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EDITORIAL
God is the God of  generations, as “God also said to Moses, ‘Say this 
to the people of  Israel: The LORD, the God of  your fathers, the God 
of  Abraham, the God of  Isaac, and the God of  Jacob, has sent me 
to you.’ This is my name forever, and thus I am to be remembered 
throughout all generations” (Exodus 3:15, ESV). God loves every 
generation and is the God of  every generation. He is faithful to his 
covenantal relationships across generations. The church is God’s 
family as all believers, young and old, are God’s children (Romans 
8:15; Galatians 4:4-5; and 1 John 3:1) in the household of  faith. Many 
contemporary churches have segregated church services and ministries 
by different age ranges and generations. Whilst that may cultivate good 
peer relationships and dynamics of  the respective age groups, modern 
churches often struggle with generational disparity, lacking generational 
relationships, discipleship, and leadership development, among other 
critical issues. This third volume of  the Malaysian Pentecostal Journal, 
themed “The Intergenerational Church,” presents significant biblical 
and theological foundations as well as ministerial principles for 
developing a healthy and vibrant intergenerational church. 

This festschrift is in honour of  Rev. Ng Kok Kee on the special 
occasion of  his 70th birthday on 31 July 2025. In May this year, the 
Executive Committee of  the Assemblies of  God Malaysia conferred 
Rev. Ng with the “Life Member Status” in recognition of  his “years 
of  faithfulness, strong commitment and contribution towards the 
Fellowship,” reaching this “important milestone” in serving God.1 

Throughout his five decades of  faithful service in God’s kingdom, 
Rev. Ng has obediently and sacrificially nurtured, discipled, and raised 
generations of  Pentecostal ministers, leaders, church families, and 

1 Letter from Rev. Lawrence Yap, General Secretary of  the Assemblies of  God of  
Malaysia, to Rev. Ng Kok Kee, on his conferment of  “Life Member Status” by the 
Executive Committee, dated 20 May 2025.
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members, from the Boomer generation to the young generations. In his 
earlier years of  ministry, Rev. Ng had pioneered and pastored the Bethel 
Tabernacle in the 1970s and the Evangel Tabernacle in the 1980s. 
Subsequently, he served as the 2nd president of  the Bible College of  
Malaysia and the General Secretary of  the Assemblies of  God Malaysia 
for twenty years. He had also served on the council of  the National 
Evangelical Christian Fellowship (NECF) Malaysia for many years, as 
well as adjunct faculty in other theological institutions, among other 
ministries. He has served the Pentecostal movement and the Malaysian 
church well, blessing many lives across generations. Today, he pastors 
the Harvest Community Church, Petaling Jaya, a warm and close-knit 
intergenerational church. 

Our heartfelt thanks to the honourable keynote speaker of  the 3rd 
Annual Pentecostal Conference on 28-29 July 2025, Rev. Dr Jacqueline 
N. Grey, who serves as Professor of  Biblical Studies and Director, 
Australasian Pentecostal Studies Centre of  Alphacrucis University 
College, Australia, for bringing the richness of  her expertise to 
bless the Malaysian church. A very special thanks to Rev. Wong Yin 
Ming for writing a brief  story about Rev. Ng from their decades-
long comradeship in the Assemblies of  God Malaysia. Our deep 
appreciation also goes to all the contributors to this festschrift and 
the panel speakers from local churches, who are rich in years of  
pastoral and leadership experience and offer invaluable insights. We 
are privileged to host Rev. Dr Christopher Pak, pioneer and senior 
pastor of  Glad Tidings Sunway; Rev. Dr Caleb Chan, assistant pastor 
at Metro Tabernacle A/G; Rev. Tan Szet Anne, associate pastor of  
Agape Community Church, Seremban; Pastor Roger Ti Shih Wei, 
pastor at Glad Tidings Assembly of  God, Petaling Jaya; and Lim Hor 
Ken, a young leader from His Sanctuary of  Glory. Along with the panel 
speakers, I am presenting on the biblical and theological foundations 
for spiritual discipleship in the intergenerational church. In the night 
service, we have a special message on the theme by Rev. Dr Victor Lee 
Tat Yan, President of  Bible College of  Malaysia. 
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May this journal volume enrich and edify the Pentecostal churches, 
pastors, leaders, and members, and the universal church at large. Kindly 
uphold the ministries of  the Malaysia Pentecostal Research Centre with 
your prayers and continuous support toward advancing Pentecostal 
scholarship.   

Rev. Eva Wong Suk Kyun, Ph.D.
Director of  Malaysia Pentecostal Research Centre
Editor

Editorial
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A Brief  Story of  Rev. Ng Kok Kee

Wong Yin Ming

Early Years

Born in Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of  Malaysia, Rev. Ng Kok Kee 
was the second of  five siblings. The family later moved to Old Klang 
Road. He was baptised as an infant and began attending the Chinese 
Methodist Church with his mother from a young age. His father, 
however, had no religious affiliation.

Although he regularly attended Sunday School as a child, he had not 
read the Bible and did not own one. Instead, his interest was sparked by 
the many Sunday School materials brought home by his elder brother. 
Through these, he became familiar with and fascinated by the many 
Bible stories.

He studied at La Salle Primary School and Lower Secondary in 
Brickfields and later continued his upper secondary education at La 
Salle Secondary School in Petaling Jaya. 

Spiritual Awakening

Rev. Ng Kok Kee experienced his spiritual awakening during his 
secondary school years. He began asking serious questions about 
religion and faith, which led him to enrol in a basic correspondence 
course titled The Great Questions of  Life, offered by the International 
Correspondence Institute (ICI). Eager for more understanding, he went 
on to complete several additional courses. One day, he was invited by 
Rev. Lester Kenny, the Director of  ICI, to visit Calvary Church, where 
he could receive a free Bible. He accepted the invitation and finally 
received his very first Bible!

A Brief  Story of  Rev. Ng Kok Kee
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At the same time, he and his peers felt they had outgrown the Sunday 
School environment and were searching for a church that better met 
their spiritual needs. He continued attending Calvary Church in Kuala 
Lumpur, where he deeply enjoyed the worship services.

On one of  those Sundays, he had a “visionary experience.” During one 
of  the morning services, he made a personal commitment to follow 
Jesus. The speaker that morning was Pastor James Jones, who was then 
serving as the pastor of  Calvary Church.

Calling and Ministry

Kok Kee received his calling to full-time ministry at the Assemblies of  
God Youth Camp in Malacca in 1971, during his Form Five year. He 
responded to the altar call and promised to serve the Lord. That same 
year, he was baptised by immersion by Pastor James Jones.
Following this, he became actively involved in church ministry, 
particularly in Christ’s Ambassadors (CA) and teaching Sunday School. 
As he progressed to Form Six, he was elected President of  the school’s 
Inter-School Christ’s Ambassadors (ISCA). The school’s headmaster, 
Brother Lawrence, was the group advisor.

Kok Kee’s passion for ministry grew, and he began preaching regularly, 
including being invited to speak at Christian Fellowships in other 
schools. He was also given the opportunity to start a Morning Watch 
program in one of  the school’s classrooms, where he led devotion 
and prayer sessions before the start of  the school day. All of  these 
activities were carried out with the full support and blessing of  Brother 
Lawrence.

In 1972, Rev. Prince Guneratnam became the Pastor of  Calvary 
Church. He encouraged Kok Kee to attend the Bible Institute of  
Malaya (BIM), now the Bible College of  Malaysia (BCM). Around this 
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time, Kok Kee began losing interest in his studies, and his academic 
performance declined as he became increasingly involved in evangelism. 
With the call of  God in his heart, he sought counsel from several 
respected Christian leaders. Most advised him to finish his studies and 
pursue a degree first. However, Brother Lawrence encouraged him to 
follow God’s call and to be equipped at the Bible school. His mother 
was also strongly opposed to the idea, as she had high hopes for his 
future. During the school holidays, someone arranged for him to work 
as a promoter at a trade fair. He performed so well that he was offered 
jobs and scholarships from various companies. Yet, Kok Kee turned 
them all down in obedience to God’s call on his life.

Weekend Ministry and Church Planting

During his first year at the Bible Institute of  Malaya (BIM), Kok Kee 
was put in charge of  the church’s evangelistic team. He led outreach 
efforts in various areas such as Loke Yew and Perkeliling Flats, where 
he conducted story hours and Bible studies. 

In September of  that same year, his senior pastor asked him to start 
a church in Loke Yew—but with one condition: he could not bring 
along any existing Calvary Church members to help with the outreach. 
Determined, he visited the ICI (International Correspondence 
Institute) office to gather contacts and personally invited people to 
an ISCA Rally conducted by Rev. Jack Willis. About 15–20 individuals 
attended the first meeting, held in a rented office space where the 
church was launched. Most were students from nearby schools, and 
some were committed to the new church. Within a few months, Kok 
Kee established an ISCA group and challenged the students who were 
already attending to each bring ten friends to the first meeting. Over 70 
from non-Christian families turned up, and many continued attending 
regularly.

A Brief  Story of  Rev. Ng Kok Kee
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The church was named Bethel Tabernacle. Over time, it relocated and 
was later renamed His Sanctuary of  Glory by the current pastor. Many 
members of  the original congregation responded to God’s call and 
eventually enrolled in Bible school.

Ministry Transition

After graduating, Kok Kee was invited to teach Homiletics at the Bible 
Institute of  Malaya (BIM) as a guest lecturer. This opened the door for 
him to teach additional subjects, and he was later appointed as the part-
time Dean of  Men. Two years later, in 1980, he was invited to join BIM 
as a full-time lecturer.

By that time, a strong discipleship program had been established in 
his church, ensuring that members were well cared for. The church 
was thriving and preparing to be set in order, with plans underway 
to purchase a church building. Recognising his teaching gift, Kok 
Kee accepted the teaching post at BIM and handed over the pastoral 
leadership of  the church to another pastor.

By then, he had married Loh Mee Yoke. Two years later, he resigned 
from BIM intending to pursue further studies at the Far East Advanced 
School of  Theology (FEAST), now known as Asia Pacific Theological 
Seminary (APTS). However, due to illness, he was advised against 
continuing with his plans. Instead, he took up the pastorate at Evangel 
Tabernacle in Happy Garden and studied at Malaysia Bible Seminary 
(MBS) simultaneously. In 1984, he was invited back to BIM, which 
had launched its Bachelor programme two years earlier and officially 
changed its name to the Bible College of  Malaya (BCM) in 1982. It was 
renamed the Bible College of  Malaysia in 1984.

At the end of  1986, Kok Kee left for Fuller Theological Seminary in 
the United States to pursue his Master’s degree. By then, he and his 
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wife had two children. He spent seven years there before returning to 
Malaysia in 1994.

In February 1997, he assumed the role of  President of  the Bible 
College of  Malaysia (BCM), where he served faithfully for 20 years. 
At the end of  2016, he officially handed the leadership baton to Rev. 
Victor Lee.

Challenges and Achievements

The transition from pastoral ministry to teaching was smooth for Kok 
Kee, as he had always placed a strong emphasis on teaching. The key 
difference, however, lay in the nature of  relationships: pastoral ministry 
allowed for long-term connections with church members, whereas in 
the teaching ministry, his influence on students was limited to a short 
three-year period.

Challenges

As President of  BCM, Kok Kee faced two major challenges. The first 
was increasing financial support for the college. He humbly admitted 
that fundraising was not his strong point. Nevertheless, he was grateful 
for a few faithful donors who consistently supported the college during 
financial difficulty.

The second challenge was building a strong and qualified faculty team 
to succeed the senior teachers. As President, he was intentional about 
recruiting younger lecturers and supporting their development through 
the Faculty Development Fund, with the expectation of  longer-term 
service to the college. As part of  a thoughtful succession plan, he chose 
to step down at the age of  62, entrusting the leadership of  BCM to a 
younger generation.

A Brief  Story of  Rev. Ng Kok Kee
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Key Accomplishments under His Leadership

During his tenure as President, Kok Kee oversaw several significant 
advancements at BCM, including:
Academic Upgrades – He successfully led the school in upgrading its 
academic programmes to meet higher educational standards.
Faculty Development – He prioritised improving the qualifications 
of  faculty members and supported further training through the Faculty 
Development Fund.
Debt Clearance – Under his guidance, the long-standing dormitory 
debt was fully paid off.
Auditorium Reacquisition – He facilitated the return of  the college’s 
auditorium, which had previously been leased to Glad Tidings Church.
Building Fund Initiatives – He strategically transferred excess funds 
to create a seed fund for future building projects.
Leadership Renewal – He brought in new teachers and emerging 
leaders, ensuring the continuity and future growth of  the school.

Reflections and Encouragement

Having faithfully served God for over five decades, Kok Kee has no 
regrets. He looks back with a heart full of  gratitude. Through every 
season—whether pastoring, teaching, or leading—he acknowledges 
God’s grace as the sustaining force in his life. These days, he continues 
to find joy in pastoral ministry and hopes to serve for as long as 
strength allows.

To the next generation, his encouragement is clear: Obey God’s call 
and remain faithful. Do not measure your journey by others’ success. If  
things go well, be thankful. If  they do not, stay faithful. Either way—it’s 
all grace. 



11

“In the end, what matters most isn’t recognition or results, but that we 
remained faithful to the One who called us.”—Rev. Ng Kok Kee

“Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let nothing move 
you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of  the Lord, because you 
know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.”—1 Corinthians 15:58 
(NIV)

Rev. Wong Yin Ming had served as the Christian Education 
Director in Glad Tidings Petaling Jaya in her early years of  
pastoral ministry. She served as full-time faculty of  BCM 
from 1991–1996 and had a short stint as the Academic 
Dean during the same period. Since then, she has assumed 
the role of  Senior Pastor of  Subang Jaya Assembly of  God 
until today. She also served many terms on the Executive 
Committee of  the Assemblies of  God Malaysia.  

A Brief  Story of  Rev. Ng Kok Kee
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The Priority of  Pentecost: 
An Intergenerational Church that Hears God’s Voice

Jacqueline N. Grey

Abstract

This article explores the Pentecost event as programmatic for the 
intergenerational church today. First, the narrative of  Acts 2 is 
examined to highlight the priorities of  the Pentecost experience 
for the Christian community, then and now. These priorities 
are identified as a community that is unified, prophetic, and 
multigenerational. However, with the decline in participation of  
young people in the global church today, new approaches must 
be considered to reach out to the next generation. Second, the 
priorities of  Gen Z will be examined, highlighting the felt need 
of  young people for authentic community and collaborative 
leadership structures. Bringing these two priorities together, 
what synergies may exist between the ideal community of  
Pentecost and the needs of  Gen Z? How can the church today 
adapt to meet these needs without compromising the priorities 
of  Pentecost? Finally, theological foundations for building an 
authentic and prophetic community will be presented, as well as 
the challenge to adapt leadership structures to make space for 
young people to participate in the life of  the church. 

Introduction

Pentecostalism, as a global renewal movement, emerged in various 
locations worldwide in the 19th and early 20th centuries, including 
Australia, Korea, India, the United Kingdom, and the USA. It began 
as a restorationist movement seeking to retrieve the experience of  
the first Pentecost as described in Acts 2. With an emphasis on the 

The Priority of  Pentecost: An Intergenerational Church that Hears God’s Voice
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empowerment of  the Holy Spirit, Pentecostals seek the restoration of  
apostolic Christianity to usher in the return of  Jesus. The Pentecost 
event is understood by the contemporary Pentecostal community 
to be formative and programmatic, not only for the early Christian 
community but also for the church today. The narrative of  Pentecost 
shapes readers, then and now. It invites readers into the story to 
participate in this new work of  God as we continue the mission 
established by the early disciples. 

To explore the priorities of  Pentecost, first, this study will critically 
examine the biblical text of  Acts 2. Core to the Pentecost event is 
the restoration of  the Holy Spirit as the presence of  God given to all 
believers. The Spirit was poured out at Pentecost and continues to be 
poured on those who believe, in fulfilment of  the promise to Joel to 
establish a community that exhibits the three-fold priorities of  being 
unified, prophetic, and multigenerational. That is, Pentecost establishes 
the church as a community united in Christ, from all generations, who 
hear God’s voice. Yet, there is a decline in the participation of  young 
people in the global church today. Therefore, second, the priorities of  
young people will be examined, highlighting their yearning for authentic 
community and collaborative leadership structures will be highlighted.

Bringing these two priorities together, what synergies may exist between 
the ideal community of  Pentecost and the needs of  Gen Z? Third, 
theological foundations will be explored for building an authentic 
community that hears God’s voice as a community of  prophets, 
intentionally empowering others to participate in the life of  the church. 
These foundations can then be adapted for local contexts. 

1. The Priorities of  the Pentecost Narrative

The narrative of  Acts 2 opens with an emphasis on the unity of  
believers who were “all together in one place” (Acts 2:1), referring to 
the habit of  the believers to meet for prayer (1:14). On the day of  the 
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1 Shelly Matthews, The Acts of  The Apostles: An Introduction and Study Guide (London: 
Bloomsbury T&T Clark: 2017), 84. 
2 Willie James Jennings, Acts (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 2017), 
27–28.
3 Wolfgang Vondey, The Scandal of  Pentecost: A Theology of  the Public Church (New York, 
NY: T&T Clark, 2023), 80.
4 Roger Stronstad, The Charismatic Theology of  St. Luke (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1984), 91.

Pentecost festival, the promised Spirit is poured out on all present. The 
gift of  the Spirit is not mediated through the apostles or by laying on of  
hands (1 Tim 4:12) or through the institutional hierarchy of  a bishop, 
but is given directly to all the disciples.1 Due to its beginnings in a prayer 
meeting, Willie Jennings refers to Pentecost as “the revolution of  the 
intimate.” That is, “The waiting in prayer has not come to an end. It has 
only moved forward into an action fully of  God.”2 Prayer, expressed as 
seeking and communicating with God, is at the heart of  the Pentecost 
event. 

The arrival of  the Spirit is marked by the language of  theophany and 
symbols of  divine encounter.3 A sound like violent wind (pneuma) “from 
heaven” shakes the house, and tongues of  fire that do not consume4 
rest on each person (Acts 2:2–3). Violent wind and fire are experienced 
by Elijah as a preliminary to hearing God’s still, small voice (1 Ki 
19:11–12). Fire is also prominent in divine encounters, particularly 
those associated with Moses. The holy God calls Moses from the bush 
that burns but is not consumed (Exo 3:2), and on the holy mountain 
of  Sinai God descends in fire to speak to Moses (19:18). Yet, it is not 
just special individuals, such as Elijah or Moses, who experiences this 
divine encounter in Acts 2, it is the whole community. That is, prior to 
Pentecost, the Spirit was only gifted to a few special people. However, 
following Pentecost, the outpouring of  the Spirit is universal in nature. 
The text emphasises that “all of  them were filled with the Holy Spirit” 
(Acts 2:4). As Beverly Gaventa writes, “that the Holy Spirit pervades the 
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gathered community so that all are in its grasp.”5 The democratisation 
of  the Spirit is also a key feature of  the Pentecost event.

However, the Pentecost experience does not just point to the Sinai 
theophany but also to the Temple inauguration motif  in the Old 
Testament. According to Gordon Fee, this is important as the 
outpouring of  the Spirit signified that “God had fulfilled his promise 
to dwell once again among his people.”6 In the Old Testament, God’s 
presence on earth was generally experienced through the temple, 
located in Jerusalem.7 But now, with the new covenant promised to 
Jeremiah (Jer 31:31–34) and Ezekiel (Ezek 36:26–27; 37:14) and now 
fulfilled in Christ, the Holy Spirit is given as the presence of  God.8 God 
promises to Ezekiel, “My dwelling place will be with them; I will be 
their God, and they will be my people” (37:27). Fee writes,  

Christ has made the new covenant effective for the people of  
God through his death and resurrection, but the Spirit is the key 
to the new covenant as a fulfilled reality in the lives of  God’s 
people.9

At Pentecost, this promise of  the new covenant instituted by the death 
and resurrection of  Jesus Christ is actuated as the Spirit of  Christ fills 
the believers. Therefore, a priority of  Pentecost is that God’s presence 
is known once more through the indwelling of  God’s Spirit.10  

As the narrative continues, the Spirit not only fills all the disciples 
present but enables all of  them to speak in other tongues (2:4). Present 

5 Beverly Roberts Gaventa, The Acts of  the Apostles (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 
2003), 74.
6 Gordon Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of  God (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1994), 18.
7 John Griffiths, “Tongues as of  Fire: Pentecost as a Temple Inauguration 
Theophany,” Journal of  Pentecostal Theology, 32 (2023):198.
8 Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of  God, 18.
9 Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of  God, 23.
10 Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of  God, 25. 
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in Jerusalem at this time of  the Pentecostal festival are Jewish pilgrims, 
described as visiting from across the four corners of  the earth (2:5). 
The commotion of  disciples speaking in many tongues captures the 
attention of  the Diaspora Jews who hear, each in their own language, 
the disciples ecstatically declaring “the wonders of  God” (2:11). 
While glossolalia is a contested topic both within and external to the 
contemporary Pentecostal movement, particularly as to whether 
it should be regarded as required evidence of  Spirit baptism, the 
experience here is somewhat unique. While these languages are known 
to the hearers, they are unknown to the disciples. The uninterpreted 
tongues of  the disciples are perfectly clear to the pilgrims, thereby 
making the disciples’ speech more akin to prophecy, particularly in 
light of  Paul’s discussion of  inspired speech in 1 Corinthians 14.11 
This is also confirmed by Peter in his sermon, who “interprets their 
tongues-speaking to be an inspired word of  praise and worship.”12 
However, later in later experiences of  tongues in Acts, the hearers of  
tongues in Acts 10:46 and 19:6 do not understand the tongues-speech, 
indicating some aspects of  the Pentecost experience as unique. Despite 
this, it does not undermine the paradigmatic nature of  the Pentecost 
experience. 

Following this linguistic miracle, the narrative of  Acts 2 describes 
how the pilgrims are amazed by this spectacle. They ask: “What does 
this mean?” (2:12). Some of  the observers mockingly charge the 
disciples with drunkenness (2:13). This reminds us of  the accusation 
of  the priest Eli upon seeing Hannah pray in the Tabernacle. Like 
Peter, Hannah defends herself  by proclaiming she is a “servant” or 
“handmaid” of  the Lord (1 Sam 1:11, 16). Using the key text of  Joel 
2, Peter addresses the crowd to correctly interpret the experience of  
the disciples as being not drunk but “filled with the Spirit” (2:4). Peter 
explains that the disciples collectively are experiencing the fulfilment of  

11 Matthews, The Acts of  The Apostles, 78.
12 Stronstad, The Charismatic Theology of  St. Luke, 96.
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God’s “promised eschatological prophetic gift” of  the Spirit in these 
last days (2:17–18).13 The Spirit is poured out on sons and daughters, 
old and young—all generations are invested with the Holy Spirit. The 
various methods of  reception of  divine communication practised in the 
Old Testament are referenced, from dreams and visions to prophetic 
utterances (2:17–18). All believers can receive and are empowered to 
speak for God. Prophetic speech should characterise the entire church 
community, including young and old, male and female. The Pentecost 
experience dismantles the barriers that have previously separated God’s 
people, including generational gaps (Mal 4:6). The democratisation of  
prophetic speech that is experienced by all the disciples at Pentecost is a 
sign of  the fulfilment of  Moses’s desire that all God’s people would be 
prophets and be with filled the Spirit (Num 11:19).

However, there are four noteworthy alterations to the Hebrew text 
made by Peter that are significant to his message. First, while the 
Masoretic text of  Joel 2:28 (ET) begins with a marker of  temporal 
sequence (“then afterward”), Peter uses the LXX version (3:1), which 
begins “in the last days.” This usage emphasises the eschatological 
nature of  the Pentecost experience. Since we are still “in the last days” 
(Acts 2:17), this paradigmatic experience was not exclusive to the 
early church but is for each subsequent generation of  the Christian 
community. While the Pentecost event birthed the eschatological era, 
we remain in this milieu until the return of  Christ. This era is marked 
by an increased emphasis on God’s revelation, emphasised by the 
second literary change by Peter, the inclusion of  “God says” in 2:17. 
Thirdly, the addition of  personal possessive (“my”) before the phrase 
“slaves, both men and women,” shifts this reference somewhat from a 
socio-economic category to a theological category to refer to those who 
are obedient to God.14 As Craig Keener writes, “The Spirit’s presence 

13 Craig S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, Volume I: Introduction and 1:1–2:47 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 872.
14 Gaventa, The Acts of  the Apostles, 76–77.
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marks out the eschatological people of  God (or remnant of  God’s 
people), God’s ‘slaves’ (Acts 2:18).”15 The democratisation of  the Spirit 
characterises the community as one of  humility; all are God’s slaves. 
This points to Peter’s fourth alteration, the inclusion of  the words “and 
they shall prophesy” at the end of  verse 18.16 This reinforces and makes 
explicit that prophetic speech is an expected characteristic of  the whole 
eschatological community. 

As Peter’s speech continues, he reminds the hearers that David 
prophesied God’s promise for a descendant to be on the throne. This 
has been fulfilled in the resurrection of  the Messiah, Jesus Christ 
(2:29-32), who has poured out the Holy Spirit to which their experience 
testifies (2:33). In response to the conviction of  the crowd, Peter 
instructs them to repent and be baptized, “And you will receive the gift 
of  the Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your children and for all 
who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call” (2:39). This 
gift of  the Spirit is not exclusive to the disciples or the early church, 
but available for all who turn to Christ. Peter’s message reinforces the 
ongoing nature of  the Pentecost experience and the imperative for 
its continuance among subsequent generations. This is immediately 
outworked in the description of  their idealised community. While the 
disciples gathered together for prayer prior to Pentecost, after the 
outpouring of  the Spirit, their community life takes on new dimensions 
and greater intensity as they meet together daily for teaching, fellowship, 
and prayer (2:42–47).   

Following this brief  examination of  the biblical narrative of  Acts 
2, there are three priorities for the ongoing community of  faith 
that emerge. First, the church is to be a unified community. This is 
demonstrated at the bookends of  the narrative; the Pentecost event 
begins and ends with the believers exhibiting remarkable togetherness. 

15 Keener, Acts, Volume I, 35.
16 Gaventa, The Acts of  the Apostles, 77.
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What is this unity of  believers in Acts based on? It is based on their 
shared faith in Jesus Christ that reflects the divine communion. Second, 
the church is to be a prophetic community. As demonstrated in the text, 
the result of  the outpouring of  the Spirit is that all believers experience 
“a relationship of  immediacy with God.”17 All believers are recipients 
of  God’s revelation. Third, the church is to be a multigenerational 
community. It is to transcend barriers and obstacles of  alienation, 
which in many contexts today, is particularly felt as a generation gap. 

Yet, while an intergenerational church is a priority of  Pentecost, there 
is arguably a lack of  engagement with the younger generation in our 
churches today.18 While spirituality may be important to young people 
today, they are increasingly ambivalent about the church and organised 
religion. This is reflected in the overall declining church attendance 
of  young people in the global church today.19 Victor Lee identifies 
disconnections between the generations—differences in expectations, 
value systems, and language—suggesting a need for cross-cultural 
practices to ensure engagement with young people.20 With this in mind, 
what are the needs of  Gen Z? And how can the church today adapt to 
meet these needs without compromising the priorities of  Pentecost? 

2. The Priorities of  Generation Z

The church community today must not just tolerate young people but 
embrace them. However, to embrace them requires church leaders 

17 Larry McQueen, Joel and the Spirit: The Cry of  a Prophetic Hermeneutic (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 41–42.
18 Victor Lee, “Engaging Younger Generations in Church Ministry: Disconnects and 
approaches for passing the baton,” Lausanne Global Analysis, January 2023 Issue, 
accessed 27 April 2025, https://lausanne.org/global-analysis/engaging-younger-
generations-in-church-ministry. 
19 Elictia Hart, “Redefining Church: Reaching, Retaining, and Assimilating Gen. Z and 
Millennials” (D.Min. diss., Duke University Divinity School, 2023), 33.
20 Lee, “Engaging Younger Generations in Church Ministry.”
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to be willing to hear, learn and change. That is, not a change in their 
faithfulness and witness to Christ but be willing to change when 
younger generations prophetically confront current church leaders with 
the reality of  our “idolatrous conformity to the dominant culture.”21 
Macchia challenges us: 

This conformity allowed the churches to live at peace with the 
dominant culture but only by silencing the voices of  its prophets. 
Change will only occur when those who oversee the house of  
God listen with fresh ears to what the Spirit is saying on behalf  
of  Christ to the churches once more.22 

What prophetic challenge might our sons and daughters be speaking 
to the church today? What priorities are important for the emerging 
generation of  Christian young leaders and participants that the church 
needs to hear, and how can church leaders respond appropriately? What 
can we learn from “Generation Z” (Gen Z)? 

Gen Z usually refers to the generation of  people born between 1995 
and 2009 (those currently 16 to 30 years old) who generally fall into 
the category of  youth and young adults in church ministries. While 
the characteristics of  Gen Z do vary across geographic and cultural 
boundaries, there are some remarkable commonalities among young 
people due to the influence of  globalisation, even when there is a 
“digital divide” in accessibility to new technologies in less developed 
nations. For example, Irwan Pranoto argues that Gen Z in Indonesia 
shares common characteristics with Gen Z in the US as they “in 
both contexts are exposed to information and telecommunications 
technological advances, yet they still have great needs for real, genuine, 
and healthy relationships.”23 With that in mind, there are some general 
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features that characterise Gen Z and distinguish them from previous 
generations. These features include being tech-savvy, social networkers, 
and active collaborators.24 

Yet, despite being digital natives, Gen Z deeply values genuine and 
authentic relationships. There is a crisis of  loneliness among young 
people. A recent Barna Group study found that three out of  four 
young people say they feel lonely at least daily, with 38% of  that group 
saying their loneliness is unbearable. Digging deeper into the local 
context, 25% of  Malaysian young people reported often feeling lonely 
and isolated.25 Anxiety and uncertainty about the future hinder the 
well-being of  Gen Z; genuine connection and authentic community 
are a felt need of  youth today. The church today can offer hope and 
deep relational connections for an anxious generation. Budijanto’s 
study of  the spirituality of  Christian Indonesian young people reported 
that those who had a positive perception of  the church depicted its 
relevance “for their lives, mainly because it provided relevant sermons, 
genuine community, spiritual mentors, and exemplary leadership.”26 
Of  utmost importance for Gen Z believers is authentic and life-giving 
relationships, not just from their peers by also from older generations.  
According to Elictia Hart, Gen Z desires more depth:27 “In a superficial 
culture, depth is attractive.”28 Similarly, young people’s desire for 
acceptance heightens their sense of  equality and reciprocates in their 
attentiveness to justice for others, including those from marginal 

24 Claire Madden, “Unlocking the motivation of  Gen Z at Work: An Empirical 
Approach” (Ph.D. diss., Alphacrucis University College, 2024), 16, 42.
25 Barna Group, “The Connected Generation: How Christian Leaders Around the 
World Can Strengthen Faith & Well-Being Among 18–35-Year-Olds” (Barna Group, 
2021), 11, 14. 
26 B. Budijanto, “Spiritualitas generasi muda dan gereja,” cited in Irwan Pranoto, 
“Understanding the Church Involvement,” 35. 
27 Hart, “Redefining Church,” 35–36.
28 Benjamin Windle, “Why ‘Cool Church’ is No Longer Working with Millennials and 
Gen Z” cited in Hart, “Redefining Church,” 35.
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communities. Expressing their feelings in online spaces and being heard 
is important to them. Gen Z desires a church community where they 
feel safe and can speak up about their concerns, doubts and mental 
wellbeing.29 Is the church listening? 

Gen Z not only value deep relationships but also want to share their 
gifts and talents with others. They desire to make a difference in the 
world. They also seek meaningful work or vocations in which they 
can contribute to others and society. Studying what motivates Gen Z 
in the workforce, Claire Madden identifies the importance of  “flatter 
structures and collaborative leadership styles, rather than authoritarian, 
hierarchical leadership and management constructs.”30 That is, they 
desire “to be part of  an organisational culture where they are active 
participants and part of  a team.”31 Similarly, when questioned about the 
state of  leadership in society generally, 89% of  Malaysian young people 
(Christian and non-Christian) indicated discontent. Corruption, racism, 
and climate injustice ranked high as factors among global participants.32 
Gen Z are anxious about the future and want to participate as part of  
a team that brings hope and positive change. They are passionate about 
justice but do not seem to see this biblical value expressed as a concern 
in the church.  

In summary, we can identify the key priorities of  Gen Z in the need 
for authentic relationships and collaborative leadership structures. 
These emphases must be taken seriously by church leaders if  they seek 
to engage the younger generation. In light of  this, how can church 
leaders foster engagement with Gen Z in a meaningful way to align the 
priorities of  Pentecost with the priorities of  Gen Z? 
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3. Connecting the Priorities of  Pentecost for 
an Intergenerational church 

There are three key opportunities for the priorities of  Pentecost to 
align with the priorities of  Gen Z to help build and strengthen the 
church for the next generation. It is suggested that church leaders 
must first understand the theological foundations for the deep and 
genuine community that is sought by young people. Second, there is a 
priority to disciple young people in prophetic reception, and third, to 
consider how leadership structures in our churches can facilitate the 
participation of  young people. As Frank Macchia asserts, “The church 
should be the place where one’s anchor in God is learned and shared in 
communion with others.”33 What follows in this section is a discussion 
on theological foundations for these priorities, which can be applied 
to local contexts. Rather than provide practical tips and “how-to” 
suggestions that are adopted with little reflection as a shallow, pragmatic 
solution, we need to consider the deep theological foundations that can 
be adapted for local contexts to ensure authentic resonance between 
our faith and practice. 

3.1  Theological Foundations of  Authentic Community 

The church birthed at Pentecost is marked by an extraordinary unity, 
bonded by their shared faith in Christ. Through Christ, believers have 
a new identity as part of  the family of  God. The Holy Spirit, given 
to us, pours the love of  God into our hearts (Rom 5:5). Fellowship 
among believers and sharing in the common life are only possible 
because of  this love of  God. Luke uses the language of  communion 
or participation, reflected by the term koinonia (Gk), which denotes 
a shared reality, to describe their genuine community life in the 
Spirit (Acts 2:44).34 Yet, the theological basis for this unique human 

33 Macchia, The Spirit-Baptized Church, 52.
34 Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology: Ecumenical, Historical & Global 
Perspectives (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2002), 30.
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communion is the communion of  the Triune God. That is, the 
fellowship of  believers is founded on the trinitarian fellowship of  
the persons of  the Trinity: “one God, the Father and the Son in the 
Holy Spirit.”35 Believers are not a community by themselves; only by 
each being drawn into the life of  God and participating in the koinonia 
of  God do we participate in the human community.36 Pentecost is a 
baptism into the love of  God in which we are known by God and 
subsequently know God. 

The Triune God provides the model and basis for the communal life 
of  the church. The Triune God is in himself  a koinonia, “the ‘mutual 
inhabiting,’ of  the Father, Son and Spirit.”37 The Triune relationship is 
defined by love as the divine persons freely operating in a mutual giving 
and receiving that is “neither obligated nor coerced.” It is a mutually 
affirming relationship in which they are intimately knowing and being 
known.38 As Jacqueline Service writes,

The Father’s being is dependent on the Son, the Son’s identity 
dependent on the Father, and without the mutuality of  giftedness 
through the Spirit, there is neither Son nor Father. Each divine 
person is the fullness of  God in the Oneness of  God; thus 
divinity has equality in mutual dependency.39

The Triune God models self-giving to others within the godhead that 
flows from their mutual love. From this example of  the Triune God, 
humans can learn to participate in the life of  God and with one another. 
The Spirit-filled human community learns to recognise our need for 
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one another and seeks to enrich the lives of  one another. The church 
today needs the next generation, and young people need the older 
generation—we are mutually dependent. Whenever we see evidence 
of  self-giving love in the human community, we see imitations of  the 
Triune God.40 Fellowship is evidence of  God’s love that is present in 
and among believers. 

