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The Challenge of Mass Aging in    
our Nation 
 
The challenge of the 21st century is not  
mere-aging—it is mass-aging. Never before in 
human history have we experienced so 
many older adults over the age of 65. The 
challenges and opportunities associated 
with mass-aging are unlike any demographic 
change this country has ever known, unlike 
any political or social movement in any 
generation and unlike any government 
reform ever experienced.

In four years, by 2010, there will be 39 
million Americans 65 or older. In 2030, 
that number will increase to over 70 million 
people. This represents an unprecedented 
77 percent growth rate, with one of every five 
Americans over the age of 65. By 2050 the 
65+ cohort will exceed 80 million, and 33 
percent of all individuals over 65 will actually 
be over 85. That is what we call “mass-aging.”

The world has never experienced mass-aging 
before the 21st century. It is not that we are 
unacquainted with the effects of aging, but we 
have never before confronted them in such 
large numbers. Speaking at the 45th annual 
meeting of the American Society on Aging, 
Dr. Gary Andrews (d. May 2006), former 
President of the International Association of 

Gerontological Societies said,

“The world population increases with    
a net addition of nearly one million 
people age 60 or older every month. 
Additionally, two-thirds of all people 
in human history who have ever reached 
age 65 or older, and three-fourths of all 
people in human history who have ever 
reached age 75 or older are living today.” 

That is the difference between mere-aging 
and mass-aging. 

The Challenge of Mass Aging in    
our Church

The Church is leading the mass-aging 
demographic. In 2001 the Lilly Foundation 
funded a “U. S. Congregational Life Survey” 
(www.uscongregations.org) that identified 
the median age of participating main-line 
Protestant churches. The study collected data 
for average worship service attendees between 
the ages of 15 and 99. Participating in the 
study, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America reported that the median age (the 
50th percentile) of the ELCA was 54, fourteen 
years older than the median age of the U. S. 
population of the same age cohort. In 2001 
one-half of all confirmed ELCA Lutherans 
were over the age of 54, and by 2007 the 
median age will have increased.

Although the LCMS did not participate 
in this median age study, it is my working 
hypothesis that the median age within the 
LCMS may be slightly older than the ELCA. 
This hypothesis is based on the LCMS having 
a smaller national membership than the 
ELCA, and therefore less likely to represent 
the national median.

Consequently, what the church will face in 
the first half of the 21st century is not an age 
wave but an age tsunami, and we are already well 
on the way. Wave language conjures up images 
of delightful, welcoming days at the beach. 
Mass-aging is a wave of a different intensity. 
Mass-aging is a tsunami that threatens every 
structure in society … and for the most part, 
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the institutions of the church-at-large, both 
modality and sodality, are in denial.

However, the aging tsunami brings with 
it marvelous ministry opportunities. While 
the aging profile of every congregation 
is different, one ministry decision gets 
better every 10.9 seconds. This is true for 
all congregations independent of size and 
location—mega-church, large, small, inner-
city, suburban, small town or rural. Every 
10.9 seconds another American turns 
60. The effect of mass-aging provides 
every congregation with an unprecedented 
ministry opportunity within the fastest 
growing demographic group our nation has              
ever known.

How will the Church respond to this 
opportunity? What difference will this make 
for your congregation? How can you begin to 
prepare for this tsunami of mass-aging? How 
will the coming retirement of Baby Boomers 
change the demographics and societal 
structures in our country? What will be the 
impact of large numbers of older persons 
on health and social services? What does 
research tell us about key needs, expectations 
and potential service of retiring Lutheran 
Boomers? How will retiring Boomers impact 
Lutheran congregations?

A God-Centered Hypothesis is 
Necessary for a 
God-Centered Solution

All responses to the challenges of mass-aging 
will depend on a proffered explanation 
for the phenomenon. This premise or 
supposition will offer an answer to the “why” 
questions: “Why did this happen? Why 
are our Lutheran congregations aging? 
Why are we 14 years older than the general 
population? Why is there a sea of gray when we 
look out over our worshipping communities?”

I will summarize three popular hypotheses. 
Perhaps the most common hypothesis within 
the church is the sociological hypothesis. We 
hypothesize that the reason our congregations 
are aging is that we have not been effective in 
outreach programs to youth and families with 
young children. If this becomes our primary 
working assumption, then the challenges of 

mass-aging will be resolved by refocusing our 
efforts on youth ministry. The sociological 
hypothesis sees aging as a problem and greater 
numbers of youth as the solution.

