes-
sional counseling, is the most likely among the three groups to respond
“sometimes” when asked to evaluate each of the statements about
mental and relational health. By contrast, the high stigma group is the
most polarized, with a smaller percentage of respondents choosing the
middle ground. They are not in lockstep agreement with each other,

but they share strong feelings about these issues.

Practicing Christians with trauma experience are more likely to affirm that
counseling should be a part of healing relationship issues

Personal Experience & Solutions

Bothinside and outside the Church, those with firsthand experience of
trauma respond with stronger conviction that anyone may face a rela-
tionship crisis (39% vs. 28% “always true” practicing Christians with
no experience; 36% vs. 18% all adults with no experience). Practicing
Christians with trauma experience are also more likely than those
without to affirm that physical, mental, sexual and spiritual health in-
crease together (55% vs. 43%) and that counseling should be a part of
healing relationship issues (69% vs. 45%).


Bryan Dunagan
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When comparing those who have battled depression / anxiety
with those who have not, the latter are more likely to feel that taking
medicationisnot the solution. Both inside and outside the Church, one
in nine (11%) feels that medication is “never” the solution, compared
to one in 20 of those who have experienced depression / anxiety them-
selves (5%) and just three percent of those who have a loved one who
has struggled in this area. Among practicing Christians, this trend
strengthens in the “always” responses: Those who have indirectly ex-
perienced the effects of anxiety and depression via their loved ones are
most likely to advocate medication (16%), compared to those who have

no experience (11%).

Now that we know where people are feeling relational pressures,

let’s find out where they look for help.
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WHERE DO PEOPLE
TURN FOR SUPPORT
& HOW CAN
CHURCHES HELP?

Households of Fuaith, Barna’s study on how people who share the same
living space strengthen each other’s spirituality, found that people
who interact on a spiritual level—whether through prayer, Bible study
or some other activity—are more likely than those who don’t to turn
toward one another during a personal crisis. In other words, there is
at least “some correlation between sharing spiritual interactions and
having each other’s backs.”*?

Both inside and outside the Church, respondents to the Restoring
Relationships survey say they are most likely to look to a family

member or close friend (53%) for help with a relationship problem,
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whether the issue involves their spouse (56% all adults vs. 53% prac-
ticing Christians), their child (50% both), their parent (60% vs. 61%)
or another loved one (61% vs. 62%).

Practicing Christians are more likely than U.S. adults overall to turn to a

pastor or priest for relational support—and are also more likely to seek help

from a professional counselor or therapist

Yet as the chart shows, practicing Christians are more likely than

the national average to reach out to others for support. They are more

likely to seek help from a professional counselor than are U.S. adults

overall. They are also much more likely, as we would expect, to turn to

their pastor or priest. On the other hand, adults from the general popu-

lation are more likely to turn to internet resources for help.

Where Do You Turn for Help?, U.S. Adults vs. Practicing Christians
% among those who have experienced a relationship hardship

O u.s. ADULTS
PRACTICING CHRISTIANS

A loved one (family member
or very close friend)

A pastor or priest at
a Christian church

A professional counselor,
psychologist or psychiatrist

Internet resources

No one

Another leader at
a Christian church

A non-Christian
religious leader

Other

e 54%
53%

I 13%
34%

] 22%
26%

s 18%
16%

I 27 %
16%

I 5%
14%

mm 3%
4%

4%
5%

n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.



WHERE DO PEOPLE TURN FOR SUPPORT & HOW CAN CHURCHES HELP?

The lion’s share hold optimistic expectations of church help.
Three-quarters or more say leaders in their church “definitely” or
“probably” truly care (86%), help people develop healthy relationships
(76%), can be trusted with private or personal issues (78%), can be
trusted to genuinely help with personal issues such as a relationship
problem (76%) and are available to help with such issues (77%).

When researchers ask senior pastors who members of their con-
gregation turn to for relationship help, church leaders tend to put
themselves at the top of the list, rather than members’ close friends.
(This is probably less a case of thinking of themselves too highly than

of not always knowing when they are being left out of the loop.)

Where Congregants Turn for Help, According to U.S. Pastors / Priests
O ALWAYS ) OFTEN ' SOMETIMES

Senior pastor . 39% 52%
Another member of 'ghe 2%I 30% 52%
congregation
Someone outside 2%I 20% 50%
the church
Another lay leader 1% I 13% S
An elder or deacon 1% 1%
Another pastor, besides
the senior pastor 1% I 16% 32%
Women_’s ormen’s 4o I 14% 35%
ministry leader

Family ministry leader 1% I 8%  16%

On-staff counselor 5% 7%

n =656 U.S. Protestant senior pastors and Catholic priests, March-April 2019.
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When it comes to trust, pastors and priests have a fairly accurate
sense of their parishioners’ response: Three-quarters (74%) believe
their congregants “definitely” or “probably” trust their church leaders
to help them navigate a relationship challenge. As their tenure grows,
so too does their perception of congregational trust. Although still a
majority, fewer pastors (63%) who have shepherded their congrega-
tion for one to three years are confident of their congregants’ trust
compared to pastors with a tenure of four to nine years (74%). And
those who have been with their congregation for a decade or more are
most likely (81%) to say their congregants trust them.