Yet, this communion of  love that defines God is not exclusive. The 
giving of  the Son and the outpouring of  the Spirit demonstrate that 
the self-giving love of  God is extended to others. Macchia likens 
it to a relational circle that is ever-expanding in hospitality and 
continually open in invitation to others.41 God invites us into his life 
of  communion. Being drawn into the life of  God, we journey inward 
towards Christ and into the love of  God, as we are also drawn outward 
towards others, “because the loving Father and the faithful Christ are 
turned outward too.”42 Similarly, Jacqueline Service likens this extension 
of  God’s love to us as being drawn into the (perichoretic) dance of  
God in which we, through participation in the life of  God, learning 
the dance steps that require ongoing giving of  ourselves to God and 
others.43 

This outward orientation towards others provides the vocation of  
the community of  believers. Macchia notes that “the church is at its 
core the people united to Christ and incorporated by the Spirit into 
communion for a vocational purpose.”44 However, being drawn into the 
life of  God is not only to pursue the mission of  God. While certainly 
a key component of  the outpouring of  the Spirit is to continue the 
mission of  God (Acts 1:8), this missional thrust is arguably over-
emphasised in Pentecostal writings to the detriment of  emphasising 

40 Service, Triune Well-Being, 142.
41 Macchia, The Spirit-Baptized Church, 5.
42 Macchia, The Spirit-Baptized Church, 5.
43 Service, Triune Well-Being, 172.
44 Macchia, The Spirit-Baptized Church, 11.
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the presence of  God.45 We are not only workers for God, but children 
of  God. There is a relational priority emphasised at Pentecost for the 
community of  believers to intimately know God and obey God. As 
the Joel text reminds us, we are both “sons and daughters” as well as 
“my servants, male and female” (2:17, emphasis added). Therefore, as 
Gary Tyra notes, we are to be a community that knows God and hears 
God’s voice. That is, we are to be a community of  prophets. The older 
generation needs to teach the dance steps of  participation in the life of  
God to the younger generation to invite them into a deeper, authentic 
relationship with God and others.46

3.2 Discipling a Community of  Prophets 

A central characteristic of  the community at Pentecost is that all 
believers experienced and participated in prophetic revelation. In 
Acts 2, the outpouring of  the Spirit causes God’s people to behave as 
prophets.47 The Spirit empowers the disciples to speak in languages 
unknown to them but known by the Jewish pilgrims present, in which 
the wonders of  God are proclaimed. This is important as it challenges 
previous expressions of  prophecy in the Old Covenant in two ways. 
First, as noted above, prophets in the Old Covenant were unique 
persons (such as Moses), but post-Pentecost, all believers can prophesy. 
Shelley Matthews asserts that the “Spirit as an indiscriminate force, one 
that was ‘no respecter of  persons.’”48 The Spirit, who spoke through 
the prophets, is the Spirit of  Christ (1 Pet 1:10–11) and at Pentecost 

The Priority of  Pentecost: An Intergenerational Church that Hears God’s Voice



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  The Intergenerational Church36

is “now among us personally and enduringly in Christ.”49 Second, 
the Spirit now dwells within the hearts of  those who believe in the 
fulfilment of  the promise to the prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel. A 
feature of  the new covenant is a new heart and new Spirit in believers 
by which we will know God and walk in God’s ways (Jer 31:31–34; 
Ezek 36:24–28). Charismatic Catholic, Raniero Cantalamessa says,  
“ … before Pentecost the Spirit was present in the world through 
the Spirit’s gifts and power, but since the time of  Pentecost onward 
the Spirit has been hypostatically present, that is, present in person.”50 
Similarly, Tania Harris notes the “shift from limited and mediated access 
via the prophets to universal and direct access for individual believers that 
marks the superiority of  the New Covenant” (author’s emphasis).51 The 
Spirit opens up to believers a new life in God in which we are known by 
God and know God. To know God is to know God’s voice: “his sheep 
follow him because they know his voice” (Jn 10:4).

Yet being a community of  prophets does not necessitate believers 
to continuously sprout prophetic oracles or poetic predictions. As 
Mark Cartledge notes, “not all that is categorized as prophetic is 
necessarily prophecy.”52 Neither is reclaiming the prophetic heritage 
expressed exclusively in missional activity such as preaching the gospel, 
as proposed by Tyra,53 though it certainly includes witnessing to the 
values of, and testifying to, Christ (Rev 19:10). Instead, through a 
careful reading of  Acts 2 there are a number of  experiences that can 
be identified as revelatory which form the basis of  what Cartledge calls 
“a prophetic event.”54 Harris rightly argues for recognition of  three 

49 Raniero Cantalamessa, Come, Creator Spirit: Meditations on the Veni Creator (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 2008), 46. 
50 Cantalamessa, Come, Creator Spirit, 47.
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Revelatory Experience (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 19.
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Pentecostal Theology, Vol. 5 (1994): 102.
53 Tyra, The Holy Spirit in Mission, 11–38.
54 Cartledge, “Charismatic Prophecy,” 81. 
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levels of  revelatory experience, beginning with universal access to God, 
then moving towards “increasing levels of  expertise in the ‘gift of  
prophecy’ and/ or the ‘office of  the prophet’.”55 Adapting Harris’s basic 
categories, it is suggested that there are two primary ways in which the 
Spirit enables prophetic activity highlighted by the Pentecost event.  

The first way that prophetic activity is evidenced is in the immediacy 
of  experiencing God. The result of  the outpouring of  the Spirit 
is intimacy with God for the whole community. Being a prophetic 
community focuses on the possibility of  all believers hearing God’s 
voice, that is, to receive direct revelation from God and not just rational 
comprehension about God.56 This is the starting point of  all prophetic 
activity. It is also the starting point for the discipleship of  young 
people in hearing the voice of  God. It is a prophetic reception in which 
the believer is being drawn into the life and transforming love of  the 
Triune God and thereby growing deeper in knowledge of  God and 
faithful obedience to God’s ways. It is prophetic since the reception of  
revelation does not originate from the believer but the Spirit. Harris 
refers to this happening as “revelatory experience.”57 Dallas Willard 
writes, “God has created us for intimate friendship with himself—both 
now and forever.”58 Being a prophetic community is an invitation to 
participate in the rich relationality and koinonia of  the Triune God. 
This primary way of  knowing is symbolised by the experiences of  
prophetic revelation, including dreams and visions (Acts 2:17). These 
experiences of  dreams and visions noted in the Pentecost event 
share the common feature that they are received but not necessarily 
proclaimed. Therefore, this primary form of  prophetic activity is the 
gift of  receiving from God revelation and communication through 
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which believers grow deeper in their relationship with God for their 
benefit. 

The second way that prophetic activity is evidenced is through speaking 
God’s word for the benefit of  others. This refers to the prophetic gift of  
the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:10) that results in proclamation. This ability 
builds on the foundational prophetic reception (described above) in 
which a message from God is not only received but is also relayed 
to others.59 Macchia writes, “The inward journey of  incorporation is 
thus simultaneously the outward journey of  charismatic ministry and 
mission.”60 Harris distinguishes the broader prophetic reception, which 
is available to all believers, from the distinct phenomenon of  prophecy 
referred to in 1 Corinthians 12–14, which is performed by specialists as 
enabled by the Holy Spirit.61 That is, while all can prophesy in principle, 
in practice only some are given the gift of  prophecy, though all are 
encouraged to eagerly desire this gift for the purpose of  building the 
church (1 Cor 12:10; 14:1).62

The gift of  prophecy is given for the strengthening, encouraging and 
comfort of  others (1 Cor 14:3), generally occurring in the context of  
the worshipping community, though not exclusively. As Macchia writes,
 

An emphasis on spiritual gifts helps to energize all of  the people 
of  God and to involve them all in the mediation of  Christ in the 
church. We all function as Christ to one another, submitting to 
one another out of  reverence to Christ (Eph. 5:21).63 

The gifts of  the Spirit, including the prophetic gifts, are given by the 
Spirit for the building of  the church and distributed by the Spirit as the 
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Spirit determines (1 Cor 12:11). By encouraging and discipling Gen Z in 
the development and use of  the gifts of  the Spirit, youth can contribute 
to the church community and experience meaningful participation 
in the life of  the church. The goal is to unify the generations as one 
body in Christ (1 Cor 12:12); however, “Unity is not uniformity but 
rather a unity within an expanding diversity of  persons and gifts.”64 
Prophetic experience requires communion; it cannot be realised in 
isolation. A prophetic community is a unified fellowship, not simply 
the sum of  individuals who experience prophetic revelation. It requires 
the community to share in the life of  Christ and pilgrimage together 
to discern God’s voice.65 Therefore, discipling an intergenerational 
church must also include discernment. That is, to nurture young people 
and new believers to be drawn into the self-giving life of  the Triune 
God, to be attentive to God’s Spirit, and to discern together God’s 
voice. Through instruction in the apostle’s teaching (that is, Scripture), 
fellowship, worship and prayer, modelled by the empowered community 
of  Acts 2:42 in their everyday lives, the faith of  young people is 
fostered and strengthened.

3.3 Leading a Community of  Shared Giftedness

Finally, the Pentecost event emphasises the giving of  the Spirit to all 
who believe, regardless of  gender or age. Joel anticipates all generations 
receiving and communicating prophetic messages; the Spirit is poured 
out upon both men and women, young and old, male slaves and 
female slaves. The Pentecost event declares the eradication of  former 
barriers, such as age, in the Spirit of  prophecy.66 Although some young 
people prophesied in the Old Testament, such as Samuel and Jeremiah, 
their youth was seen as an obstacle. Jeremiah objected to his calling, 
disqualifying his ministry due to his age. But God instructed him not 
to say that he was too young because God had called Jeremiah and 
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was with him (Jer 1:6–7). However, “because the outpouring of  God’s 
Spirit on all flesh aims to find embodiment in all human beings,”67 the 
Pentecost narrative anticipates the prophetic gifting of  both young 
and old in the establishment of  an intergenerational church. The 
charismatic egalitarianism of  Acts 2 in which young people participate 
as gifted members of  the prophetic community is established as 
normative, then and now.

The challenge is to provide leadership for this multigenerational 
prophetic community. The democratisation of  the Spirit does 
not mean there is no leadership. Rather, leadership must focus on 
empowering and equipping the community. Vincent Leoh observes, 
revelatory experience is a source of  religious authority for those in 
church leadership. Leoh writes, “the Pentecostal leader is prone to 
say, ‘The Lord spoke to me,’ or ‘The Spirit said,’ thus claiming divine 
authorization or legitimation for one’s leadership.”68 However, the 
challenge for such leaders is not to exploit prophetic reception to 
gain and maintain positional power or to exalt their position, but to 
encourage and disciple others to also hear from God. In doing so, 
leaders can reflect the priority of  Pentecost of  the democratisation of  
the Spirit in which the community participates in prophetic reception 
rather than speaking exclusively through the singular leader. According 
to Leoh, this shifts the leadership model from one of  positional power 
to personal power. He writes, “A Christian leader acquires personal 
power from his or her relationship with God, sensitivity and openness 
to the work of  the Holy Spirit, and a high level of  personal integrity.”69 
Leadership styles that facilitate the empowerment of  others will look 
different in the various contexts and situations of  the global church. 
However, they share a motivation to reflect the priorities of  Pentecost 
as they embrace the next generation.

67 Vondey, The Scandal of  Pentecost, 176. 
68 Vincent Leoh, “Pentecostal Leadership: An Asian Perspective. Part 2: Practices and 
Challenges,” Malaysian Pentecostal Journal, vol. 2 (2024): 93.
69 Leoh, “Pentecostal Leadership,” 98.
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Conclusion

Is it the responsibility of  Gen Z to change to fit into existing church 
structures and organisational cultures, or is the impetus on church 
leaders to make changes to accommodate the priorities of  Gen Z? 
Gen Z challenge the church today to recognize the prophets who God 
is raising up regardless of  their particularities of  the messenger, such 
as age or gender. This requires the discernment of  the community to 
identify and nurture those who are being used by the Spirit to speak 
and strengthen the church, irrespective of  their gender, age or socio-
economic class. As Luke Timothy Johnson writes, “because prophets 
are human like us, they always present the scandal of  particularity. They 
are too much like us to be emissaries from God.”70 Yet the Spirit defies 
our expectations of  who God uses as his mouthpiece. We might not 
be surprised to hear the elderly Zechariah prophesy or the male elders 
of  Numbers 11. However, although we may affirm in principle that 
God speaks through everyone, are we really ready to listen to the young 
teenager named Mary from unsophisticated Nazareth? Even the people 
of  Nazareth were aghast at the prophetic Jesus saying, “Isn’t this the 
son of  Joseph?” (Luke 4:22).71 The younger generation is speaking and 
seeking to engage in an authentic relationship with God and others. Are 
we ready to embrace the next generation?

70 Luke Timothy Johnson, Prophetic Jesus, Prophetic Church: The Challenge of  Luke-Acts to 
Contemporary Christians (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011), 68.
71 Johnson, Prophetic Jesus, Prophetic Church, 68.
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Biblical and Theological Foundations of  Spiritual Discipleship

Eva Wong Suk Kyun

Abstract

The Spirit of  God or the Holy Spirit working in the lives of  
God’s people in the Old and New Testaments reveals that God 
is present with his people and his church. Spiritual discipleship 
involves people of  different generations availing themselves and 
participating in God’s salvation plan, teaching and mentoring 
the next generation, and aligning with God’s plans and mission. 
This article examines the biblical and theological foundations 
of  spiritual discipleship in the church. It aims to enlighten how 
the intergenerational church facilitates effective continuity in 
Pentecostal spirituality through the generations. The study 
explores the biblical and theological understanding of  God’s 
covenantal faithfulness to the generations, what the church is, 
the works of  the Holy Spirit in the Pentecostal spirituality, and 
spiritual discipleship in the intergenerational church community, 
particularly the roles of  spiritual leaders, families, and individuals, 
in raising the younger generations in the Pentecostal spirituality. 

Introduction

Spiritual discipleship is essential for the continuation of  faith from 
generation to generation. Moses served God and led the Israelites 
by the Spirit of  God (Num 11:16; Isa 63:7–14). Moses discipled and 
mentored Joshua, in whom is the Spirit of  God (Num 27:18) and the 
Spirit of  wisdom (Deut 34:9),1 as his aide for many years, preparing him 
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1 Wilf  Hildebrandt, An Old Testament Theology of  the Spirit of  God (Peabody, Mass: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1995), 107–109.
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to lead the next generation to enter the Promised Land. Moses taught 
and prepared the younger generation who would inherit the Promised 
Land by delivering three addresses on God’s covenant to all Israel so 
that they would have a covenantal relationship with their God and obey 
his commandments. Moses’ three addresses were first, on “what God 
has done,” second, “what God commands for the future,” and third, 
“recapitulation of  the covenant demand and the call to choose God 
and obey,” before the transition of  leadership to Joshua, and blessing 
the people.2 God commissioned Joshua as Moses’ successor (Num 
11:28; Deut 31:7–8, 23) and promised his presence with Joshua, just as 
it was with Moses (Josh 1:5; 4:7).3 After Joshua led the people into the 
Promised Land, he urged them to serve the Lord alone and turn from 
worshipping false gods—the ancestral gods from Mesopotamia and 
the gods of  Canaan. Joshua led them in a covenant renewal ceremony, 
and the people chose to serve the Lord alone, which they did in their 
generation, even all the days of  the elders who outlived Joshua (Josh 
24).4 However, subsequent generations forgot the Lord; they did not 
know God or the mighty acts he had done for Israel. The book of  
Judges reveals the tragic evidence of  the people’s apostasy, idolatry, and 
wickedness as they did whatever seemed right in their own eyes, without 
a king or leader, and with a lack of  spiritual leadership. There was a 
spiritual decline, immorality, disorder, and disobedience to God (Judg 
2:10–19; 17:6; 21:25). J. Alan Groves states, “Judges tells repeated tales 
of  what happens when that knowledge of  the Lord is not passed on to 
subsequent generations.”5 

2 Edward J. Woods, Deuteronomy: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old 
Testament Commentaries 5 (Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity Press, 2011), 73–76, 
303.
3 Hildebrandt, An Old Testament Theology of  the Spirit of  God, 109.
4 J. G. McConville, “Joshua,” in Theological Interpretation of  the Old Testament: A Book-
by-Book Survey, eds. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Craig G. Bartholomew, and Daniel J. Treier 
(Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2008), 83–90.
5 J. Alan Groves, “Judges,” in Theological Interpretation of  the Old Testament, eds. 
Vanhoozer, Bartholomew, and Treier, 97.
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Biblical history provides the biblical principles for spiritual leadership 
transition to the next generation, leading God’s people. The passages 
also highlight the biblical principle and importance of  parents and 
spiritual leaders to teach and disciple the next generation about God, 
to have faith and a relationship with God, and to walk in obedience to 
God. 

Biblical and theological foundations are pivotal for spiritual discipleship, 
in understanding God’s plans and how believers, individually and 
communally, are transformed by faith and live in God’s purposes. The 
biblical foundations derive from God’s word as the primary source in 
understanding the doctrines of  God, salvation, the church, the Great 
Commission, and so on, spiritual principles and practices. The Bible 
reveals God’s attributes, character, salvation plan, and how Christians 
are called to the journey of  faith and discipleship. The theological 
foundations reveal God’s truths from biblical teachings about God and 
his relationship with his people from the beginning through ancient 
times, the present, and the future. 

This article will focus on the biblical and theological foundations of  
spiritual discipleship and how the intergenerational church facilitates 
effective continuity in Pentecostal spirituality through the generations. 
The study explores the biblical and theological understanding of  
God’s covenantal faithfulness to the generations, what the church 
is, the Holy Spirit and the Pentecostal spirituality, some biblical 
examples of  discipleship and mentoring from the Old Testament and 
New Testament; and spiritual discipleship in the church community, 
particularly the roles of  spiritual leaders, families, and individuals, in 
raising the younger generations in the Pentecostal spirituality in an 
intergenerational church. 

God of  All Generations—Past, Present, and Future

Throughout the biblical narratives, God is the God of  every generation, 
in the story of  the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God 
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continues his faithful covenant with his people across the generations 
past, present, and future. The genealogy of  Jesus the Messiah in 
Matthew 1:1–17 is evident; God shows his covenantal faithfulness to 
all generations. It sums up, “So all the generations from Abraham to 
David were fourteen generations, and from David to the deportation to 
Babylon fourteen generations, and from the deportation to Babylon to 
the Christ fourteen generations.”

More than 830 years before Jesus Christ was born, through the prophet 
Joel, God promised to pour out his Spirit on all flesh, on sons and 
daughters, young and old, male and female, transcending age, gender, 
ethnicity, and social strata (Joel 2:28–29). On the day of  Pentecost, God 
poured out his Spirit in great measure upon his believers (Acts 2), and 
God promised this for them and their children, and those who are far 
off. Peter said to the people, “Repent and be baptized every one of  you 
in the name of  Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of  your sins, and you 
will receive the gift of  the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and 
for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord 
our God calls to himself ” (Acts 2:38–39). God’s salvation is for all who 
call upon the name of  the Lord Jesus (Acts 2:21), and Jesus Christ has 
established the new covenant for the generations as promised, in the 
Messianic age, the church era, until Christ comes again. 

What is the Church? — Identity and Relationships in Christ

Today’s church is God’s people, consisting of  individuals and families. 
Some churches are larger, some smaller, some traditional, while 
some are more modern and contemporary. Some churches are older 
with more generations, some newer; nevertheless, most churches 
are multigenerational. “The intergenerational church” is defined 
by relationships and unity in spirit and faith among the members, 
transcending age, ethnicity, culture, social status, economy, and 
background. Every believer needs to know and understand their 
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6 Rom 7:4; 8:10; 12:5; 1 Cor 10:16; 12:12, 27; Eph 3:6; 4:1, 12; 5:23; Heb 10:10.
7 Jn 1:12; Jn 11:52; Acts 2:39; Rom 8:15–17, 21, 23; 9:4; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5; 5:1; Phil 
2:15; 1 Jn 3:1; 5:2.
8 Eph 2:19; 1 Tim 3:15; 1 Pet 4:17.
9 1 Cor 3:9.
10 1 Cor 3:17; 6:16, 19.
11 1 Cor 3:11; Eph 2:20, 2 Tim 2:19.
12 Matt 16:18; Acts 9:31; 20:28.
13 Joshua W. Jipp, Pauline Theology as a Way of  Life: A Vision of  Human Flourishing in 
Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023), 159. Also see David H. Kelsey, Eccentric 
Existence: A Theological Anthropology, 2nd ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009). 
14 Jipp, Pauline Theology, 160.

identity in Christ and their relationship with one another in Christ. Paul 
and the apostles describe the church in their epistles being the body of  
Christ,6 God’s family, as we are adopted as sons or children of  God,7 
God’s household,8 God’s field, God’s building,9 and God’s temple.10 
The church is founded in Christ,11 as Jesus and the Holy Spirit build the 
church.12 

The church is the body of  Christ. Joshua W. Jipp argues that Paul’s 
theology of  the good life is founded in Christ. Christians flourish 
individually and communally, in their new identity and relationship 
in Christ. Christians have their social situatedness through their 
relationship to Christ and others in Christ. As Jipp puts it, “The 
primary metaphors Paul uses to speak of  the church—as Christ’s 
body, Christ’s family, and a sacred temple—reveal that the church is an 
organism that receives its life and identity through sharing in Christ and 
the fit of  the Spirit as it is elected to move toward God in holiness and 
love.”13 The church is the body of  Christ, where the persons-in-Christ 
is the “Messiah’s body” (1 Cor 12:27). The relationship within the 
community shares the experience of  the Spirit, who is the Spirit of  the 
Messiah (1 Cor 12:2–3; 15:44–45; Romans 12:5).14 Paul also describes 
the church as a human body which has many body parts and organs, 
and so is the community of  Christ as the “bodies of  persons-in-
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Christ” where the Spirit of  Christ indwells. Individually, our bodies are 
“members of  Christ” (1 Cor 6:15; 12:14–17). The church shares life in 
worshipping God, mutually building one another up with spiritual gifts, 
and devoting themselves to love and service (1 Cor 12–14).15 Teresa 
Morgan writes that Christ manifests his presence through his church, 
persons-in-Christ, in the world as they live under his reign and for his 
purposes.16

The church is God’s family. The church is a Christ-centred community 
where every believer is equally important and gifted and plays a role in 
sharing faith and love in Christ together. Paul describes the community 
of  faith as God’s household in relation to Christ. All of  God’s believers 
are God’s family or Christ’s family. Jipp, interpreting Paul’s theology, 
states, “The church is a community of  family and friends” and a 
kind of  “spiritual kinship”. Through Christ’s death and resurrection, 
believers are converted from God’s enemies to God’s friends (Rom 
5:9–10; Col 1:20–21).17

The church is God’s temple, both the individual believer or person-in-
Christ being the temple of  the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:9) and corporately 
persons-in-Christ as a broader community (3:16), as God’s Spirit 
presence dwells within the believers and among the church.18 The 
church is founded on one foundation—Jesus Christ (3:11), and Paul 
states that God birthed forth the church and is responsible for its 
growth (3:5–9), also called God’s field and God’s building (3:9). Paul 
continued to teach the church about purity, holiness, and to grow in 
Christlikeness (1 Cor 1:2, 30; 6:11; 2 Cor 3:18; 6:17–7:1) as the church 
is “the living temple of  God” (2 Cor 6:16), “God’s own household” 

15 Jipp, Pauline Theology, 161.
16 Teresa Morgan, Being “In Christ” in the Letters of  Paul: Saved through Christ and in 
His Hands, WUNT 449, (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 129, cited in Jipp, Pauline 
Theology, 161.
17 Jipp, Pauline Theology, 162.
18 Jipp, Pauline Theology, 164.
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19 Jipp, Pauline Theology, 164.
20 Barclay M. Newman and Eugene A. Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on the Acts of  the 
Apostles, vol. XII (London: United Bible Societies, 1972), 62–66.

(Eph 2:19), “sacred temple in the Lord” (2:21) and Jesus himself  as the 
cornerstone (2:20).19

The early church, after the day of  Pentecost, emphasised much on the 
fellowship of  believers (Acts 2:42–47). They devoted themselves to the 
teachings of  the apostles and the fellowship, breaking of  bread, and 
prayers. The fellowship may refer to the common spirit and communal 
spirit which they shared with the apostles and the whole group. They 
shared fellowship meals commonly followed by the Lord’s supper in 
the early church, and they prayed to God together. They also gave 
and shared their possession. They lived respectfully and treated one 
another in close fellowship, and there was constant growth in the 
community. There were also signs and miracles, and everyone was filled 
with awe. They “continued together in close fellowship” in the temple 
and continued to meet and have meals in homes, with humble hearts 
or singleness of  heart, generosity, gladness and praise. They enjoyed 
the goodwill of  all people, and the Lord added new believers to their 
group.20 This life and fellowship of  believers show strong unity and 
togetherness as one in the house of  God and in their homes. 

It is crucial for members of  the church to know and understand 
their identity in Christ and their relationship with one another in the 
church in intergenerational settings. In the postmodern world, many 
people have become more individualistic and live independently, 
perhaps lacking relationships and communication within the church, 
particularly in larger churches in the cities. Another general structure 
of  larger modern churches is the segregation of  church services and 
fellowships by generations or age groups. The body of  Christ gradually 
becomes disjointed, having different parts that do not relate much 
to members from other age groups. In the long run, the implications 
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of  disconnections are huge, as some believers no longer reflect the 
true biblical sense of  communal relationships as one body in Christ, 
a household of  God, and God’s holy temple. Intergenerational home 
fellowships or cell groups are excellent ways for church members to 
constantly meet and relate as God’s family to worship God and uphold 
one another in God’s love and encouragement. Intergenerational 
relationships are vital in spiritual discipleship as every believer needs to 
be discipled and to disciple others in the Christian life and mission.

The Holy Spirit and the Pentecostal Spirituality 

The centrality of  the gospel and Pentecostal spirituality is indispensable 
for the church, being the body of  Christ, God’s family, and God’s 
temple. The Holy Spirit plays a pivotal role in Pentecostal spirituality, as 
believers must first experience the Spirit’s presence and power. Frank 
Macchia views Baptism in the Holy Spirit as a theophanic experience 
of  God, “being in Christ,” and “functioning in Christ in the power of  
the Spirit.”21 The Holy Spirit, in the Godhead, indwells the believer, 
enabling a relationship with the Triune God and fostering spiritual 
growth. As the Spirit of  Truth, the Holy Spirit teaches and guides 
believers in understanding God’s truths, helping them grow spiritually.22 
The Spirit’s presence in the church enables the church to worship and 
commune with God as a corporate body of  Christ, directing the church 
in fellowship, discipleship, witness, and continuing Jesus’ ministry and 
missions until he comes again. Believers and spiritual leaders must rely 
on the Holy Spirit in the process of  spiritual discipleship in a holistic 
Pentecostal spirituality.

21 Frank D. Macchia, “Sighs Too Deep for Words: Toward a Theology of  Glossolalia,” 
JPT 1 (1992), 55–60. See Frank D. Macchia, Baptized in the Spirit: A Global Pentecostal 
Theology (Grand Rapids, 2006), 14–15, 64, 72–80, 86–87. 
22 Jn 14:17; 16:13-14; Eph 1:13; 1 Jn 4:6; 5:6.
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23 Hildebrandt, An Old Testament Theology of  the Spirit of  God.
24 Hildebrandt, An Old Testament Theology of  the Spirit of  God, 104–150.

God’s presence and power are manifested through the Spirit of  God 
in the Old Testament and the Holy Spirit, as commonly known in the 
New Testament: 

“Spirit of  God” in the Old Testament

The “Spirit of  God,” called rûah, also translated as “spirit,” “wind,” 
or “breath,” has been actively involved in the creation of  the universe, 
the creation of  humankind, the endowment of  God’s Spirit on Israel’s 
leadership, God’s presence in the sanctuary, among God’s people, in 
prophecy, and so on.23 The Spirit of  God is explicitly known to have 
endowed Israel’s chosen leadership with Yahweh’s authority, charismatic 
administration, and enablement for their various roles in leading the 
people. For example: Joseph endowed with leadership skills, wisdom, 
and the ability to interpret dreams (Gen 41:38); Bazelel and Oholiab 
in the construction of  the tabernacle (Exod 25–31; 31:3; 37:29); 
Moses who led the Israelites out of  Egypt and was “judge, lawgiver, 
prophet, intercessor, miracle worker, and provider” (Exod 6–11; Num 
11:16–17; Isa 63:7–14); Joshua who succeeded Moses in leading the 
people into the Promised Land, with military commander and also 
done miracles (Num 27:16–23; Deut 31:1–29; Josh 1:5; 3:7; 7:7); the 
Spirit’s democratization on the seventy elders and Joshua (Num 11:25–
26); the charismatic leadership of  the major judges such as Othniel 
(Judg 3:7–11), Ehud (3:12–30), Deborah and Barak (4:1–24), Gideon 
(6:1–8:28), Jephthah (10:6–12:7), Samson (13:1–16:31) and other minor 
judges; Samuel; the kingship of  Israel, the anointed Messiah (prophecy), 
Spirit-inspired prophecies through the prophets like Ezekiel, the 
prophet of  the Spirit; and Micah, the prophet of  righteousness, among 
many others.24 This shows that in the Old Testament, God initiates and 
accomplishes his plans and purposes through his Spirit’s presence and 
power in his chosen servants.
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Holy Spirit in the New Testament (Luke-Acts)

On the day of  Pentecost, God poured out his Spirit on all the believers 
and continues to pour out on all flesh in the church age, present and 
future (Joel 2 and Acts 2). The role of  the Holy Spirit is crucial in 
Spirit-baptism and empowering believers to be Christ’s disciples and 
witnesses and live for God’s plans and purposes. Spirit-baptism, the 
infilling of  the Spirit’s presence and power in a great way, empowers 
believers and the church with boldness, power, and spiritual gifts in 
the Christian life, continuing the ministry and mission of  Christ (Acts 
1:4–8; 2:4; 2:38–39; 10:44). The Holy Spirit ignites the love, zeal, and 
passion for God’s kingdom within the hearts and lives of  believers and 
the church.25 God testifies to the salvation in Christ by signs, wonders, 
and miracles, and the gifts that the Holy Spirit distributes according 
to his will (Heb 2:4; Gal 3:5). In New Testament pneumatology, the 
outpouring of  the Spirit on all flesh signifies the democratization of  the 
Spirit of  God on the community of  believers and the Holy Spirit works 
through “Spirit-endowed gifts, Spirit-inspired prophecy, and guidance 
by the Spirit, among other phenomena”26  in the early church and 
present. Willem VanGemeren remarks, 

the coming of  the eschatological Spirit (Joel 2:28–32 [3:1–5 MT]; 
cf. Acts 2:17–21), including calling on the name of  the Lord and 
being called by the Lord (2:32 [3:5 MT]; cf. Acts 2:39; 22:16; Rom 
10:13), shapes the book of  Acts and the apostolic mission of  
Paul. The Spirit as the mark of  the new community defines the 
church as the body of  Christ and individual believers as members 
of  his body. He constitutes the new community that awaits the 
coming of  Jesus Christ. The coming of  the Spirit on Gentile 
believers evidences the inclusion of  Gentiles as copartners with 
Israel. All who call on the name of  the Lord are not only saved 

25 Rom 15:30; 2 Tim 1:7; 1 Thes 4:9; 2 Thes 1:3; 1 Jn 4:7, 16.
26 Hildebrandt, An Old Testament Theology of  the Spirit of  God, xvi.
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Vanhoozer, Bartholomew, and Treier, 255.
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(Rom 10:12–15), but also receive his Spirit (ch. 8; 15:16). The new 
community of  Joel’s days is continued in the church, but Israel 
too will share in this promise (11:28; cf. Acts 2:38–39).27 

 
The Pentecostal spirituality is demonstrated in Jesus and his disciples, 
particularly in the Gospels and Acts. The elements of  discipleship 
involve teaching believers the Bible or the word of  God, the trinitarian 
God, the life of  Christ, the Holy Spirit, to live by the Spirit and the 
mission and ministry of  Jesus. Jesus proclaimed from Isaiah 61:1–2, 
“The Spirit of  the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty 
to the captives and recovering of  sight to the blind, to set at liberty 
those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of  the Lord’s favor” 
(Lk 4:18–19). The Spirit’s descent at Jesus’ baptism and anointing as 
Messiah signifies that through the Spirit’s power, Jesus will accomplish 
his messianic task.28 The book of  Acts reveals Jesus’ disciples were 
Spirit-baptised, empowered by the Holy Spirit in witness and mission, 
with authority, spiritual power and gifts of  healing, signs and miracles, 
accompanying their preaching of  the gospel. Many received salvation 
and Baptism in the Holy Spirit, and the early church continues to grow 
even amid persecution. Robert P. Menzies highlights that on Pentecost, 
Jesus’ disciples were anointed as end-time prophets to preach God’s 
word, and the significance of  “visions” (Acts 2:17) as the Holy Spirit’s 
guidance in bringing the gospel to “the ends of  the earth,” which was 
evident in the early church, occurring 11 times in the book of  Acts, and 
12 times in the New Testament. He stresses, “In short, for Luke, the 
experience of  the early church, a church that is supernaturally led by 
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God, serves as a model for his church (and ours).29 The call of  God at 
Pentecost is to “all the Lord’s people,” “every follower of  Jesus, young 
and old, male and female.”30  

In Luke-Acts, the Holy Spirit’s action is pivotal in Jesus’ baptism and 
the disciples’ Spirit-endowment as preludes to missions.31 The disciples 
became “inspired agents of  God.” The Holy Spirit teaches the disciples 
what to say in court, as he is the “Spirit of  Jesus.”32 The Holy Spirit 
is the reliable prophetic revealer in revealing personal future history 
to Simeon and Paul.33 The Holy Spirit acts as the mission director in 
witness-mission. He directed Jesus’ disciples to preach the gospel of  
Jesus Christ to the Gentiles on various occasions, like Philip, Peter, 
Barnabas and Paul; and subsequently Paul, Silas, and Timothy.34 The 
Spirit also compelled Paul to go to Jerusalem, and he bore witness to 
Jesus.35 The Holy Spirit is also involved in selecting church leaders,36 
guiding in the appointment of  church elders in the local church.37 
Indeed, the Holy Spirit plays a dynamic role in Luke-Acts in Jesus 
and his disciples’ ministries, witness mission, and the church. Ju 
Hur stressed, “In spite of  different narrative contexts, however, the 
action of  God’s Spirit in the Jewish Bible and that of  the Holy Spirit 
in Luke and Acts alike represent vividly and dynamically the power 
and presence of  God: the Spirit enables God’s chosen (charismatic) 

29 Robert P. Menzies, “The Persecuted Prophets,” in The Spirit and Christ, eds. Marshall, 
Rabens, and Bennema, 62–64. “Visions” or ὄνομα in Greek are mentioned in Acts 
7:31; 9:10, 12; 10:3, 17, 19; 11:5; 12:9, 16:9, 10; 18:9; and Matt 17:9.
30 Menzies, “The Persecuted Prophets,” 69.
31 Lk 3:21-22; 4:18; Acts 2:1–4; 11:15–16.
32 Lk 21:15; Acts 16:7; 2:33; 6:2–10; 4:5-22; 5:17–42; 9:31; 13:52.
33 Lk 2:27–35; Acts 21:27–36; Lk 1:41–45; 67–80; 3:16–17; 4:18–19; Acts 19:21; 21:11.
34 Acts 8:39; 10:20; 13:4; 16:7.
35 Acts 20:22; 22:15; 23:11.
36 Acts 20:28; 5:1–11; 9:31; 15:28.
37 Ju Hur, Dynamic Reading of  the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts, first published by Sheffield 
Academic Press as JSNTS 211 in 2001 (London: T&T Clark International, A 
Continuum imprint, 2004), 153–154.
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38 Hur, Dynamic Reading of  the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts, 155.
39 Hur, Dynamic Reading of  the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts, 155. Acts 2:4–36; 8:29–40; 
10:19–43; 16:6–32; 13:4–41; Lk 2:26; 12:8–12; Acts 16:7; 2:33.
40 Frank D. Macchia, The Spirit-Baptized Church: A Dogmatic Inquiry, T&T Clark 
Systematic Pentecostal and Charismatic Theology (New York: T&T Clark, 2020), 1–2, 
5.
41 Macchia, Spirit-Baptized Church, 2.

individuals to carry out God’s will/purpose.”38 The book of  Acts shows 
the Holy Spirit as “empowering Jesus’ disciples to bear witness to the 
risen Jesus” in Gentile mission.39 Today, the divine Holy Spirit continues 
to lead, direct, and empower believers to bear witness to the resurrected 
Christ and spurs the church to fulfil God’s mission.

The Spirit-baptised Church

The Spirit-baptised church is a community of  faith that emphasises 
the Holy Spirit’s presence in Spirit baptism, fills the believers, equips 
them with spiritual gifts, and empowers them in Christian ministry 
and mission. Active discipleship in Pentecostal spirituality is core, and 
every believer communes with the Triune God and fellowship with 
one another in one heart, one spirit, and one purpose, to worship and 
glorify God and make Christ known in the world. 