Another church-based hypothesis that 
addresses the “why” questions of mass-aging 
is cultural. The cultural analysts point out 
that the Lutheran Church is an immigrant 
church, a Reformation Church, a church 
with liturgical form. We are reminded 
that we are now in the 21st century and 
not the 16th century, the organ is not a 
contemporary musical instrument, and our 
old forms are not attracting younger, more 
contemporary and post-modern people. The 
cultural hypothesis sees aging as the natural 
consequence of an administrative time-warp 
that resists change.

A third hypothesis is predominant within 
the secular community. I call it hypothesis free. 
It avoids the “why” questions altogether and 
offers a non-analytical capitulation to demographic 
and statistical realities. This is the primary 
hypothesis of the National Council on 
Aging, American Society on Aging, the Area 
Associations on Aging, AARP and leading 
age-wave thinkers like Ken Dychwald. When 
adopted within the church, hypothesis free offers 
a Jack Webb approach: “Only the facts … only 
the facts.” [N.B. If you do not understand this 
reference to Jack Webb, ask someone over 60.]

However, the sociological, cultural and 
hypothesis free approaches all fail to take the 
sovereignty of God and the love of Christ 
into consideration. Is God still in charge of 
his church? Is the aging of the church part of 
God’s plan seen in the Great Commission?   
If Christ remains sovereign over the winds 
and waves and migrations of peoples, then he 
is also sovereign over the aging of his bride. 
To remove the sovereign and gracious God 
from our hypothesis will effectively remove 
him from our solutions. But if a God of mercy 
is sovereign over the aging of his church, then 
the sociological and cultural analysts are 
wrong … aging becomes God’s solution and 
not our problem.

So let’s come back to the questions we asked 
at the beginning of this section. Why are our 
Lutheran congregations aging? Why are we 14 
years older than the general population? Why 
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is there a sea of gray when we look out over our 
worshipping communities? Is this just bad 
luck, the result of 50 years of youth ministry 
failure, or the result of an administrative and 
worship-style time-warp? I believe the answer 
is “No,” and that in his sovereignty and love 
God is creating an aging church to reach an 
aging population. The question is, “Are we 
willing to be an older church for the purpose 
and glory of God’s mission?”

What Challenges Face Aging 
Congregations in the 21st Century?

The tsunami of mass-aging will bring many 
complex challenges … too many to delineate 
in any one article. However, I will briefly 
mention nine basic challenges that have 
emerged from our research.

In providing this list I wish to make two 
disclaimers. First, there is no prioritization 
intended in the listing order. Number one 
is not the most important and number nine 
is not the least important. Second, some 
readers may find it helpful to subdivide these 
challenges into “faith based” and “functional 
based.” This subdivision may also be 
helpful providing that we remember that all 
functional challenges have faith components 
and vise versa.
1. The challenge of diversity in ministry 

structures and models. 
    Congregations need to recognize that 

ministry among older adults is not 
homogeneous. Just as there is diversity 
in our youth programs (early childhood, 
grade school, junior high, confirmation, 
senior high, college), so there is equal 
diversity among older adults. This is true 
for ministry among both Baby Boomers 
and the 65+ groups. Congregations 
that want to increase ministry among 
older adults need to consider a variety of 
programs designed to reach the diverse 
groups and needs among their pre-
retirement Baby Boomers and retirement 
age members. There is great diversity 
within the Baby Boomer cohort. Consider, 
for example, that if a person was born in 
1946, married early and had a child at 
eighteen … then the parent and child are 

both Baby Boomers. One program will not 
meet the needs of all Boomers.

    Ministry differences among the 65 and     
older groups are equally diverse. 

     However, these differences are often 
grouped functionally rather than 
chronologically. Congregations need 
to consider multiple program strategies 
to meet the diverse functional needs 
of the independent-able, transition-able and 
dependent-able sub-groups that exist within                   
most congregations.

2. The challenge of partnerships and 
community coalitions. 

     Whenever and wherever possible, 
congregations need to establish 
collaborative ventures with local 
hospitals, social service agencies and 
other congregations to serve the physical, 
social and spiritual needs of older 
adults. The demands of ministry among 
older adults require cooperation with 
neighboring congregations and community 
partnerships with like-minded institutions.