Most pastors report counseling a significant number of parishio-
ners, with more than one-third (36%) estimating that 10 percent or
more of their congregation sought them out for relationship help in
the past year, and more than one-quarter (28%) estimating five to 10
percent. Among pastors of fewer than 100 congregants, half say that
10 percent or more of their congregation requested pastoral support
for their relationships (51%), compared to about one-third of mid-
sized congregations (35%) and one in nine large-church leaders (11%).
These percentages shake out to about the same level of counseling
burden in absolute numerical terms, but small-church pastors are

helping a larger proportion of their whole congregation.

WHAT KIND OF SUPPORT HELPS MOST
People turn to a range of sources for help with a relationship problem,
and often seek help from more than one source. These sources can
be grouped under three main headings: professional (a professional
counselor, psychologist or psychiatrist), spiritual (a pastor, priest or
other church leader) and relational (a family member or close friend).
Grouping these kinds of support can help analysts better understand
their overall effectiveness.

Turning to a spiritual source of support consistently correlates

with more positive reports of satisfaction with relationships, of
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Well-Being Among Those Who Have Sought Help
% “always” among practicing Christians

O SOUGHT SPIRITUAL HELP SOUGHT RELATIONAL HELP SOUGHT PROFESSIONAL HELP

54% 51% 41%

30% 27% 19% 33% 32% 23%
Satisfied with life Feeling loved Satisfaction with

relationships
n=2,307 U.S. adults 18 and over, March-May 2019.

satisfaction with life and of feeling loved. (This section focuses mainly
on practicing Christians, but these trends are also observed in the gen-
eral population.) Satisfaction rates of those who turn only to profes-
sional help are lowest by comparison, with relational support falling
between the other two types. A caveat: We want to caution against con-
cluding that professional help is less effective. What does seem clear is
that a holistic approach—one that accounts for the spiritual dynamics

of relationships—is often more effective than one-dimensional help.

Turning to a spiritual source of support consistently correlates
with more positive reports of satisfaction in relationships,
of satisfaction with life and of feeling loved

Many people turn to more than one type of help, and the same
trend of satisfaction correlated to spiritual support holds in various
combinations. Practicing Christians who turn to relational and spiri-
tual (but not professional) help are most likely to “always” be satisfied
with their relationships (36%), satisfied with life (30%) and feeling
loved (61%). By contrast, those with relational and professional (but

no spiritual) support are least likely to report “always” being satisfied

Continued on page 84.
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Does emotional health matter when it
comes to the Christian life, to churches?
Why should it be important to pastors and
other ministry leaders to consider emo-

tional health in people’s lives?

Tim Keller talks about the “sin under the
sin.” Loneliness is a prime example. It’s
is one of the top reasons people engage in
unwanted sexual behavior. It’s the “sin un-
der the sin.”

So much of sexual sin comes from a le-
gitimate longing that gets distorted. If we
just preach, “Men, stop looking at porn!”
but don’t look at those inner workings—if
we don’t see why people are struggling—we
miss people and it becomes moralism.

The marketers in the porn industry

are students of human desire. They know
where people are struggling, and they’re
ready to exploit those struggles for profit.

We must also become students of hu-
man desire, in order to help people grow in
godly maturity. As we preach the gospel, we
could leave it at “follow Jesus” or we can try
to go after the stuff underneath. The lens of
emotional health shows us the desires, idols
and struggles that are down below. And as
we preach and lead into those deeper things,
people gain a greater awareness of who they
are and who God is.

I love the proactive nature of pastor-
ing. As a counselor, someone comes in and
you have to start where they are. But as a
pastor, I'm already proactively pursuing
the image of Christin them; I don’t have to

wait for them to come up with something.
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I'm living life with them. I'm instigating.
I'm pursuing their maturity in every way.
As a pastor, I feel like my job is more ho-
listic. I'm not only thinking about that per-
son and what has shaped them, but also
how to steward the gospel in their lives.

I couldn’t do that as effectively with-

out paying attention to emotional health.

What part should emotional health play

when it comes to leaders themselves?

If a leader is emotionally unhealthy, the
culture he or she creates is unhealthy.
Emotionally healthy churches start with
leaders. And that’s why I think Jesus, in
John 17, spends an entire chapter praying
for his disciples, the ones who would con-
tinue his mission. He prays for them and
for their health. That’s his desire for the
Church.

Pastors need to take our own sto-
ries seriously. One of our core values as
a church is emotional health. As a lead-
ership team, we know a lot about each
other’s struggles. We spend a lot of time
together, talking about how we are doing.

What would it look like to make emo-
tional health a normal thing to pursue,

to make a part of your faith community?