Macchia affirms the centrality of  Joel 2 and Acts 2 on the promise of  
the outpouring of  the Spirit, in the initiation of  Pentecostal ecclesiology 
as “The Spirit, from Pentecost to Christ’s return, is thus an undeserved 
gift that keeps on giving. This gift, this promise, is at the core of  what 
we call ‘the church.’”40 The Spirit is “The gift of  communion with God 
is also a communion in God with all others.”41 Macchia addresses the 
church birthed by the Spirit as trinitarian and emphasises the centrality 
of  Baptism in the Holy Spirit, the gospel and missions, sacraments, and 
spiritually gifted ministries. He defines the Spirit-baptised church as:
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The church is the sign and instrument of  Christ and his 
kingdom in the world. The church is constituted by the means 
used by Christ to baptize others in the Spirit, to address others 
with the gospel and to incorporate them into communion and 
vocation. The institutions of  canon, proclamation, sacraments, 
spiritually gifted ministries, and mission are established by Christ 
and birthed in the Spirit to be used as how the Triune God 
self-imparts to the world and draws the world into the divine 
embrace.42

The role of  the Holy Spirit and Pentecostal spirituality is of  utmost 
importance in spiritual discipleship and the life of  the church. From 
the beginning of  creation until the present and into the future, the 
Spirit of  God in the Old Testament and the Holy Spirit in the New 
Testament have been actively anointing God’s leaders and people for his 
kingdom. While the synoptic Gospels present Jesus’s anointed ministry, 
along with the book of  Acts, present Spirit-empowered Christians and 
the Spirit-baptised church, Paul extensively taught about Pentecostal 
spirituality and living in the Spirit in his epistles. Reliance on the Holy 
Spirit is essential in spiritual discipleship as believers and the church 
continue to fulfil God’s will with the Spirit’s presence and power. 
Gordon Fee affirmed the way forward, “it is a plea for the recapturing 
of  the Pauline perspective of  Christian life as essentially the life of  the 
Spirit, dynamically experienced and eschatologically oriented—but fully 
integrated into the life of  the church.”43 

Spiritual Discipleship in the Intergenerational Church 

Spiritual discipleship is essential in the intergenerational church 
community, where spiritual leaders, families, and individuals, alongside 

42 Macchia, Spirit-Baptized Church, 210.
43 Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of  Paul, 4th 
print (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson, 1999), 901.
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44 Eva Wong Suk Kyun, “Contextual Pentecostalism from a Classical Pentecostal 
Movement to a Contemporary Pentecostal Church Movement: A Study of  the 
Assemblies of  God of  Malaysia with Special Reference to Joel 2:28–32” (Ph.D. diss., 
Oxford Centre for Mission Studies, Middlesex University, London, 2022), 296.   

the empowerment of  the Holy Spirit, play significant roles in nurturing 
younger generations in Pentecostal spirituality. Moving forward, I 
advocate for spiritual discipleship with a holistic Pentecostal spirituality 
within the Pentecostal movement and churches:

As such, maintaining Pentecostal spirituality is paramount in the 
life of  the Spirit-baptised church and believers in contemporary 
times. Spiritual discipleship is far-reaching for the next generation 
to have strong beliefs, articulations, and practices of  Pentecostal 
spirituality and distinctives. Pentecostal theological education 
at Bible colleges and church levels is vital in raising ministers, 
leaders, and believers with strong convictions in Pentecostal 
theology, spirituality, and practices. Holistic missions are the 
outward expression of  the Spirit’s empowerment in fulfilling the 
Great Commission in new frontiers and bringing transformation. 
A holistic theological understanding and spiritual experiences of  
the Pentecostal distinctives of  BHS [Baptism in the Holy Spirit] 
and glossolalia enable the new generation in AGM [Assemblies 
of  God Malaysia] to convincingly advocate and effectively 
practice its Pentecostal spirituality which propels them to 
missional passion and engagement in this twenty-first century.44

  
Following the earlier discussion on what the church is, the Holy Spirit 
and Pentecostal spirituality, the roles of  the intergenerational church 
are vital in spiritual discipleship and nurturing believers of  every 
generation. In spiritual discipleship, the roles of  spiritual leaders, family 
and individuals in the church are important to ensure young believers 
and the younger generations become faithful disciples of  Christ, filled 
and empowered by the Holy Spirit. The biblical examples demonstrate 
the importance of  spiritual discipleship.
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The Roles of  Spiritual Leaders

Biblical examples provide the foundations and principles of  spiritual 
discipleship and draw the important roles of  spiritual leaders:

Elijah and Elisha

Yahweh instructed Elijah to anoint Elisha (1 Ki 19:16), and when 
Elijah found Elisha, he threw his “mantle” on Elisha (19:19). Elisha 
understood Yahweh’s call as a prophet and immediately left his job 
and became Elijah’s attendant. Elijah mentored Elisha in the prophetic 
ministry to serve God as a prophet. Elisha followed his spiritual 
mentor, Elijah, until it was time for Elijah to be taken up by Yahweh. 
Elisha asked for a “double portion” of  Elijah’s rûah (2 Ki 2:9–10). 
Witnessing Elijah’s departure, Elisha was able to inherit the “mantle” 
which Elijah threw down and received a “double portion” of  Elijah’s 
Spirit for the succession of  leadership position over the prophetic 
community and commanding role over Baalism. Elisha was God’s 
chosen prophet as the successor to Elijah, and transferred his Spirit to 
Elisha, and the mantle symbolises authority.45 Both Elijah and Elisha 
were obedient to God’s call and instructions. Elisha was enthusiastic 
and eager for God’s presence and power to accomplish God’s call and 
prophetic ministry.   

Jesus and His Disciples

Jesus calls his disciples to follow him, and he will make them fishers 
of  men (Matt 4:19), and he gave them the Great Commission (Matt 
28:19–10) to make disciples of  all nations. Jesus said that a disciple 
is not above the teacher, but when fully trained, he would be like the 
teacher (Luke 6:40), reflecting his life and ministry. Discipleship is the 
process of  following Jesus, becoming more Christlike, and obeying his 
commands and teachings. 

45 Hildebrandt, An Old Testament Theology of  the Spirit of  God, 176–179.
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Jesus and his disciples reveal that discipleship is a lifelong journey of  
faith and spiritual growth. There will be challenges in discipleship as 
it is not perfect. There will be successes as well as shortcomings, and 
failures in the journey. Even Jesus’ disciples, who had lived with Jesus, 
learnt from him and ministered with him for three years, struggled. 
Some examples include: At times, the disciples struggled to understand 
Jesus’ teachings and showed a lack of  faith (Mk 6:52); when Peter 
walked on the water toward Jesus, he saw the storm, his faith was 
shaken and he began to sink (Matt 14:22–33); the disciples could not 
stay awake to pray with Jesus during his agony at Gethsemane (Matt 
26:40–46); Judas Iscariot betrayed Jesus (26:47–55); Peter, who was 
one of  the closest to Jesus, denied knowing Jesus three times on the 
night of  Jesus’ arrest (26:69–75); and the disciples were afraid, left Jesus 
and fled when he was arrested (26:56). The disciples lacked courage 
and commitment to stay with Jesus when their lives and safety were 
threatened. 

Jesus’ disciples had their weaknesses and struggles, and they did falter. 
In Christ, there is repentance, forgiveness, peace, restoration, and 
reinstatement. The risen Jesus Christ appeared to his disciples, breathed 
into them the Holy Spirit, and bestowed peace upon them. Jesus loved 
his disciples, reinstated Peter, and guided them to continue with their 
calling (John 20–21). Jesus remained with them, continuing to teach 
and instruct them about the kingdom of  God for forty days before 
his ascension. He asked them to wait for the promise of  the Father in 
Jerusalem, that they would be baptised with the Holy Spirit (Acts 1).

When they were baptised in the Holy Spirit on the day of  Pentecost, 
they received the power and boldness to preach the gospel. Peter stood 
up and preached the gospel of  Jesus, and 3,000 people repented and 
were saved and added to the believers (Acts 2). The disciples began to 
preach the gospel and perform signs and miracles despite opposition 
and persecution. The religious leaders and the council recognised 
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the significant impact of  Jesus’ discipleship when the disciples, filled 
with the Holy Spirit, were teaching the people and proclaiming Jesus’ 
resurrection from the dead. Many believed and were saved, their 
number increased, and many were healed. It is recorded, “Now when 
they saw the boldness of  Peter and John, and perceived that they were 
uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized 
that they had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:13). The Book of  Acts reveal 
the great acts of  the apostles in the years of  the early church amid 
opposition and persecution. The church grew exponentially as the 
apostles faithfully preached the gospel from Jerusalem to Judea and 
Samaria, and to the end of  the earth. 
 
Paul and Barnabas, Timothy, and Titus

When Paul was a new convert (Acts 9), the apostles, leadership and 
church in Jerusalem were sceptical and suspicious of  him as he was a 
persecutor of  the church. Barnabas, called “son of  encouragement,” 
a “good man, full of  the Holy Spirit and of  faith” (Acts 4:36; 11:24), 
believed in Paul’s conversion, sought him in Tarsus and brought him 
to Antioch. Barnabas served as the intermediary between Paul and the 
twelve apostles, and between the Jerusalem church and the Antioch 
church. Relationships were built between Paul and the apostles and the 
church (Acts 11:22, 30; 12:25; 15:2, 12, 22, 35). Barnabas mentored Paul 
in the church planting ministry in Antioch, where the disciples were 
first called “Christians” (Acts 11:25–26). Later, directed by the Holy 
Spirit, Paul and Barnabas were sent by the Antioch church leaders on 
Gentile missions (Acts 13:2).46 Every leader needs to have a mentor 
who is older and has more years of  experience in ministry, especially in 
the early years. 

In Paul’s missionary journeys, he planted churches in Galatia, Philippi, 
Thessalonica, Corinth, and Ephesus. He visited the churches, spent 

46 Hur, Dynamic Reading of  the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts, 242–254.
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time preaching, teaching, and discipling the believers, and through 
his letters to the churches. He also wrote to the churches in Rome, 
Colossae, and Antioch. Paul and Barnabas journeyed throughout 
Asia Minor, Cyprus, and Crete to visit and strengthen the churches 
there (Book of  Acts). Discipleship involves learning from a teacher 
or mentor and striving to follow their example by imitating them to 
become like them in faith, character, vision, and mission. Paul said to 
the Corinthian church, “Be imitators of  me, as I am of  Christ” (1 Cor 
11:1, ESV), or, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of  Christ” 
(NIV). Paul, as an apostle, showed humility in that as a spiritual leader, 
he was following Jesus. Likewise, in spiritual discipleship, the leader or 
mentor follows Jesus.   

Paul mentored Timothy, teaching him in the faith and pastoral ministry, 
and treated him like a son. In his final years in prison, Paul wrote letters 
to Timothy (1 and 2 Tim). Paul’s second letter was much more intense, 
personal, and recollecting the times they spent together, also urging 
Timothy to be faithful to the gospel and his calling in ministry. He 
urged Timothy to “fan into flame your gift, “guard the deposit,” “hold 
fast to the truth,” and “proclaim the message” and other important last 
words. Gordon Fee describes the letter, “In a sense it is a kind of  last 
will and testament, a ‘passing on of  the mantle.’”47

Paul also mentored Titus and had a close mentor-disciple relationship 
with Titus. Paul discipled him in faith and leadership. Paul wrote to 
Titus in Crete and instructed him on sound doctrine, the theological 
basis for Christian living, instructions for living in state and society, 
exhortations and warnings against errors, and personal instructions and 
greetings.48  

47 Gordon D. Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, Understanding the Bible Commentary Series 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1989), 13. Also see John Phillips, Exploring the Pastoral 
Epistles: An Expository Commentary, The John Phillips Commentary Series (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2004).
48 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 167–216.
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The Roles of  Families and Individuals

In the Christian family, raising the younger generations in the ways of  
the Lord, nurturing the intimate relationship with God, promoting 
spiritual growth, and teaching them biblical truths and principles, 
is intentional discipleship in the parent-child relationship. God has 
instructed parents to teach their children about God, the word of  God, 
and to obey God’s commandments. God commanded his people in 
Deuteronomy 6:6–9, 

And these words that I command you today shall be on your 
heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children and shall 
talk of  them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by 
the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. You shall 
bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets 
between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of  
your house and on your gates.   

Proverbs also instructs parents to teach their children in the ways 
of  God (Prov 4:3–4; 22:6). Parental guidance is crucial in the child’s 
growing-up years. Scripture tells the roles of  parents to their children, 
which cannot be neglected.

Children are precious, loved, and honoured by God. Jesus was indignant 
toward his disciples when they rebuked the people for bringing their 
children to Jesus for him to place his hands on them. He said to them, 
“‘Let the children come to me; do not hinder them, for to such belongs 
the kingdom of  God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive 
the kingdom of  God like a child shall not enter it.’ And Jesus took the 
children in his arms and blessed them, laying his hands on them”  (Mk 
10:13–16; also in Luke 18:15–17).

Paul mentored Timothy and addressed him as “my beloved child,” and 
Paul praised Timothy’s grandmother and mother for raising Timothy 
in the faith. Paul said, “I am reminded of  your sincere faith, a faith that 
dwelt first in your grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice and now, 
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49 Steven J. Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom (Cleveland: CPT Press, 
2010), 163–175.

I am sure, dwells in you as well” (2 Tim 1:5). Parents and grandparents 
have the responsibility to raise their children and grandchildren in the 
faith.

Individual believers can become spiritual fathers or mothers to the 
younger generation as they serve as models to disciple and mentor the 
younger believers. Spiritual discipleship is a journey of  following Jesus, 
living a Christ-centred life, a Spirit-filled and Spirit-empowered life 
and ministry, relying upon the Holy Spirit in guidance and power. It 
is a process of  growing to spiritual maturity, godliness, Christlikeness, 
bearing the fruit of  the Spirit, loving God and loving people, and 
being fruitful in serving God and his kingdom. Mature believers make 
disciples who, in turn, make other disciples. 

Key themes of  Pentecostal spirituality include the life of  the Spirit-
baptised believer, empowered by the Holy Spirit, following Jesus’ 
teachings, and obedience in living as Christ’s disciples. This also 
encompasses preaching the gospel of  Jesus Christ and walking in 
the Spirit. The “passion for the kingdom” is a distinctive aspect of  
Pentecostalism, characterised by believers’ love for God and people, 
along with mission endeavours and evangelistic zeal. Steven J. Land 
highlights that “Pentecostal spirituality as missionary fellowship” 
embodies “a passion for the kingdom,” ignited through Baptism in the 
Holy Spirit and glossolalia, relationship with God, and praying in the 
Spirit, but at its core is love.49 Disciples need to experience Pentecostal 
spirituality themselves to disciple others to love God, love people, be 
Spirit-filled, and possess a “passion for the kingdom.”

Ultimately, believers in the intergenerational church need discipleship in 
Pentecostal spirituality to cultivate an intimate relationship with God, 
receive Spirit baptism, obtain spiritual gifts, and be empowered in their 
lives as Christ’s disciples. They should be led by the Holy Spirit to live 
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holy lives, be directed in witness and mission, and fulfil God’s purpose. 

Conclusion

God is the God of  all generations past, present, and future, and his 
faithful covenant lasts forever. Every generation is equally precious 
and honoured in his sight. Each believer ought to take on the 
responsibility of  being a disciple and a discipler, a mentee and a mentor 
to one another. Generational discipleship in Pentecostal spirituality 
is of  utmost importance with God’s presence and power in lives and 
missions. 

The Holy Spirit plays a key role in building the lives of  Spirit-
empowered believers and the Spirit-baptised church. The Holy Spirit’s 
role in indwelling and empowering believers in their spiritual growth 
as Christ’s disciples and witnesses is crucial in the lives of  individual 
believers and the community of  faith. The Holy Spirit cannot be 
separated from the process of  discipleship, as God’s presence and 
power are at work in the body of  Christ. 

The church, being the body of  Christ and God’s family, plays a crucial 
role in discipleship, particularly in living in one heart and spirit, in 
teaching, sharing, edifying, and fellowship, building one another 
up in faith, and nurturing and passing down the spiritual legacy to 
the younger generations. Jesus Christ calls the church to the Great 
Commission, making disciples of  all nations, preaching the gospel, 
and teaching the disciples to obey God’s commands. All these are 
fundamental to nurturing the believer’s spiritual life and continuous 
discipleship. 

Biblical and theological foundations for spiritual discipleship need to 
be strengthened in churches in practical ways. Spiritual leaders can 
provide a strong foundation in Bible study and discipleship for effective 
ministry and outreach. Churches need to cultivate the environment for 
spiritual growth and discipleship, allowing believers, young and old, to 
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share their faith and exercise their spiritual gifts in edifying one another. 
Individual believers need to learn and understand their calling and roles 
within the church community and be Christ’s witnesses to the world.

The intergenerational church can facilitate effective continuity in 
Pentecostal spirituality through the generations. Fundamentally, 
believers need to know their new life and identity in Christ, and their 
relationship with one another in the church as one body in Christ, 
spiritual kinship as God’s family, and being God’s temple, both 
individually and corporately. Reliance on the Holy Spirit is crucial for 
believers in having relationships with the Triune God, in worship, 
prayers, sacraments, fellowships, spiritual growth, and living out God’s 
plan and purposes.
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Developing a Discipleship Approach for the 
Emerging Adults in Pentecostal Churches

Christopher Pak

Abstract

This article looks at the nature of  the church as a 
multigenerational entity and the need for intergenerational 
engagement in developing a discipleship approach for emerging 
adults in the local church. It examines factors that contributed 
to the attrition of  emerging adults in the local church with the 
rapid changes in the postmodern world, especially in the urban 
setting. This has led to a different perspective of  religiosity, faith, 
and practice and an erosion of  Christian beliefs. This article 
proposes a discipling process that is wide and flexible, realigns 
how the church is done, reinforces sacraments and practices, and 
integrates intergenerational interactions in a multigenerational church 
setting to address attrition.

Introduction

The attrition of  emerging adults in urban churches is a growing reality. 
If  left unattended, the pace of  attrition will increase and impact 
the health and future of  the church. There is a recurring pattern of  
attrition among them in the Assemblies of  God churches in Malaysia, 
exacerbated by the pace of  our changing world. What are the factors 
that have accelerated this phenomenon? George Santayana made 
an important point about progress. He says, “Progress, far from 
consisting in change, depends on retentiveness … and when experience 
is not retained, as among savages, infancy is perpetual. Those who 
cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”1 Learning 

1 George Santayana, The Life of  Reason: The Phases of  Human Progress (New York: Dover 
Publications Inc., 2005), 3396–3397, Kindle.
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from history is an important exercise to develop an approach to 
disciple our emerging adults. While the trend has greatly impacted 
the Western part of  the Christian constituency,2 it cannot be assumed 
that Asia is experiencing a similar situation. Pew Research3 indicated 
that increasingly, young adults are significantly less religious and less 
aligned with Christianity. Asia remains widely religious. Only two Asian 
countries, South Korea and Japan, reflected the Western trend. They are 
significantly developed nations. The rest of  Asia shows no significant 
contrasts. Young adults are increasingly less likely to be affiliated with 
a religious group. The Asian experience differs in terms of  the severity 
of  the problem. Nevertheless, this trend is catching up as Asia becomes 
more urbanised, with youth migration to urban settings. 

Understanding Multigenerational and 
Intergenerational Terminology

As a preliminary focus, we need to understand the terms intergenerational 
church and multigenerational church. Intergenerational refers to interaction, 
relationships, or influences between different generations. It emphasises 
exchange or connection across age groups (grandparents teaching 
grandchildren, or policies affecting both young and old).

Multigenerational refers to the presence or coexistence of  multiple 
generations in each context, often without focusing on interaction. 
It describes the structure or composition, like a multigenerational 
household (grandparents, parents, and children living together). 

2 Alan K. Jamieson, “A Churchless Faith: Faith Outside the Evangelical Pentecostal/
Charismatic Church of  New Zealand” (Ph.D. diss., University of  Canterbury, 1998). 
He posited that attrition in the Western context resulted in emerging adults leaving 
the church, seeking a newer expression of  the Christian faith beyond the institutional 
church, a “churchless faith,” or abandoning the faith altogether.
3 Pew Research Center, “The Age Gap in Religion Around the World,” accessed 28 
April 2025, https://www.pewforum.org/2018/06 /13/young-adults-around-the-
world-are-less-religious-by-several-measures/.
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Many churches, if  not all, have at least two layers or generations of  
adherents—parents and children, born-again Christians. Key concerns 
about intergenerational relations and generation gaps have left church 
leaders scrambling to address the attrition of  emerging adults, a 
phenomenon common to second-generation Christians and beyond. 
We need to have a reflective understanding of  the local church: the 
multigenerational nature of  the church in which intergenerational 
means are employed to engage all layers of  the generational divide 
vis-à-vis Boomers, X, Y, Z, and Alpha generations. The terms 
intergenerational and multigenerational are related but have different focuses.  

In summary, intergenerational focuses on relationships and interaction 
between generations, whereas multigenerational focuses on the multiple 
generations existing together (which may or may not interact).

World of  the Emerging Adults

Emerging adulthood, teens and young people have been referred to 
in a broad category as youth. America categorises youth between the 
ages of  thirteen to twenty-four into three categories: early adolescents 
(under fourteen), middle adolescents (fifteen to seventeen), late 
adolescents and early adulthood (eighteen to twenty-four). In Malaysia, 
youth are classified between the ages of  fifteen and forty, while specific 
programmes for youth development and activities are targeted for 
between eighteen and twenty-five. This is generally the segment of  
society referred to at both the state and federal levels.4 Previously, they 
were referred to as teens, adolescents, and young adults. The age range 
covered did not highlight or appreciate that differences and disparities 
exist within the gap between adolescence and young adulthood. 
Arnett’s seminal work5 made the term emerging adulthood prominent, 

4 Youth Policy Labs, 2014, accessed 14 March 2022, https://www.youthpolicy.org/
factsheets/country/malaysia/.
5 Jeffrey J. Arnett, “Emerging Adulthood in American Psychologist,” vol. 55, no. 
5 (2000): 469, accessed 10 April 2017, http://www.jeffreyarnett.com/articles/
ARNETT_Emerging_Adulthood_theory.pdf.
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which highlighted “a distinct period demographically, subjectively, 
and in terms of  identity explorations,” a period that “is distinguished 
by relative independence from social roles and from normative 
expectations,” which are “the most volitional years of  life.” Increasingly, 
there is recognition of  this development of  youth into adulthood 
as reflected in a host of  literature touching various aspects of  their 
development and life, mirrored in their lifestyle, career, religious and 
spiritual adherences, and outlook on life.

Youth World

So, who are the emerging adults? It would be difficult to just define 
them with a technical term employed by Arnett. To appreciate and 
understand their world, I have limited my focus to five things that have 
shaped the world of  emerging adults based on literature reviews. The 
world of  the youth has evolved and changed rapidly in the digital age. It 
has influenced their worldview and perspective of  life (and faith). The 
youths in a postmodern culture “are self-consciously spiritual, and their 
interest in discussing and examining spirituality continues to rise”6 even 
as “culture shapes the identity of  adolescents.”7 Generational gaps have 
led to misunderstandings and misperceptions towards emerging adults 
in workplaces.8 The common observation is that emerging adults do 
not stay long in a given employment and are very career-mobile, unlike 
the Baby Boomer generation. There was a major shift in attitudes and 
behaviour of  the iGeneration in comparison to the previous generation 
with the introduction of  the iPhone in 2012.9 A rethink of  the church 

6 Walt Mueller, Engaging the Soul of  Youth Culture: Bridging Teen Worldviews and Christian 
Truth (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 82, Kindle.  
7 Pamela J. Erwin, A Critical Approach to Youth Culture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2010), 85, Kindle.
8 Crystal Kadaki, The Millennial Myth (Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler Pub. Inc., 2017).
9 Jean M. Twenge, iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, 
More Tolerant, Less Happy – and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood – and What That 
Means for the Rest of  Us (New York: Atria Books, 2017), 134, Kindle.



71

10 James E. White, Meet Generation Z: Understanding and Reaching the New Post-Christian 
World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2017), 120, Kindle.
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Growth and Change” (Ph.D. diss., Antioch University, 2017), 25.
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Cap,” The Star, accessed 18 August 2019, https://www.thestar.com.my/news/
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13 Jeffrey J. Arnett, “A Congregation of  One: Individualized Religious Beliefs among 
Emerging Adults,” Journal of  Adolescent Research, vol. 17, no. 5 (2002): 452, accessed 10 
April 2017, http:// www.jeffreyarnett.com/articles/ARNETTA_Congregation_of_
One.pdf.
 

strategy to engage “the rise of  the nones and the coming force of  
Generation Z”10 to reach them in a postmodern world, a post-Christian 
approach is needed.  

Youth are moving into another phase of  life as they transition from 
secondary and high school. Transitions from high school to college 
and tertiary education, school benches to work life, bring stress as they 
involve “change and movement from the familial to the unknown.”11 In 
a recent move, the Malaysian government decided that the youth age be 
capped between fifteen and thirty instead of  forty in the past.12 There 
was increasing recognition of  their importance to nation-building, 
and their voice matters. This was reflected by an amendment to the 
Malaysian constitution for automatic registration and eligibility to vote 
for youth attaining eighteen years of  age. Their capacity to register their 
opinions has come about with instant connectivity via mobile devices. 
The world of  emerging adults is synonymous with a digital world: 
events happening in real time, at the click of  a button.

Personal Independence and Flexibility

“Several studies have indicated that deciding on one’s belief  and values 
is one criterion young people view as most important to becoming 
an adult.”13 They believe “independence from their parents’ beliefs as 

Developing a Discipleship Approach for the Emerging Adults in Pentecostal Churches



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  The Intergenerational Church72

a good and necessary thing.”14 This is a period of  exploration, self-
expression, and independence that are exerted, many times to the 
chagrin of  parents. The “cognitive change” emerging adults experience 
encompasses “a particular worldview” which also recognises the 
“element of  subjectivity in any worldview and diverse points of  view 
… as adding to the total picture of  what the truth is.”15 In exerting 
their independence, their willingness to accommodate and accept other 
worldviews correlates with their openness to experiment with new 
ideas, experiences and things.

Increasingly Less Religious

Pew Research shows that “young adults are significantly less likely 
to be affiliated with a religious group” (especially in North America, 
Europe and Latin America) and “less likely to say that religion is 
very important” globally. They would be less likely to attend religious 
services or pray daily than older adults (forty and above) across all 
religions.16 Large segments of  the Western world are increasingly less 
religious and less aligned with what was known as Christianity, with the 
emerging adults forming the largest group. Europe is moving “towards 
a post-Christian society” in which “a majority of  young people 
in a dozen countries do not follow a religion.”17 It was noted that 
American teenagers “leave faith behind primarily because of  intellectual 
skepticism.”18 As youth enter and move through emerging adulthood, 

14 Arnett, “A Congregation of  One,” 464.
15 Jeffrey J. Arnett, Emerging Adults in America: Coming of  Age in the 21st Century 
(Washington: American Psychological Association, 2006), 306.
16 Pew, “The Age Gap in Religion Around the World.” 
17 Harriet Sherwood, “Christianity as Default is Gone: The Rise of  a Non-Christian 
Europe,” The Guardian, accessed 16 August 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2018/mar/21/christianity-non-christian-europe-young-people-survey-
religion/. 
18 Christian Smith and Melinda L. Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives 
of  American Teenagers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 89, Kindle.
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the view is that American emerging adults are significantly less religious 
than the previous generation.19 It was not surprising to see sharp drops 
in emerging adults in church affiliation and participation. This trend 
has steadily increased since it started with the Baby Boomers, who 
“popularized the church dropout phenomenon.”20 Pew’s finding reveals 
that:

The majority of  people globally claim a religious identity, such as 
Christian, Muslim or Hindu. But there is a clear age gap: Out of  
106 countries surveyed, young adults are significantly less likely to 
be affiliated with a religious group in 41.

Of  the forty-one listed, South Korea, Australia and Japan stood out 
as Asia-Pacific countries reflecting the Western trend, with “some of  
the world’s biggest gaps.” However, “17 out of  20 countries show 
no significant contrasts.”21 These countries are developed economies, 
which reveal a connection between religious affiliation and urbanisation, 
a phenomenon peculiar to urban settings.

Sociological Change

Sociological changes in the postmodern world have stretched the 
maturing process of  youth. It “takes considerably longer to get 
established as an adult than it did only half  a century ago,” with 
prolonged education and lifespan.22 The delayed transition into 
adulthood has disturbed “the whole network of  roles and relations they 
have formed.”23
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Smartphones, tablets and devices have become major stumbling 
blocks to social interaction over a meal, family time and personal 
relationship development. Increasingly, these devices are sources of  our 
disconnectedness. Families can be at the restaurant, fully engaged with 
their devices, but not with each other. There was an “abrupt shift” in 
teens’ behaviour and emotional states around 2012. It correlated with 
the period when the American public started to own smartphones with 
easy access to the Internet. “The product of  this sudden shift is iGen.”24 
Social interaction changed dramatically.

Another significant change was the redefinition of  two important 
institutions in our society: marriage and family. There has been a shift 
in how these two institutions are viewed and perceived. For example, 
the family was no longer “defined as a male husband and a female 
wife, much less involving children. Male with male, female with female, 
children with surrogates, multiple parents, polygamy, and polyamorous 
unions abound.”25

The family unit experiences disruptions in the postmodern world, 
with increasing pressure from an alternative lifestyle of  cohabitation, 
sexual orientation, identification and view of  sexuality. In some Western 
democracies, a person can choose their preferred gender association. 
Among emerging adults, it is common to have friends in the LGBTQ 
community. Unlike the Boomers, they are more sympathetic and 
accepting. The changing new norms have created a destabilising impact, 
and emerging adults have gravitated towards a more liberal stand and 
choice.  

This has exerted pressure on the way Christians view this issue. 
Emerging adults “have grown up in a social environment where 
freedom of  choice is taken for granted, and right and wrong are 

24 Twenge, iGen, 134.
25 White, Meet Generation Z, 182.
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considered a matter of  personal opinion.”26 In their view, the church 
or religion has an absolute or final say on this, thus challenged as 
unsuitable and not keeping with the times. “Young adults perceive 
evangelical Christianity to be too political, too exclusive, old-fashioned, 
unconcerned with social justice and hostile to lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender people.”27

Electronic Media Explosion

The most impactful development that shaped our postmodern world is 
the introduction of  the Internet and the ease of  accessing information. 
It has changed the way people obtain, view and interpret the data. The 
veracity of  information did not rank high in disseminating information 
from e-media, forums, chats, et cetera. The speed at which information 
was shared created another buzzword: viral. Social media has levelled 
the platform for all. “Social media gives everyone a voice, so everyone 
chooses to raise theirs.”28 It has empowered and enabled everyone to 
participate in the public sphere of  the Internet. Encyclopedias and 
traditional media have been made obsolete as primary sources. The 
buzzword to search for anything is “Google it.”  

The generation today was raised entirely where e-media is the lingua 
franca. Ironically, the devices meant to connect us have detached 
and dehumanised human communication and interaction. In the 
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digital world, “the Bible is one of  many voices that interpret human 
experience; it is no longer viewed as the central authority over people 
and society.”29 The globalised nature of  the source of  information 
opened a plethora of  alternative views previously hidden or uncovered. 
Emerging adults in Malaysia, like their counterparts in the West, have 
access to it.

Urbanisation and High Living Costs

A United Nations report revealed that the percentage of  the population 
in urban and rural areas of  Malaysia was 20% and 80%, respectively 
in 1950. It is projected that by 2050, 80% of  the Malaysian population 
will be in urban areas. As of  2018, 76% of  the population was in urban 
settings compared to 20.4% in 1950.30 This has increased density and 
demand for housing, amenities, et cetera. Inevitably, the pressure on 
renting and house ownership has become a major concern for emerging 
adults. Increasingly, owning a property has become an unreachable 
dream for many, a possibility for some (with assistance from parents) as 
prices escalate beyond the emerging adult’s financial affordability.

As more young people migrate towards the city for better opportunities, 
education and work, the overcrowding has resulted in more sociological 
concerns. Malaysia is neither a developed nation nor a third-world 
country. It has an advanced economy, but it is not uniform in the 
development of  every state. Economics played a part in the urban 
versus the rural divide, as “emerging adulthood is often experienced 
in urban areas but rarely in rural areas.”31 The rapidly urbanising world 

29 David Kinnaman, Mark Matlock, and Aly Hawkins, Faith for Exiles: 5 Ways for a New 
Generation to Follow Jesus in Digital Babylon (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2019), 19, 
Kindle.
30 United Nations, “World Urbanization Prospects 2018,” accessed 1 May 2025, 
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has consequential impacts on society in the postmodern world. As 
observed earlier, there is a connection between religious affiliation and 
urbanisation. 
 
The world of  emerging adults is significantly different from the 
Boomer generation. The ferocity of  change has altered the way people 
interact and relate. Managing such rapid changes has become a difficult 
task. The values and worldviews are changing and being shaped by 
these changes. Transiting from youth into adulthood has become more 
difficult. The irony of  life is that a Boomer invented devices like the 
iPhone, which has precipitated rapid changes in the modern world into 
a postmodern world for emerging adults.

The factors describing our world of  today have a great impact on the 
way youth and emerging adults respond to religious expectations and 
experiences. Their personal independence and flexible view of  life 
affected their perception of  faith passed down from their parents.  
Personal choice and preference win over what they have experienced 
growing up under the shadow of  their parents. That they are willing to 
try new things and are flexible to adopt other views, including religious 
beliefs, in a period of  exploration and self-expression, would have 
a far-reaching impact on what tradition considered the norm. Their 
declining religiosity compared to their parents is a strong push factor 
in a postmodern idea of  religiosity versus spirituality. Increasingly, 
they are leaning towards experiential elements, not just on a set of  
beliefs and doctrinal statements of  the church.  They want personal 
engagement that impacts the world they belong to, beyond the church 
walls. Sociological changes have made society more disconnected, with 
marriage and family being redefined, posing newer challenges that the 
church had not encountered before. The way the church has responded 
thus far has turned emerging adults away. The church is perceived 
as narrow, outdated, irrelevant and unimportant in a fast-changing 
environment.

With the electronic media explosion, the truth is now perceived to be 
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out there. It is no longer the domain of  the Bible to rule. Emerging 
adults have shifted reliance more and more on their ability to access 
information and “truth” beyond the authoritative ambit of  the 
Scriptures. The church and its affiliation have become a minor interest 
and of  lesser importance compared to their parents. In trying to cope 
with the escalating cost of  living in the urban environment, youth 
become more detached from social networks that have nurtured their 
spirituality, opening them to pressures not faced before in their teenage 
years. These factors would play a big role in pushing emerging adults to 
leave the church.

Push Factors: Why Emerging Adults Leave the Church

The Barna report “raised an alarm with American data suggesting 
6 in 10 churchgoing teens become spiritually disengaged after high 
school.”32 There is a key difference between leaving the church and leaving 
faith. It cannot be assumed that when a person leaves the church, 
it means abandonment of  one’s faith. There is a very important 
distinction between the two terms used to describe the phenomenon: 
haemorrhaging church and haemorrhaging faith. The “distinction is between 
church engagement and faith,” should be clarified as assumptions are 
made, “dropping their faith occurs as they disengage from church-
related practices and community life.”33 While it may be true that 
some abandon their faith upon leaving the church, the same cannot be 
assumed for all who leave. Three key conversations are examined here 
on why they leave the church. They form the underlying observations 
that have similarities with our Malaysian experience.

32 Penner et al., Haemorrhaging Faith, 9.  
33 Darren Cronshaw, Rowan Lewis, and Stacey Wilson, “Haemorrhaging Faith: An 
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Perception of  Institutional Church

Deloitte’s research revealed that “respondents express a strong lack of  
faith in traditional societal institutions, including mass media, and are 
pessimistic about social progress.”34 A sociological study postulated 
that some segments of  Christians are done with the institutionalised 
form of  “church,” and want a fresher form of  church expression like 
the emergent church. These Christians are de-churched, Dones (done with 
the church). They represent “people who make explicit and intentional 
decisions to leave the church and organized religion.”35 They are 
redrafting how the church is done.

“The dropout phenomenon is most accurately described as a generation 
of  Christians who are disengaging from institutional forms of  church. 
Young people are leaving established congregations.”36 By institutional 
church, we are referring to “organized groups of  professing Christians 
who meet in designated church buildings and follow prescribed 
schedules for weekly worship.” These “institutional churches are 
‘established’ in that they follow general patterns for organization 
and worship.”37 Getz elaborates on the reality that “the process of  
institutionalization is a recurring phenomenon among God’s people,” 
and that “it happens naturally wherever you have people band together 
to achieve certain objectives.”38 So, when people organise themselves 
and adhere to set patterns and values, they become institutionalised. 
There is nothing harmful or evil in it.
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However, the perception towards the Institutionalised Church today 
carries a negative connotation of  rituals, rigidity and lifelessness. It 
highlighted the “skepticism about the value of  religious institutions” in 
society among emerging adults.39 The postmodern world “is marked by 
skepticism and a loss of  confidence in knowledge and in the doctrine 
of  Progress, … “that human beings are progressively and inevitably 
making the world a better place to live.”40 Emerging adults do not see 
that the institutional church can contribute to or make society a better 
place. The clash and disconnect between generations revealed that there 
was “a profound lack of  trust and confidence in conventional beliefs, 
practices, and organizations.”41 Their perception and observation of  
the church differ greatly from the Boomer generation, which the late 
Bob Buford aptly described, “that the next generation is not just sort of  
different; they are discontinuously different.”42

In comparison to the modern generation, postmodernists are sceptical 
of  the institutionalised church. There is a profound dissatisfaction and 
frustration with the church. For some, the reason for their leaving the 
church was not “because they have lost faith.” Rather, they are leaving 
the church to preserve their faith. They contend that the church no 
longer contributes to their spiritual development.”43 When the value 
and perceived purpose are missing, these add to their decision to leave. 
They stated six broad reasons for leaving the church: They find the 
church to be overprotective, shallow, anti-science, repressive, exclusive, 
and doubtless.44

39 Arnett, “A Congregation of  One,” 462.
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Faith versus Science

Much of  life’s experience and connection are tied to the advances 
in science and technology. Constantly, human ingenuity creates 
groundbreaking leaps into the future. Emerging adults viewed the 
church as anti-science and stood in opposition to modern science. They 
“have come to the conclusion that faith and science are incompatible.”45 
The church’s inability to accommodate and engage their questions and 
scepticism has caused a dichotomy in matters of  faith and science. 
When push comes to shove, the explainable and logical are preferred.