    As we approach 2030 the public sector 
(federal, state, county, municipal) will be 
overwhelmed to meet the physical, social 
and community needs of older adults. 
Congregations need to get ahead of the 
curve and establish working relationships 
with these agencies. For the sake of those 
we serve we cannot go it alone.

3. The challenge of an increasing 
    number of members with 
    dementia and Alzheimer’s. 
    Unless the medical community discovers 

a cure for dementia-related illness, by 
2030 the percentage of 65+ members of 
our congregations who will have some 
form of dementia will increase from 
seven percent to 33 percent. How will 
the church minister to this group? How 
will we support the “care givers” and 
extended families of dementia and               
Alzheimer’s members?

4. The challenge of ageism. 
    Ageism is prevalent in the church 

and systematically stereotypes and 
discriminates against people because 
of their age, just as racism and sexism 
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accomplish this for skin color and gender. 
God has a purpose for people of all age 
categories, and the church should not 
discriminate against those who have borne 
the image of Christ into old age.

5. The challenge of utilizing the strategic 
gifts and skills of older adults.  
The church has an increasing number 
of seniors, but a decreasing number 
of elders. In the church many senior 
citizens are second-class citizens. Many 
congregations no longer look to their 65+ 
group for leadership. For two-thirds of 
their lives, God works to increase faith in 
our seniors, to mature their spiritual gifts 
and to provide them with the challenges of 
seasoned leadership. Then for the last one-
third of their life the church neglects to use 
the leadership God has developed. If the 
church fails to value and utilize the God-
given gifts of our older adults, then we will 
experience a growing disillusionment and 
productive loss of their ministry within the 
Kingdom of God.

6. The challenge of evangelism.  
The church overlooks strategies and 
programs that focus on how to reach non-
Christian older adults with the Gospel. 
Congregations need to offer leadership to 
develop a variety of winsome approaches 
to evangelize the 65+ cohort. Evangelism 
among older adults needs to become a high 
priority for the church of the 21st century. 
This is considerably a more difficult task 
than we might think. How do you present 
the Gospel to someone who for 40, 50, 
60 or more years has intentionally and 
willfully said “No” to Christ and the 
church? The 20th century was a century 
of youth, and for the past 60-70 years 
the structures of the church focused their 
creative energies to discover a variety of 
approaches to reach the youth culture 
with the Gospel. The 21st century will be a 
century of age, and all expressions of the 
church, both modality and sodality, need 
to focus attention on how to reach older 
adults with the Gospel.

7. The challenge of pastoral leadership. 
Mass-aging is already having a significant 
effect on leadership in the church.  

The LCMS Department of Research 
Services reports that only 28.1 percent 
of active LCMS clergy are younger than 
44, with only 6.2 percent under the age 
of 34. However, the other end of the age 
spectrum is much different. 6.7 percent of 
active LCMS clergy are already over the age 
of 65 with another 29.5 percent between 
the ages of 55 and 64. The same is true for 
the ELCA, with only 5.9 percent of active 
clergy under the age of 34 and 64 percent 
over the age of 50. 

    The data are clear that both the ELCA 
and LCMS will struggle with a shortage 
of ordained clergy. Alan and Cheryl 
Klass in their 1999 Clerg y shortage study, 
conducted for the LCMS Board for Higher 
Education, reported that if current trends 
continue until 2017 “approximately 38 
percent of the denomination’s (LCMS) 
congregations will not have a pastor.” Mass-
aging has created a supply and demand 
imbalance for ordained pastoral leadership               
within Lutheranism.

8. The challenge to develop and teach a 
biblical theology of aging, death, dying, 
glorification and heaven.  
One of the common findings in our 
research is that Lutherans are poorly 
prepared to die. They have adopted the 
secular myth that death is a “downward 
spiral.” They have not been taught what the 
Bible teaches regarding death, “For me to live 
is Christ and to die is gain,” or as J. B. Phillips 
translates Philippians 1:21, “For me to live is 
Christ and to die is to gain more of him.”
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         In hundreds of qualitative interviews, 
over the course of many years, not one 
person can remember the last time they 
heard a sermon on “heaven”  
or “glorification.” The Apostle Paul  
writes, “… and those whom he called he also 
justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified” 
(Romans 8:30). It is right that we spend 
time in our proclamation and teaching on 
what it means to be “called” and “justified,” 
but it is not right that we neglect what the 
Bible teaches regarding “glorification.” 
Our congregations need to respond to the 
challenge of the Apostle Peter, “so i exhort the 
elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the 
sufferings of Christ as well as a partaker in the glory that 
is to be revealed” (1 Peter 5:1).