There’s alot of pain caused by profession-
alism, the untouchableness of the pulpit.
That stuff doesn’t help in crisis, it doesn’t
help in the normal everyday hardships
that people face. Let’s take pastoring out
of the professional world and bring it to

reality, bring it into our everyday lives.

MIKE BOLAND is an
assistant pastor at City Church

Eastside in Atlanta, Georgia, and
has trained in the Seattle School
of Psychology and Theology. He
grew up in a children’s home
football
scholarship from The Citadel

before receiving a
in Charleston, South Carolina,
and beginning a life in ministry.
Mike, Jennifer and their four kids
love their neighborhood and en-
joy gathering with friends and
neighbors around the dinner
table. Mike enjoys playing most
sports and journeying with peo-
ple as they investigate their own
stories and questions of faith.
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Some churches are making intentional
efforts to become more racially and eth-
nically diverse. Naturally, leaders in such
congregations are more likely to counsel
or provide pastoral care to people from a
different cultural background than them-
selves. What is a healthy way for pastoral
caregivers to consider race or ethnicity as
a factor in mental health or relational is-

sues? Or should it be considered at all?

When someone says theyre hurting,
leaders need to validate that pain. Many
people in leadership do not know what
it’s like to be a woman or a person of col-
or, because they’ve never experienced it.

To be fair, as an African American, I have

not experienced what a white man goes
through as he’s trying to live the principles
of Jesus. So I think it gets down to obeying
Paul’s instructions to bear one another’s
burdens. If one part of the Body is hurting,
we all hurt.

If we're going to be pastoral caregiv-
ers, we have to believe that racial trauma
is real. There are so many suffering from
racial “battle fatigue.” They come into
church traumatized by what’s happen-
ing in their neighborhood or at their job.
They've gotten pulled over or followed
by police. It’s real. When they come to
church, they’re looking for people who
will listen to and lament with them—not
try to fix it.

A lot of us have been running around
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trying to fix the problem, but I think we
should consider Job’s friends: They were
cool until they started talking. They sat
with him in his pain. Like Job, trauma-
tized and hurting people in our churches
don’t need a sermon or a class. Can’t you
Just see that I'm hurting? Can you sit with

me in this pain?

DR. CHRIS WILLIAMSON
is the founder and senior pastor

of Strong Tower Bible Church,
a multiracial fellowship in
Nashville. He is author of two
books, Making Disciples Who
Make a Difference and One But
Not The Same: God’s Diverse
Kingdom Come Through Race,
Class, and Gender. Pastor Chris
is a pioneer in “The Fuller Story”
initiative in Franklin, Tennessee,
to include the agonies and
accomplishments of  African
Americans through historical
markers in places of equal nobil-
ity around the city’s Confederate
monument. He and his wife,
Dorena, live in Franklin and have

four children.

John Burke talks about how when
Paul was arrested in Philippi, the Roman
jailer beat him and threw him and Silas
jail (see Acts 16). Then God shook the
prison, the doors flew open. And without
being told, the jailer showed compassion
and good sense enough to wash Paul’s
wounds—the wounds that he and the gov-
ernment he represented unjustly inflicted
on the apostle.

When it comes to trauma from rac-
ism past and present, leaders need to be
willing to wash the wounds. Whether you
personally inflicted those wounds or they
were perpetrated by the unjust system
were all a part of, they’re there. And we

are called to wash them.
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Continued from page 79.
with their relationships (21%), being satisfied with life (13%) or feeling
loved (23%).

Additionally, practicing Christians who turn to spiritual sources
of support are less likely to distance themselves from a church during
a personal crisis (71% “never”), compared to 57 percent of those with
relational help and 43 percent with professional help.

This seems like a good time to remind us all that correlation does
not imply causation. That is, seeking relationship support from a
church leader doesn’t necessarily cause greater relational satisfaction.
What we can say, however, is that spiritual help plays an important
role in subjective relationship satisfaction, a role that is sometimes
overlooked by the wider culture.

Let’s take a closer look at the kinds of help churches offer.

Pastoral Teaching & Counseling

How often are relationship topics raised at church? Four out of five
practicing Christians say they received at least some teaching about
marriage (86%) and parenting (81%). Seven in 10 say they heard teach-
ing on addiction (70%), relationship crises (68%) and loneliness (67%)
at church, followed by three out of five who heard about anxiety (63%)
or depression (62%). Significantly fewer recall hearing about single-
ness (53%), pornography (47%) or sexual intimacy (42%); more than
half say they have “never” heard church leaders talk about pornogra-
phy (53%) or sexual intimacy (58%). This is a missed opportunity to
speak into people’s lives about issues that impact their everyday reali-
ties and relationships.