Emerging Issues in Society

Compounding the negative perception of  the institutionalised church 
is the fast pace of  changes taking place. The postmodern world has 
become increasingly complex and difficult to navigate, which is marked 
by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity.46 The rapid changes taking 
place have exerted much pressure on the church, and our slowness 
is evident. The LGBTQ issue has come to the forefront of  current 
dialogues. Most emerging adults have personal friends and colleagues 
who have chosen this lifestyle. They are sympathetic and open to them. 
They feel that the church is judgmental, uncompassionate, too exclusive 
and withdrawn in conversations on current issues, giving rise to the 
perception that the church is not in touch with reality and concerns of  
the day.
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Emerging adults passionately champion the issues of  social justice. 
They want greater engagement with issues affecting them. They 
view the church as either passive or do not encourage such social 
engagements. They are seeking a new approach to their faith. Whether 
the church will be missed if  one day it is no more in a specific 
community or nation is aptly echoed by Healy about the church: “There 
is nothing special about the concrete church that it should expect 
automatic respect and love from the world.”47

Pull Factors: Emerging Adults Remain in the Church

Amidst the narratives of  emerging adults missing from the population 
of  the church, there are bright spots in which emerging adults are 
thriving. Four key factors stood out that helped emerging adults stick 
with and develop in the church context.

Intergenerational Relationship

Transitioning from adolescence to adulthood requires skills. Emerging 
adults who were thriving were individuals who connected to others in 
a healthy and meaningful way. They view the world in a positive light 
and are secure in the present and confident in the future. Emerging 
adults who have developed social and soft skills are most likely to have 
relationships with various generations within the church fellowship. 
They could look up to someone like a mentor and be responsible 
for someone younger for mutual accountability, which assisted in 
continuing and participating in the church.

In a culture that is increasingly marked by a “heightened level of  access 

47 Nicholas M. Healy, Church, World, and the Christian Life (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 11.
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which is changing the way young adults think about and relate to the 
world,”48 intergenerational relationships provide some measure of  
stability. The feeling of  loneliness can exacerbate a sense of  alienation, 
especially when they do not live with the family. With the breakdown 
of  marriage, they increasingly have a poor image of  parenthood and 
family. It was projected that one in four marriages in Malaysia would 
end in divorce.49 “The negative effects of  high divorce rates on effective 
family functioning with respect to children, such as providing them with 
emotional, educational, and moral foundations”50 are evident. When 
young people do not feel connected, it is much easier for them to walk 
away from something or someone.”51

 
Relationships play a vital role, especially amid sociological changes. 
There is a clear link between the role of  religion and faith in “peer 
relationships, adult friendships, spirituality, parental influence, and 
participation in Christian activities.”52 The relationship that nurtures 
and builds a person. Having adults whom they can relate to and turn 
to helps with the transition and navigational skills needed to enter 
adulthood. “The high rates of  intergenerational religious transmission” 
indicate that in matters of  religion, parents were very important.53 The 
truth is relationship between parents and child plays a crucial part in the 
transition and the commitment a youth has to the church. The example 
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modelled by their parents plays a significant role in their decision to 
stay or leave as they reach emerging adulthood. It also highlighted 
the increasing relevance and importance of  grandparents and great-
grandparents to the process of  faith transmission.54  

The intergenerational relationship is a great pull factor for emerging 
adults to continue in church and be involved with the faith community. 
The role of  golden age members in a church has a greater impact than 
previously thought. This calls for their role to be enhanced for positive 
faith transmission. The role of  generational transmission is emphasised 
in Scripture.55 The often-quoted phrase “It takes a village to raise a child” 56 
applies. It requires the whole community as a local church, with all 
generations participating in the discipleship process. “Teaching for faith 
is a continual process. Teens with ongoing faith-mentor relationships 
will likely stand a better long-term outcome in the church than those 
without such relationships.”57 The role of  those who are older is 
significant as their experiences help provide guidance and counsel when 
sought. Peer influence is only as good as the strength of  the group. If  
the peer group exudes positive influence, then the youth is impacted 
positively and vice versa.

Faith That Works

One of  the main complaints of  the emerging adults was that the church 
was exclusive and perceived as not engaging the community. They are 
shown to be very concerned with the world that they are living in and 
want to be active contributors. For them, faith must make sense in 
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that it should be engaging. It is not just a set of  beliefs etched into the 
memory. Emerging adults are concerned about religion and “finding 
religion in their daily lives,” because the church is not a relevant force in 
society and people’s daily lives.58 A “vibrant church community is very 
important for young adults to engage in their faith,” and “the teachings 
and beliefs of  the church must be engaging and empowering in order to 
capture the attention and gain the respect of  twenty-somethings.”59 The 
biblical principle on the cornerstone of  a faith that works is: “Show 
me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by my deeds 
… so faith without deeds is dead.”60 It is of  great importance that 
the church is missional to the mandate given—to make disciples. The 
Christian faith that we preach, teach and impart must demand more, 
not less, of  its discipleship demands. Generally, people will commit 
themselves to a cause that attracts them. They will commit themselves 
to a purpose that has significance beyond the church walls.

A sense of  belonging, usefulness and value makes us feel good about 
ourselves. The community of  faith creates an environment of  
acceptance and safety. People can be vulnerable and do not want to 
be judged. Emerging adults desire conversations that can help them 
address tough questions about life and faith. There is a constant 
need for all of  us, not just some of  us, to contribute to creating an 
environment where we can feel safe and unpretentious about our faith. 
We can all do better for the kingdom’s sake.

Holistic Engagement

The buzzword in the marketplace today is the term engagement. The 
church is called to be salt and light to the world. This command Jesus 
gave was succinctly clear. In the past, the church was actively involved 
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in creating and building uplift communities through education, social 
work, et cetera. These engage the entire culture and present the 
gospel relevantly. However, the “mode of  church engagement” that 
was “characterized by commitment, resilience, and sacrifice” is fast 
disappearing, only to be replaced by a new mode “characterized by 
sporadic engagement, passivity, commitment phobia, and a consumerist 
framework.”61 

Increasingly, the conversations in the public sphere reverberate in our 
churches. Emerging adults are passionate about environmental issues, 
human rights, and social justice. The church is founded within a cultural 
context and must be involved in a cultural engagement conversation. 
The dilemma the church faces today is how Christians should relate to 
the culture around us, in which “many Christians felt seriously out of  
place in their own society.”62 The church’s response to the social and 
cultural influences will determine its future in reaching emerging adults. 
Finding relevance without surrendering authenticity; striking a balance 
between faith and works creates a sense of  identity closely related to the 
need to experience belonging, usefulness and value.

Discipleship and Mentoring

The intergenerational relationship factors on retention of  emerging 
adults, discipleship and mentoring are core in helping them navigate the 
transition toward adulthood. At the heart of  discipleship is mentoring 
emerging adults to handle tough questions they face in a postmodern 
world. The command to make disciples and teach them to obey in a 
VUCA world requires an honest struggle with difficult questions they 
might have on social issues. In formulating an approach to discipleship, 
it is crucial to develop an approach where “the forms of  church life 

61 Mark Sayers, Disappearing Church (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2016), 135, Kindle.
62 Timothy Keller, Center Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 181.
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63 Maria Harris, Fashion Me a People: Curriculum in the Church (Louisville, KY: John Knox 
Press, 1989), 14. 
64 Howard W. Stone and James O. Duke, How to Think Theologically, 3rd ed. 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2013), 15.

as a whole curriculum” are incorporated.63 Churches have embedded 
theological practices64 unique to the church context. We must examine 
the approach to discipleship for youth and emerging adults to transition 
into adulthood with their faith intact. It is not just content, like syllabus 
and curriculum, but the context in which mature adults journey with 
them. It should encompass the whole congregation with the active 
involvement of  the family. The participation of  children, youth, and 
emerging and mature adults brings generational contributions—a 
discipleship and mentoring process of  being discipled and discipling. 
These nurture the continued commitment and growth of  the emerging 
adults in the fabric of  church life.

Changing Expressions of  Faith

For those who stayed in the local church, there were refinements 
to their faith. The level of  ministry involvement has changed with 
a recalibration of  their personal life, work demands, and church 
involvement. This should not be interpreted as a lack of  commitment 
by measuring man-hours. Instead, there is a reinterpretation of  what 
faith and service entail. There should be fluidity and diversity in how 
faith and commitment are demonstrated. We adjust how we engage 
youth who are emerging into adulthood, a change in perception and 
greater acceptance of  what defines their faith journey. How we guide 
their development through intentional discipleship will deepen their 
faith or loosen their bolts.

In summary, the pull factors are very much interconnected with the 
discipleship process within the context of  a local church. Mentoring 
intergenerational relationships, faith that works, and holistic 
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engagement are intertwined in the discipleship process. Proper 
execution is key to addressing the attrition of  the emerging adult 
population within the church.

Summary

The role of  adherents within the faith community is crucial in shaping 
the ecclesiology for emerging adults. Active participation, rather than 
passive association, with the church is an essential ingredient for 
emerging adults. Regardless of  the form—traditional, contemporary 
or emergent—the church should be “structured in harmony with 
the biblical understanding of  the church” so long as “the kinds of  
structures” employed “best serve the Church in its life and witness.”65 
Traditional churches can be vibrant with the active participation of  the 
adherents in the church’s mission. The way the church is perceived 
will impact the culture and ethos of  the faith community. Contemporary 
churches must move away from a consumeristic approach, engaging 
adherents, while the emergent should not shy away from the church 
structure as if  it is inherently evil.

The heart of  the matter is that each form must “intentionally cultivate 
the dynamics that characterize a healthy movement”66 that will revitalise 
and propel it forward to engage the postmodern world and beyond. It 
calls for contextualised theological practices that best reflect the culture 
in the urban setting. Emerging adults can be guided and given the room 
needed to explore within the context of  the three forms of  the church 
while remaining true to biblical demands.

65 Howard A. Snyder, Community of  the King (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
1977), 139.
66 Keller, Center Church, 351.
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Developing a Discipleship Process for the Local Church

First, an intentional relationship plays a significant role and is a key element. 
A strong, meaningful relationship in the church plays a key role in 
influencing their decision to stay. A sense of  belonging inculcated 
through various initiatives like small groups, intergenerational projects, 
mentoring programs, et cetera can nurture relationship bonds. It will 
strengthen continued participation in the church and ministries. Any 
discipleship approach should incorporate building a relationship bridge 
intentionally in a multigenerational church.

Second, the local church has to engage them in a meaningful way to build 
connections. There were three key reasons identified by the young adults 
why they stayed in church. First, the church was a vital part of  their 
relationship with God. Second, they were afraid to live a life without the 
spiritual guidance of  the church, and third, they were committed to the 
purpose and work of  the church. The church needs to create or provide 
opportunities for emerging adults to serve God beyond internal church 
activities.

Third, the church’s willingness and openness to accommodate divergent views. 
Constructive engagement should be preferred as an opportunity to 
understand or appreciate their concerns. An openness to dialogue in 
whatever form is available affords the church a door to enter their 
world and address their concerns, struggles, and ideals in a society that 
celebrates diversity, acceptance, and tolerance. This creates a safe place, 
a place of  refuge to return to for emerging adults should they choose to 
reverse their decision to leave the church in the first place. The world is 
culturally and socially more diverse in the urban setting. 

Fourth, the environment of  acceptance and enablement in the faith community. 
The intergenerational relationships have a profound impact. Emerging 
adults are attracted to the aspects of  genuine adult-empowering 
relationships. In contrast, condescending attitudes are deterrents as 
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they are strongly independent and relational. A top-down approach to 
faith and relationships does not work. When a local church is willing to 
engage meaningfully beyond the four walls of  the building, it cements 
its loyalty and commitment to being in touch with society. They are 
not attracted to the business-as-usual approach. They are seeking active 
church involvement in the community.

Biblical Principles to Develop a Discipleship Approach

At the heart of  practical theology is balancing biblical principles that 
are sound with practical applications in a fast-changing urban world. 
What was useful in the past may have become outdated, compounded 
by the post-COVID-19 effects and profound alteration to church life.

First, the faith transmission injunction. Before the conquest of  the Promised 
Land, the second-generation Israelites were given a very specific 
command that had important consequences for their well-being and 
future in the land. It was of  utmost importance that their very lives 
and continued prosperity depended on the successive generations’ 
adherence to this given command.67 It was without a doubt that faith 
transmission was placed as the premium in the lives of  the generations 
preceding those who perished in the wilderness. The bitter lessons 
the forefathers experienced were to be taught and remembered so 
that they would go well with them as they possessed the land. All 
means and approaches were to be employed to “impress them” on 
future generations.68 The mandate for faith transmission was strongly 
emphasised for the well-being of  their children and the welfare of  
the nation under God’s rule, using every means available on whatever 
occasions and situations, daily in very informal ways.

Second, passing the mantle paradigm. In the narrative of  Elijah and Elisha, 

67 Deut 6:1–2.
68 Deut 6:7.
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69 1 Kings 19:16b.
70 1 Kings 19:19–20.
71 2 Kings 2:9.
72 Deut 21:17.
73 Matt 4:18ff; Mark 1:16ff; Luke 5:1ff.
74 Mark 3:14.
75 Matt 5:1; Mark 4:2.
76 Matt 19:13–15; John 13:5.
77 Matt 10:1; Mark 3:16–19; Luke 6:14–16.
78 Matt 28:19.
79 Matt 26:6–13.

a master-disciple relationship was at play. God commanded Elijah to 
anoint Elisha to succeed him as a prophet.69 God initiated the act of  
transferring the prophetic anointing and directed Elijah accordingly. 
Elisha’s response was reflective of  that understanding when he ran 
after Elijah to obtain permission to bid his parents farewell, burning 
his bridge behind him, followed after Elijah, and became his servant.70 
The understanding and meaning of  that act were unambiguous. It 
was about the transmission of  faith, a master to a student. Elisha’s 
request to “inherit a double portion of  your spirit”71 was indicative 
of  a father-son relationship where the firstborn received twice the 
inheritance, more than the other sons.72 While the mantle was passed 
on, the demonstration of  their prophetic call and faith varied by the 
desire expressed. Likewise, the faith expression of  emerging adults. 
The Pentecostal heritage and Spirit’s anointing should be consistently 
reiterated.

Third, head, heart, hands, heritage paradigm. Jesus called his first disciples,73 
instructing them to leave behind their vocations. He lived with them 
for about three years,74 travelled to various places to proclaim the 
kingdom of  God. He taught them through parables and everyday 
object lessons,75 demonstrated and showed them how to serve by his 
examples,76 then sent them off  on assignments,77 and commanded them 
to continue making disciples of  all nations.78 He not only informed 
their heads but also impacted their hearts.79 He taught them hands-
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on by demonstrating discipleship to them, and they continue to make 
disciples and pass on the heritage until he returns. This was the same 
paradigm Paul taught the Philippians: “Whatever you have learned or 
received or heard from me or seen in me—put it into practice.”80

Fourth, faith transmission through generations. Paul’s prayer reiterated 
Timothy’s service and ministry as a continuum from his ancestors. Three 
generations are listed here—grandmother, mother, and son.81 Paul 
highlighted this in his prayer, how he was “reminded of  your sincere 
faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother 
Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also.” The sincere faith 
that is tangible does not necessarily mean looking the same. With 
time, gender differences, age differences, et cetera, spirituality and 
faith expression may look different. Still, Paul’s comment points to 
the essence of  sincere faith being demonstrable regardless of  the 
generation gap. The intergenerational role and influence are crucial 
factors in faith transmission in discipleship.

Fifth, water baptism and baptism in the Spirit: significance and intentionality.  
In the water baptism experience, the age factor affects the ability to 
understand and is a key consideration for meaningful transmission of  
faith and its significance.82 The symbolism and intention have to be 
clearly tied together to convey the meaning and significance of  their 
experiences. Elisha understood the action and meaning of  Elijah’s 
action in throwing his cloak around Elisha. Elisha connected with the 
action and intention, which resulted in his decision to say farewell to his 
parents and follow Elijah.

80 Phil 4:9.
81 2 Tim 1:1–3.
82 Christopher C. H. Pak, “Addressing the Attrition of  the Emerging Adults in the 
Assemblies of  God Churches in Sunway – Subang Malaysia: Towards a Discipleship 
Process” (D.Min. diss., Bible College of  Malaysia, AGST Alliance, 2022), 77.
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The baptism of  the Holy Spirit was a significant spiritual experience.83 
It was more meaningful in comparison with the experience of  water 
baptism. A youth could apply to participate in a planned event for 
water baptism. On the other hand, baptism in the Holy Spirit was an 
experience they had to pursue and desire persistently,84 not a formal 
application made in the church. 

What separates the two is the desire that signals their intentionality 
and the spiritual significance of  the experience. The key is to create 
a conducive environment for desiring a personal spiritual experience. 
Menzies aptly points out that the “challenge to the contemporary 
church—a church that has all too often lost sight of  its apostolic calling 
and charismatic roots” is to “remind us of  our calling and our need for 
divine enabling,” to reflect our identity as a Spirit-filled community.85

Conclusion

The intergenerational gap exists in every multigenerational church. 
Rather than forcing the closing of  the gap, it would be better to 
appreciate the differences and beauty each generation brings to church 
life. Nurturing intergenerational relationships in a church will go a long 
way in discipling emerging adults and subsequent generations. Instead 
of  prescribing what faith should look like, let us describe what faith is 
like for the respective generation since we are a body, “Just as a body, 
though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it 
is with Christ” (1 Corinthians 12:12).
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Intergenerationality: Where do we go from here?

Caleb Chan

Abstract

This article argues for more extended intergenerationality in 
the church, given the prevalence of  age- and stage-segregated 
ministry. The latter model often leads to generational isolation 
and disconnection, which hinders faith transmission, lifelong 
discipleship, and congregational well-being. The way forward 
is intentional and mutual connections across all ages for robust 
ministry, maturing faith formation, and a unified community. 
The intergenerational nature of  the church is affirmed 
biblically and theologically. Intergenerational relationships and 
practices may be better understood and enriched by Vygotsky’s 
Sociocultural Developmental Theory, Bowen Family System 
Theory, Generational Theory and contextual studies. This paper 
outlines ten guiding principles for well-founded intergenerational 
practices: (1) common life in Christ, (2) generational intelligence, 
(3) intentionality, (4) embedded intergenerationality, (5) home 
and church partnership, (6) congregational culture, (7) cultural 
context, (8) space making, (9) journey and process thinking, and 
(10) continuity and discontinuity. Core intergenerational practices 
include worship, preaching, learning experiences, storytelling, 
small groups, discipleship, mentoring, service, and missions. The 
pathway forward incorporates insights from contextual studies to 
inform congregational change for extensive intergenerationality. 
Effective intergenerationality occurs with a versatile framework 
that promotes the blessings and benefits of  intergenerationality, 
developing a culture of  intergenerationality, designing a variety 
of  strategies to build an intergenerational culture, and engaging 
with the neighbourhood community intergenerationally. The 
primary goal is to see the Malaysian church transform to be 

Intergenerationality: Where do we go from here?



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  The Intergenerational Church96

more genuinely intergenerational in which all ages are welcomed 
and valued, engaged together in faith transmission, dynamic 
discipleship, and community life. 

  

Introduction

As a construct, intergenerationality can be characterised as people 
from at least two different generations intentionally engaging 
together in respectful relationships marked by mutuality (all benefit), 
equality (all are valued equally) and reciprocity (all give and receive).1 
Christian scholars have expressed the nature of  intergenerationality 
as a whole-church process in a community in which believers are 
formed, conformed, and transformed into the image of  Christ.2 
Intergenerationality may be viewed as climbing the steps of  a ladder.3 In 
moving up the ladder, a church experiences the drawbacks, challenges, 
and benefits at each step of  the ladder with congregational optimisation 
at the top of  the ladder (see Figure 1 and Table 1). 

1 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, “Toward a Common Understanding,” Being 
an Intergenerational Church Resource Paper 1 (2023), https://uniting.church/
being-an-intergen-church-papers/; James E. White, Intergenerational Religious Education 
(Birmingham, AL: Religious Education Press, 1998), 23; Christine M. Ross, “A 
Qualitative Study Exploring Churches Committed to Intergenerational Ministry” 
(Ph.D. diss., Saint Louis University, St. Louis, MO, 2006), 127.  
2 Holly Catterton Allen and Jason Brian Santos, “Intergenerational Ministry—a Forty-
year Perspective: 1980–2020,” Christian Education Journal: Research on Educational Ministry, 
vol. 17, no. 3 (2020): 508, https://www. researchgate.net/publication/345037036_
Intergenerational_Ministry-a_Forty-year_Perspective_1980-2020.
3 Suzi Farrant and Darren Philip, Being an Intergenerational Church: Practices to Bring the 
Generations Back Together (Edinburgh: St. Andrew Press, 2023), 19.
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4 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, “Distinguishing between multi-, cross-, and 
inter-generational church,” Being an Intergenerational Church Resource Paper 2 

Terms	 Description of  Environment

Monogenerational 	 Broadly, only one age category is present or 
catered for in a church context.  

Age-segregated	 Separate activities in separate spaces or times 
targeted at different age groups. 

Multigenerational	 Programming for all generations present in the 
same space with each generation next to one 
another, yet with no or little interactions or in 
superficial relationship.     

Cross-generational	 Some non-intentional reaching across generations 
in sharing, listening and learning with little 
individual or collective transformation. 

Intergenerational 	 Relationships are poly-directional. Comprehensive 
mutuality, equality and reciprocity, individual or 
collective, which makes transformation more 
likely.

Intergenerationality: Where do we go from here?

Table 1: Steps in the Ladder of  Intergenerationality4 

Figure 1: Ladder of  Intergenerationality
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For churches that are used to age-and-stage segregated practices, 
moving towards intergenerationality requires a paradigm shift 
because it is a complex and delicate subject in theory and practice. 
Notwithstanding the transition challenge, James Frazier opines that 
the best way to be formed in Christ is to still sit among the elders, 
listen to their stories, break bread with them, and drink from the same 
cup, observing how these earlier generations of  saints ran the race, 
fought the fight, and survived in grace.5 Undoubtedly, the intentional 
practice of  intergenerational faith makes it more likely to pass faith to 
the next generation and sustain authentic and lasting lifelong faith and 
discipleship for all ages.6 

Presenting Issues

Many Western churches have defaulted to a primarily age-and-
stage segregated programming model for decades in response 
to individualism and societal norms.7 Secular developmental and 
educational models viewed as “best practices” were adopted at each 
developmental level for children, adolescents, and adults to best serve, 
attract and maintain their congregations, albeit with mixed results.8 

(2023), https://uniting. church/being-an-intergen-church-papers/; Holly Catterton 
Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation: Bringing the Whole 
Church Together in Ministry, Community and Worship (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2012), 18–20; Farrant and Philip, Being an Intergenerational Church, 19. 
5 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 17. 
6 Leif  Kehrwald and John Roberto, “Practices for Forming Faith Intergenerationally,” 
Part One, Insights from Research and Theory Series (Lifelong Faith Associates, 
2023), 1, https://www.lifelongfaith.com/uploads/ 5/1/6/4/5164069/practices_for_
forming_faith_-_intergenerational__lfa_.pdf; Holly Catterton Allen, ed., InterGenerate: 
Transforming Churches through Intergenerational Ministry (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian 
University Press, 2018), 17, 32.  
7 Robin Pyles, “Intergenerational Christian Community: A Vision for Spiritual 
Formation for All Ages” (D.Min. diss., George Fox University, Newberg, OR, 2024), 
abstract, 68, https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/dmin/662/.  
8 Pyles, “Intergenerational Christian Community,” 68, 73.
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9 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 40–42. 
10 Allen and Santos, “Intergenerational Ministry,” 514.   
11 Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and 
Spiritual Lives of  American Teenagers (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2005); 
National Study of  Youth and Religion; David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young 
Christians are Leaving Church … and Rethinking Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2011); Barna Group; Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith of  Our 
Teenagers is Telling the American Church (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2010); 
Princeton Seminary/The Institute for Youth Ministry; Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, and 
Brad Griffin, Growing Young: Six Essential Strategies to Help Young People Discover and Love 
Your Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2016); Fuller Youth Institute; “Signs of  
Decline and Hope Among Key Metrics of  Faith,” Barna Group, 2020. 
12 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 48–63.

Church growth strategies that promote homogeneity are another 
contributing factor.9 The age-and-stage model provides effective 
age-appropriate teaching and learning, ministry to unique life-stage 
needs, strong peer fellowship and support, specialised discipleship and 
leadership development, a safe and secure environment for children 
and youth, effective outreach and evangelism to specific groups, 
and practical church growth and volunteer mobilisation. At the turn 
of  the millennium, such siloed ministries were thriving.10 However, 
negative signs were coming out from prominent research.11 Among 
these are the lack of  intergenerational discipleship, fragmented church 
community, shallow faith formation, youth and young adult dropout, 
inadequate preparation for real-world faith, over-reliance on programs 
over relationships, and fixation on generational differences over the 
common life in the Body of  Christ. The Malaysian church, by and large, 
is heavily engaged in age-and-stage segregated practices. A rediscovery 
and re-emphasis on intergenerationality is long overdue, as it offers 
better benefits of  belonging, support for troubled families, better use 
of  resources, character growth, spiritual development and synergy with 
the unique advantages over the age-and-stage approaches.12 Hence, 
the burning question: “Where do we go from here?” A good start is 
to adopt the “best practices” of  intergenerationality guided by durable 
principles rooted in biblical-theological and social sciences perspectives.  

Intergenerationality: Where do we go from here?



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  The Intergenerational Church100

Perspectives

1.	 Biblical-Theological Foundations 

Intergenerational relationships are well established in Scripture with 
multiple references to God and His people, in the home and the larger 
community. Think of  Moses and Jethro, retired Levites mentoring 
younger priests, Ruth and Naomi, David and Solomon, Elijah and 
Elisha, Naaman and the slave girl, Paul and Barnabas, Barnabas and 
John Mark, Paul and Timothy, and Lois, Eunice and Timothy, among 
others. God thinks in terms of  generations. He is weaving together 
intergenerationally the stories of  individuals, families, churches, and 
even nations. God desires that people of  one generation would tell 
of  His works to the next generation, and every generation would 
work together to share the Good News of  Jesus Christ (Psalm 145:4). 
Scriptures affirm the importance of  the preservation of  a covenantal 
relationship with God through faith transmission in successive 
ages.13 Deuteronomy reflects a strong intergenerational foundation 
and dynamics of  extended families in the worship of  YHWH.14 The 
faith-sharing directive of  shema is the foundation of  intergenerational 
spiritual formation (Deut 6:4–9). The verbs of  “hear,” “love,” 
“impress,” “talk,” “tie,” and “write” in this passage supply the scriptural 
formula for faith transmission to future generations. Demonstrated in a 
clear relational bond between receiving the Word of  God and passing it 
on to successive generations.15 Jesus was an intergenerational preacher, 
ministering to needy children (Matt 19:13–15), teenagers with existential 

13 Daniel I. Block, Deuteronomy, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2012), 180; John H. Westerhoff, Will Our Children Have Faith? 
(Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse Publishing, 2012), 68; Matthew Henry, “Deuteronomy,” 
in Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible, new modern edition, vol. 1 (Peacock, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2009), 277.   
14 Alasdair MacDougal, “Intergenerational Dynamics in Deuteronomy,” in Engage All 
Generations: A Strategic Toolkit for Creating Intergenerational Faith Communities, ed. Cory 
Seibel (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian University Press, 2021), 39–40.  
15 Peter T. Vogt, Deuteronomic Theology and the Significance of  Torah: A Reappraisal (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 156.  
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16 Allan G. Harkness, “Intergenerationality: Biblical and Theological Foundations,” 
Christian Education Journal, vol. 9, no. 1 (2012): 125, https://ctm.uca.edu.au/children-
and-families/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2019/04/IA-Harkness-IG-Biblical-
Theological-Foundations.pdf.
17 Harkness, “Intergenerationality,” 129–132.

questions (Mk 10:17–27), well-established career-driven adults (Lk 
19:1–10), and elders nearing the ends of  their lives (Matt 8:14–15). 
The epistles show that unity between generations was providentially 
orchestrated by God, with believers partnering in the work of  the 
Spirit. The older men were mentoring younger men, and older women 
younger women (Titus 2:2–8). Timothy’s spiritual growth was forged 
by his grandmother and mother (2 Tim 1:5). Intergenerationality 
connects well with the Asian communal culture where children or 
grandchildren of  widows take responsibility for the care of  their 
parents, grandparents, with space for grandparents in faith nurture (1 
Tim 5:4). 

Harkness offers three theological perspectives to illuminate 
intergenerational attitudes and practices in the church.16 First, the 
heart of  intergenerationality is in the nature of  God. The body of  
Christ of  all ages represents the image of  God. Second, the New 
Testament churches maintained the intergenerational model drawn 
from their Old Testament roots. The use of  kol in an intergenerational 
sense in Joel 2:28–29 is translated into a normative New Testament 
full-age spectrum community. For Pentecostals, the promise of  the 
prophetic eschatological outpouring of  the Spirit is without gender 
distinction, without allusion to specific age groups and disregarding 
social position. Intergenerational faith impartation and growth are 
God’s intent and empowerment. Third, intergenerational processes are 
integral to personal faith development, involving crossing age groups 
in discipleship for holistic faith development.17 Harkness condenses his 
position: 

The overall picture from a biblical and theological perspective is 
that intergenerational interaction is crucial to enable Christians 
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to move towards increasing maturity in their faith, through the 
unity of  word, behaviour, and attitude, which was modelled 
and advocated by Jesus himself, and which was integral to the 
ecclesiology of  the early church. Heightened intergenerational 
expression is also crucial for most Christian faith communities 
if  they are going to develop their corporate identity in line with, 
and to ensure their practices are congruent with, their stated 
ecclesiology and divine commission.18 

It is noteworthy that Pentecostal discourse on intergenerationality 
embraces the art of  traditioning, which is a robust communal process 
of  faith transmission and holistic formation involving the teaching and 
practice of  doctrines and sacraments, the living out of  ethical values, 
and the cultivation of  spiritual disciplines from one generation to 
another.19 Pentecostal leaders in building an intergenerational church 
can use traditioning to mitigate disconnection from theological and 
historical roots to enable both continuity with the past and engagement 
with the present.20 
   
2.	 Social Sciences Foundations 

Social sciences theories and studies have shown a substantial impact of  
intergenerational interactions on personality and societal development.21 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural developmental theory resonates with Christian 
formation, entailing cognitive, affective and active aspects of  faith 
as described as “student-in-society/culture centred.”22 The dynamics 

18 Harkness, “Intergenerationality,” 132.
19 Simon Chan, Pentecostal Theology and the Christian Spiritual Tradition (Eugene, OR: Wipf  
and Stock, 2000), 18–24. 
20 Chan, Pentecostal Theology,10.
21 Harkness, “Intergenerationality,” 121.
22 James R. Estep, Spiritual Formation as “Social: Toward a Vygotskyan Perspective,” 
Religious Education, vol. 97, no. 1 (Winter 2002): 154, https://www.andrews.
edu/~rbailey/Chapter%20Nine/6836580.pdf; Tim Beilharz, “Intergenerational 
Church and Sociocultural Faith Development,” in Engage All Generations, ed. Seibel, 
56–57.  
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of  faith, love and obedient living match the Upper Room Discourse 
(John 13–17). Another appropriate social science lens is the Bowen 
Family System Theory (BFST), based on systems thinking, which 
considers the interrelatedness of  the parts.23 BFST provides some 
insightful interlocking concepts for investigating the dynamics of  
intergenerationality in churches.24 The concept of  differentiation of  
self  asserts the ability to stay connected to others important in their 
lives, and the capacity to think and act on their principles. In the same 
way, generational cohorts can be nurtured for generational individuality 
and togetherness expressed in balanced, healthy ways. The other is 
the phenomenon of  emotional cut-off, a reaction that occurs between 
generations in which members of  one generation seek to manage their 
anxiety by quietly withdrawing from the previous ones. This concept 
helps in understanding and bridging intergenerational differences and 
possible disconnections. Then the multigenerational transmission 
process may inform the transmission of  timeless spiritual values while 
recognising the particularity of  generational cultures. Able systemic 
management of  the two invisible forces of  anxiety (togetherness force) 
and reactivity (individuality force) can produce healthy intergenerational 
relationships and community.25 

Generational Theory provides another vantage point for 
intergenerational practices by highlighting how historical, technological, 
and cultural forces shape each generational cohort’s values, 
communication styles, and spiritual needs. As such, this theory is able 
to offer critical insights for fostering intergenerationality in the Malaysian 
church. The church is the place where generational differences are to 
be transcended rather than reinforced.26 Numerous doctoral studies on 

23 Peter L. Steinke, How Your 21st-Century Church Family Works: Understanding Congrega-
tions as Emotional Systems, second edition (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021), 
7.    
24 R. Robert Creech, Family Systems and Congregational Life: A Map for Ministry (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2019), 20, 23, 26.
25 Creech, Family Systems and Congregational Life, 16.
26 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 154–155.
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intergenerationality conducted between 2010 and 2020 were mostly in 
the Western context.27 Unfortunately, there is no known research on 
the intergenerational church amongst Evangelical-Pentecostal circles 
in Malaysia. However, there is a recent excellent study in Singapore 
that corresponds to Malaysia’s multi-religious context and multi-
racial culture. Scholars and practitioners will profit immensely from 
the findings of  The Generations Project: Bridging Generational Divides in 
the Singapore Church.28 It is noteworthy that the authors warn against 
reading of  the other generations through our own lenses and using 
the concept of  the “generational gap” as an excuse for ignoring 
the need for understanding and empathy, resulting in division as 
opposed to the biblical-theological notion of  unity in diversity of  the 
church (1 Corinthians 12). The combination of  biblical-theological 
and social sciences perspectives lays the foundation for identifying 
intergenerational principles applicable across cultures, which can shape 
contextual intergenerational practices.    

Principles

1.	 Common Life in Christ

The Christian community implies people with differences coming 
together for a common life in Christ.29 The sharing and living out 
of  the Gospel ought to foster relationships and nurture connections 
among people of  every generation.30 The age-and-stage segregated 
ministry tends to magnify generational differences while deemphasising 

27 Holly Catterton Allen, “Benefits, Challenges, and Recommendations for 
Intergenerational Ministry: Findings from Recent Congregational Research,” in All 
Ages Becoming: Intergenerational Practice and the Formation of  God’s People, ed. Valeria M. 
Grissom (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian University Press, 2023), 243–246. 
28 Wei-Hao Ho and Soo-Inn Tan, The Generations Project: Bridging Generational Divides in 
the Singapore Church (Singapore: Graceworks Private Limited, 2023).  
29 Gareth Weldon Icenogle, Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry (Lisle, IL: IVP, 
1994), 4. 
30 David M. Csinos, A Gospel for All Ages: Teaching and Preaching with the Whole Church 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2022), 93.   
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31 Cory Siebel, “The Generationally Intelligent Leader,” paper presented at the 
Intergenerate Conference 2019, 15, https://www.academia.edu/12342521/_The_
Generationally_Intelligent_Leader_.
32 Melissa Cooper, “Cross-Generational Communication,” in Engage All Generations, ed. 
Seibel, 224.
33 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 19.
34 Kathie Amidei, Jim Merhaut, and John Roberto, Generations Together (Naugatuck, CT: 
LifeLong Faith Publications, 2014), 1–2.  

the common life in Christ inherent in every believer (1 Corinthians 
12:13, 27). Church leaders must position centrally the intergenerational 
nature of  the church.     

2.	 Generational Intelligence 

Generational intelligence is the ability to reflect and act, deriving 
from awareness and understanding of  one’s own and others’ 
generational identities.31 Generational identities are determined by 
the experiences and events that have shaped each group at different 
ages and stages of  life, and the contexts in which this takes place.32 
The lack of  intergenerational intelligence can lead to tensions and 
misunderstandings arising from differing values, perspectives and 
expectations. On the other hand, possessing empathy, understanding 
and respect for various generations advances intergenerational 
connections. 

3.	 Intentionality 

The term intentionality refers to a commitment to a philosophy of  
ministry that purposefully brings various generations into meaningful 
dialogue.33 Church leadership cannot leave intergenerational practices 
to chance, bereft of  clear direction and proper planning. Only unified 
and steadfast intentionality can drive a continual intergenerational 
congregational life of  caring, praying, learning, celebrating, and 
serving.34 Intentional and sustained cultivation of  an intergenerational 
environment is more likely to sustain lifelong discipleship for all ages, 
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embodying the common life of  God’s reconciled and reconciling 
people. 