9. The challenge of postmodernity.  
I will address this final challenge in a 
bit more detail. Congregations need 
to equip older adults with an adequate 
Christology to sustain them in a culture 
of postmodernity. The quantitative and 
qualitative research conducted by Church 
Resources indicates that the faith of older 
adults is under attack and not as stable as 
we once thought. The church needs to help 
older adults reconfirm faith and “grow in 
grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and savior,  
Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18).

          To understand this challenge we need 
to understand that Christian adults, in 
their 50s, 60s and older, were nurtured 
and educated in the modernist world. They 
learned to value objectivity, scientific 
knowledge, technology, progress, linear 
thinking, analytical reasoning and 
practical experimentation. Through their 
Christian education (sermons, Sunday 
School, confirmation, Bible reading 
and memorization, etc.) they adopted a 
worldview that included revelation as well as 
reason as foundations for prepositional truth 
that could either be confirmed or proven 
false. They were positive people believing 
that the mega-problems of the world and 
the soul could be solved.

         At the beginning of the 21st century the 
modern, rational world in which older 
adults were raised has caved in on itself. 

Today’s older adults are caught in the 
channel-surfing world of postmodernity 
that has lost the capacity for linear and 
analytical reasoning. The rational world of 
their formative years has been replaced by a 
subjective, psychological and feeling-based 
worldview that leaves our older adults with a 
sense that they are bizarre relics of a future 
that never came.

          The postmodern worldview in popular 
forms pervades all segments of 21st century 
culture and is often the defining worldview 
of the children and grandchildren of 
older adults. Thus our older adults are 
held captive by both the popular culture 
in which they live and by their family ties. 
How can they continue to believe what 
they once did believe when their world and 
family has changed so much? 
      This is why I recommend that 
congregations need to equip older adults 
with an adequate Christology to sustain 
them in a culture of postmodernity. In 
my workshops on ministry among older 
adults I often refer to this by the shorthand 
expression, “we need to reconfirm the 
faith of our older adults.” However, I am 
not envisioning only a re-catechesis with 
Martin Luther’s Small/Large Catechism. 
While a review of historic Christian truths 
is always helpful, what our older adults 
need is greater (increased) vision of  
Jesus Christ.

         But this has been true for older adults 
of every century. One of the great 
burdens of the author of Hebrews is that 
the congregation to whom he writes, an 
older Jewish congregation, should pay 
closer attention to Jesus, “Therefore, holy 
brothers, you who share in a heavenly calling, consider 
Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our confession …” 
(3:1). “Consider Jesus,” focus on him, stay 
close to him, keep him in your thoughts, 
learn how he sees the world. Consider 
his accomplished work as the “apostle” 
(sent one or representative) of God, and 
his current work as the “high priest” of 
our confession. The way to strengthen 
faith among older adults is to help them 

“consider” the person and work of Jesus.
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    Further, the author of Hebrews provides 
the reason why we need to focus greater 
attention on the person and work of Christ, 

“Therefore, we must pay much closer 
attention to what we have heard,  
lest we drift away from it” (2:1). This is 
what our case study research reveals. In all 
national churches, in all districts, synods, 
conferences and clusters, congregation 
by congregation, with rare exception our 
older adults are drifting from historic,       
biblical faith.

         The postmodernity of our culture is a 
challenge to the faith of our older adults. 
The church needs to identify our best 
apologists, teaching theologians, pastors 
and Christian educators to address          
this challenge.

Conclusion

The tsunami of mass-aging is real … this 
is not fiction. The reality of mass-aging 
provides the church with either our greatest 
peril or greatest potential. As we face the 21st 
century, business as usual in the church won’t 
cut it! The church needs to respond to the 
alarm of mass-aging and wake-up at all levels 

… individuals, congregations, districts and 
national offices. All institutions and agencies 
within the church need to engage in a careful 
diagnostic assessment of the implications of 
mass-aging in their ministry.
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