Six in 10 practicing Christians whose church leaders talked about
sensitive topics say that those conversations were helpful (60%).
About one-quarter (23%) says it was neither helpful nor harmful, and
16 percent say the church’s discussions were a mixed bag—sometimes

helpful, sometimes harmful. If more pastors can learn biblically and
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relationally sound ways to talk about tough topics, this represents a
real opportunity to engage more with struggling churchgoers.
Congregants’ reports align fairly well with what pastors say. Of the
topics included in the survey, marriage and parenting are most often
covered in their teaching. Eighty-six percent of pastors address mar-
riage at least once a year, including 55 percent who did so more than
twice a year. Eighty-one percent address parenting at least annually,
and 50 percent more than twice annually. Pornography, healthy sex-
uality and singleness, topics pastors address less frequently, are also
the issues congregants report hearing about least. Singleness is least

likely to be addressed by a pastor (41% at least once a year, including

How Often Do You Teach on Each Topic?, U.S. Pastors / Priests

O MORE THAN TWICE A YEAR LESS THAN ONCE A YEAR
) ONCE OR TWICE A YEAR (O NEVER
Marriage

‘
o
ae ‘
.-.9_

1%

19%

Anxiety
Addiction 24%

Relationship crises

Loneliness 27%

24%

Pornography

31%

Healthy sexuality

37%

Singleness

n =656 U.S. Protestant senior pastors and Catholic priests, March—April 2019.
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10% more than twice a year) and most likely to be omitted altogether
(22% never). (Many single Christians attest to this omission.) Again,
this gap represents room for churches to stretch into areas where peo-
ple would like gospel-centered help for their everyday lives.

Pastors’ choice of topics is linked to their awareness of congre-
gational needs. Pastors who discuss sensitive topics frequently with
their church also more often report believing their congregants strug-
gle with those sorts of things. For example, those who talk about mar-
riage, singleness, parenting and healthy sexuality at least once a year
are more likely to perceive marriage problems (62% vs. 43% pastors
who address marriage less often), parenting problems (65% vs. 42%),
issues with sexual intimacy (30% vs. 17%) or unwanted singleness
(24% vs 19%) among their congregants. Pastors who teach on anxiety
and depression at least once a year have a greater tendency than those
who seldom or never address these issues to see anxiety (62% vs. 39%)
or depression (53% vs. 29%) as common problems.

Feedback from congregants plays at least some role in shaping a
pastor’s perception of their congregation’s needs. Marriage (70%) and
parenting (67%) are the topics most pastors report being “encouraged
to discuss,” followed by anxiety (61%) and depression (56%). Pastors are
most likely to be “discouraged to discuss”—whether directly or indirect-
ly—topics related to healthy sexuality (5%) and pornography (6%).

Recall that practicing Christians report anxiety and depression as
the top issues that impact their relationships, followed by loneliness,
unwanted singleness, grief and sexual intimacy. Marriage and par-
enting problems are less frequently identified as causing problems,
beating out only pornography and addiction. This mismatch between
congregants’ personal struggles and what they’'d like to hear about
from their pastor suggests that people are willing to be vulnerable
about some needs more than others.

Also a factor is a pastor’s sense of adequacy and preparedness



WHERE DO PEOPLE TURN FOR SUPPORT & HOW CAN CHURCHES HELP?

to help people with certain issues. Barna’s The State of Pastors study
found that “counseling / people problems” is the top area of ministry
for which pastors wish they had been better prepared.’® Except for a
death in the family, a majority in the Restoring Relationships pastor
cohort says they feel only “somewhat equipped” to help someone nav-
igate their relational difficulty. One in five reports feeling “not at all
equipped” to handle unwanted prolonged singleness (21%), issues with
sexual intimacy (21%) and addiction (19%). When it comes to church-
goers’ struggles with anxiety and depression, two-thirds of pastors say
they feel “somewhat equipped” to help. There is a correlation between
feeling equipped to navigate depression or anxiety and talking more
frequently about mental health. One-quarter of those who talk about
mental illness at least once a year (25%) feels “very equipped,” while
just one in 10 of those who seldom talk about depression or anxiety
(10%) feels the same confidence.

Pastors who feel equipped to talk about mental health teach about it at least
once a year, but those who don’t feel confident teach about it less frequently

Overall, non-mainline pastors feel more equipped to guide people
through relationship difficulties than mainline leaders. This is a par-
ticular area of strength for evangelical and charismatic pastors, whose
theological traditions emphasize the personally transformational as-
pects of the gospel—and whose witness is worth celebrating!

And here’s some additional encouragement for church leaders:
Among practicing Christians who have sought out a church leader for
help with a relationship problem, a large majority (83%) says he or she
handled the knowledge of their trouble “well” or “very well.”