4.	 Embedded Intergenerationality

Embedded intergenerationality is the intentional integration of  different 
age groups into the fabric of  congregational life, encompassing 
relationships marked by mutuality, reciprocity and equality, respect and 
humility.35 Such convergence of  different generational social income 
streams is a great asset for a congregation with age-and-stage ministries. 
For instance, the presence of  loving family members and other adults 
who stick with the youths over the long haul can mitigate adolescent 
crises and build their resilience.36 Embedded intergenerationality allows 
church leaders to grow an intergenerational culture over time.

5.	 Home and Church Partnership 

Parents are the single most important influence on their children. The 
church must equip and restore the parents as central to discipleship 
in the home.37 The church is to equip and come alongside parents in 
the spiritual nurture of  the next generation. This is made possible by 
fighting the expert culture in parents and the church, equipping parents 
with skills to journey spiritually with their children, and empowering 
a church culture of  parenting for faith.38 Children learn to know God 
through the ordinary things in life through faith-sharing in the context 
of  home-church partnership (Hannah, Samuel and Eli in Samuel 1–2, 
Jedidah, Josiah and Hilkiah in 2 Kings 22, and Naomi, Ruth and Obed 
in Ruth 4).  

35 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, “Embedded Intergenerationality,” Being an 
Intergenerational Church Resource Paper 5 (2023), https://uniting.church/being-an-
intergen-church-papers/.
36 Brenda Snailum, “Valuing Youth Ministry as Embedded Intergenerationality,” in 
Engage All Generations, ed. Seibel, 71–72.  
37 Rachel Turner, “The Church’s Role in Restoring Parents as Central to Discipleship,” 
in All Ages Becoming, ed. Grissom, 86-87.
38 Turner, “The Church’s Role,” 87–96.
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Evangelical Church Congregations: What Have We Learned?”, Christian Education 
Journal, vol. 9, no. 1 (2012), 165–181.
40 Jim Merhaut, “Reinventing Church with Intergenerational Connections,” in All Ages 
Becoming, ed. Grissom, 196–198.
41 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 177.
42 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, “An Eastern and Western Perspective,” Being 
an Intergenerational Church Resource Paper 3 (2023), https://uniting.church/being-
an-intergen-church-papers/. 
43 Uniting Church, “An Eastern and Western Perspective.”

6.	 Congregational Culture 

Transitioning from a predominantly age-stratified ministry mindset 
to an intergenerational culture requires a paradigmatic shift in the 
church’s philosophy, purpose, vision, mission and core values.39 It does 
not begin with programs or strategies. Instead, congregational culture 
changes start with cohesive and collaborative leadership across all ages. 
As congregations are emotional systems, it is about changing hearts, 
minds and habits gradually to adopt intergenerational connections. It 
is not a new model of  ministry, but rather a new mindset for change 
that demands the skill of  anticipating, designing, and implementing 
change.40 “Intergenerational” is not something churches do, but 
something that they become.41     

7.	 Cultural Context 

Congregational intergenerational practices are influenced by the 
prevailing societal culture. The Eastern culture of  collectivism 
is generally more supportive of  the intergenerational ministry.42 
Community bonding and unity are also stronger in Eastern culture, 
with mutual giving and receiving as opposed to more individualistic 
and transactional Western culture. Conversely, hierarchy in Eastern 
culture can make intergenerational ministry difficult, while the lack 
of  hierarchy can be an area of  strength in Western culture.43 This 
dimension influences intergenerational practices in terms of  respect, 
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coming of  age, teaching and identity. Church leaders must heed the call 
to be counter-cultural as intergenerational spaces don’t exist in most 
communities except the church.44   

8.	 Space Making 

Relationships thrive when people have space to engage. Space making 
includes embracing the work of  the Spirit across all ages (Joel 2:28–29). 
The church can create opportunities for all ages to “taste the goodness” 
of  generations in connecting, learning and serving together.45 A 
theology of  accommodation can help church leaders think carefully 
about what church practices might look like if  more attention is paid to 
accommodating a broader range of  preferences.46 Fostering a culture 
of  mutual accommodation creates space for a more intergenerational 
church life (Phil 2:1–4; Eph 4:15–16).

9.	 Journey and Process Thinking 

Becoming intergenerational involves taking an intergenerational 
journey, involving a process of  transformation. Congregational 
intergenerationality is a journey of  becoming—a way of  being God’s 
people.47 Being intergenerational can be thought of  as fundamentally 
who we are and who we are aspiring to be, how we view others 
different from us in age, and the ministry philosophy/ethos 
encompassing all aspects of  our life together.48 Journey and process 
thinking breed authenticity in the intergenerational Christian life, unlike 
sterile programmatic thinking.   
 

44 Cooper, “Cross-Generational Communication,” 228. 
45 Wes Gallagher, “Creating Space to ‘Taste and See’ the Goodness of  
Intergenerational Ministry,” in All Ages Becoming, ed. Grissom, 207–209.
46 Gareth Crispin, “Intergenerational Communities and a Theology of  
Accommodation,” in InterGenerate, ed. Allen, 57–58.  
47 Valerie M. Grissom, “A Challenge and Invitation to Become,” in All Ages Becoming, 
ed. Grissom, 265. 
48 Uniting Church, “Toward a Common Understanding.”
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49 Stanley Hauerwas, Carole B. Stoneking, Keith G. Meador, and David Cloutier, 
Growing Old in Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2003), 229, 
237–240.
50 Cooper, “Cross-Generational Communication,” 225.
51 Hauerwas et. al., Growing Old in Christ, 228–230.  
52 Allen, “Benefits, Challenges and Recommendations,” 244–246; Allen and Ross, 
Intergenerational Christian Formation, 177–260.
53 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 189. 
 

10.	 Continuity and Discontinuity 
 
Different generations with a worldview and cultural differences 
engage in the dynamics to maintain the status quo and aspiration 
for change. Intergenerational ministry leaders need to prayerfully 
and skillfully hold the tension between continuity with discontinuity. 
Strikingly, the church’s goal of  change is the continuity of  one’s faith. 
This can lead to generational disconnection and conflict.49 Biblical-
theological foundations provide the basis for understanding, agreement 
and reconciliation. God honoring love, humility, and empathy are 
key qualities to approach any cross-generational interaction and 
communication.50 The desired outcome is that the church perpetuates 
as a community that is assembled throughout the ages and in all 
places.51

 
 

Practices
 
A survey of  seminal writings and studies from 2010 to 2020 unearths 
eight core intergenerational practices.52

 
1.	 Intergenerational Worship 
 
According to James Frazier, “worship is the single most important 
activity that brings one generation of  saints into contact with another 
in the life of  a congregation.”53 However, it can be challenging to plan 
intergenerational worship services as every generation has a somewhat 
different way of  engaging in congregational worship, at times at odds 
with another generation. It requires intentionality, space-making 
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and sound theology of  worship to engage multiple generations. It 
is aided by generational intelligence, cultural sensitivity and humble 
thoughtfulness as intergenerational worship is multi-age, multi-ability, 
multi-sensory and multi-intelligence.54 

2.	 Intergenerational Preaching

We need imaginative ways to preach, making room for young, 
old, and in-between, characterised by Bible-based content, aha 
moments, no emotionalism or manipulation, simplicity and teaching.55 
Intergenerational preaching is made effectual by embracing eight 
postures: no one excluded based on age as the gospel is for all, 
simplified language, not concepts, encourages mutual learning and 
teaching, confident that the Bible is rugged and durable, able to handle 
doubts and questions, embrace diversity, inclusive of  age, traditions, 
and styles, promote experiential participation and active engagement, 
experience infused creativity by God’s Spirit, and know that God’s Spirit 
is for all, irrespective of  age.56 

3.	 Intergenerational Learning Experiences 

Leadership should create space for believers to experience and observe 
the learning that takes place among all ages around them.57 Emerging 
benefits include strengthening Christian identity, relationship and 
community building, fostering growth, leadership empowerment and 

54 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, “Intergenerational Worship Together,” Being 
an Intergenerational Church Resource Paper 7 (2023), https://uniting.church/being-
an-intergen-church-papers.
55 Darrell E. Hall, Speaking Across Generations: Messages That Satisfy Boomers, Xers, 
Millennials, Gen Z, and Beyond (Lisle, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2022), 7. 
56 Csinos, A Gospel for all Ages, 75. 
57 Mariette Martineau, Joan Weber, and Leif  Kehrwald, Intergenerational Faith Formation: 
All Ages Learning Together (New London, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 2008), 62.
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collaboration.58 These benefits may be realised through measures 
that include creating a welcoming environment for all ages, clarity of  
goals, providing variety, being open to God’s Spirit, good timing, good 
facilitators, active engagement of  all learners, meaningful learning 
experiences and pastoral support.59 Making intergenerational learning 
versatile. Involving families at home. Extending themes for children or 
teenagers to the whole church community. Leveraging church retreats 
and camps, and even Malaysian festivities.

4.	 Intergenerational Storytelling

The heart of  intergenerational congregational life is to be found in 
storytelling.60 God’s people are story-formed. It involves embedding 
our stories in God’s continuing story. Great stories cut through the 
boundaries of  age and bind God’s people.61 This happens through 
mutual sharing, receiving each story in a spirit of  mutuality and 
reciprocity, in valuing God’s gift of  diversity.62 Among others, life 
milestones of  changes and growth are significant moments to share 
stories in the home, church, wider community and the digital world to 
connect the generations.63 Storytelling is a key part of  intergenerational 
conversation as shared memories from stories give meaning to the past 
and present and direction for the future.   

5.	 Intergenerational Small Groups

Christian small groups, comprising two or more persons, young or 
old, are the most visible and frequent form of  community or common 
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life between God and humanity.64 Three intergenerational small group 
approaches can rectify generational disconnect: children, teenagers and 
adults studying Scripture together, cross-generational interest groups of  
skill learning, mentoring relationships, story sharing, and “Round the 
Table” curriculum for holistic cross-generational gatherings involving 
eating, playing, studying and praying together.65 The last approach 
of  gathering around the table, doing life together,66 sits well with the 
Malaysian culture of  hospitality and eating together in fellowship.

6.	 Intergenerational Discipleship

Intergenerational ministry through discipleship is found in the 
archetype of  Christ and His band of  disciples. Intergenerational 
discipleship is salient because it is a journey to follow Christ while 
learning and experiencing embodied faith in community. The 
believers’ well-being is positively impacted by being discipled in an 
intergenerational congregation due to an increase in social and spiritual 
connectedness.67 Emerging research over the past 15 years reveals that 
an intentional intergenerational environment is more likely to sustain 
lifelong discipleship.68 Each local Malaysian church needs to carefully 
discern, design and develop intergenerational discipleship in the light of  

64 Gareth Weldon Icenogle, Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry (Lisle, IL: IVP, 
1994), 9.
65 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 247; Jacolize Becker, 
“Intergenerational Sports and Games,” in Engage All Generations, ed. Seibel, 163–164; 
Jason B. Santos, “Intergenerational Connections Through Tabletop Gaming,” in 
Engage All Generations, ed. Seibel, 170. 
66 Liz Perraud, “Intergenerational Community Around the Table,” in Engage All 
Generations, ed. Seibel, 86–87; Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1954), 68. 
67 Joe Azzopardi, “The Impact of  Discipleship on the Wellbeing in Intergenerational 
Congregations,” Institute of  Church Ministry, Human Subject Research Archive, 
James White Library, Andrews University (2019), 1, 16, https://digitalcommons.
andrews.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1194&context=hrsa.
68 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, “Intergenerational Discipleship,” Being an 
Intergenerational Church Resource Paper 6 (2023), https://uniting.church/being-an-
intergen-church-papers/.
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its history, denomination, leadership, and specific context, as there is no 
one-size-fits-all solution.69 
 
7.	 Intergenerational Mentoring

Mentoring is rooted in the biblical principle of  discipleship, involving 
mutual edification.70 Intergenerational mentoring encompasses older 
members mentoring younger ones, creating a two-way learning process 
that fosters mutual support and growth. All generations benefit from 
each other’s perspectives and experiences. A good example is Paul 
and Timothy, who enjoyed a mentor-mentee relationship, a spiritual 
father-son bond and partners in ministry (2 Tim 2:1–7). Properly done, 
intergenerational mentoring solidifies shared purpose, spurs lifelong 
learning, dismantles generational stereotypes, preserves the fruit of  
ministry, and perpetuates the faith.  

8.	 Intergenerational Service and Missions

Peter Menconi asserts that one of  the best ways for multiple 
generations within a church to develop relationships is by becoming 
externally focused and serving together. When generations corporately 
serve others, focusing on generational commonalities, and working and 
serving together.71 Intergenerational service and missions, by nature, 
bond relationships between the generations. All generations benefit 
as the bringing together of  differing experiences enhances the ability 
to adequately serve needs, increasing the learning potential due to the 
breadth of  faith maturity, and youths energising the adults with the 
adults assisting and channelling the youths’ energy.72     

69 Uniting Church, “Intergenerational Discipleship.”
70 Joseph S. Kidder, “The Blessing of  Spiritual Mentoring,” in Ministry Magazine 89, no. 
4 (2017): 25, https://www.ministrymagazine.org/archive/2017/04/The-blessing-of-
spiritual-mentoring. 
71 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 227. 
72 Allen and Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation, 232.
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Pathway Forward

So, where do we go from here? First, church leaders should 
comprehend the generational distinctiveness and the societal 
cultural shifts. A good resource is The Generations Project in Singapore,73 
which reveals attitudes towards church service, theology of  sacred-
secular worldview divide, outlooks toward evangelism, the impact 
of  generational differences on relational ministry and mentoring, 
receptivity towards hierarchy and structure in leadership, revised views 
of  church tradition, and the issue of  loyalty to the church. Second, 
church leaders instigate systemic change by inviting the generations to 
walk together with Jesus with appropriate leadership, communication, 
preparation and teamwork.74 It requires embracing a growth/learner 
mindset to move a congregation to an intergenerational community.75 
Finally, to adopt a versatile framework that integrates the perspectives, 
principles and practices of  intergenerationality. Such a framework 
specifically promotes the blessings and benefits of  intergenerationality, 
develops a culture of  intergenerationality, designs a variety of  
strategies to build an intergenerational culture, and engages with the 
neighbourhood community intergenerationally.76 Central to overall 
success is the innovative design of  four functional strategies to build an 
intergenerational culture, interlinking the steps of  the intergenerational 
ladder.77 The first is to transform multigenerational settings into 
intergenerational experiences. Then redesign age-specific programs 
into intergenerational experiences. Next, design new intergenerational 

73 Ho and Tan, The Generations Project, 78–152.  
74 Cory Seibel, “Learning to Walk Together,” in Engage All Generations, ed. Seibel, 
194–196. 
75 Jim Merhaut, “Leading the Transition from Age-Specific to Intergenerational Faith 
Formation,” in Engage All Generations, ed. Seibel, 211.
76 John Roberto, “Pathways to an Intergenerational Future,” in Engage All Generations, 
ed. Seibel, 232–239.  
77 Roberto, “Pathways to an Intergenerational Future, 232–239; Kehrwald and 
Roberto, “Practices for Forming Faith Intergenerationally,” 8–10. 
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initiatives. Finally, make intergenerational learning central.78 This is a 
brilliant way of  scaling the intergenerationality ladder by blending the 
strengths of  age-and-stage, multigenerational and intergenerational 
ministries, as well as fermenting congregational culture change.  

Conclusion

God has designed that each generation needs one another, each 
gifted by God to contribute to the entire body as they experience 
community. An intergenerational church thrives with the simplicity and 
curiosity of  children, the zeal and idealism of  youth, the maturity and 
resourcefulness of  adults, and the stature and wisdom of  elders. Being 
and becoming intergenerational is a journey on which all ages’ voices 
can be brought together, and gifts and wisdom used. It is crystal clear 
that the church is called to rediscover and pursue the primary goal of  
gathering all generations together within the core community activities 
to flourish as the body of  Christ. 
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Bridging the Generational Gap Within the Church: 
Challenges and Prospects

Tan Szet Anne

Abstract

This article explores the generational dynamics within Malaysian 
Pentecostal and Charismatic churches, highlighting the tensions 
and challenges emerging from growing generational divides that 
have impacted church life and ministry. It also draws on survey 
data and interviews with a diverse range of  church leaders across 
age groups, denominations, and ministry contexts, gleaning 
insights into how different churches perceive the generation 
gap, approaches to managing it, and the theological or cultural 
assumptions that shape their responses. The research identifies 
both points of  friction and constructive practices in efforts 
to cultivate mutual understanding and collaboration between 
older and younger generations. Ultimately, the article proposes 
a potential path forward for local churches seeking to navigate 
generational tensions and intentionally foster continuity of  faith 
and reconciliation across age groups within the body of  Christ. 

Introduction

It is not uncommon today to find multiple generations within the local 
churches, regardless of  language or city. We find ourselves in a unique 
place in history where seven generations coexist (please see figure 1) 
and connect within the context of  church life. 
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Figure 1. Seven Generations in the Church Today (2025)

However, it is dangerous to assume that this automatically makes 
the church an intergenerational church. Although you must 
be multigenerational to be intergenerational, you can easily be 
multigenerational without being intergenerational.1 This is because a 
gathering of  different generations with a stated goal does not naturally 
produce good outcomes2 nor interconnectivity, especially if  the 
generations do not interface with each other in a meaningful way. 

Having multiple generations in a connected space working together will 
create both a vibrant way of  life as well as coarse generational clashes. 

1 Will Whittaker, “What Does It Mean to Be Intergenerational?” Intergenerational 
Worship, 22 May 2017, https://drwillwhittaker.org/2017/05/22/what-does-it-mean-
to-be-intergenerational-part-1/.
2 Wei-Hao Ho and Soo-Inn Tan, “Gen X Dropouts Widen the Generational Divide 
among Singapore Christians,” Christianity Today, 31 August 2023, https://www.
christianitytoday.com/2023/08/singapore-church-boomer-gen-x-millennial-gen-z-
trends/.
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This then creates what is popularly known as the generational divide 
or gap, resulting from misunderstandings, conflicts, and even a lack of  
empathy.3 And in the absence of  intentional or purposeful preparations 
and scaffolding to bridge the gap, it usually results in further alienation 
and division.4 It should be notable, however, that building an 
interconnected multigenerational church that functions seamlessly is 
quite challenging, and few have been known to master it5 even in the 
workforce. Thus, this field of  study. 

The Current Generational Dynamics of  
Today’s Malaysian Churches

This article will not be emphasising the generation cohorts as defined 
by birth years, but rather on three generation groups connected by their 
shared experiences in relating to other generations within a working 
environment: the older generation, the younger generation, and the 
generation sandwiched in between. These groups have often been 
referenced in discussions of  generational conflict and form the basis of  
this conversation.

The Older Generation

The Silent Generation and Baby Boomers together now make up 
the seniors and elderly of  our community, many having entered the 
retirement and grandparenting season of  their lives. Yet, many Boomers 
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today are rethinking retirement, with 88% still engaged in some form 
of  work for economic reasons,6 while others are beginning to prepare 
for future living arrangements.  

This generation was the original builders and pioneers of  most of  our 
current modern churches and Christian organisations, with many of  
them still at the leadership helm and steering the ship. They are also 
known for their fierce institutional loyalty, reliable presence, and desire 
for stability in the organisation. Alpha Malaysia Research released a 
report in 2021 that showed Boomers’ church attendance during the 
Movement Control Order (MCO) in Malaysia did not waver much 
despite the move to online services, standing at 87%, the highest of  
any generation. They also rated their faith level in God at 4.5 out 
of  5 during the Pandemic, which is, again, the highest among the 
generations.7 According to a survey I conducted in 2024 for this study, 
37% of  the churches have half  or more of  their congregation made up 
of  this older generation, while 44% report having a quarter to a third 
of  their congregation made up of  the older generation. However, in 
the coming decade, we will inevitably see a dwindling number due to 
physical limitations, health, and mortality.   

The Sandwich Generation

This generation is mostly made up of  Generation X and older 
Millennials who are often overlooked in most generational 
conversations. They are the bulk that occupies large portions of  
leadership, middle management, and critical positions in both the 

6 P. R. Newswire, “Baby Boomers Rethink Retirement as Economic Pressures Lead to 
Un-Retirement Trend,” HRTech Edge (blog), 17 February 2025, https://hrtechedge.
com/baby-boomers-rethink-retirement-as-economic-pressures-lead-to-un-retirement-
trend/.
7 Malaysia Alpha, “Digital Evangelisation in Malaysia” (Kuala Lumpur: Alpha Malaysia 
Research, 20 March 2021), 8.
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8 Geraldine Tong, “Sandwich Generation: Spread Thin,” The Star, 16 March 2025, 
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/focus/2025/03/16/spread-thin.

church and the workforce. Positioned between the older and younger 
generations, this in-between generation often acts as the bridge to 
mediate conflicts, promote understanding, and keep everything running 
smoothly. 

The Star Newspaper recently reported the growing challenges that the 
sandwich generation faces today at the family front, having to balance 
supporting their ageing parents and their dependent children in this 
increasingly pressurising socio-economic state. With filial piety being 
such an important value in our Asian culture, many Malaysian working 
adults find themselves in caregiving roles, being encumbered financially, 
emotionally, and even physically.8 This sense of  duty may also have 
extended into the life of  the church and ministry. 

Unlike our Singapore counterparts who see Gen X disengagements 
and dropouts at the church front, Malaysia lacks the narrative of  a Gen 
X dropout, implying indirectly that they are still faithfully here in the 
church, holding the fort and bridging the tensions. 

The Younger Generation

There are many different markers of  the age cutoff  for the younger 
generation, some at 40 and others are 35 or even 30 years old, but 
typically ranging from young adults to youths and even children in the 
age-segregated church ministry setting. They are the new generation 
coming up and setting new trends, taking over many public spheres. 
Being made up of  Millennials, Gen Z, and even Gen Alpha, they are 
the first fully digital-native generation with the most complicated set 
of  cultural changes we’ve seen and are vastly and discontinuously 
different because the way they experience or interface with the world is 
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discontinuously different.9

This is also one of  the most targeted generations in research, 
dominating conversations about leadership, discipleship, and more. 
This is likely because many generational studies from over a decade 
ago started to show signs of  a shift amongst the younger generation, 
specifically the Millennials. 

Pew Research reported in 2015 a shifting religious identity in the U.S. 
amongst the Millennials, with only 56% identifying as Christians, and 
35% identifying as unaffiliated, or non-faith.10 Meanwhile, in Malaysia 
and Singapore, Barna reports that only 3% of  Malaysian young 
adults identify as unaffiliated, compared to 23% of  our Singapore 
counterparts.11 It should be interesting to note that about one-third of  
young people (34%) who grew up Christian in Malaysia are surveyed to 
have dropped out of  their affiliation with the church altogether or in 
their frequency of  attending church.12

In his book, You Lost Me, Kinnaman suggested that the church does 
not do well to “understand the new and not-so-new concerns, struggles and 
mindsets” of  the younger generation,13 or what is causing this exodus 
from the institutionalised church, we would have failed them. But there 
is hope yet, according to Rev. Victor Lee, who presented that 64% 

9 David Kinnaman and Aly Hawkins, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians are Leaving 
Church … and Rethinking Faith, reprint edition (Ada, MI: Baker Books, 2016), 37–38.
10 Benjamin Wormald, “Chapter 4: The Shifting Religious Identity of  Demographic 
Groups,” Pew Research Center, 12 May 2015, https://www.pewresearch.org/
religion/2015/05/12/chapter-4-the-shifting-religious-identity-of-demographic-
groups/.
11 Barna Group, The Connected Generation: How Christian Leaders Around the World Can 
Strengthen Faith and Well-Being Among 18-35-Year-Olds, Southeast Asia Report, 19, https://
access.barna.com/studies/the-connected-generation/.
12 Barna, The Connected Generation, 22.
13 Kinnaman and Hawkins, You Lost Me, 11.
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Analysis, January 2023 Issue, https://lausanne.org/global-analysis/engaging-younger-
generations-in-church-ministry.
15 Rhiannon McAleer, “The Quiet Revival: Gen Z Leads Rise in Church Attendance,” 
Bible Society, accessed 11 April 2025, https://www.biblesociety.org.uk/research/
quiet-revival/.

of  theological institutions that responded to his survey indicated a 
growing trend of  millennials joining their institutions,14 implying that 
the younger generations, too, have not given up on their faith or the 
church. This is supported by another research in England, discovering 
a surprising reversal of  the church attendance trend for the younger 
generation, Gen Z, with three to four times more in attendance in 2023 
than in 2018.15

The Generations Together Under One Roof

According to my survey, 95 to 97 per cent of  churches have all the 
generation cohorts or congregations from every life stage represented 
in their church. Churches that have been around longer tend to have 
most of  the generations, while younger or newer church plants tend to 
attract the middle and younger generations. 

Having multiple generations also means having different worldviews, 
behavioural patterns, and opinions in the same space. They can either 
compete and contradict or complement and strengthen one another. 
However, it is important to be aware of  the generational differences 
shaped by distinct formative experiences, as these influence one’s entire 
outlook on life, church, and the world. 

When there is no awareness or understanding of  generational 
differences, it is almost natural for one generation to interpret 
another’s actions through their generational lens. Unfortunately, 
this sometimes results in a particular generation feeling that they 
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are trying to be true to God’s calling for them, but that another 
generation has become a stumbling block in their journey.16

Summers also pointed out that both the COVID pandemic and the 
general malaise stemming from cultural engagements heightened the 
fear of  fear and increased discomfort within the church,17 adding to 
a layer of  generational tensions within the post-pandemic church. 
What then can we do to cure the legacy cultural hangover and 
create an environment that is more attractive and welcoming for all 
generations, that is holistic, collaborative, and humane, with space for 
individual growth? The challenge now is to be able to maintain a sense 
of  autonomy within the generation as well as the individual, while 
preserving a connectedness in history and continuity of  purpose. 

Generational Gaps and Undercurrents Within the Church

According to Mike North, in his journal article, three types of  
intergenerational tension exist today: the facilitation of  succession, 
the consumption of  available assets or resources, and the resistance 
of  symbolic identities.18 One of  the major contributing factors is the 
increasingly delayed retirement age, but he argues that a change of  
belief  will be essential to resolving this intergenerational tension. 

North’s proposal is extended in the context of  the church, where 
intergenerational tensions are largely centred on leadership transition, 
management of  resources and finance, and how things are done. 

16 Ho and Tan, “Gen X Dropouts.”
17 Aaron Summers, “Recognizing Generational Values That Could Divide 
Your Church,” Lifeway Research, 11 March 2024, https://research.lifeway.
com/2024/03/11/recognizing-generational-values-that-could-divide-your-church/.
18 Mike North, “Intergenerational Resource Tensions,” Encyclopedia of  Gerontology 
and Population Aging, 1 January 2019, https://www.academia.edu/40734783/
Intergenerational_Resource_Tensions.
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the Generation Gap?” Salt&Light, 2 May 2024, https://saltandlight.sg/service/we-
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Generational tensions and clashes become the loudest when churches 
and ministries are stagnant and lack movement toward a clear mission 
or greater purpose. Without a common “enemy” or goal, people 
inevitably turn on each other and focus on their differences instead of  
their similarities. 

We will explore three factors that add fuel to the tension within 
the church and undermine the continuity of  the church, as well as 
prospects for bridging the gap. 

1.	 Impact of  Age-Segregated Ministries on Generational Division

As the church or organisation grows larger, it is unavoidable to 
structure ministries in a way that will ease management and still have 
a space for everyone. And the easiest method is to divide and conquer 
using age-segregated ministries. It is less messy and takes less effort 
than intergenerational ministries.19 

This is also known as the Mickey Mouse model, where the main 
adult service is the head, and the two ears are the youth service and 
children’s ministry. This model is said to be practised by 99% of  
churches in Singapore.20 Of  course, these days, many churches may 
include other “ears” like seniors’ ministry and young adult service. In 
our contemporary age and awareness of  specialised needs, many other 
subgroups are being defined and ministries formed around life stages 
(please see figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Life Stage Subgroups in Ministry

Based on my survey, 25% of  churches have separate services for 
children and youth, while 65% have additional ministries that meet the 
needs of  other age groups. Notably, age-segregated ministries tend 
not to interact as much in larger church settings but have a life of  
their own. Although rooted in strategy and organisation, we are being 
structured for intergenerational division, where generational conflict is 
inevitable.21 On top of  that, many churches end up with the struggle to 
close the gap between transition points to minimise dropouts as people 
grow. 

Bridging the different generations and ensuring the continuity of  
members across generations will require the church to intentionally 
integrate the life and ministries of  the different generations. In an 
interview, Rev. Lydia Cheong shared how she began integrating 
children into worship services at Penang Christian Centre over 30 years 
ago, recognising the importance of  families worshipping together. 
This required gradual buy-in from parents, clear vision casting with 
leadership, and intentional discipleship across age groups. Through 
purposeful planning and persistence, it eventually became part of  
the church’s culture. At the time of  the interview, the church held 
multigenerational services as often as once a month.22

Other ideas to integrate the generations may include creating 
opportunities for the younger generations to serve the older generation 

21 Leow, “We Have Five Generations in Our Churches Today.”
22 Rev. Lydia Cheong Pooi Choo, interview by author, Penang Christian Centre, 
Penang, 7 Dec 2024.
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24 Rev. Paulus Wong Too Tiang, interview by author, Agape Community Church, 
Seremban, 24 Jan 2025.
25 Terence Ooi Guan Tseng, interview by author, Zoom meeting, 22 Nov 2024.

or alongside them, having frequently combined fellowships over a 
meal, getting adults to help serve the youth or children during specific 
seasons or events, or even working on different projects together.23 
Alternatively, Rev. Paulus Wong also reminds us that age-segregated 
ministries should make the extra effort to link the people back to the 
main body.24 Terence Ooi emphasised the importance of  engaging 
different generations in dialogues about theological issues, church 
strategies, and ministry practices to foster buy-in as the church 
moves forward.25 As different generations are being incorporated and 
involved in different areas of  ministry, services, and even leadership 
planning as often as possible, walking and working side-by-side, it will 
become a norm to work across generations and be immersed in an 
intergenerational community culture. 

2.	 Acknowledging the Current Emotional Climate Across 		
	 Generations

Another unspoken factor that often feeds generational conflict in the 
church is the emotional landscape shaped by each generation’s felt 
realities, often triggered by interactions with other generations, which 
creates further misunderstandings. Each generation carries emotional 
imprints shaped by the challenges, values, and societal shifts of  their 
time. When these emotional undercurrents are not acknowledged, even 
small interactions can unintentionally trigger defensiveness, frustration, 
or mistrust between generations.

In the last few decades, the church at large has seen many abuses 
and failures that left many traumatised, disillusioned, and frustrated 
with God, church leaders, and the church in general. As previously 
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discussed, this is evident in the response of  a younger generation 
who are sceptical of  the organised church, feel that the church 
community is judgmental and not a safe place to process their doubts, 
and the older generations are not able to honestly answer difficult 
questions.26 According to Santos, the growing generational distrust in 
the consumeristic culture and institutionalised Christianity is affecting 
an “increasingly individualistic, peer-oriented society that celebrates 
personal experience and self-fulfilment over a communal ethos and 
ethic.”27 

Rev. Lee, writing for the Lausanne Movement, observes three primary 
differences that contribute to the generational disconnect in leadership 
and elevate the emotional temperature within teams: differing 
expectations, values, and language.28 In an interview, Rev. Lemuel Yee 
shared an example of  the generational disconnect that he has observed: 
though young leaders are encouraged to rise, they often face resistance 
when they do, sometimes told to “stay in their lane.” In turn, some 
react by trying to push out existing leadership, a response that is neither 
honouring nor healthy.29 However, when we adopt a family model in 
leadership, mentorship, and even community living, we will be able to 
navigate some of  these complex emotions in a way that honours and 
preserves both sides of  the generational divide. We need to shift our 
minds to view relationships within the church organisations as father-
son because every father will enable their sons to be better, and every 
son will not want to leave their fathers out in the cold.30

26 Kinnaman and Hawkins, You Lost Me, 11.
27 Jason Brian Santos, “Why Now?”, in InterGenerate: Transforming Churches through 
Intergenerational Ministry, ed. Holly Catterton Allen (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian 
University Press, 2018), 41.
28 Lee, “Engaging Younger Generations in Church Ministry.” 
29 Rev. Yee Ngan Foong, interview by author, Centrepoint Bandar Utama, Petaling 
Jaya, Selangor, 17 Nov 2024.
30 Yee, interview.
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Rev. Wong asserts that the church is a spiritual family and should be 
treated as such, and not merely as ministerial work, lest it become no 
different from a secular corporation. He shares that in the Chinese 
language, identity is viewed relationally, and people are treated 
communally, with no emphasis on individualism, reflecting Scripture’s 
exhortation that we are all different parts of  the same body. In Chinese, 
“qìngli” (情理) is the concept of  blending emotional understanding, 
social interaction, and rational logic to navigate interpersonal 
relationships and decision-making. With such a strong emphasis on 
family, generational tensions are less common within Chinese church 
circles.31

3.	 A Vital Call to Build a Faith Legacy 

As we build churches and ministries, we need to remember that the goal 
is disciple-making horizontally across the generations and vertically to 
the generations that come after us. We need to build faith that is both 
deeply rooted in the individual and transmittable to others, so that the 
generations to come may inherit the rich faith legacy the church and the 
ministry were founded upon. 

But Santos shared that a National Study of  Youth and Religion in 2005 
offered evidence that not only are we doing a poor job of  handing 
down faith to our children, but the faith we’re handing down is 
lacking.32 Young people were not able to articulate their faith and had 
a superficial perception of  Christianity. Santos also pointed out that 
the much-needed age-segregated ministries that blossomed inevitably 
disconnected the spiritual formation and even communal faith identity 
of  certain groups from the main body.33 

31 Wong, interview.
32 Santos, “Why Now?”, 42–43.
33 Santos, “Why Now?”, 43.
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Historically, in Christian communities, faith practices are passed down 
through each successive generation, forming a communal identity. We 
are reminded and exhorted in Proverbs 22:6 and Deuteronomy 6:7 to 
responsibly teach the next generation diligently so that they are rooted. 
This duty is not just for parents or Children church teachers, but an 
inescapable generational duty and expectation, as written in Psalm 
154:4, “One generation shall commend your works to another, and shall 
declare your mighty acts.”  

Yet, the book of  Judges records a subsequent generation that would 
always arise who did not know the Lord and did evil in the sight of  the 
Lord, bringing about God’s judgment on the nation and deliverance of  
the people. We must take heed of  the obvious faith disconnection in 
Judges and work intentionally to minimise the gaps of  faith that exist 
and break the cycle for our children’s children.

As we have previously discussed, faith transmission is not a 
standardised methodology and needs to be rethought for the effective 
reception and retention of  every successive generation. In a recent 
podcast, Tyler Staton shared that there is a cultural shift in how faith 
is experienced and received in different generations, which should 
challenge the church to rethink how we are doing ministry. The 
generation before needed to be won over intellectually before their 
hearts would be opened, through a presentation of  the gospel, an altar 
call, and crusades. But the current generation of  young adults and even 
youth are open to experience before being convinced intellectually. 
This is also evident in the way Alpha evangelistic methods shifted from 
the altar call to inviting people to come and experience first before 
believing.34 

Rev. Alan Tan admitted that the current generation’s faith crisis and 

34 Barna Group, “Tyler Staton on Creating Space for the Holy Spirit,” Resilient 
Pastor Ep 57, March 2025, YouTube, 51:45, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=uqKmjPoOdpA.
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migration of  young people out of  the church is a wake-up call for the 
churches.35 It is a vital call that the church must answer and be willing to 
embrace change to preserve a lasting faith legacy. 

Malaysian Pentecostal Churches Moving Forward: 
Reconciling the Generations in the Kingdom of  God

The conversation about bridging the generational gap is a conversation 
about reconciliation, which is close to the heart of  God. Just as 2 
Corinthians 5:11–21 exhorts us to be reconciled to Christ and to 
be involved in the ministry of  reconciling the world to him, we, the 
church, must take up the task of  reconciling the generations within the 
body of  Christ. Our approaches need to be redemptive and restorative 
for all generations, as well as the church of  God as a whole. By 
reconciling the generations, we ensure the enduring vitality and lasting 
witness of  the church, passing down the wisdom of  the past while also 
empowering the next generation to boldly declare God’s praises and 
effectively carry his mission forward. 

But we should note that many efforts to reconcile the generations and 
foster intergenerational connections can end up creating more silos 
where programmes often cater to one generation more than others. 
This can create more division and even resentment. It is not always easy 
to harness the value or unlock the creativity across diverse generations 
to benefit the entire community. Therefore, intergenerational 
approaches and initiatives need to be carefully thought through, with a 
clear focus on the expertise required, to reap meaningful interactions 
across ages36 and develop long-term impact.  
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Building an intergenerational church needs to be both intentional and 
mutual.37 It is probably natural to understand that any work needs to 
be intentional to yield results. But true intergenerational efforts also 
need to be mutual and reciprocal, wherein both sides of  the divide 
have equal opportunities to participate and contribute to the common 
framework that is being built moving forward. An intergenerational 
collaboration begins with missional friendships and mutuality, which are 
side-by-side instead of  top-down in approach (please see figure 3).38 

 

Figure 3: The Intergenerational Leadership Pyramid39

Therefore, I am proposing three key dimensions that offer practical and 
achievable solutions for initiating genuine work toward reconciling and 
bridging the generational divide within a community. 