Given that pastors and priests are typically seen as responsible for
pastoral care, it is encouraging and appropriate that the overwhelming

majority (94%) has received some kind of training in this area. Formal
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coursework is the most common means, with almost two-thirds (64%)
having received class training; most pastors with seminary degrees say
counseling coursework was part of their degree program (70%), indi-

cating that seminaries recognize the need to equip their graduates to

How Well Equipped Are You to Address Each Topic?, U.S. Pastors / Priests

) VERY EQUIPPED o SOMEWHAT EQUIPPED

Death in a family
Marriage problems

Parenting problems
or conflict

Divorce

A spouse’s unfaithfulness /
an affair

Loneliness
Pornography use
Depression or anxiety

Addiction

Issues with sexual
intimacy

Abuse or violence

Unwanted, prolonged
singleness

Other causes of grief

Other traumatic events

n =656 U.S. Protestant senior pastors and Catholic priests, March-April 2019.
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serve in this area. Slightly more than half of senior pastors and priests
(55%) have received on-the-job training in therapy, counseling or con-
gregational care. A small minority has completed supervised clinical
work (11%), earned a master’s degree in therapy or counseling (6%) or
obtained a therapist license (1%).

Most senior pastors say they and other ministry leaders partici-
pated in some kind of training for relationship counseling at least once
in the past three years. Books and media about fostering healthy rela-
tionships and / or mental health are by far the most common resource:
Three-quarters of senior pastors and priests (78%) and one-third of
other church leaders (35%) have turned to a book or other media for
training. Half of senior pastors and (49%) one-quarter of other lead-
ers (27%) attended a conference within the past three years. Local
training through one’s church is utilized by 43 percent of pastors and

one-quarter of other leaders (24%).

When churches offer some kind of in-house counseling services,
practicing Christians show greater confidence in the trustworthiness of their
church as a source of relational support

IN-HOUSE COUNSELING & REFERRALS

Pastors whose churches offer in-house counseling—whether pastoral
or professional—are more likely to say they feel “very equipped” to help
their congregants navigate each of the relational issues (an increase
of eight to 20 percentage points, compared to churches without in-
house counseling). Seventy-one percent of senior pastors say they of-
fer pastoral counseling themselves; one in five says another pastor on
staff offers pastoral counseling (19%); and one in 10 says a professional
counselor is available at the church. Two-thirds say they refer to pro-
fessionals outside the church (64%). A small minority (6%) says they

offer no counseling services at all.

Continued on page 93.
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Nearly nine out of 10 Protestant pastors
are men. At the same time, women are
more likely than men to reach out to a pas-
tor for relational help (many men say they
prefer to read a book or search online for
help). Do you think the gender disparity
matters? In what ways has the imbalance

has been detrimental or beneficial?

The gender dispari-
ty matters because too often men lack
awareness, sensitivity, compassion and
training on issues that are more likely to
face women: sexual harassment, sexism,
depression, anxiety, PTSD, sexual abuse,
intimate partner abuse, body image, in-

fertility, miscarriage, sexual assault and

workplace discrimination. This is detri-
mental when women congregants expe-
rience victim blaming, a lack of adequate
concern for their safety and distress, and
bad theology that can take the form of spir-
itual abuse. There are no benefits to only

having male religious leaders available.

The disparity matters. From the
help-giving side, the imbalance can cre-
ate unrecognized norms of pastoral care.
For example, does the pastor emphasize
toughening up one’s faith or building a
relationship of empathy? It’s not strictly
either / or, of course, but the direction the
pastor leans can affect his or her ability to
connect with the person seeking help.

From the other side, there are also

gendered norms in help-seeking. A man
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may say that he prefers to get help from a
book or website. But that’s not just a pure-
ly individual preference; it’s a response to
perceived norms (men aren’t supposed to
need help). Many men would welcome a
more personal form of help—but only in a
contextin which it is safe to be vulnerable.

Both male and female pastors are
capable of developing the skills and per-
spectives needed to connect with a wide
range of people. But the existing disparity
among pastors can tilt help-giving norms
in a stereotypically male direction. The
result is missed opportunities to estab-
lish better relational connections, or even
to shift a congregation’s culture toward

greater emotional safety.

What do you wish pastors knew about
mental illness and treatment? What is the
one thing they could do more or less of to

help churchgoers flourish in this area?

Pastors should knowthat
mental illness is not an indicator of lack of
faith. People can have great faith and love
for God and still live with depression, bi-
polar disorder, anxiety or schizophrenia.

Therapy is not counter to the Christian
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faith, and ministers should not dissuade
people from getting help. Therapy, prayer
and reading the Bible can work together
and are not at odds with one another. Just
as studying the scriptures does not tell
you everything you need to know about
dentistry, plumbing and engineering,
study of scripture alone does not give you
all the information needed to address psy-
chiatric disorders.

It is important for churches to be com-
fortable making referrals to mental health
agencies to complement the services of
pastoral care that are offered through the
church. Churches could invite mental
health professionals to provide workshops
atthe church. They could include informa-
tion about mental health in bulletins, an-
nouncements, prayers and sermons.

Church leaders, including pastors,
can seek mental health services them-
selves—many are facing great stress with
limited support. They can commit to not
preaching sermons that joke about or dis-

miss mental health concerns.

The first and most important step
would be to reduce the inherent social
stigma that is attached to mental illness
so that sufferers don’t feel they have to

hide or pretend in order to be accepted
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and loved. Mental illness wears many
guises and is much more common than we
like to admit. A recent government report
estimated that in 2018 roughly one out of
every five adults in the United States suf-
fered from some form of mental illness.™*
Imagine, then, a congregation of 100
people; 20 of them may be suffering clin-
ical levels of anxiety or depression or less
common disorders like schizophrenia.
They are part of the worshiping and serv-
ing community, but is it safe for them to
admit their struggles? If they did, would

they be shunned or avoided? Would they
be told that they weren’t being faithful
enough, weren’t praying enough or that
they were demon-possessed?

These are all responses that the men-
tally ill have endured in their churches—
responses that often discourage them
from pursuing the treatment they need.
Pastors can help by examining the explicit
and implicit theology of their own congre-
gations and asking themselves what they
might do to increase awareness and com-

passion and reduce stigma and isolation.

THEMAS.BRYANT-DAVIS,
PhD, is professor of psychol-
ogy at Pepperdine University
and is an ordained elder in the
African  Methodist

Church.

Episcopal

CAMERON LEE, PhD,

is professor of family studies

at Fuller Theological Seminary,
where he has taught since 1986.
He is author of nine books,
including three on the life of
pastors and their families, and
serves as a teaching pastor him-
self. As a Certified Family Life
Educator, he regularly conducts
marriage and relationship work-

shops in congregations.
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Continued from page 89.

When churches offer some kind of in-house counseling services,
practicing Christians show greater confidence in the trustworthiness
of their church as a source of support. These congregants are more
likely to say their church can “definitely” be trusted with private or
personal issues than those whose church offers no counseling ser-
vices (60% vs. 27%). They are also more likely to say their church can
be trusted to help with such issues (57% vs. 49%), that their church
“definitely” cares about people (70% vs. 59%) and helps people develop
healthy relationships (561% vs. 39%), and that their church is available
to help with personal issues like a relationship problem (567% vs. 50%).
They are also more likely to say it’s helpful when church leaders ad-
dress sensitive topics related to relationship problems and to credit
their church with strengthening their faith “alot.”

Unsurprisingly, practicing Christians who have a personal rela-
tionship with their pastor are more likely than those who don’t to also
respond positively in these areas. Both in-house counseling and a per-
sonal connection with a pastor bolster the reputation of the church as

a safe haven.

Drawing Close to or Backing Away from Church
More often than not, practicing Christians’ relationship with their
church deepens during relational difficulty. Among those who remem-
ber their relationship with the church moving in one direction or an-
other, seven in 10 say they have grown closer to a church because of a
personal crisis (69% vs. 31% who have not). This positive indication of
effective support, however, is tempered by also noting that one-third
recalls having distanced themselves from a church during a personal
crisis (33% vs. 67% who have not).

Pastors are aware of both outcomes. Almost all pastors know of
someone who has gotten closer to the church they shepherd because

of a personal crisis (95% vs. 5% who say they do not know of someone
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for whom this is true). On the other hand, more than eight in 10 can
recall someone who has distanced themselves from the church they
lead as the result of a personal crisis (83% vs. 17% who say they do not
know of someone for whom this is true).

Sadly, the top reason given by practicing Christians who have dis-
tanced themselves from a church is “I felt I couldn’t be honest about
myself and my life” (35%). Other reasons center on relational discord,
including disagreement with church teaching (17%), disliking treat-
ment by church leaders (15%) and disliking treatment by other con-
gregants (16%).

A closer look at those who have distanced themselves during a
personal crisis—a group that tends to trend lower in age—reveals a
population with numerous relational challenges. They acknowledge
having difficult childhoods that negatively impact their present-day
relationships (32% vs. 14% those who have not distanced themselves
from church). They are less likely to have always felt loved (49% vs.
63%), safe (47% vs. 65%) and understood (17% vs. 29%) while they
were growing up, and more likely to have felt lonely (28% vs. 12%). At
present they are also less likely to presently feel loved always (44% vs.
58%), satisfied with their relationships (70% vs. 81%) and satisfied
with life (65% vs. 82%). They are more likely to have been touched by
trauma related to divorce (43% vs. 38%), infidelity (56% vs. 28%), de-
pression or anxiety (73% vs. 43%), addiction (42% vs. 19%) and por-
nography or sexual addiction (28% vs. 15%).

Good leadership means leading by example. The more pastors honestly
talk about the real stuff of relationships, the more people will know that
honest talk is how it’s supposed to be done.

Hearteningly, separating from a particular church does not neces-

sarily mean people give up on church altogether. One in five says they
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looked for another church after leaving the one where they didn’t find
the support they were seeking (20%).