37 Robert and Laura Keeley, “8 Signs of  a Healthy Intergenerational Church,” The 
Banner, 13 February 2013, https://www.thebanner.org/features/2023/02/8-signs-of-
a-healthy-intergenerational-church.
38 Micaela Braithwaite, “God’s Purpose in Intergenerational Leadership: Why the 
global church needs intergenerational friendships,” Lausanne Movement (blog), 5 July 
2023, https://lausanne.org/about/blog/gods-purpose-in-intergenerational-leadership.
39 Braithwaite, “God’s Purpose in Intergenerational Leadership.” The Intergenerational 
Leadership Pyramid was presented at the Leadership Generations Conversation 
(LGC23), 31 May to 3 June 2023, at Biola University in La Mirada, California, USA.
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1.	 Understanding Generational Roles

Bridging the generational divide begins with a fundamental conviction: 
how we view the different generations and their unique place in the 
world. This perspective shapes not only our attitudes but also the 
posture we bring to conversations about unity, collaboration, and 
reconciliation. 

Every generation is intimately conceived by God and uniquely shaped 
through history, forming its distinct characteristics, unique perspectives, 
and giftings for a God-ordained purpose, both for its generation and 
in its place amongst the generations. Each generation is significant and 
valuable, playing an essential role in God’s ultimate mission for the 
church, carrying a divine mandate and a prophetic call for the era. With 
that in mind, every generation bears the responsibility to discern and 
respond to God’s purposes in their Kairos moment.    

Ecclesiastes 3 reminds us that there is a time and a season for every 
purpose and every activity under heaven, and we must recognise the 
seasons we are in. Each generation is entrusted with a role in God’s 
unfolding story: a time to build and to expand, a time to bridge and 
mend, a time to reimagine and reinvent. Rev. Liew believes that every 
generation still has a part to contribute to God’s kingdom: the silent 
generation with their wealth of  knowledge can teach and disciple, and 
the alpha generation needs to be integrated into the church body and 
discipled because they will be the generation that takes the nation if  
Jesus tarries, and every generation is called to disciple the generation 
after them.40 Understanding our generational roles and assignments 
helps us move from competition to collaboration, from suspicion 
to stewardship, and from generational fragmentation to kingdom 
formation.

40 Rev. Liew Yean Huat, interview by author, Georgetown Baptist Church, Penang, 8 
Dec 2024.
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Imagine a symphony or an orchestra where there are a vast number 
of  different instruments to make the overall sound richer. You have 
the strings that play the main foundational melody, the woodwind 
instruments that add colour and expression, the brass instruments that 
give depth and grandeur, as well as the percussion that helps add drama 
and emphasis. Likewise, the different generations and their unique 
shapes and history within the church give security and depth, adding 
colour and creativity, and building momentum and action. When all 
the different instruments learn to understand their roles and the roles 
of  other instruments while working together in synergy, following 
the directions of  the conductor, our Lord and Master, a beautiful and 
moving symphony is produced. When each generation understands and 
honours its role in a particular season, the church moves forward with 
both strength and grace.

2.	 Having Open Honest Conversations

Bridging the divide between two parties needs to be redemptive and 
holistic, engaging the mind, heart, and spirit, and is grounded in a deep 
concern for the relationship. One approach is through open and honest 
conversations, whether in a single exchange or a series of  conversations. 

But they are not always progressive—sometimes hard, sometimes 
healing, with one step forward and two steps back—but each has the 
potential to move us toward greater understanding and restoration. 
Philosopher Martin Buber, in his classic I and Thou, emphasises the 
importance of  engaging in dialogue with God and with others in 
openness and mutuality, rather than mere exchanges and transactions 
that objectify others. He builds a foundation towards the art of  sincere 
and honourable relationships by orienting one’s heart, mind, and spirit.41 

41 Maria Popova, “I and Thou: Philosopher Martin Buber on the Art of  Relationship 
and What Makes Us Real to One Another,” The Marginalian (blog), 19 March 2018, 
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/03/18/i-and-thou-martin-buber/.
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However, one cannot assume that all people know how to have a 
healthy, constructive conversation that will lead towards a resolution. 
The opposite is probably true for most in our local context. Our 
education systems and internalised cultural scripts rarely promote 
healthy relational skills or constructive approaches to conflict 
resolution. We often default to unspoken rules that suppress emotional 
honesty, prioritise “saving face,” or avoid disagreement altogether, 
leaving us relationally handicapped and unequipped with the necessary 
skills to engage in honest conversations that can bring growth, healing, 
and redemption. Other times, we lean into our fight responses with 
words and tones that demean, shame, and undermine the other party. 
At the end of  the day, our delivery might disconnect from our original 
intent. “You can be right, or you can be in relationship,”42 there are no 
two ways about it. 

Besides conversational skills, there are also many other subtle aspects 
to consider. As Erin Meyer suggests, many layers of  unspoken subtext 
exist in conversations, and understanding them is crucial for effective 
collaboration.43 One such layer is the subtext of  respect. Respect 
for elders and those in positions of  authority differs in practice and 
expectation across cultures and generations, ranging from strict and 
hierarchical to casual and egalitarian. In the Malaysian-Singaporean 
cultural context, strong hierarchical relationships do persist, reflected 
in both language and etiquette, as well as in expectations of  submission 
and compliance toward authority figures and elders. Thus, in the 
context of  having open conversations, respect becomes both a 
necessary guide for a healthy dialogue and a challenging nuance to 
manoeuvre around. 

There is no formula for having an honest and open conversation. 

42 Liz Perraud, “The Art of  Christian Relationships,” in InterGenerate, ed. Allen, 231.
43 Erin Meyer, “The Culture Map: Breaking Through the Invisible Boundaries of  
Global Business,” accessed 21 April 2025, https://erinmeyer.com/books/the-culture-
map/.
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It can have very different forms and be applied to different settings 
for different purposes. The Shanghai study, previously mentioned, 
facilitated dialogues with the community opinion leaders, interviews 
with residents to understand needs, participatory research, and even 
collaborative workshops to invite the community onto equal ground.44 
All these methods employed were part of  the process towards gathering 
information about needs, bridging understanding, establishing a shared 
vision, and even conceptualising an acceptable solution for all age 
groups. 

The challenge lies in finding a centred position where both generations 
understand one another despite their inherently differing value systems. 
However, it is more natural for the ones who are in positions of  
authority to take the initiative in creating safe spaces for conversations 
and dialogues, just as it is the responsibility of  a parent to open the way 
for communication with their child.45 

One can choose the path of  superficial empowerment or commit 
to strengthening relational bridges and pushing through difficult 
conversations by intentionally fostering trust, humility, respect, empathy, 
and reconciliation on both sides.46 In conclusion, I would like to quote 
Liz Perraud:

We each have our own stories—messy, painful, and 
complicated—and we each can glimpse kingdom-of-God living 
on our own. But when we bring our stories together, with all 
the messiness of  being right, taking risks, learning to trust, and 
exposing our vulnerable selves to one another, kingdom-building 

44 Jianbin Wu, Kin Wai Michael Siu, and Linghao Zhang, “Intergenerational 
Integration in Community Building to Improve the Mental Health of  Residents: 
A Case Study of  Public Space,” Behavioral Sciences 13, no. 4 (29 March 2023): 292, 
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs13040292.
45 Ooi, interview. 
46 Braithwaite, “God’s Purpose in Intergenerational Leadership.”
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takes off.47

3.	 Expanding on Resources

According to North’s research, the resources at hand are not enough to 
go around all generations and can build upon generational tensions—
resources including budget, equipment or assets, positions or roles, and 
accessibility to skills and expertise. But when resources are abundant, 
however, the findings show that the tension effect dissipates.48

Carey Nieuwhof  shared in a video recently about the tension of  
resources that exist between younger generation church plants and 
older existing churches. He proposes that the challenge for this 
generation is that newer and growing churches with people often do 
not have buildings or money, while dying churches with money and 
buildings often have almost no people. The solution appears to be 
obvious, but it does not occur often.49

The theory of  accommodation, exemplified by God himself  when 
he accommodates humanity communicatively and behaviourally, is 
a model for the generations to make room for each other within the 
church.50 This understanding builds upon mutual responsibility, with 
increasing responsibility to accommodate as their knowledge of  God 
and authority in the church increases.51 We can exercise a posture of  
accommodation in cross-age practices, intergenerational ministries, 
evolving the existing structures, sharing and releasing more resources 
generously, leadership transitions, and so on. 
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47 Perraud, “The Art of  Christian Relationships,” 233. 
48 North, “Intergenerational Resource Tensions.”
49 Carey Nieuwhof, “The SHOCKING Truth About Dying Churches (And Why They 
Won’t Donate Their Buildings),” April 2025, accessed 22 April 2025, YouTube, 13:23, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mRg-Fd4XtNY. 
50 Gareth Crispin, “Intergenerational Communities and a Theology of  
Accommodation,” in InterGenerate, ed. Allen, 53.
51 Crispin, “Intergenerational Communities,” 57.
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Andy Yeoh shares his church vision of  normalising a culture where 
every older person in ministry will constantly be looking into investing 
and raising the younger generation, incorporating them into positions 
of  leadership, serving teams, and so on. This model of  accommodation 
is intended to make space for successive generations within the current 
structures.52 Rev. Alan Tan also shared that consideration needs to 
be extended to those in different life stages who face different life 
challenges53 in being structurally adaptable to accommodate different 
generations in the same working environment. 

Nieuwhof  even suggested that churches should perhaps think out of  
the box while focusing on the larger mission. For example, resourced 
churches could fully fund a younger generation ministry or church 
plant that is growing or even make financial provisions to help senior 
leaders transition out.54 Another suggestion is to create space within the 
structure and change our language to enable different age group leaders 
to minister and lead without needing to transition one leader out for 
one new leader.55 The approach of  accommodation is not a problem-
free process, but it eliminates the conflict over constrained resources.  

The Shanghai case study mentioned earlier was eventually reimagined 
and remodelled as an intergenerational community space collaboratively 
through mutual feedback and cooperative participation to redesign 
a space that will be beneficial to all ages while promoting good 
relationships between groups.56 

52 Andy Yeoh Poh Kok, interview by author, Arrows International School, Petaling 
Jaya, Selangor, 9 Nov 2024.
53 Tan, interview.
54 Nieuwhof, “The SHOCKING Truth About Dying Churches.”
55 Rev. Joel Liew Fui Kang, interview by author, Centrepoint Bandar Utama, Petaling 
Jaya, Selangor, 17 Nov 2024.
56 Wu, Siu, and Zhang, “Intergenerational Integration in Community Building.”
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Your Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2002), 10.

Conclusion

When we recognise and appreciate the value and role of  each 
generation, accepting their unique yet purposeful characteristics, and 
equipping ourselves with skills to bridge the gap, such as through open 
conversations, we will be better positioned to reorganise traditional 
structures and reallocate limited resources. This will allow us to more 
effectively mobilise the church as a united body of  Christ, fulfilling the 
Great Commission together.57 Let us honour and leverage the richness 
and diversity of  God’s kingdom across generations, cultures, genders, 
and experiences, to fulfil God’s call to be a witness to the world. When 
every member plays their vital role, we demonstrate that through Christ, 
we are all one, united in purpose and mission.

Let us commit to being the bridge-builders and reconcilers God has 
called us to be, stepping into our roles not with hesitation, but with 
courage and a shared vision for the kingdom. 

Bridging the Generational Gap Within the Church: Challenges and Prospects



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  The Intergenerational Church140

Rev. Tan Szet Anne entered full-time ministry in 2006, 
graduated from Bible College of  Malaysia in 2012 with a 
Master of  Divinity, and is currently the Associate Pastor 
of  Agape Community Church, Seremban. In her local 
church, she has been involved in children, youth, young 
adult and family ministries, currently overseeing the 
Intergenerational Services in the church. She has also 
worked with different generations for different events 
within the church as well as nationwide events like the 
Global Leadership Summit, hosted by Agape (2007-2019).
She has served on the AG National Youth Department, 
Youth Alive Malaysia (2013-2023), Director of  Youth 
Alive Malaysia (2021-2023). Currently she sits as 
Malaysia’s Next Gen Representative on the Asia Pacific 
AG Fellowship Next Gen, NECF’s Youth Commission 
committee, AG’s Gen Next initiative, as well as Asian 
Beacon Exco Member. She is married to Rev. Joshua 
Yong and has one baby girl, Eva.



141

The Implications of  Contemporary Parenting Trends on 
Intergenerational Engagement in Pentecostal Churches 

Roger Ti Shih Wei

Abstract

This paper explores the intergenerational transmission 
of  Pentecostal spiritual heritage through the lens of  
contemporary parenting paradigms. In an age of  rapid 
cultural shifts, digital saturation and evolving parenting 
practices, the formation of  faith in the younger generation 
faces increasingly complex nuances. Assessing the 
implications of  trends such as baby-led weaning, sleep 
training and gentle parenting, this study highlights how the 
concepts of  autonomy, emotional attunement and authority 
influence spiritual development. It argues that sustaining 
a vibrant Pentecostal identity across generations requires 
more than doctrinal instruction or church programming; 
it demands an intentional and embodied faith that is 
modelled with conviction in both the church and the home. 
By calling for the restoration of  spiritual parenting as a 
theological imperative, the paper challenges the Pentecostal 
church to respond with courageous and prophetic action, 
and for spiritual fathers and mothers to rise with Spirit-
inspired conviction.

Introduction

As a parent of  three young children, I have become increasingly aware 
of  the rapidly evolving landscape of  the society they are growing 
up in, because of  its impact on shaping their cultural norms, values 
and behaviour. In particular, I am deeply concerned with the sacred 
responsibility to faithfully transfer the spiritual heritage of  my faith 
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within the context of  contemporary culture. However, this transmission 
has been made more challenging by shifting parenting paradigms, 
digital saturation and sociocultural complexities that are redefining how 
younger generations perceive and embody faith.

This paper seeks to examine the intergenerational transference of  
Pentecostal spiritual heritage through a parenting lens, highlighting 
how contemporary parenting trends contain implications for the 
way younger generations engage with faith and the church of  today. 
Pentecostalism, with its distinct emphasis on experiential faith and 
charismatic expression, relies not only on doctrinal instruction but on 
tangible, relational and modelled faith encounters. Therefore, both the 
home and the church have to work, hand-in-hand, to build an optimal 
incubating space where biblical values can be nurtured, holy identities 
shaped and spiritual legacies passed on.

A deeper exploration into contemporary parenting practices, such as 
baby-led weaning, sleep training and gentle parenting, reveals mindsets 
embraced predominantly by younger parents, which in turn, can 
profoundly impact the spiritual formation of  this generation, as well 
as the children they raise. These parenting trends, mainly related to 
autonomy, emotional attunement and developmental responsiveness, 
reflect broader societal shifts in how authority, discipline and relational 
boundaries are perceived, where these shifts inevitably overlap into the 
spiritual dimensions of  family life.1

The pressing question to be addressed is this: Does a greater 
understanding of  contemporary parenting paradigms shed light on 
what will contribute to or hinder the sustainability and flourishing of  
Pentecostal identity and spirituality across generations? The answer 
proposed is a conviction that the emphasis should be less on theological 

1 Rachel Pasternak, “Intergenerational Transmission of  Parenting Style among Jewish 
and Arab Mothers in Israel,” Childhood Education 90, no. 2 (March 2014): 127, doi:10.10
80/00094056.2014.894815.
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2 Yoo Rha Hong and Jae Sun Park, “Impact of  Attachment, Temperament and 
Parenting on Human Development,” Korean Journal of  Pediatrics 55, no. 12 (2012): 449, 
National Library of  Medicine, doi: 10.3345/kjp.2012.55.12.449.
3 Regine A. Schön and Maarit Silvén, “Natural Parenting—Back to Basics 
in Infant Care,” Evolutionary Psychology 5, no. 1 (January 2007): 102–183, 
doi:10.1177/147470490700500110.

instruction and church programming, and more on the unseen daily 
rhythms of  parenting, both biological and spiritual, where values are 
lived out, faith is embodied, and divine realities are made tangible.

I believe with all my heart that the Pentecostal church is not calling 
out for the best model of  growth and sustainability; it is calling out for 
spiritual fathers and mothers to rise to their God-given roles, both at 
home and in the church.

Contemporary Parenting Trends – An Overview

The landscape of  modern parenting is marked by a shift toward more 
intentional, research-informed, and emotionally attuned approaches 
to child-rearing. This shift gives a glimpse into how the youngest 
generation is being nurtured, and also reveals the evolving philosophy 
of  their parents’ generation. Among the most influential parenting 
paradigms related to early childhood today are baby-led weaning, 
sleep training and gentle parenting. Each of  these practices reflects 
deeper societal values regarding autonomy, attachment and emotional 
regulation.

Baby-led weaning (BLW) represents a departure from traditional spoon-
feeding in favour of  allowing infants to self-feed from around the time 
when solids are introduced. This method honours a child’s capacity 
for self-regulation and curiosity, and fosters independence, motor skill 
development and a healthy relationship with food.2 It is grounded in 
trust that children, when given freedom within safe parameters, will 
explore nourishment with both instinct and joy.3 Instead of  relying 
on external enforcement, there is an emphasis on cultivating intrinsic 
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4 Christine B. Williams, Kusaynyonon C. Mackenzie, and Sheila Gahagan, “The 
Effect of  Maternal Obesity on the Offspring,” Clinical Obstetrics and Gynecology 
57, no. 3 (September 2014): 509, National Library of  Medicine, doi: 10.1097/
GRF.0000000000000043.
5 Sayed Ahmad Elwakeel, “Cultural Influences on Perceptions of  Parenthood and 
Family Life,” Journal of  Psychosociological Research in Family and Culture 2, no. 3 (2024): 29, 
https://doi.org/10.61838/kman.jprfc.2.3.5.
6 Nancy Donelan-McCall, “Parenting and Home Visiting Interventions,” (February 
2017): 31, Wiley Online Library, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118937334.ch14.
7 Jenny A. Ortiz M., Eva Deniz Bensaja dei Schiró, Olga Alicia Carbonell Blanco, 
and Silvia Helena Koller, “Interventions for Enhancing Parenting Quality in Early 
Infancy,” in Parenting in South American and African Contexts, ed. Maria Lucia Seidi-De-
Moura (December 2013), InTech Open EBooks, doi:10.5772/56974.
8 Elizabeth Sweeney, “Authoritative Parenting in the United States,” Encyclopaedia 
of  Family Studies (March 2016): 1, Wiley Online Library, https://doi.
org/10.1002/9781119085621.wbefs075.
9 Fangzhou Chen, Oscar F. Garcia, Marta Alcaide, Rafael Garcia-Ros, and Fernando 
Garcia, “Do We Know Enough about Negative Parenting? Recent Evidence on 
Parenting Styles and Child Maladjustment,” The European Journal of  Psychology Applied to

motivation, which is believed to influence a child’s cognitive and 
affective growth and even shape a more open approach to learning 
and self-discovery.4 BLW has become a big part of  a broader parenting 
ethos that values empowerment over control, and process over 
prescription.

Sleep training, at its core, is the structured process by which infants are 
guided to develop independent sleep habits. Historically, co-sleeping 
and on-demand feeding were normal practices, but contemporary 
Western cultures have increasingly favoured sleep training methods that 
prioritise parental schedules and infant self-soothing.5 Popular methods 
such as “Ferberising”6 or more gradual, “no-tears” approaches seek 
to establish predictable routines that foster self-soothing, emotional 
regulation and a stable circadian rhythm.7 Advocates argue that sleep 
training supports both infant wellbeing and parental mental health, 
promoting a more harmonious family dynamic rooted in balance, 
boundaries and rest.8 Underlying this technique is a deeper philosophy 
that infants, while dependent, can also be gently coached toward self-
regulation, a skill foundational for later developmental resilience.9
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Legal Context 16, no. 1 (January 2024): 39, Colegio Oficial de la Psicología de Madrid, 
https://doi.org/10.5093/ejpalc2024a4.
10 Huanhuan Ren and Chi Ma, “Research on the Application of  Positive Disciple 
for 3–6-Year-Old Learners in English Learning Classroom,” Advances in Social 
Science, Education and Humanities Research 92 (January 2017): 127, doi:10.2991/
icessms-16.2017.27.
11 Samantha Schilling, Byron J. Powell, Paul W. Stewart, and Joanne N. Wood, “Child 
Adult Relationship Enhancement in Primary Care (PriCARE): Study Design/Protocol 
for a Randomized Trial of  a Primary Care-Based Group Parenting Intervention 
to Prevent Child Maltreatment,” Trials 24, no. 138 (February 2023): 3, https://doi.
org/10.1186/s13063-022-07024-y.
12 Richard Ferber, “Childhood Sleep Disorders,” Neurologic Clinics 14, no. 3 (August 
1996): 507, Science Direct, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0733-8619(05)70271-1.
 

Gentle parenting stands as a philosophical and practical framework 
that emphasises empathy, connection, respect and non-punitive 
discipline. Rejecting fear-based or authoritarian models, gentle parenting 
nurtures emotional literacy, models mutual respect, and fosters secure 
attachment. It regards discipline not as punishment, but as guidance, 
and advocates teaching rather than correction.10 This paradigm focuses 
on protecting the dignity of  the child and on the responsibility of  the 
parent to nurture, rather than to subdue. By prioritising attunement 
to the child’s emotional state, gentle parenting endeavours to cultivate 
strong relational trust, facilitate constructive conflict resolution, and 
foster intrinsic motivation, qualities considered essential for a child’s 
healthy development.11

Together, these trends demonstrate a cultural movement toward 
parenting with presence, patience and intentionality.12 When assessed, 
the approaches are logical, informed, and at their essence, carry such 
promise and positive intent. However, when viewed through the lens 
of  spiritual formation, it is critical to discern how the underlying 
mindsets bear considerable influence and impact. Young children shape 
foundational patterns of  attachment, autonomy, emotional regulation 
and authority perception, which then play a key role in identity 
formation, interpersonal dynamics, and their very capacity for spiritual 
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experience.13 And for the parents’ generation, it gives insight into the 
core values that drive their convictions and behaviour in today’s world.

Impact on Spiritual and Behavioural Dimensions

Contemporary parenting paradigms, especially baby-led weaning, sleep 
training and gentle parenting, are frequently praised for promoting 
autonomy, emotional intelligence and developmental sensitivity. 
However, a critical examination reveals that beneath their progressive 
parenting ethos lies a reconfiguration of  the family system with 
significant implications for behavioural development. Therefore, 
it requires a more nuanced analysis, particularly within the context 
of  faith communities where traditional doctrines and communal 
expectations may converge or conflict with these contemporary 
approaches.14

The first issue to discuss is how these methods often elevate the child 
to the centre of  the family system, inevitably encouraging a model 
of  child-centricity that may inadvertently undermine the formative 
structures essential to psychosocial and spiritual maturation.15 At the 
heart of  this shift is a culturally reinforced ideal of  child autonomy, 

13 Sandra Nogueira, Ana Catarina Canário, Isabel Abreu-Lima, Pedro Teixeira, and 
Orlanda Cruz, “Group Triple P Intervention Effects on Children and Parents: A 
Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis.” International Journal of  Environmental Research and 
Public Health 19, no. 4 (February 2022): 2, National Library of  Medicine, doi: 10.3390/
ijerph19042113.
14 Benito León-del-Barco, Santiago Mendo-Lázaro, María Polo-del-Río, and Víctor 
López-Ramos, “Parental Psychological Control and Emotional and Behavioral 
Disorders among Spanish Adolescents,” International Journal of  Environmental Research 
and Public Health 16, no. 3 (February 2019): 507, 1, National Library of  Medicine, doi: 
10.3390/ijerph16030507.
15 Paul D. Williams, William M. Hunter, Elizabeth Seyer, Stephen Sammut, and 
Matthew M. Breuninger, “Religious/Spiritual Struggles and Perceived Parenting Style 
in a Religious College-Aged Sample,” Mental Health, Religion & Culture 22, no. 5 (May 
2019): 501, https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2019.1629402.
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the Social and Behavioral Sciences (May 2015): 1, Wiley Online Library, https://doi.
org/10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0130.
17 Patricia Clauser, Yi Ding, Eric C. Chen, Su-Je Cho, Cixin Wang, and Jacqueline 
Hwang, “Parenting Styles, Parenting Stress, and Behavioral Outcomes in Children 
with Autism,” School Psychology International 42, no. 1 (November 2020): 35, 
doi:10.1177/0143034320971675.
18 Alessandra Fasulo, Heather Loyd, and Vincenzo Padiglione, “Children’s 
Socialization into Cleaning Practices: A Cross-Cultural Perspective,” Discourse & Society 
18, no. 1 (January 2007): 11, doi:10.1177/0957926507069454.

where the child is positioned not merely as a participant in the overall 
family unit, but almost as its focal authority or reference point.16 This 
is fundamentally incongruent with a biblical household where God 
should always be the ultimate authority and centre, and a man, in most 
instances, is positioned as the head of  the family.

The second issue that arises is that when sleep training is applied with 
an overarching priority on stress avoidance, this can eventually lead 
to discouraging a healthy tolerance of  discomfort, and inadvertently 
cultivate more fragile emotional thresholds.17 In this case, once again, it 
does not prepare a person for a life or a faith which will inevitably face 
considerable challenges, grief, and even persecution.

The third issue relates to the philosophy of  BLW, which can start 
positively by fostering self-reliance and the exploration of  diverse 
flavours, but if  not carefully mediated by parental guidance, will 
potentially hinder the development of  prosocial behaviours such 
as sharing, cooperation, and attentiveness to the needs of  others, 
especially within communal settings where structured meals and shared 
culinary experiences reinforce social bonds and cultural norms.18 
This conflicts with the fundamental Christian belief  that we are to 
become more like Jesus, who lived a life of  compassion, sacrifice and 
selflessness.

The fourth issue involves how gentle parenting risks collapsing healthy 
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boundaries in favour of  emotional appeasement, and builds the 
impression that discipline is always negotiable, where authority then 
becomes increasingly relativistic. Although this parenting technique is 
rooted in empathy and non-punitive discipline, if  implemented without 
wisdom, it will disrupt the role of  parental authority and potentially lead 
to a diminished sense of  respect for legitimate structures of  leadership, 
whether within the family, the church or broader society.19 This has 
already been observed at many levels of  society and has caused an 
erosion of  trust in the institution of  the church and its frameworks, 
such as marriage, and even the pastoral office.

These issues carry powerful implications for the Pentecostal church 
and family, where the transference of  spiritual heritage is not merely 
cognitive, but embodied and firmly rooted in practices of  reverence, 
obedience, communal worship and intergenerational discipleship.20 A 
family system that prioritises emotional immediacy over covenantal 
tradition, self-serving avoidance over honest confession, and individual 
agency over communal accountability weakens the structures that 
sustain long-term spiritual identity and continuity. What begins as 
developmental responsiveness will eventually lead to theological 
dilution when the formation of  the self  is carried out without healthy 
boundaries, and when nurture is completely severed from necessary 
discipline.

In this way, while these parenting models contribute valuable insights 
into emotional health and child empowerment, they must be put 
through a filter of  faithful theological discernment. Without a refining 
sieve that is biblically anchored to affirm holy and proper ecclesial 
culture, these parenting trends will inadvertently compromise the very 
inheritance that we seek to protect: the enduring transmission of  faith 

19 M. May Takeuchi and S. Alexander Takeuchi, “Authoritarian versus Authoritative 
Parenting Styles: Application of  the Cost Equalization Principle,” Marriage & Family 
Review 44, no. 4 (November 2008): 489, doi:10.1080/01494920802454090.
20 Hong and Park, “Impact of  Attachment, Temperament and Parenting on Human 
Development,” 449.
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22 Megan Gale, Justin J. Hendricks, David C. Dollahite, and Loren D. Marks, 
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the Lifespan,” Religions 14, no. 3 (March 2023): 362, doi:10.3390/rel14030362.
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Families,” Psychology of  Religion and Spirituality 14, no. 1 (May 2020): 129, doi:10.1037/
rel0000321.

within the Pentecostal household and church.

Conflicting Tensions with Pentecostal Practices

The Pentecostal tradition has historically understood faith formation 
as a deeply intergenerational, embodied and communal reality. Spiritual 
heritage is not just transferred through doctrinal instruction, but 
through immersion in a sacred ecosystem of  worship, discipline, 
testimony and Spirit-led experience, anchored both in the local 
church and the family unit.21 This ecosystem has been disrupted by 
the increasing emphasis on child autonomy, emotional centrality and 
aversion to discomfort, because it has begun to subtly reshape the 
conditions under which spiritual heritage is formed, received and 
transmitted.22

Parenting models which promote emotionally responsive environments 
and prioritise freedom of  expression, non-authoritarian guidance and 
child-directed exploration may inadvertently clash with traditional 
Pentecostal practices that emphasise reverence, submission to spiritual 
authority and structured worship experiences.23 In the home, they risk 
displacing foundational elements of  biblical parenting such as formative 
discipline, reverence for authority and habituation to spiritual practices 
that transcend personal preference.24
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Imagine the struggle to bring sleepy children to Kid’s Church on 
an early Sunday morning, if  they were empowered to choose for 
themselves based on how they felt that day. In a domestic culture 
where emotional comfort is prioritised over structured expectations 
and spiritual rhythms, children may develop a resistance to practices 
that demand submission, patience or adherence to communal traditions 
which may require a sacrifice of  personal preferences.25

At the same time, the emphasis to protect children from distress or 
discomfort is incredibly difficult to balance out with the development 
of  resilience, perseverance and the capacity for delayed gratification. 
When applied to traditional Pentecostal practices such as fasting, 
persevering in prayer sessions, and extended Spirit-led worship services, 
Pentecostal spirituality, with its emphasis on surrender, submission 
to spiritual authority, communal worship, and sacrificial discipleship, 
stands in direct tension against overly child-centric paradigms.

The effectiveness of  intergenerational transmission of  spiritual heritage 
in Pentecostal communities is built upon the willing and enthusiastic 
participation of  younger members in shared spiritual practices, as 
well as on their disposition to receive guidance and wisdom from 
older generations.26 Therefore, we must consider that for the younger 
generation, the embodied participation that characterises Pentecostal 
worship in areas such as prayer vigils, altar calls, spiritual intercession 
and corporate fasting, may be perceived not as sacred practices but as 
emotionally intrusive or culturally irrelevant.27

25 Michael Wilkinson, “The Emergence, Development, and Pluralisation of  
Global Pentecostalism,” in Handbook of  Global Contemporary Christianity: Themes and 
Developments in Culture, Politics, and Society, ed. Stephen J. Hunt, Brill Handbooks on 
Contemporary Religion, vol. 10 (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2015), 96, https://doi.
org/10.1163/9789004291027_006.
26 Lynn D. Wardle, “The Jurisprudence of  Parenting and the Influence of  Religion on 
Effective Parenting,” International Journal of  the Jurisprudence of  the Family (16 May 2012): 
441, SSRN Electronic Journal, https://ssrn.com/abstract=3223056.
27 Bruno Reinhardt, “The Pedagogies of  Preaching: Skill, Performance, and Charisma 
in a Pentecostal School from Ghana,” Journal of  Religion in Africa 47, no. 1 (October 
2017): 72, doi:10.1163/15700666-12340099.
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This dissonance bears generational consequences. As the younger 
generations disengage from the formative practices that once 
embedded Pentecostal identity into family life and the church, the 
transference of  spiritual heritage becomes increasingly fragmented 
and piecemeal. What was meant to be a vibrant intergenerational 
culture of  faith has progressively changed into more individualistic and 
occasional spiritualism, increasingly detached from ecclesial tradition 
and theological continuity. The family, once a crucible of  covenant 
formation, has instead become a place of  cultural assimilation, trying 
to do the impossible task of  holding the world’s secular ideals of  self-
determination together in synergy with the necessity for Christ-centred 
discipleship.

To ignore this shift is to jeopardise the spiritual legacy of  Pentecostal 
communities for the younger generation. The church must recover a 
vision of  parenting that integrates emotional attunement with biblical 
authority, cultivating homes that are not only nurturing but spiritually 
formative.28 It is tempting when focusing on this topic of  parenting 
paradigms to conclude that the solution should be found only in the 
Christian home and family system. However, it is becoming apparent 
that the preservation of  Pentecostal identity and the living faith of  its 
intergenerational community cannot rest solely on biological parenting 
within increasingly secularised family systems. The church must rise 
to reimagine itself  as an intergenerational spiritual household, where 
spiritual fathers and mothers, who are mature in faith, anchored in 
Scripture and attuned to the Spirit, find a way to disciple the next 
generation.

There needs to be a culture that builds and rallies spiritual parents to 
rise in their divine call, both at home and in the church, to bridge the 
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critical gap left by contemporary parenting ideologies. The presence 
of  God-anointed and God-appointed spiritual fathers and mothers is 
the best vessel and mechanism that will affirm the spiritual rhythms, 
communal values and sacred practices that define Pentecostal life. It 
is only through such a relational and embodied model that the church 
can ensure its spiritual legacy is not diminished by the world’s cultural 
currents but faithfully carried into the future with conviction and 
sustainability.

The Role of  Spiritual Parents

As Pentecostal families contend with a cultural terrain increasingly 
shaped by child-centric parenting ideologies and the disruption of  
traditional authority structures, the transmission of  spiritual heritage 
stands at a critical juncture. The decline of  Christ-centred and biblically 
anchored parenting is not only a matter of  societal impact but one that 
signals a real threat to the enduring vitality of  spiritual faith and identity 
across generations. In response to the urgency of  today, the Pentecostal 
church must rise to recover and reestablish the sacred office of  spiritual 
parenthood; a divinely ordained calling to nurture, disciple and transmit 
an unadulterated faith in a broken and secular world. To do this, a 
renewed and empowered generation of  spiritual fathers and mothers is 
not optional, but completely essential for the future of  the Pentecostal 
legacy.

Spiritual parenting is a sacred, covenantal calling within the household 
of  faith. It is an intentional, Spirit-empowered role where mature 
believers, grounded in theological orthodoxy and ecclesial commitment, 
embrace the responsibility of  nurturing, guiding and discipling younger 
members in their spiritual journeys, focusing on fostering holistic 
development rooted in Pentecostal values and practices.29

29 David C. Dollahite and Loren D. Marks, “Positive Youth Religious and Spiritual 
Development: What We Have Learned from Religious Families,” Religions 10, no. 10 
(September 2019): 2, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10100548.
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31 Benjamin Isola Akano, “Mentoring as an Effective Strategy for Leadership 
Development in Contemporary African Pentecostalism,” Pentecostalism, Charismaticism 
and Neo-Prophetic Movements Journal (July 2022): 23–25, https://doi.org/10.38159/
pecanep.2022321.
32 Morris Thompson, “The Need for Spiritual Leadership,” The Journal of  Applied 
Christian Leadership 11, no. 2 (January 2017): 78, https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/
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Functioning beyond the limitations of  the biological family, spiritual 
parenthood manifests as a comprehensive network of  communal 
support, mutual accountability and the intentional transfer of  
intergenerational wisdom deeply embedded within the church 
community.30 Through mature believers, spiritual parents nurture 
the next generation into spiritual maturity, identity and vocation in 
Christ.31 They stand as pillars of  faith, providing a living embodiment 
of  Pentecostal values, teachings and practices. Rooted in Scripture 
and the character of  God’s relational nature, spiritual parenting is 
both a theological mandate and a pastoral necessity for the health and 
continuity of  the Pentecostal movement.32

In Paul’s relationship with Timothy and Titus, we can observe a 
spiritual fatherhood that goes well beyond instruction into dimensions 
such as correction, affection and empowerment. In 1 Corinthians 
4:15, Paul poignantly describes that although they may have many 
instructors in Christ, they do not have many fathers and that in Christ 
Jesus, he became their father through the gospel. This begins to reveal 
a distinction between more superficial guidance only touching on 
doctrinal instruction and deep covenantal formation, which is best 
transmitted through spiritual parenthood.33
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Furthermore, the Pentecostal emphasis on the laying of  hands to 
signify tangible impartation and spiritual outpouring into another is 
another aspect where the role of  spiritual parents is crucial as channels 
of  blessing, wisdom and anointing. Paul’s language of  “birthing” 
his disciples found in Galatians 4:19 adds weight to the concept of  
how spiritual parenting requires considerable labour, intimacy and 
intentionality. In this way, Pentecostal faith is not merely taught; it is 
caught through proximity to those who live it deeply. In response to 
the prevailing cultural climate of  individualism and emotional volatility, 
spiritual parents model what it means to walk in the power of  the Spirit, 
discern his voice and manifest his gifts within the community of  faith. 
They provide theological grounding, cultivate spiritual resilience and 
model commitment to the historic tenets of  the faith.34

Theologically, we find that spiritual parenting is rooted in the covenantal 
and communal nature of  God’s people. The Old Testament presents 
intergenerational faith as a covenantal responsibility in Deuteronomy 
6:7, where parents are instructed to impress the commands of  God 
on their children and to talk about them in their everyday interactions 
as a family. The New Testament continues to reinforce this model 
within the ecclesial family, where the church is “the household of  God” 
(Ephesians 2:19), and elder believers are called to instruct and model 
godliness to the young (Titus 2:1–7).