In many cases, pastors can have enormous influence on church-
goers’ relationship to the church during relational crises. Consider
this: If a church leader is honest and forthcoming about his or her own
struggles, “I felt I couldn’t be honest about myself and my life” is less
likely to be an inhibiting issue for congregants! So often, good leader-
ship means leading by example—and that includes healthy, godly ways
of dealing with problems. The more pastors honestly talk about the
real stuff of relationships, the more people will know that honest talk

is the way forward.
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CONCLUSION

PARTNERS IN
RESTORATION

Churches are locally situated and supernaturally equipped to meet
people’s relational needs—and encouraging data from practicing
Christians suggest many churches are already doing so. And, as we've
seen, Christians aren’t the only people who turn to churches for help.
More than half of pastors (54%) say between one and five people who
are not regular attenders sought their help with a relationship problem
in the past year. One-quarter (24%) reports six or more non-church
people asked for their help.

Counselingis an area where churches can increase their relational
reach and service to their community, particularly because anxiety and
depression are such widespread issues inside and outside the Church.
But most small- and medium-size churches can’t afford a full-time
staff person dedicated to pastoral counseling. Here are some ideas for

meeting relational and mental health needs in your community:

Find a partner. Counseling is emotionally, mentally and spiritu-
ally demanding work, and sharing the load is a good idea. Is there
amental health professional already in your congregation? Or a
state-licensed Christian counseling center in your community?

Start a relationship so that you can make referrals to someone
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you trust. Know the limits of your expertise and lean on trusted
others whose expertise complements your own.

Use all your resources. Speaking of people in your church,
what do they have to offer? It’s a safe bet that at least one or two
are in recovery from addiction of some kind, and 100-percent
guaranteed that the long- and happily married have navigated
some serious relationship problems. How can you connect them
with people who are struggling now?

Connect groups. In the same vein, people who are in touch with
others on a regular basis report greater emotional and relation-
al well-being, so make sure there are high-touch opportunities
beyond Sunday morning. This is especially important for single
people, who often need married folks and families to make special
efforts to enfold them into the regular goings-on oflife.

Train. You may have had a pastoral counseling class in semi-
nary, but there is so much more to learn! Whether it’s through
Pepperdine’s Boone Center for the Family or another trustworthy
source, deepen your knowledge, acquire new skills and get con-
nected with other pastors and counselors who can help you live
more deeply into your calling to shepherd people well.

Focus on anxiety and depression. Atleast one-third of your
faith community is dealing with one or the other—or both—and
it’s making a profound impact on their relationships. Get in-
formed about these very common problems. Start talking about
mental health from the pulpit. Encourage people under your
pastoral care to get clinical help when they need it.

Talk about the hard stuff. When Christians have heard their
pastor teach on relational issues, they are more likely to say their
church has helped them through relational crisis. Your words
make a difference! So, go ahead and talk about sensitive topics,
even if it makes people (including you) uncomfortable. Be dis-

cerning about when it might be helpful to talk about your own
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struggles. People will be more likely to talk about the tough stuff
in their own lives and ask for help when the tough stuff'is too
much.

Get the word out. A significant percentage of churchgoers says
they don’t know what counseling options their own church has to
offer. Let them know—so that when (not if) problems arise, they

know already that they are not alone.

This study’s findings strongly suggest that churches help people
live better relational lives. In fact, people who seek out spiritual help
for their relational problems report the best outcomes. Pastor, keep up
the good work.

But the data also show that professional counseling and mental
healthcare also play a vital role in helping people heal from trauma,
addiction, mental illness and other deep hurts. God is using all of the
above to restore broken people and broken relationships. That’s good
news!

Let’s employ an all-of-the-above policy when it comes to restoring

relationships—and rejoice to see the gospel come alive in everyday life!
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B. METHODOLOGY

U.S. ADULTS
Practicing Christians are self-identified Christians who say their
faith is very important in their lives and have attended a worship ser-

vice within the past month.

Generations

Gen Z were born after 1999.

Millennials were born between 1984 and 1999.
Gen X were born between 1965 and 1983.
Boomers were born between 1946 and 1964.

Elders were born in 1945 or earlier.

Parents include those who say they have children, regardless of
child’s age.

PASTORS

Mainline churches include American Baptist Churches, Episcopal,
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, United Church of Christ,
United Methodist and Presbyterian Church, U.S.

Non-mainline churches include Protestant churches not included
in mainline.

Small church: Less than 100 adults attend weekend services
Mid-sized church: Between 100 and 249 adult attenders

Large church: Churches with more than 250 attenders

METHODOLOGY
Theresearch from this study includes atotal 0of 2,307 online interviews
with U.S. adults ages 18 and older, including 1,003 interviews with all

adults in the general population and an additional 1,304 interviews
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with practicing Christians. Combined with the number of adults who
qualified among the general population (n=219), the total number of
interviews among practicing Christians is 1,523.