Therefore, in light of  such compelling scriptural precedence, the 
Pentecostal church must place a high priority on instituting and 
structuring spiritual parenting into its ecclesial culture, leadership 
frameworks and communal life. In a denomination where experiential 
and embodied faith is so central, spiritual parents are the essential 
stewards of  the church’s memory, identity and spiritual vitality, and 
their presence must be woven into the rhythms of  its ecclesial life 

34 Ruth Haley Barton, Diane J. Chandler, Siang-Yang Tan, Judy Tenelshof, and James 
C. Wilhoit, “Spiritual Formation in the Church,” Journal of  Spiritual Formation and Soul 
Care 7, no. 2 (November 2014): 296, doi:10.1177/193979091400700212.
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and mission. Frequently, I have heard the perspective and lament that 
the home is the epicentre of  spiritual and behavioural formation and 
that parents are the ones who play the most important role. Since 
the key issue has been identified to be parenting, it is congruent that 
the solution should also come from a parenting paradigm, but that 
the church has a vital role to play as well. Therefore, for the church, 
spiritual parenting is not just a strategic option but a theological 
necessity.

Implementation in the Church

As we have now assessed how seemingly positive and innocuous 
parenting trends can reflect on deeper ideological shifts in society, 
which are detrimental to the vitality of  faith and spiritual transference 
across generations, the church must rise to the challenge of  
counteracting the influence of  these trends through the active 
participation of  spiritual parents. These mature, Spirit-filled individuals, 
who have internalised the core values of  Pentecostal faith, are to serve 
as vital conduits for the intergenerational transmission of  Pentecostal 
spiritual practices, ensuring that the sacred heritage is not only 
preserved but also vigorously lived out by successive generations.35 

Therefore, there needs to be a fundamental assessment of  current 
church practices to ensure an effective facilitation of  spiritual 
parenthood, as well as the empowerment of  mature believers to 
embrace their biblically ordained function in guiding and shaping the 
emerging generation to guarantee the transmission of  Pentecostal 
distinctives to future members.36 Spiritual parents are not merely 
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guides; they are the embodiment of  Pentecostal holiness, intercession 
and prophetic life. They are entrusted with the responsibility to lead 
younger believers in experiential and doctrinal depth, to foster growth, 
and to impart the presence of  the Holy Spirit, ensuring that the 
Pentecostal identity remains vibrant and transformative.37

It is important to recognise that the successful implementation of  
spiritual parents in a church transcends strategic direction, formulaic 
processes and external practices; it requires a fundamental embracing 
of  the philosophy of  the church as an ecclesial family that oftentimes 
journeys together even more closely than biological families. Beyond 
vision and strategy, it is a deep conviction to live out the identity of  
the body of  Christ as a spiritual family of  God, which then translates 
to building the underlying culture in a church. This will take time, 
intentionality and sensitivity to the leading of  the Spirit.

Merely pushing through a model without discerning the readiness 
of  a church will inevitably result in an approach that feels contrived, 
which will dilute or even hinder the overall direction of  the leadership. 
Many years ago, my church (Glad Tidings Petaling Jaya) implemented 
a spiritual parenting role within our cell group system with the best 
of  intentions. However, we ran into significant obstacles because 
we already had a well-defined leadership system and culture of  zone 
leaders, cell leaders and assistant cell leaders, who were also asked to 
play the role of  spiritual parents. Instituting yet another position, where 
identified and appointed individuals were empowered to be champions 
of  the heart of  spiritual parenting, but lacking clarity on where they 
fit into the overall leadership structure, caused more ambiguity and 
redundancy than overall benefit.

Therefore, before rushing into haphazard or impulsive implementation, 

37 Kay, “Empirical and Historical Perspectives on the Growth of  Pentecostal-Style 
Churches,” 18.
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a critical first step is that church leadership must carefully deliberate 
on how God wants to use spiritual parenting within their context and 
how this role will fit into the church’s vision, culture and mission. 
At the same time, once clear conclusions have been formed on what 
needs to be done and consensus has been reached on the outcomes 
desired, the leadership needs to have high ownership to implement a 
strategic, multifaceted approach covering several key dimensions. In 
doing so, church leadership becomes an essential catalyst for creating 
environments where spiritual parents can thrive, influencing both the 
church’s present and future spiritual health.38

The first key dimension that needs to be addressed is how to 
intentionally identify mature believers to function in the critical role of  
a spiritual parent. This process will require a discernment of  spiritual 
maturity that goes beyond theological knowledge to include practical 
wisdom, godly character, and a willingness to invest deeply in the 
lives of  others. The emphasis is not just on imparting knowledge 
but on demonstrating a lifestyle of  faith that embodies the values of  
Pentecostalism, such as holiness, devotion to the Holy Spirit, and a 
commitment to missional outreach.39 It can be tempting to focus on 
the aspects of  availability and willingness, but it will be even more 
damaging to the younger generation if  spiritual parents without proven 
godly maturity and character were assigned and empowered to guide 
and nurture them. Therefore, the integrity and effectiveness of  the 
process of  identification needs to be very clear.

The second dimension is that, after being identified, spiritual parents 
must be equipped with the tools to navigate the unique challenges that 
younger generations face in a rapidly changing world while ensuring 
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the authenticity and power of  Pentecostal spiritual practices, including 
prayer, worship, and the gifts of  the Spirit.40 Whenever appropriate, this 
will likely involve the establishment of  formal programs where spiritual 
parents are trained, equipped, and held accountable for their roles and 
responsibilities. Many seasoned and mature believers are considerably 
older in age, especially retirees who suddenly have so much more 
expendable time, energy and resources than in their working years, but 
who may be out of  touch with the current realities of  modern society, 
as well as the engagement styles of  younger generations. However, their 
wisdom is still relevant, as long as there has been training to bridge the 
disconnect between the context of  their wisdom and experiences with 
today’s setting.

The third dimension that is critical is the fostering of  intergenerational 
spaces for worship, prayer, and communal fellowship.41 Once again, 
it is necessary to assess the readiness of  the church, along with 
the timing of  the Holy Spirit, when instituting platforms which 
facilitate intergenerational integration. Doing “too much, too soon” 
can be counter-productive, such as in dismantling platforms, which 
are important to church members, without them being sufficiently 
prepared for the new format being rolled out. That being said, creating 
opportunities for positive interaction between mature believers and 
younger members can promote a sense of  belonging and encourage 
the transmission of  spiritual heritage. These spaces not only support 
the transference of  Pentecostal spirituality but also serve as avenues 
for spiritual parents to model the communal aspects of  faith, allowing 
younger believers to witness and engage with the dynamics of  Spirit-
filled living.

40 Arthur David Canales, “Models of  Christian Leadership in Youth Ministry,” Religious 
Education 109, no. 1 (January 2014): 24, doi:10.1080/00344087.2014.868207.
41 Kukuh Purwidhianto, “Ibadah Intergenerasi dan Motivasi Beribadah di Tengah 
Tantangan Bergereja Secara Individualistik dan Konsumeristik,” KAMASEAN Jurnal 
Teologi Kristen 3, no. 2 (December 2022): 176, doi:10.34307/kamasean.v3i2.174.
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In my church, we have gone through a season of  being more 
intentional about building these intergenerational spaces. The first 
Sunday service of  each month is now called Family Service, where 
every generation in the church gathers to worship and listen to the 
Word together. There is a section in the hall named “Family Corner,” 
set aside for families with young children, set up with low tables and 
chairs, and providing fun worksheets related to the sermon for children 
to engage with. The worship includes action songs from Kid’s Church, 
as well as hymns that resonate with the older generation, where there is 
a clear emphasis on the younger generation being able to observe and 
catch how the older members bring their worship to God. The sermons 
are more interactive with props and sometimes involve the children 
acting out certain scenes and examples.

At the same time, for the third Sunday of  the month, the Youth Church 
now joins the main service. Where traditionally they used to hold Youth 
Services every weekend except for the first Sunday of  the month, they 
now alternate so that the younger members become more familiar with 
the spiritual rhythms and culture of  the main service. Corresponding 
to this mindset, the Saturday service, which was predominantly 
attended by young adults, was closed down so that they could integrate 
with the Sunday service, and not see themselves as a separate entity. 
Naturally, the closing of  service comes with its own pain, challenges 
and switching costs, but the overall impact has led to a greater 
reinvigoration of  the main services on Sunday, and a deeper sense of  
belonging by the younger generations who chose to stay on.

Other notable spaces include the Youth Leaders being assigned to 
anchor the 10–12-year-old age group once a month, so that when they 
transition to the Youth from Kids Church, they have familiar faces 
and relationships with key people. This has been integral for them to 
feel welcome and safe in a season of  considerable uncertainty, both 
in school from Primary to Secondary and in church. Our weekly 
prayer meeting is intergenerational, where there are efforts to involve 
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younger ministers and leaders consistently in the schedule. Finally, we 
have begun experimenting with combined College and Young Adult 
retreats. Previously, College was always grouped with Secondary, but 
this new format places a vital emphasis on those in College to prepare 
for adulthood and provides a platform for genuine relationships to be 
formed so that when they graduate, they can better integrate with the 
Young Adult cell groups.

The fourth key dimension which needs to be addressed is the necessity 
for the establishment of  robust discipleship pathways and mentorship 
programs. Once again, this comes with a caveat of  not just taking a 
programmatic approach because discipleship, like spiritual parenting, is 
interwoven into the very culture and invisible rhythms of  the church. 
However, if  a church were to only focus on the more organic aspects 
of  the formation of  intergenerational relationships, there would be 
insufficient opportunities for the emerging generations to extract 
insights and best practices, or even catch how a mature believer’s life 
is lived out faithfully, from seasoned veterans who have experienced 
success in navigating the nuances of  spiritual maturity in a broken 
world. In this way, there needs to be an active facilitation of  a cross-
generational mentorship that encourages older and younger believers to 
engage in meaningful relationships that promote both spiritual growth 
and cultural continuity within the church.42

This is a dimension that my church has tried to lean into more in 
recent years. Where the overwhelming focus of  the church has been 
on the cell group system in past decades, we have now begun to 
roll out discipleship groups in various formats. This process started 
a few years ago with the pastoral team gathering weekly in small, 
pre-assigned and intergenerational groups, and journeying through 
carefully selected discipleship programs together. Aside from engaging 

42 Charles O. Skipper and Lansford C. Bell, “Leadership Development and Succession 
Planning,” Leadership and Management in Engineering 8, no. 2 (April 2008): 77–78, ASCE 
Library, https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)1532-6748(2008)8:2(77).



161

43 Wilkinson, “The Emergence, Development, and Pluralisation of  Global 
Pentecostalism,” 96.
44 Vincent J. Charron, “Leadership Development: Creating a Culture of  Developing 
Leaders in the Church” (D.Min., Liberty University, 2020), 17–18, https://
digitalcommons.liberty.edu/doctoral/2445/.

with the Word, there has been significant emphasis on sharing our 
struggles and challenges with openness and praying with one another 
in love and support. This was later implemented among the entire 
staff, where there have been encouraging outcomes seen of  being able 
to better minister to those who work under the employment of  the 
church. At the same time, there are other pockets where discipleship 
groups have thrived, such as a young men’s discipleship group, which 
has gone on for three years, where each cohort culminates in a men’s 
retreat. In addition, this platform of  young men has enabled older, 
mature believers to come into those sessions to share their hearts and 
experiences and build genuine relationships with the young men. This 
year, as momentum continues to build, discipleship groups will be 
implemented throughout all the cell leadership and core members.

Overcoming Resistance and Challenges

Despite its theological significance, the concept of  spiritual parenting 
will inevitably face resistance within contemporary church contexts. 
Resistance often stems from cultural shifts that emphasise individual 
autonomy, emotional well-being, and a growing reluctance to embrace 
authoritative roles.43 In an age where authority is often viewed 
with scepticism, the communal and hierarchical model of  spiritual 
parenting can be perceived as a challenge to personal freedom or an 
intrusion into family dynamics.44 To overcome such resistance, it will 
be important to reframe the role of  spiritual parents as nurturing, 
guiding and empowering figures. By doing this, the church can dispel 
misconceptions that equate spiritual parenting with authoritarianism 
or control, highlighting instead its role as a voluntary, mutually 
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beneficial relationship that enhances individual spiritual journeys while 
strengthening the collective faith community.45

In addition, the demanding nature of  modern life often results in 
time constraints and competing priorities, making it difficult for 
individuals to commit to the time-intensive investment that spiritual 
parenting requires. The pervasive culture of  immediacy and efficiency 
that characterises contemporary society directly clashes with the 
deliberate, unhurried pace essential for cultivating meaningful spiritual 
relationships and deep discipleship. This is something which will require 
wisdom and sensitivity from the leadership if  and when they implement 
various initiatives or platforms to build spiritual parenting in the church.

Finally, and maybe most challenging of  all, the church leadership 
themselves must model a level of  vulnerability and authenticity which 
demonstrates their openness to grow as spiritual children, as well as 
an uncompromising pursuit of  a life of  holiness and compassion 
to faithfully take on the role of  a spiritual parent. If  the pastors and 
leaders themselves are unable to live out their understanding of  the 
family system of  the body of  Christ, and their conviction of  the need 
for spiritual parenting, it will be impossible for the rest of  the church 
to catch it. This will be vital in nurturing an environment characterised 
by trust and transparency, thus enabling individuals to explore these 
relationships without the concern of  being judged or forced.46

Conclusion

In a rapidly changing world where the church faces significant cultural 
pressures, church leadership must remain resolute and persevering 
in its commitment to spiritual parenting as an essential component 

45 Willis M. Watt, “Relational Principles for Effective Church Leadership,” Journal of  
Leadership Education 13, no. 2 (April 2014): 128, doi:10.12806/V13/I2/T1.
46 Charles J. Joanides, “Collaborative Family Therapy with Religious Family Systems,” 
Journal of  Family Psychotherapy 7, no. 4 (December 1996): 19–20, doi: 10.1300/
j085v07n04_02.
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and philosophy of  church life. Through such leadership, the church 
ensures that the intergenerational transmission of  faith remains intact, 
preserving the core values of  Pentecostalism while adapting to the 
challenges of  modernity.47

In an era marked by radical individualism, emotional permissiveness, 
and the disintegration of  biblical authority within the family, the church 
stands at a critical juncture. The erosion of  Christ-centred, Spirit-led 
parenting calls for a courageous and prophetic response involving the 
sacred vocation of  spiritual parenting. Spiritual parenting cannot just 
be a nostalgic ideal from the past, but a theological imperative today 
that is rooted in the nature of  God, modelled in Scripture, and present 
throughout church history. It offers the church a redemptive framework 
from which to nurture resilient and Spirit-formed lives in a culture of  
volatility and self-centredness.

The hope presented by this paper is clear: a Pentecostal people who 
do not merely preserve their heritage but prophetically embody it from 
generation to generation, both in the public sphere of  the church and 
in the private space of  the home.
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Crossing Generational Lens: Toward an Intergenerational 
Pentecostal Church in Malaysia 

Lim Hor Ken

Abstract

A 2020 Deloitte report highlights the growing trend of  
workplaces composed of  up to five generations: Silent 
Generation, Baby Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, and 
Gen Z, working together, a trend likely to persist across 
industries. Notably, only 10% of  organisations reported 
being prepared to lead such diverse teams. Parallel to this, 
a Barna Group report reveals that Millennials and Gen 
Z in the U.S. are increasingly committed to Jesus, with 
Boomers and Gen X maintaining strong commitments as 
well. Pentecostal churches must reassess their vision, invest 
in qualitative research, and intentionally facilitate spaces for 
generational dialogue. This includes addressing leadership
development, theological formation, Christian discipline, 
and practical life mentorship. As younger generations rise 
to leadership across sectors, the church must mirror this 
shift, preparing to remain a relevant, Holy Spirit-led witness 
in society. Ultimately, embracing intergenerational ministry 
is not just a strategic choice, but a theological imperative 
for Pentecostalism in Malaysia to fulfil its divine calling in a 
rapidly changing world.

Introduction

A 2020 report by Deloitte suggested that it is common to find 
workplaces tasked with accommodating up to five generations 
(Silent Generation, Baby Boomers, Gen X, Millennials, and Gen Z) 
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simultaneously,1 a trend that is expected to continue growing across all 
industries and sectors. The Silent Generation refers to adults born from 
1928 through 1945; the Baby Boomers, born from 1946 to 1964; Gen 
X, born between 1965 and 1980; Millennials, born between 1981 and
1996; and Gen Z, born between 1997 and 2012.2 The report by 
Deloitte also points out that organisations can engage employees 
across generations by fostering meaningful, productive, multistage, and 
multidimensional careers.3 In the 21st century, the rise of  technological 
and organisational shifts indicates and enables workers to be flexible 
and adaptable multiple times throughout their careers; at the same 
time, the broader business culture has moved to make it acceptable, 
sometimes even desirable, to promote younger individuals into 
leadership roles. The effect is that 25-year-old managers can today 
be found working side by side with 45-year-old interns or 65-year-
old employees. To promote workforce effectiveness, the report 
recommended that organisations move beyond workforce strategies 
and programs based solely on age or generational categories and instead 
consider employees’ interests, values, preferences, and opinions to 
better tailor opportunities to individual attributes. 

The report’s writer noted that one of  the main challenges identified is 
the readiness gap in effectively managing multigenerational workforces. 
While 70 % of  organisations recognised the importance of  leading such 
diverse teams for success over the next 12–18 months, only 10% felt
prepared to address this trend. At the same time, a recent report by 
the Barna Group suggested that Millennials and Gen Z have shown 

1 Jeff  Schwartz et al., “The Postgenerational Workforce: From Millennials to 
Perennials,” Deloitte Insights, 15 May 2020, https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/
insights/focus/human-capital-trends/2020/leading-a-multi-generationalworkforce.
html.
2 Michael Dimock, “Defining Generations: Where Millennials End and Generation Z 
Begins,” Pew Research Center, accessed 2 February 2025, https://www.pewresearch.
org/short-reads/2019/01/17/where-millennials-end-and-generationz-begins/.
3 Schwartz et al., “Postgenerational Workforce.”
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significant growth in commitment to Jesus in America.4 The report 
also showed that Boomers and Gen X are as committed to Jesus as 
the younger generations. This data supports that all four generations 
are as committed to Jesus and implies there is room for growth for the 
younger generations. After reading both reports from Barna Group and 
Deloitte, the question for the church in Malaysia, or, more precisely, 
the Pentecostal church in Malaysia, is: Are the Pentecostal churches 
functioning as a “multigenerational or an intergenerational”?

The report by Deloitte shows that most businesses and organisations 
base their operations on multigenerational rather than intergenerational. 
The difference between multigenerational and intergenerational groups 
is that a multigenerational group comes from different age groups that
work together but do not necessarily engage and exchange relationships 
closely;5 on the other hand, an intergenerational group focuses on 
different age groups who work together in collaboration and actively 
exchange relationships with each other.6 

This article hopes to lay the foundation for the church and future 
researchers in Malaysia who would like to explore intergenerational 
approaches to promote its giving, teaching, discipleship, ministry 
methods, community building, leadership development, global 
impact, and mission engagement. However, with the time and 
resource limitations in conducting qualitative research, this article 
will focus on the available quantitative data to explore the need for 
the intergenerational church, drawing data from the Barna Group 

4 Barna Group, “New Research: Belief  in Jesus Rises, Fueled by Younger Adults,” 
accessed 20 April 2025, https://www.barna.com/research/belief-in-jesus-rises/.
5 Ellen Bailey and Cevin Owens, “Unlocking the Benefits of  the Multigenerational 
Workplace,” accessed 13 December 2024, https://www.harvardbusiness.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/08/Unlocking-the-Benefits-of-Multigenerational-Workforces_
Aug-2020.pdf.
6 Joe Carter, “Christians Need More Intergenerational Friendships,” accessed 15 
January 2025, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/christians-need-intergenerat
ionalfriendships/?queryID=6b6be2c90aa4c4f9d8f43c13ea1edd26.
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of  the United States, learning from the Bible’s account to define 
an intergenerational church, and attempting to give an account for 
Pentecostalism in Malaysia to move forward.

How Seniors View Their Lives

To dive into the conversation of  intergenerational church, it is 
important to know how the seniors and youth view their lives; 
according to “Aging Well,” Barna’s 20237 study of  how seniors and
youth view their lives offers a detailed look at the emotional, social, and 
psychological well-being of  all five generations. The report claims older 
adults experience greater life satisfaction and optimism and have better 
emotional stability than younger generations.8 The Silent Generation
reports the highest levels of  confidence, feeling loved, enjoying a daily 
routine, knowing life has a purpose and financial security. For example, 
64% of  the Silent Generation feel confident in themselves versus just 
33% of  Gen Z and 47% of  Millennials, followed by 63% of  feeling 
loved by others versus 45% of  Gen Z and 50% of  Gen X. Moreover, 
47% of  the Silent Generation enjoy daily routine compared to 41% of  
Boomers, and financial security follows an identical pattern, with
40% of  the Silent Generation feeling secure compared to 26% 
of  Boomers and 19% of  Gen Z. Despite these positive findings, 
seniors face challenges like the other generations. Many seniors face 
life hardships just the same as the younger generations, particularly 
concerning the topic of  the uncertainty of  the future, which the report 
points out as a common feeling found among seniors rather than the 
younger generations. Close to 80% of  Boomers and Silent Generation 
report feeling uncertain about the future less often (39% of  Boomers 
and 40% of  Silent Generation), which is significantly lower compared 

7 Barna Group and Aspen Group, “Making Space from Generation to Generation,” 
27 November 2023, https://barna.gloo.us/briefing/making-space-generations.
8 Barna and Aspen, “Making Space from Generation to Generation.”
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to younger generations, 87% of  Gen Z, 79% of  Millennials and 78% 
of  Gen X. Likewise, younger adults are more likely to feel insecure in 
who they are, with 71% of  Gen Z experiencing insecurity more than 
often, compared to just 20% of  Silent Generation.9

Figure 1: Among All Generations: 
Reflections on One’s Place and Purpose10 

Overall, older adults primarily report a strong sense of  being loved, 
self-confident, and having a meaningful life. Furthermore, regarding 
societal value, most seniors aged 55 and above believe their generation 
has much to contribute to society, which is supported by Barna and 
Ageing Better’s study (please refer to Figure 1).11 They are also not 
confident that they can make a positive impact and feel low in value 
regarding how other generations see them. Such self-esteem applies 
to feeling out of  touch with modern culture and the latest technology, 

9 Barna and Aspen, “Making Space from Generation to Generation.”
10 Barna Group and Worship Anew, “Aging Well,” 7 August 2023,
https://barna.gloo.us/reports/aging-well.
11 Sarah Wilkinson, “The Enormous Contributions Older People Make to Society – 
and the Barriers Holding Them Back,” State of  Ageing 2023-24, Centre for Ageing Better 
(blog), 9 May 2024, accessed 5 February 2025, https://ageing-better.org.uk/society-
state-ageing-2023-4. 
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although they try to stay updated. Standard communication methods 
such as texting and calling remain dominant, but many older adults 
adopt social media to maintain relationships and connections with the 
younger generations.

Lastly, life challenges like handling the grief  of  a loved one, pain from 
medical complications, and cultural disconnect from society often 
occur in the seniors’ group; however, Barna’s study finds that seniors 
are generally resilient,12 emotionally stable, and optimistic about life 
challenges. Their life experiences provide them with knowledge and 
wisdom, which brings confidence, joy, and a deep connection as they 
view life challenges, distinguishing them from younger generations.13

Room for the Older and Younger

In Psalm 145:3–7, a psalm of  praise by King David, speaks about 
the responsibility of  the older generations to pass on the truth and 
significance of  God to those who come after them.14 On several
occasions in the Old Testament, such instructions can be found in texts 
like Psalm 78:4,15 and Deuteronomy 6:20–25,16 with the instruction 
theme around the topic of  telling the young or next generation the 
wonderful works of  God, and also instruction like Joel 1:3 to serve as 
a warning to the children of  God,17 and the next generation so they 

12 Regina Koepp, “How to Build Resilience in Older Adults,” accessed 21 February 
2025, https://www.mentalhealthandaging.com/how-to-build-resilience-in-
olderadults/#:~:text=In%20some%20studies%2C%20adults%20age,resilient%20
among%20the%20older%20groups.
13 Barna and Worship, “Aging Well.”
14 Matthew Henry, “Commentary on Psalms 145,” accessed 10 January 2025, https://
www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/mhc/Psa/Psa_145.cfm.
15 David Guzik, “Study Guide for Psalm 78,” accessed 10 January 2025, https://www.
blueletterbible.org/comm/guzik_david/study-guide/psalm/psalm-78.cfm.
16 Petros Vassiliadis, “God’s Will for His People,” International Review of  Mission 77, no. 
308 (1988): 179–184.
17 David D. Pettus, A Canonical-Critical Study of  Selected Traditions in the Book of  Joel 
(Lynchburg, VA: Liberty University, 1992), 128.



171

18 Matthew Henry, “Commentary on 2 Timothy 2,” accessed 10 January 2025,
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19 Judg 2:10 (New International Version).
20 David Guzik, “Study Guide for Psalm 34,” accessed 10 January 2025, https://www.
blueletterbible.org/comm/guzik_david/study-guide/psalm/psalm-34.cfm.
21 Henry, “Commentary on Psalms 145.”
22 John Piper, “Will the Next Generation Know?”, accessed 5 February 2025, https://
www.desiringgod.org/messages/will-the-next-generation-know.
23 Barna and Aspen, “Making Space from Generation to Generation.”

may learn obedience by the things which the older generations have 
suffered. These texts established that it is vital for the older generations 
to share the goodness of  God and His commandments continuously so 
the next generation might know, obey, and worship Him.

In the New Testament, such a theme repeats in texts like 2 Timothy 
2:218 to encourage followers who have learned the knowledge of  God 
to pass on the knowledge to faithful people who will teach others 
also. Without such intentional sharing with the followers of  Christ, 
the church is at risk of  a generation that did not know the Lord or 
what He had done.19 This is not merely about handing over theological 
knowledge or passing down commandments. In Psalm 34:11,20 King 
David asks the young people to listen to his account of  the fear of  
the Lord. Likewise, in Psalm 145:7,21 King David calls his people to 
remember the goodness of  God. The children of  God were taught 
not only to speak of  doctrine but also to speak through personal lived 
experience with God:22 Testimonies of  answered prayers, hardships 
endured, and God’s faithfulness through highs and lows.

Today, older generations are still responsible for telling young people 
their testimonies of  God. However, with this calling in mind, many 
older adults felt that they were not valued by society; correspondingly, 
both Gen Z and Boomers also felt this way; few in either group 
strongly felt valued by their community or society.23 Hence, close 
relationships are meaningful tools in both generations; 72% of  Gen Z 
and 61% of  Boomers express that friendships are core to their identity.
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These shared emotional needs among generations indicate the way 
forward for meaningful, intergenerational relationships. What would 
happen to the church when Boomers and Gen Z become friends? One 
proposed solution is through mentorship, where older adults show the
younger in relationships, careers, finances, marriage, grief, parenting, 
and purposeful living, just like in the scriptures, where King David 
taught the children of  Israel and invited them to learn from him.24

Another solution proposed by the Barna group (please refer to 
Figure 2) is that younger adults, in courtesy, can help seniors navigate 
technology and cultural trends, improve physical health through 
sports or meals, and share professional skills, and research has shown 
that older generations appreciate guidance from younger generations 
regarding technology more than physical health, finances, and many 
other areas.25 As the writer of  “Younger Believers, Older Saints: You 
Need Each Other,” Tet George, who served at her local church, says 
intergenerational fellowship is beneficial and practical.26 George urges 
that acts of  service break down generational walls and open up hearts 
for intergenerational relationships, acts like younger believers help an 
elderly saint set up a smartphone or move heavy furniture, or retired 
members help babysit or prepare a meal for young families. Such acts 
allow all generations to see the world through a selfless lens. These acts 
also teach the church to see beyond the life stages and value the wisdom 
or efforts that anyone could offer.

24 William P. Brown‘,“ Come, O Children … I Will Teach You the Fear of  the Lord’ 
(Psalm 34:12),” in Seeking Out the Wisdom of  the Ancients, eds. Ronald L. Troxel, Kelvin 
G. Friebel, and Dennis R. Magary, Essays Offered to Honor Michael V. Fox on 
the Occasion of  His Sixty-Fifth Birthday (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2005), 85–102.
25 Barna and Aspen, “Making Space from Generation to Generation.”
26 Tet George, “Younger Believers, Older Saints: You Need Each Other,” accessed 20 
January 2025, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/younger-believers-older-
saints/.
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Figure 2: Areas in Which Older Adults Seek Guidance from 
Young People27

Lastly, the church is the perfect place to have the opportunity to grow 
intergenerational relationships intentionally. Examples include using a 
small church hall as a tech lab where young people can teach seniors 
how to use smart devices or applications; likewise, the older adults can
also use the hall as a classroom to teach financial advice for family 
building, budgeting, or setting financial goals and alternatively, creating 
accessible and safe spaces for all generations to participate activities like 
shared meals, Bible studies, outings, and sports.28

The practical strategy also matters in planning activities; if  the 
activities are held in a church hall, bright lighting, comfortable seating, 
comfortable temperature, and a clear sound system allow older adults 

27 Barna and Aspen, “Making Space from Generation to Generation.”
28 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation: 
Bringing the Whole Church Together in Ministry, Community and Worship (Downers Grove, 
IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 80–82.
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29 John Roberto, “Becoming Intentionally Intergenerational: Models and Strategies,” 
Lifelong 3.1 (2009): 33–44.
30 Barna and Aspen, “Making Space from Generation to Generation.”

to feel genuinely welcomed and included; questions like: “How 
physically easy is it for someone, especially the elderly or disabled to 
move through the church during a service or outreach event are vital 
to consider.”29 At its core, this is about love, humility, and obedience. 
God’s greatness may be beyond complete understanding, but everyone 
can love Him and share His greatness with others. The church persists 
and flourishes when older and younger generations humble themselves 
and learn from and support one another.

Young People Need Room to Serve

In a contemporary world where younger generations are often labelled 
self-centred, Barna’s research reveals a refreshing reality (please refer 
to Figure 3): Gen Z and Millennials give their time and energy to 
volunteering at their local church. In the research result, over half  of  
Gen Z, 54%, reported that they consistently volunteered in the past 
three months, a pace that surpasses Boomers. Young adults are eager to 

Figure 3: Volunteerism is Common among Younger Generations30
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era-giving.

contribute, serve, and make a tangible difference in their local church or 
community at a rate far from disengagement or indifference.31 Such a 
spirit of  eagerness to serve the house of  God provides a unique space 
for churches to channel these willing hearts into something meaningful 
for clear pathways to service, offering opportunities that match young 
people’s skills and passions, and allowing them to make a meaningful 
impact.32 Whether leading worship in Sunday services, sharing
testimonies, operating sound systems, managing live streams, 
connecting with new people, organising events, or participating in 
outreach programs, there is room for young people to find purpose by 
serving others. By encouraging the young people to take ownership of  
the church, these opportunities accomplish more than meeting practical 
needs; they also follow the teaching of  the Apostle Paul to be the 
shepherds of  the church of  God.33

Barna’s “A New Era of  Giving” report indicates that generosity is 
closely connected with emotional and mental happiness. People who 
regularly give financially or serve through acts of  service will likely 
have better headspace for creativity, optimism, relational connection, 
and a strong understanding of  purpose.34 In this way, helping the 
younger generations to develop a habit of  generosity is essential for the 
church community; giving nurtures personal and spiritual growth for 
the giver. As church pastors and leaders plan for the years ahead, it is 
worth asking, for example, “How can the church discipleship program 
support a culture of  serving and giving? Are the building’s financial 
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giving stations and volunteer booths visible and available?” There are 
many more practical questions that can be asked.

By aligning the church’s physical structure with the heart of  the 
church’s ethos, the church invites a culture where generosity can 
flourish across all generations, especially among those groups who are
eager to serve. A culture where generosity is taught by church 
leadership and is caught by empowering young adults to serve and 
inviting older adults to mentor. It is proven that Gen Z and Millennials 
want to give their resources, time, energy, knowledge, and skills to 
make a meaningful difference in life.35 When churches create space for 
this, the churches employ the next generation and help shape a more 
vibrant, generous, and flourishing community.36

Legacy from Older Generations

The understanding of  legacy is often referred to in material terms, 
such as inheritance, wealth, estate, or assets that are passed on after 
someone’s death.37 However, within the Christian view, legacy can 
signify something more profound: a lasting, ongoing effect shaped by 
faith, morals, values, beliefs, and personal character. As Psalm 112:1–3 
say,38 legacy is less concerned about what is left behind and more about 
what endures: faithful living that ushers others to Christ. Barna’s
research demonstrates that most adults over 55 describe legacy as 

35 Deloitte Global 2024 Gen Z and Millennial Survey, “Living and Working with 
Purpose in a Transforming World,” accessed 5 March 2025, https://www.deloitte.
com/global/en/issues/work/content/genz-millennialsurvey.html. 
36 Aaron Barnett, “Engaging the Next Generation,” accessed 8 April 2025, https://
exponential.org/engaging-the-nextgeneration/.
37 Matthew Fox et al., “The Legacy Motive: A Catalyst for Sustainable Decision 
Making in Organizations,” Business Ethics Quarterly 20 (April 2015): 153–185.
February 2025, https://www.nelsonmandela.org/biography.
38 Matthew Henry, “Commentary on Psalms 112,” accessed 25 January 2025, https://
www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/mhc/Psa/Psa_112.cfm.
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leaving an impact lasting after someone’s death.39 Examples include 
Martin Luther King Jr.,40 Nelson Mandela,41 and Mother Teresa;42 
their lives left an impact that still echoes in the church and the world. 
Such a view stays consistent across older age groups; seniors at 75 and 
older are inclined to portray legacy as leaving values behind to younger 
generations. This is a vital opportunity for church communities to
consider methods to grow in this area.

Studies have consistently confirmed that intergenerational mentorship, 
especially in spiritual life, is one of  the most effective methods to 
support young people in developing a resilient and lasting faith. With 
that said, in current times, many young adults in the church do not have 
a mentor or lack emphasis on mentorship. At the same time, many 
older Christians do not see themselves as playing a significant part in 
the spiritual growth of  the younger generations unless those individuals 
are their children or grandchildren, where the older Christians will be 
more intentional to take on the mentorship role over their children 
or grandchildren and desire them to grow well in church. According 
to Barna’s research, this gap is commonly found in many churches in 
America across denominations and states. Such a gap tells the church 
that this can be viewed as both a challenge and an opportunity.43 
Among Christian adults aged 55 and older, just 25% strongly agree 
that it is their responsibility to disciple others, and only 34% strongly 
agree that they have a responsibility and role in passing their faith on to 
younger people. Despite these findings, 74% of  adults in this age group 
believed they had left a legacy.44
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These findings suggest a disconnect in understanding that older adults 
desire to see the next generation uphold strong faith, morals, ethics, and 
values. However, many do not view themselves as leading contributors 
to that effect, especially beyond their immediate family. To bridge 
this gap, it has to begin with reestablishing the role of  older adults in 
the church community and fostering a culture where mentorship is a 
common pillar of  church teaching, rather than placing spiritual
mentorship as an eldership obligation, it should be introduced as a 
meaningful prospect that brings joy, purpose, and a renewed sense of  
calling just as to continue to be fruitful and multiply but in the
mentorship sense.

Churches and ministries can play a key role in developing this mindset 
by empowering older adults with the skills and confidence they need 
to engage younger members in relationships that are rooted in trust, 
respect, care, love, and shared faith. Through Barna’s suggestions, 
practical initiatives such as having intergenerational small groups once 
a month alongside the normal scheduled small groups that happened 
weekly or fortnightly is healthy and refreshing; this allows younger small 
groups to partner with one or two older couples for storytelling or 
testimonies sharing and events that bond upon shared interests; this can 
be an effective tool for churches to cultivate intergenerational
relationship.45 These programs encourage fellowship and support older 
adults in identifying the importance of  their life experiences in ministry 
or outside of  ministry. These will be powerful testimonies of  God’s 
faithfulness to the younger generations.

At the same time, the church must encourage young adults to view 
older generations as valuable spiritual partners and sources of  spiritual 
wisdom. Many younger individuals desire direction in relationships, 
family, finances, purpose, and spirituality, areas where older adults 

45 Barna, “Special Analysis.”
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often have rich experience and knowledge.46 Teaching the younger 
generation to value the insights of  those who have walked faithfully 
before them through life’s complexities is required to build a successful 
intergenerational church. Scripture proposes several examples of  
intergenerational discipleship. From the communal faith practices in 
Acts 2 to the vision of  a multigenerational, multilanguage, multiethnic 
church in Revelation 7, the New Testament paints a portrait of  what 
a spiritual family looks like in the New Testament times,47 where all 
generations fellowship in one accord, and it expands beyond biological 
ties; it invites all ages and races to be part of  God’s family. Christians
from every stage and age would benefit from these models as the 
foundation and framework for their discipleship journey.

Finally, church leadership must recognise that building a legacy 
requires intentionality, planning, and casting vision, which must be 
communicated clearly. It must be considered that for each Pentecostal 
church, “What would they like to leave behind for the younger 
generations?” There are different focus points for each church where 
they are called for a different purpose and have a different calling, and 
building upon the Great Commission, they can connect their mission 
and vision to create campaigns and programs to promote such a legacy.

Therefore, supporting older adults in this field ensures that they are 
emotionally, spiritually, and practically prepared, which would result in 
doing it with joy and meaning instead of  a burden and responsibility. 
Empowering seniors to identify their spiritual gifts and create spaces for 
them to use their gifts, whether in volunteering, mentoring, or leading, 
each senior has a unique part to play for the church community that 
allows young people to model after; the church also needs to honour
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their contributions in public to establish their ongoing importance in 
the life of  the church.48 When both older and younger generations 
are intentionally brought together in a spirit of  mutual honour and 
shared faith, the result will lead to a church that is deeply rooted and 
dynamically growing. In this approach, legacy is not something left 
behind but something that is actively lived out in the community daily; 
it is a living legacy.

Discipleship for All Generations

In Barna’s “Making Space,” research reveals that while many American 
adults do not commonly consider the church as a space for discussing 
personal matters such as loneliness, grief, anxiety, family, or life goals, 
they often see it as the sole place for conversations around spiritual 
faith and church-related subjects.49 44% of  American adults, regardless 
of  their religious backgrounds, suggest that they felt most comfortable 
discussing spiritual matters within a church setting; examples include 
talking to a pastor, seeking mentorship from church leadership, and 
sharing faith journeys with small groups. Each age groups relate to the 
church differently, and Barna’s research further shows that Gen Z has a 
lower comfort level discussing discipleship in the church compared
to the older adults; only 29% say they feel at ease discussing discipleship 
at church; the desire for spiritual growth is evident across all age groups 
but comfort levels are limited to the context settings.50 These findings 
underscore a key opportunity for church leadership: to promote more
exchanges in conversation that encourage discussion of  personal 

48 Scott Hubbard, “Live for Days You Will Not See,” 20 July 2023, https://www.
desiringgod.org/articles/live-for-daysyou-will-not-see. 
49 Barna and Aspen, “Making Space from Generation to Generation.”
50 Barna Group and Cornerstone Knowledge Network, “Making Space for Millennials: 
A Blueprint for Your Culture, Ministry, Leadership & Facilities,” accessed 14 February 
2025, https://barna.gloo.us/reports/making-space-formillennials.
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matters both within and outside church settings; whether talking 
about life’s struggles or pursuits, the church has to intentionally 
cultivate healthy environments that support rich spiritual dialogue and 
meaningful discipleship, both on Sundays and throughout the week. 
Furthermore, having dialogues, it is also worth asking how the church’s 
discipleship programs can better reflect and strengthen the core values 
of  the Christian faith.51

Are the church’s discipleship programs designed to promote 
engagement with Scripture, memorising Scripture, offering time for 
reflection, small group discussion, and practical application for daily 
walks with God? Do the dialogues with each other contain elements 
like dealing with loneliness, grief, and anxiety that empower believers to 
glorify God in their midst of  hardships and inspire hope and resilience? 
Does discipleship in church offer guidance for all generations, or does
it solely focus on youth, not the other, or focus on the adults, but not 
the youth? Though often overlooked, such details contribute to the 
overall big picture in which faith is nurtured and experienced. Studies 
support that over half  of  American teenagers are curious and interested 
in learning more about Jesus Christ within and outside church settings.52 
This claim provides a significant opportunity for churches to design 
programs and events that encourage and empower deeper engagement 
with the Scriptures and spiritual growth. 

As the executive director of  Breakaway Ministries, Brian McCormack53 
shared a persuasive example of  the hunger of  American students,54 
where he witnessed the young people wanting to engage in spiritual 
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truth. He anticipated a low turnout at his first Breakaway Bible study 
at Texas A&M University; the event was held outdoors on a cold 
and rainy night. To his surprise, over a thousand students braved the 
weather and came to the Bible study, covering their Bibles from the 
rain with towels and coats and using phone flashlights to light up the 
place and follow along during a 45-minute teaching on the Gospel of  
Mark. He then stressed that this is a powerful image that illustrates the 
deep spiritual curiosity and commitment present among young students 
or adults today, one that churches can and must cultivate. After all, 
intergenerational discipleship is a key method in nurturing this spiritual 
growth for all generations in the church.

Churches that prioritise intergenerational ministry would create space 
for older adults to invest in younger believers, offering life and biblical 
wisdom, encouragement for hardships, and spiritual mentoring. 
Continue with Tet George’s notes: Formal or informal, relationships 
that come from discipleship can lead to much more genuine friendship 
and harmony with one another across all generations.55 However, 
mentorship is not limited to older Christians guiding younger 
Christians; it also works the same for younger Christians to disciple 
or mentor older Christians. For instance, young leaders or pastors can 
disciple through digital platforms and engage with the latest cultural
trends; young Christians can facilitate Bible study with older Christians 
through online meetings and teach them to navigate online platforms 
to study the Scriptures and find accurate references.56 Online platforms 
have many inaccurate beliefs and teachings; this is where young 
Christians can teach older Christians how to navigate online sources. 
Furthermore, Scripture stresses the importance of  the elderly sharing 
their earthly and biblical wisdom with the next generation.

Nevertheless, churches must not ignore the needs of  older adults 
themselves in the area of  discipleship. Unfortunately, fewer than one in 

55 George, “Younger Believers, Older Saints.”
56 Dave Benson et al., “Discipleship in a Digital Age,” accessed 25 February 2025, 
https://lausanne.org/report/digitalministry/discipleship.
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three Christian Boomers report that they are feeling disciplined by the 
church. It is hard for them to be disciplined by those older than them; 
for many, the loss of  older mentors and often the mentors would be 
their parents, who had an influential impact on their lives, which means 
they no longer have someone guiding them in their spiritual journey.

With that understanding, this points to the importance of  creating 
intentional spaces and opportunities for Boomers and Elders to journey 
life together, grow, and support one another. For this reason, the 
meaning of  the church’s corporate gathering and discipleship becomes 
even more critical. According to Barna, 61% of  American adults 
express that a meaningful church experience is when they can connect 
to God through gatherings. Other top answers include encountering the
presence of  the Holy Spirit 54%, growing closer to Jesus 54%, feeling 
emotional comfort 52%, and spiritual growth 52%.57 These results 
suggest that most churchgoers anticipate the church to be a place of  
encountering God where they can hear from God, grow, and reflect.

A welcoming, genuine, and supportive church significantly influences 
spiritual engagement and personal transformation. Intergenerational 
ministry matters because each person in the church matters and has 
a role to contribute to the kingdom of  God. Bridging generations 
together within the church confirms the value of  every individual, that 
they are loved and called by God for a purpose. In the letters of  Titus, 
Apostle Paul wrote that older men and women are called to teach and
encourage the younger generation in faith and conduct. Likewise, in his 
letter to Timothy, Paul urges Timothy not to let anyone look down on 
him because of  his youth but to set an example for believers in speech, 
conduct, love, faith, and purity. These passages suggest that both older 
and younger members of  the church community, such as Boomers and 
Gen Z, have important, complementary parts to play in the spiritual 
formation of  the church.58
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As churches pursue operation and ministry plans that reflect this 
research, they must do so with a dual lens: one focused on practising 
faith and the other on understanding generational differences,  and 
through creating comfortable places for exchange conversation, plan 
events that promote reflection and worship, or develop programs that 
foster relationships across all generations, every church in Malaysia have 
a profound opportunity to support this spiritual formation in every 
season.

Lessons to Consider

In a recent article conducted by Salt & Light, featuring an interview 
between Pastor Doctor Chew Weng Chee, who is the retired Senior 
Pastor of  Sidang Injil Borneo Kuala Lumpur (SIBKL), and the 
writer from Salt & Light, Michelle Chun. In the interview, Pastor 
Chew recalled his journey and emphasised a few moments from 
his 30-year ministry experience.59 He told Michelle there were three 
lessons he wished he had known or wished someone would have 
advised him when he began working full-time for the church. Before 
further exploring its implications from the interview, it is important 
to understand that this is not necessarily applicable to the broader 
church in Pentecostalism in Malaysia; however, his decades of  serving 
in ministry could be valuable and noteworthy to all leaders and pastors 
who are seeking intergenerational ministry in their church. Here are the 
three lessons from Pastor Chew:

1. 	 Personal Mentorship Should Be Prioritised

Pastor Chew starts by recognising that while group mentoring and 
group discipleship have their place, they often become one of  the 

59 Michelle Chun, “‘I’d Have Spent More Time with My Family’: Retired Senior Pastor 
of  SIBKL Shares 3 Key Lessons after 30 Years in Ministry,” accessed 20 April 2025, 
https://saltandlight.sg/leadership/id-have-spent-moretime-with-my-family-retired-
senior-pastor-of-sibkl-shares-3-regrets-after-30-years-in-ministry/.
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60 Chun, “‘I’d Have Spent More Time with My Family.’”
61 Chun, “‘I’d Have Spent More Time with My Family.’”

reasons for individuals to stay passive, restricting deep personal 
growth and more personal conversation. This could be because the 
group members are new to each other, the relationships were not 
established well, and there is a lack of  trust and a deeper connection. 
Reminiscing about his times in church, he stated, “I should have 
created more opportunities for one-to-one mentoring, which is more 
intimate and effective.” He stressed that he saw the fruits of  one-on-
one mentoring, and through that, doors are open for vulnerability 
and genuine relationships to grow. He further explained that this 
approach encourages deeper conversations and a better understanding 
of  individual needs; it allows space for intergenerational ministry to 
guide those taking new steps in life or ministry. By leading an example, 
Pastor Chew continues this approach by regularly meeting with his 
senior pastors’ team and his successor, Pastor Isaac Ling; he continues 
giving guidance and encouragement through personal interactions 
and exchanging conversations to provide wisdom and support for 
the younger generation in his church.60 Meanwhile, Pastor Chew also 
actively serves the community and the younger pastors in his church.

2. 	 Invest Early in the Next Generation

Second, Pastor Chew shared the importance of  investing early in the 
next generation of  the church to nurture future leaders. Pastor Chew 
specifically mentioned the need to nurture the pastors in the church. 
He added that he only began focusing on the next generation much 
later in his ministry journey; he acknowledged and realised that earlier 
engagement with the next generation would have benefited the church 
and society more. He stated, “If  I had sown earlier, I would have reaped 
the fruits earlier.”61 He affirms that an intergenerational approach would 
allow the church to experience more robust growth and continuity for 
longevity by mentoring young pastors and leaders; the church should 
create an opportunity for them to be involved in leadership roles 
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sooner. Based on Pastor Chew’s experience, he emphasises the need 
for proactive succession planning. He is offering support to churches 
across Malaysia to encourage senior leaders or pastors to give room 
for the younger generation to rise and shine, allowing them to play a 
significant role while supporting them from the side. Practising trust 
and creating a safe space for them to make mistakes is key to the 
intergenerational church.

3. 	 Balance Ministry Life

Furthermore, Pastor Chew revealed his regret for not spending more 
time with his family as a full-time minister. Pastor Chew admitted that 
he often prioritises his time and energy towards ministry because of  
its needs, which leads to neglected bonding times with loved ones. 
He softly stated, “I would have spent more time with my family. It is 
often the ones you love most who end up suffering the most.”62 He 
also recognised that the expectations of  his sons were high and heavy 
for being the children of  a Senior Pastor, explaining how challenging it 
felt for them when growing up in church. He noted that he is grateful 
that his relationship with his sons has improved over time, and having 
learned through experience, he now advises his Pastors in his church 
to prioritise family bonding time. By sharing this, Pastor Chew hopes 
his story will encourage all church leaders or pastors to balance their 
ministerial duties and family commitments, ensuring their relationships 
are nurtured alongside their vocational responsibilities.

Lastly, Pastor Chew’s 30-year ministry experiences are vital accounts to 
consider and further study for the Pentecostalism church in Malaysia; 
his lessons were undeniably genuine for the Pentecostalism church 
to learn from, and his wisdom applies to all generations, encouraging 
church leaders to reflect on their practices and prioritise personal 
mentorship, early investment in young leaders, and balancing ministry 

62 Chun, “‘I’d Have Spent More Time with My Family.’”
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life for a more impactful intergenerational ministry.

Moreover, even though Pastor Chew did not specifically provide 
answers or solutions to the three lessons that he brought up during 
the interview, it aligned with Barna’s research on the subject of  the 
intergenerational church; younger generations wanted to grow deeper in 
their understanding of  God and discipleship from the older generations 
to the younger generations cannot be ignored, a question like: “How 
many local Pentecostal churches in Malaysia have the mentorship 
structure from the older generation to the younger generation as 
their basis let alone the one-on-one mentoring?” or “Did the local 
Pentecostal church in Malaysia intentionally sow into the next
generation?”, this is not solely for nurturing the up-and-coming 
worship leaders, pastors, or ministry staff  but also for the nation’s 
leaders, business owners, entrepreneurs, employees, and politicians.63 
It is well established that every Christian is called to reach out to the 
world, but not all are called to work for the church full-time. “Are the 
churches equipping and empowering the younger generation to be the 
ambassadors of  Christ in every arena?”

The challenge of  not having a balanced family and ministry life could 
be caused by not allowing and trusting the younger Generation to 
do the major pastoral role. The Connected Generation in Malaysia, 
a study from Alpha Malaysia and World Vision Malaysia, stated that 
Millennials in Malaysia showed their interest and passion for wanting 
to be part of  a leadership role in their church.64 However, many see 
themselves leading in youth ministry or worship teams but not being 
an elder or board member of  the church; these findings claim that the 
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younger generations are interested in leading but leave the question of  
why they are not interested in part of  the older adults ministry or play 
a part in leading the church as a whole ministry. This is worth further 
study, and it is worth finding out why this is happening. The same study 
from Alpha Malaysia and World Vision Malaysia stressed that one in 
three Millennials perceive that the strengths of  their church leaders are 
in mentoring younger leaders, and they hope to embody and see such 
traits as relational qualities that can be seen across the church body.

Moving Forward

Finally, the Deloitte report concluded with suggestions for focusing on 
and designing a workforce based on a deep understanding of  individual 
behaviours, values, attitudes, demographics, careers, and life stages.65 
Such a suggestion is valid in its place; however, in the church setting, 
designing a church approach based on an individual’s need is ideal but 
not necessarily effective in promoting intergenerational relationships 
in the church; instead of  meeting the need for an individual, the 
Pentecostal church could pay attention to each generation’s needs and 
struggles, the Pentecostal church can conduct qualitative research on 
its church member, to explore each Generation’s view of  their role in 
church life, to define its weakness and strengths.

Each Pentecostal church in Malaysia should review its mission and 
vision and intentionally pave the way for the legacy to be passed down. 
There is work that needs to be done to move forward as a whole church 
movement, whether in Pentecostalism or other denominations; the 
voices of  the younger generations need to be considered and heard 
by the executive leadership, fostering a culture of  honouring the older 
generation but not neglecting the younger generation, every generation 
is the key to serve its generation, and the church is the sanctuary for 

65 Schwartz et al., “Postgenerational Workforce.”
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its purpose, that an intergenerational relationship will sprout from 
the church and to the society.66 Moreover, the rise of  the younger 
generation taking its place in leadership across sectors and industries is 
evident to the church.67

To continue to do the work of  God, the church has to prepare for 
the future. To see Malaysia change for the better, it can start with the 
local Pentecostal church; the church needs to be intentional in creating 
opportunities for the younger generation to have a conversation with 
the older generation regarding life matters, from theology to sociology, 
studies confirm that the older generation still sees themselves important 
to contribute their wisdom and knowledge to the younger generation.68

Like no other place, the church is the epicentre for intergenerational 
relationships, from telling the testimonies of  God’s great works to 
teaching each other how to use a smartphone to study the Bible.

Lastly, after careful investigation and review, there is much room for 
the intergenerational conversation to continue in Pentecostalism; 
topics like discipleship, mentorship, and community building are vital 
subjects to the local Pentecostal church in Malaysia. The theology 
for intergenerational ministry is yet to be explored and expanded; 
Pentecostalism in Malaysia needs to pay attention to what the Holy 
Spirit is doing in other nations through intergenerational ministry
and learn from it.
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A Special Message by 
Rev. Dr Victor Lee Tat Yan, President, Bible College of  Malaysia

Building a Multigenerational Church: A Call to Ecclesial Renewal 

Introduction

Contemporary society is marked by profound generational 
fragmentation. Changes in technology, work patterns, societal 
structures, and even the rhythms of  life have pulled generations apart. 
Where once families lived, worshipped, and served together, today’s 
churches often reflect the surrounding cultural trend of  segmentation—
children in children’s church, youth in youth ministry, seniors in golden 
clubs, and each age group functioning almost independently.

This fragmentation, though sometimes well-intentioned for age-
appropriate discipleship and evangelism, risks misrepresenting the 
church’s true nature. The church is called the body of  Christ, a family 
spanning generations, cultures, and contexts, called into covenant 
with the triune God. Our ecclesiology must be rooted not merely in 
pragmatism but in theological conviction.

This reflection offers a theological vision for a multigenerational 
church, explores the dangers of  a single-generation focus, presents 
practical steps for pastors, and argues that embracing generational 
diversity is vital for the church’s mission and future.

Theological Foundations: Covenant, Body, Spirit, and Gospel

A robust ecclesiology must be built not upon pragmatic ministry 
concerns but upon the deep structures of  biblical theology. The call to 
be a multigenerational church arises naturally from the church’s identity 
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as the covenant people of  God, the body of  Christ, the community of  
the Spirit, and the herald of  the gospel’s unifying power.

1. 	 The Covenant People of  God

From the opening chapters of  Scripture, God’s work with humanity 
unfolds through covenant—a binding relationship encompassing 
individuals, families, and future generations. After the flood, God’s 
covenant with Noah was explicitly “for all future generations” (Gen 
9:12). The Abrahamic covenant promises blessing “to you and to your 
offspring after you” (Gen 17:7). The Mosaic covenant binds the entire 
assembly of  Israel, old and young alike (Deut 29:10–15).

This covenantal structure is carried into the New Testament. At 
Pentecost, Peter declares that the promise of  salvation and the Spirit is 
“for you and for your children and for all who are far off ” (Acts 2:39). 
The church is thus not a voluntary association of  individuals but the 
continuation of  God’s covenant people. This community spans and 
embraces every generation.

To disregard the necessity of  a multigenerational church is to 
misunderstand the covenantal character of  the people of  God.

2. 	 The Body of  Christ

The metaphor of  the church as the body of  Christ (Rom 12:4–5; 1 
Cor 12:12–27) reveals the organic, interconnected, and indispensable 
relationships within the church. Regardless of  age, each member is a 
necessary part of  the whole. No generation can claim superiority; no 
generation is dispensable.

Paul insists that “the eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need 
of  you’” (1 Cor 12:21). In the same way, no generation can claim 
independence or self-sufficiency. The young need the old; the old need 
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the young; all need one another to grow into the fullness of  Christ 
(Eph 4:13). As such, believers should see the “otherness” of  different 
generations as a gift rather than an obstacle. 

The body metaphor demands that churches intentionally resist age-
based segregation that fragments the organic unity Christ established 
through his incarnation, death, and resurrection.

3. 	 The Community of  the Spirit

The Spirit who indwells the church is the Spirit of  unity (Eph 4:3–4), 
creating a new humanity in Christ. Pentecost is the archetypal event of  
Spirit-filled diversity—sons and daughters, old men and young men, 
servants and free—all receive the Spirit without discrimination (Acts 
2:17–18).

The Spirit empowers diverse gifts not for private edification but “for 
the common good” (1 Cor 12:7). Thus, a multigenerational church is 
not merely a sociological reality but a pneumatological one: it is the fruit 
of  the Spirit’s unifying and diversifying work.

Where the Spirit reigns, generations bless one another, listen to one 
another, and serve alongside one another in mutual deference and joyful 
collaboration. After all, the entire church with all its diversity is called 
one single temple of  the Spirit (1 Cor 3:16; Eph 2:21–22).

4. 	 The Unity of  the Gospel

At the heart of  Christian faith lies the gospel—the good news that in 
Jesus Christ, God has reconciled all things to himself  (Col 1:19–20). 
The gospel is inherently unifying, breaking down dividing walls of  
hostility between Jews and Gentiles, males and females, and slaves and 
free (Gal 3:28; Eph 2:14–16).
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The same gospel that reconciles ethnic and social divisions must 
also reconcile generational ones. The church proclaims a gospel that 
“gathers together all things in Christ” (Eph 1:10), including disparate 
generations fragmented by sin, suspicion, and cultural drift. The gospel 
overcomes the seemingly unbridgeable chasm of  intergenerational 
conflicts. It is powerful in bringing restoration and healing to the 
broken community. 

The multigenerational church thus becomes a living proclamation of  
the gospel’s unifying power. It testifies that in Christ, the young are not 
marginalised, the elderly are not discarded, and every person, at every 
stage of  life, is indispensable to the community’s life.

In this sense, building a multigenerational church is not an optional 
ministry strategy but a gospel imperative. It is a visible enactment of  
the reconciling work of  God in Christ, bearing witness that a new 
creation has already begun in the church.

 
The Drift Toward Generational Silos

While the vision of  a multigenerational church is biblically and 
theologically compelling, the lived reality often falls short. Many 
congregations—sometimes unintentionally—reflect the cultural 
fragmentation of  society rather than the unity of  the body of  Christ. 
Several factors contribute to the development of  generational silos in 
church life.

1. 	 Technological Alienation

The rapid pace of  technological change has deepened generational 
divides, not only in how people communicate but also in how they 
learn, relate, and even understand the world. Digital natives (born 
after 1995) navigate the world through smartphones, social media, 
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and streaming culture, while older generations may feel alienated or 
overwhelmed by these platforms.

In churches, this divide can appear starkly:

•	 Worship lyrics on screens are second nature to younger members 
but alienating to seniors accustomed to printed hymnals.

•	 Sermons delivered via podcasts or TikTok snippets may reach 
youth but miss the older generation, who value embodied 
preaching.

•	 A young adult may wonder why announcements are not on 
Instagram, while a senior may be frustrated that no one answers 
phone calls.

If  left unaddressed, such technological preferences can subtly shape 
ministry decisions that cater to one generation while excluding another, 
reinforcing a culture of  separation rather than shared life.

2. 	 Economic and Social Dislocation

Global economic instability, the rise of  the gig economy, and changing 
work patterns have reshaped how different generations experience time, 
security, and vocation.

•	 Retirees may prioritise stability, family legacy, and in-person 
relationships.

•	 Middle-aged adults may be overwhelmed with career pressures 
and parenting demands, attending church sporadically due to 
burnout or overscheduling.

•	 Young adults may juggle multiple freelance jobs or remain 
economically dependent on their parents, leading to feelings 
of  shame or disconnection in churches where financial 
independence is equated with spiritual maturity.
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Church programming that assumes a “one size fits all” lifestyle risks 
alienating participants. For example:

•	 A midweek Bible study at 8:00 p.m. may be ideal for singles, but 
nearly impossible for working parents or seniors.

•	 Ministry fundraising expectations may inadvertently burden youth 
and young adults still struggling with educational and housing 
debts.

Without intentional inclusion and flexible design, these social realities 
reinforce age-based silos and create “invisible barriers” to participation 
and belonging.

3. 	 Ecclesial Pragmatism and Ministry Segmentation

Over the century, many churches have adopted age-based ministry 
structures—Sunday school by grade, youth ministry, college ministry, 
career fellowships, and seniors’ groups. While originally designed 
to provide age-appropriate discipleship, these structures have often 
evolved into isolated subcultures with separate identities, leadership, and 
even theological emphases.

Consequences of  segmentation include:

•	 Youth growing up with little interaction with mature believers 
leads to spiritual immaturity or inability to integrate into the 
wider community life of  the church. 

•	 Older members feel irrelevant to the life of  the church because 
“everything is about the next generation.”

•	 Worship services designed exclusively with one generation in 
mind—either highly contemporary with loud music and digital 
media, or traditional with formal liturgy and hymns—can alienate 
the other end of  the age spectrum.
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This ministry model reflects a consumerist ecclesiology in which each 
demographic is “served” rather than formed into one body. Rather than 
fostering interdependence, it cultivates isolation.

4. 	 Cultural Narratives: Ageism and Generational Hostility

The merging culture is often shaped by two simultaneous forces: 
the idolisation of  youth and the dismissal of  the elderly. Media 
representations glorify vitality, innovation, and newness while 
portraying ageing as decline and irrelevance. This cultural script seeps 
into churches in both subtle and overt ways.

•	 Young adults may regard older members as “out of  touch” 
or resistant to change, and older members may view youth as 
entitled, shallow, or disrespectful.

•	 Sermons that emphasise “reaching the next generation” 
without affirming the presence and value of  older believers may 
unintentionally suggest that maturity has an expiration date.

•	 Churches that celebrate innovation may neglect to honour those 
who have sustained the community through decades of  faithful 
service.

When unchallenged, this hostility breeds distrust and defensiveness 
between generations. Instead of  the church modelling reconciliation 
and honour, it perpetuates society’s age-based tribalism.

5. 	 Generational Pain and Differing Moral Frameworks

Each generation carries unique wounds shaped by historical experience:

•	 Older generations in many Asian contexts may still carry trauma 
from colonialism, war, or early post-independence hardship, often 
expressing values of  loyalty, duty, and sacrifice.

•	 Younger generations, raised amid globalism, digital culture, and 
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political disillusionment, often emphasise authenticity, justice, and 
emotional safety.

These differing moral frameworks can lead to miscommunication and 
judgment:

•	 Seniors may see youth as disrespectful of  tradition; youth may see 
elders as unwilling to change.

•	 Older members may interpret questioning or doubt as rebellion, 
while younger believers see transparency as essential to integrity.

Without mutual listening, the church can become a battleground of  
cultural memory, where each generation misinterprets the others’ 
motives and beliefs.

6. 	 Leadership and Power Imbalances

Often, church leadership is heavily skewed toward one generation, 
usually the older generation. While experience is essential, younger 
members may disengage or leave if  they never see themselves 
represented in decision-making.

Conversely, churches that rapidly shift to “young leadership” models 
may alienate senior members who feel their wisdom is being discarded.

Signs of  imbalance include:

•	 Board meetings that exclude youth voices.
•	 Worship planning is done without intergenerational input.
•	 Succession plans that prioritise charisma over character.

Healthy ecclesiology requires both the wisdom of  age and the energy 
of  youth. When leadership is shared intergenerationally, the church 
models mutual submission (Eph 5:21) and bears witness to the Spirit’s 
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work across all seasons of  life.

Toward a Healing Vision

The fragmentation described above is not merely sociological—it is a 
spiritual crisis. It reveals the church’s vulnerability to the principalities 
and powers that divide and devour communities. But the gospel calls 
us to a better way. In Christ, we are no longer strangers or competitors 
but “fellow citizens with God’s people and members of  his household” 
(Eph 2:19).

The challenge, then, is not simply to fix programs, but to renew our 
theological imagination—to see the church not as a collection of  age-
based ministries, but as a holy communion of  saints across generations, 
knit together by grace, shaped by the cross, and bound for glory.

The Beauty and Strength of  a Multigenerational Church

When the church embraces its calling as a truly multigenerational 
community, it does not merely fulfil a pragmatic need; it reflects the 
beauty of  God’s nature and the grandeur of  his redemptive purposes. A 
multigenerational church is a living icon of  divine faithfulness, human 
flourishing, and the kingdom of  God breaking into the present age.

1. 	 A Living Testimony of  God’s Covenant Faithfulness

Every generation embodied within the church proclaims that God is 
faithful across time. When infants, children, youth, adults, and elders 
worship side by side, the church becomes a visible and audible echo of  
God’s steadfast love “from generation to generation” (Ps 100:5; Luke 
1:50).
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The church thus functions as a covenantal witness: testifying that God’s 
promises are not abandoned with time but renewed and fulfilled across 
centuries. The presence of  both “grey hair” and “newborn cries” in the 
sanctuary is itself  a powerful sermon about divine constancy.

2. 	 A Fuller Activation of  the Spirit’s Gifts

The Spirit bestows gifts on “each one” for the common good (1 Cor 
12:7). No age group monopolises the Spirit’s power. Senior adults 
contribute wisdom, perseverance, and depth; adults offer stability, 
leadership, and stewardship; youth bring zeal, innovation, and new 
dreams; children embody trust, wonder, and spiritual sensitivity.

A church that mobilises all its generations taps into the full range of  
spiritual gifts God has ordained for its edification. Conversely, a church 
that sidelines any generation cripples its own body and diminishes its 
mission.

3. 	 A School of  Mutual Sanctification

Living together across generations is not always easy. Each age group 
has its strengths and weaknesses, cultural assumptions, and spiritual 
blind spots. However, the friction that arises from generational 
differences can be a crucible for sanctification.

•	 The endurance of  the aged can temper the impatience of  youth.
•	 The flexibility of  youth can soften the rigidity of  age.
•	 The childlike faith of  the little ones can steady the anxiety of  

middle life.

Thus, the multigenerational church becomes a school of  love, humility, 
patience, and forgiveness, forming the people of  God into the likeness 
of  Christ (Rom 8:29).



201

4. 	 A Visible Sign of  the Church’s Unity

The church is called to be a visible sign of  the invisible reality of  the 
kingdom. When generations eat at the same table, sing the same hymns, 
pray the same prayers, and serve side by side, the church incarnates the 
gospel for a watching world.

The Holy Communion (the Lord’s Supper) particularly underscores 
this truth: young and old alike receive the one bread and the 
one cup, confessing their shared need for grace and their shared 
identity in Christ. A fragmented church undermines this witness; a 
multigenerational church amplifies it.

5. 	 A Strengthened Missional Resilience

Churches that bridge generations are stronger and more resilient for 
mission. Elders who remember past revivals can encourage younger 
generations to persevere through spiritual droughts. Youthful passion 
for justice and evangelism invigorates the church’s outward witness. 
Middle-aged stability anchors the church’s institutional and financial life.

When suffering or persecution comes, a multigenerational church is 
less likely to crumble, because its life depends not on the strength of  a 
single demographic but on the interwoven faith of  many generations.

6. 	 Participation in the Communion of  Saints

The multigenerational church mirrors the communion of  saints that 
transcends even earthly generations. Every time the church gathers, 
it joins not only the living but also “the spirits of  the righteous made 
perfect” (Heb 12:23).

By embracing all ages, the church rehearses its eternal vocation: to be 
one holy people gathered from every time, place, and tongue under the 
lordship of  Christ.
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7. 	 A Foretaste of  the Eschatological Kingdom

The prophets envision a future where old men dream dreams, young 
men see visions, and sons and daughters prophesy (Joel 2:28; Acts 
2:17). In Christ, that future has already begun. The multigenerational 
church is a sign of  the in-breaking kingdom where the distinctions that 
divide humanity are healed without being erased.

Worshipping together across generational lines is a prophetic act. It 
declares that the divisions of  the old world are passing away and that a 
new creation has begun in Christ.

Practical Strategies for Pastoral Leadership

While the theological vision for a multigenerational church is 
essential, it must be embodied in the congregational life’s practices, 
rhythms, and structures. Ecclesiology is lived out not only in sermons 
and mission statements but in who leads, who is heard, and who 
belongs. The following strategies offer ways for churches to cultivate 
intergenerational communion intentionally.

1. 	 Intentional Vision Casting: Forming the Ecclesial Imagination

Before programming can change, the theological imagination of  the 
church must be reshaped. Many churches have absorbed a functional 
or consumer-driven ecclesiology where each demographic is “targeted” 
rather than spiritually formed. 

Here are some strategic actions to intentionally articulate the vision of  a 
multigenerational church:

•	 Regularly teach and preach on the theology of  the church as the 
family of  God across generations.
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•	 Incorporate intergenerational themes into discipleship materials 
and small group curricula.

•	 Offer seminars or Sunday school classes on biblical models of  
mentorship, generational blessing, and covenant continuity.

2. 	 Integrated Worship Practices: Sharing the Table

Worship is formative. How we worship shapes how we understand the 
church. A congregation that never sees children praying, youth reading 
Scripture, or elders giving testimony unintentionally teaches that certain 
age groups are invisible to God’s life. 

Rather than segregating worship by age, here are some examples of  
how to intentionally integrate elements from all generations:

•	 Include intergenerational music selections—blend modern and 
traditional styles meaningfully.

•	 Empower youth to lead the congregational singing alongside 
adults. 

•	 Encourage multigenerational worship teams or Scripture readers.
•	 Celebrate life-stage transitions publicly (dedications, baptisms, 

graduations, retirements).

3. 	 Intergenerational Discipleship and Mentoring Communities

Discipleship is not a curriculum but a life shared. Intergenerational 
mentorship provides the soil on which spiritual maturity can take root 
across generations.

Here are some practical examples of  intergenerational spiritual 
companionship: 

•	 Pair older and younger believers in discipleship triads or prayer 
partnerships.

Building a Multigenerational Church: A Call to Ecclesial Renewal



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  The Intergenerational Church204

•	 Form “intergenerational learning circles,” where people read 
Scripture or share life stories across age lines.

•	 Invite spiritual grandparents to adopt prayer responsibilities for 
younger families.

•	 Plan retreats where older married couples engage younger 
couples in family development. 

4. 	 Leadership Representation and Shared Authority

If  the church is the body of  Christ, all its members must be represented 
in decision-making. An intergenerational church should reflect its 
diversity at the table where leadership decisions are made. 

Here are some possible approaches to incorporate different generations 
in leadership:

•	 Appoint leaders from every age group, especially in worship, 
outreach, or education areas.

•	 Create youth advisory teams or junior councils that offer input 
into ministry planning.

•	 Implement shared leadership models where older and younger 
members co-lead ministries.

•	 Include “diversity of  age” when formulating leadership policy. 

5. 	 Hospitality and Listening Spaces

A multigenerational church requires more than shared space—
it needs shared understanding. Generations must learn to listen 
across differences. Such listening is an act of  hospitality and mutual 
submission (Eph 5:21). Churches may consider the following activities 
to foster intergenerational conversations:

•	 Host intergenerational story-sharing events or testimony nights.
•	 Use small groups that are intentionally mixed by age.
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•	 Create feedback loops—anonymous surveys or focus groups—
that invite honest dialogue between generations.

6. 	 Shared Mission and Service

Service is where unity is tested and forged. When generations labour 
together for the sake of  the gospel, they discover mutual respect, 
shared dependence, and renewed joy. Here are some ideas where 
churches may engage multiple generations in ministry:

•	 Design mission trips, outreach efforts, or local service projects 
that require multigenerational teams.

•	 Use church-wide campaigns (for example, “Love Your Neighbour 
Month”) that mobilise everyone from children to retirees.

•	 Assign intergenerational teams for planning and implementation.

7. 	 Liturgical Remembrance and Prophetic Imagination

The church must remember its past while reaching for its future. 
Intergenerational congregations carry both memory and vision. 
Worship and teaching must include lament, thanksgiving, and hope. 
Here are some projects that churches may consider celebrating history 
and envisioning the future together with all the generations:

•	 Commemorate church anniversaries with testimony videos from 
members of  every age group.

•	 Invite older members to share stories of  God’s faithfulness 
through decades of  ministry.

•	 Ask the youth to present creative visions for what a faithful 
church could look like in ten years.
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Integrating Strategy with Spiritual Formation

These strategies are not checklists to be implemented mechanically. 
They are practices aimed at forming a community in the image of  
Christ—one that reflects God’s covenantal faithfulness, the unity of  
the Spirit, and the reconciling power of  the gospel. A multigenerational 
church is not simply efficient. It is a holy people shaped for worship, 
witness, and waiting.

Conclusion: A Call to a Prophetic Ecclesial Renewal

Building a multigenerational church is not a programmatic tweak—it 
is an ecclesial renewal. It requires the leadership of  the local church 
to confront preferences, prioritise theological fidelity above pragmatic 
convenience, dismantle silos, embrace complexity, and shepherd with 
vision and patience.

It will not be easy. There will be misunderstandings, frustrations, and 
setbacks. It requires courage, patience, and perseverance. But it is worth 
it. When the church becomes the household of  God, spanning cradle 
to grave, it glorifies Christ and prepares his Bride for eternity.

As Joel 2:28 declares, the Spirit is poured out on all flesh, not some, but 
all. May our churches reflect that heavenly reality even now.

Therefore, let us lead our churches to communities where every 
generation dreams, speaks, serves, and worships together until Christ 
returns. To God be the glory!
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