In order to qualify as a practicing Christian, respondents had to
identify as Christian, agree strongly that their faith is very import-
ant in their life today and report attending a Christian church ser-
vice at least once in the past month. The margin of error among the
general population sample (n=1,003) is +2.9 percentage points at the
95-percent confidence level. The margin of error among the practicing
Christian sample (n=1,523) is +2.3 percentage points at the 95-percent
confidence level.

Interviews were conducted between March 27 to May 3, 2019.
Respondents were invited from a randomly selected group of peo-
ple matching the demographics of the U.S. population for maximum
representation. Researchers set quotas to obtain a minimum read-
able sample by a variety of demographic factors and then minimally
weighted the data by ethnicity, education and gender to reflect their
natural presence in the known population, using U.S. Census Bureau
data for comparison.

The research also includes 656 interviews among U.S. clergy, in-
cluding 604 interviews with Protestant senior pastors and 52 with
Catholic priests. Interviews were conducted between March 19 and
April 26, 2019. These pastors were recruited from Barna’s pastor pan-
el (a database of pastors recruited via probability sampling on annual
phone and email surveys) and are representative of U.S. Protestant
and Catholic churches by region, denomination and church size.
The margin of error among pastors is +3.7 percentage points at the

95-percent confidence level.



| 105

The Barna team sincerely thanks Sharon Hargrave, Kelly Haer, Elijah Weaver and the
whole team at the Boone Center for the Family at Pepperdine University. Your passion
for this research and how it will serve the Church has been an inspiration through-
out the project. We also wish to thank our generous contributors, without whose
expertise and insights this report would be considerably less practical: Katelyn Beaty,
Michael Boland, Thema Bryant-Davis, Michael Cox, Cameron Lee, Tal Prince, Rhett
Smith and Chris Williamson.

The Boone Center team extends heartfelt thanks to the following partners, whose
generosity made this project possible: Pat Boone, Joline and Jim Gash, Debby and
Andy Benton, Paula and Ed Biggers, Sheila and Tom Bost, Rita and Dale Brown, Lauren
Cosentino, Susan Giboney, Geannie Holden-Sheller, Sara and Sam Jackson, Loretta
and Robert Katch, Chris and Charlie Kerns, Leslie and John McKee, Marnie Mitze,
Kimberly and Michael Okabayashi, Gary Oliver, Annette Oltmans, Claudia Preston,
Joyce and Cliff Penner, Mary Alice Reed, Jenny and Fred Ricker, Jennifer and
Rich Sittel, Scott Stanley, Carol and Robert Wallace, and Norm Wright.

The research team for Restoring Relationships is Brooke Hempell,
Savannah Kimberlin, David Kinnaman and Pam Jacob. Under the editorial direc-
tion of Alyce Youngblood, Aly Hawkins and Joan Chen-Main wrote the report, and
DougBrown served as proofreader. Traci Hochmuth and Aly Hawkins created the data vi-
sualizations,whichweredesigned,alongwiththefullreport,by Annette Allen. OX Creative
designed the cover. Mallory Holt managed the project while Brenda Usery managed pro-
duction. The Restoring Relationships team thanks our Barna colleagues Amy Brands,
Daniel Copeland, Aidan Dunn, Janet Eason, Kristin Jackson, Joe Jensen, Steve McBeth,
Rhesa Storms, Verdnica Thames, Jess Villa and Todd White.



106

RESTORING RELATIONSHIPS

Barna Group is a research firm dedicated to providing actionable
insights on faith and culture, with a particular focus on the Christian
church. Inits 35-year history, Barna has conducted more than one mil-
lion interviews in the course of hundreds of studies, and has become a
go-to source for organizations that want to better understand a com-
plex and changing world from a faith perspective.

Barna’s clients and partners include a broad range of academic
institutions, churches, nonprofits and businesses, such as Alpha, the
Templeton Foundation, Fuller Seminary, the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, Maclellan Foundation, DreamWorks Animation, Focus
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ONE Campaign, Paramount Pictures, the Salvation Army, Walden
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York Times and the Los Angeles Times.
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The Boone Center for the Family is a training and resource cen-
ter dedicated to restoring healthy relationships. Located in the heart
of Malibu at Pepperdine University, the Boone Center for the Family
integrates psychological research and theological principles to ad-
dress today’s relational needs. The center has programs for leaders of
churches, Christian organizations and academic institutions through
which they offer onsite trainings, webinars and published resourc-
es. In a world replete with relational roadblocks, disconnection, and
trauma, the center firmly believes that the integration of psychology
and theology provides a powerful pathway to restore healthy human
connections.

The programs are designed to educate, equip and empower lead-
ers to develop and teach healthy relationship skills. The RelateStrong
program helps leaders understand their own relationship dynamics,
while providing them with tools to help their communities strengthen
relationships with spouses, family members, friends and colleagues.
The RelateStrong | Leadership Series features a summit and support-
ing content designed to help church leaders discuss the growing and
often difficult topics of addiction, parenting, marriage, pornography,

sexual intimacy, singleness, depression and anxiety.

BooneCenter.Pepperdine.edu
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