Created to Connect:

Jason and Melissa came to their pastor seeking help. “We've tried everything we know, but
just can't seem to connect with our teenage son, Ethan. In fact, the harder we try, the more
distant he becomes. It's like we speak a different language than he does. All he wants to do
1s play video games and chat with his online friends. We want to be close to our son, but he

just seems to be drifting farther away from us.”

Madison felt dejected and depressed. Despite spending hours each day on social media,
she experienced more loneliness and isolation than ever. Her online friends were nice,
and she enjoyed interacting with them, but she was always left with an empty feeling -
like she was missing out on something important that everyone else had. Her desire for
relational closeness eventually led her into pornography. There had to be something more

- something that would fill the void in her heart.

Michael was disturbed by the trend he was seeing in his youth group. Whenever the teens
gathered together, they hardly put their phones down long enough to participate in a Bible
study or even a fun activity. The teens seemed to be drawn to them like moths to a bright
light — even when he and his youth staff would try to engage them. Efforts to enter into
conversation with a teen usually fizzled out quickly. They seemed more comfortable texting

than talking directly, even when the other person was sitting a few seats away them.

Michael was at a loss to know what to do.

Each one of these scenarios hints at a common theme: teenagers today seem to be struggling to develop
face-to-face relationships. Obviously, there are exceptions - not all teenagers struggle to relate personally.

But the trend has been growing for quite some time now, to the point that concerned adults are taking



notice and raising the alarm. The challenge transcends geographic and cultural boundaries. For example,
according to a 2019 study, conducted in China by Lu Liu, Na Wang and Lumei Tian, lack of relational
connection with parents increased the tendency of adolescents to engage in risk-taking behavior, revealing

a dangerous lack of self-control.

Before exploring potential solutions to these

concerns, we must first take time to define the Teenagers tOday seem to be
nature of the issue. How do we know that teens are Strugghng to develop
struggling to develop genuinely deep relationships? face_to _face relatlonShlpS

And, if this is true, why is it problematic?

God created people to be relational. This

characteristic is a foundational aspect of being made in his image. A core desire to relate deeply to other
people finds its source in the very nature of God. Because of his triune nature, God is inherently relational.
All people need relationships in order to fulfill their God-designed purpose.”” This created purpose explains

why human beings are driven to form relationships — whether healthy or unhealthy.

Sadly, many teens substitute shallow, artificial relationships for deeply meaningful ones. Teens today are
truly “digital natives” in that they have never known life without smartphones."”' They rarely, if ever, unplug
from digital devices, and they see this as completely normal. Weighing the positive or negative effects of

continuous screen time falls outside the scope of this paper. However, people at least agree that digital

influences have changed the way digital natives think — as well as how they relate to others.

Based on research compiled from four extensive databases, Professor of Psychology Jean Twenge concludes

that “the number of teens who get together with their friends every day has been cut in half in just 15 years,



with especially steep declines recently”*' This translates to an hour less spent in person with friends per day
than previous generations. Twenge concludes that this means “less time building social skills, negotiating

relationships and navigating emotions.”

The world at large is taking note of this relational dynamic. Based on a study conducted in 2020,
Psychiatrists Elia Abi-Jaoude, Karline Naylor, and Antonio Pignatiello observe that “social media can have
anegative impact on friendships and is changing the way teens date. It can even impact their mental
health.""*" A joint research article for the American Journal of Preventative Medicine states that “most teens
today would prefer to text their friends rather than have a conversation. Additionally, they are less likely to

spend time together if they can communicate online”

The next time you encounter a group of teens, maybe in a restaurant or at a youth group activity or a school
function, observe their interactions. How much time do they spend looking down at their phones compared
to looking at each other? (Increasingly, we could ask the same question of adults.) Many teens relate to each

other primarily through a screen. But why is this a bad trend?

After studying the subject for years, Tracy Dennis-Tiwary, Professor of Psychology at Hunter College, came
to this conclusion: “screen time can disrupt a fundamental aspect of our human experience - paying
attention to one another'’s eyes.” Perhaps you've heard it said that “the eyes are the window to the soul”
Dennis-Tiwary agrees: “From the earliest days of life, babies tune into their caregivers’ eyes to find comfort
and decipher emotion. As they grow, people build on these skills and learn to lock eyes with social partners

to communicate and collaborate.”” While screens can serve to connect people on a surface level, they can

also stand as a barrier to genuine relationships.




Consider social media. Through the medium of a screen, teens can craft a public persona. While this
curated image may not be intentionally false or misleading, it highlights only certain aspects of their lives.
It does not tell the full story. Hiding behind this photoshopped image creates an aura of security, allowing
teens to feel safe while interacting with online friends and acquaintances who are doing the same thing.
People only know what the user wants them to know. Social media platforms intentionally discourage
deep conversation, limiting interface to “likes” and brief comments, knowing the addictive power of

social affirmation.

While participating in these avenues of communication, deep down, these teens sense the limitations of
relating to people through screens. In moments of honesty, they express a “fear of missing out” (FOMO),
perhaps because they realize there is more to relationships than “scrolling” and “liking.” Yet they can rarely

enunciate what is lacking.

Seeking for deeper relational connection, teens sometimes turn to unhealthy ways of expression, such
as sharing deeply personal information through texting or sending inappropriate pictures to friends. The
prevalence of sexting continues to increase with the number of teens owning smartphones. One study
concluded that more than one third of all teens have received sexts."? The screen barrier not only creates
a false sense of security but it also gives teens an illusion of closeness - as if sharing or viewing intimate

images will provide genuine intimacy.

Perhaps this also explains why pornography use among teens has risen significantly over the last decade.
According to an online survey of over 1,300 teens conducted by Benenson Strategy Group in 2022, 73%

of teens reported consuming pornography by the age of 17.""*/ Far from bringing relational closeness,
pornography trains teens to objectify people made in God's image, mangling relationships in the process.

Porn viewing can even distort a person’s view of God.

The hypersexualized message of our culture adds to the confusion about relational closeness. Many people
today have difficulty separating genuine friendship from sexual attraction. They simply cannot imagine
that a deep and lasting friendship could be built on anything else. Add society’s confusion about gender to
this toxic mix and we can easily understand why teens are confused about relationships. They desperately

need a counter-balance to the distorted message they are hearing from the world.

Possessing continual and often unfiltered internet access, many teens are looking for relational closeness
in the wrong places. No wonder they feel uncomfortable when they are presented with an opportunity
to interact face to face with another human being. The layer of screen protection is gone. Their artificial

persona has evaporated. Facing a real-life person seems awkward and stilted.

But these are just symptoms. What is the source of this problem? Why are today’s young people struggling to



develop deep relationships? Consider this: a teenager growing up in western society today will automatically
receive a steady IV drip of self-love and individualism. “Be true to yourself.” “If you don't care for yourself,
no one else will” “Discomfort is bad.” Not only are these mantras expressed audibly and visually, they are

assumed to be valid."* “Know thyself” has been replaced by “love thyself.”

Let'sreturn to Madison. Over time, her sense of exclusion and emptiness continued to worsen. Her

listlessness and lack of interest in anything outside

of her circle of friends on social media escalated the Seeklng for deeper
concern of her parents. Madison's grades at school l t . l t .
cratered, and she dropped out of cheerleading. retationai connec lon’
Some days, she just stayed in bed. Eventually her teenS SomEtlmeS tu rn

mom took her to a secular counselor who diagnosed tO unhealthy WClyS
her with clinical depression and prescribed an Of eXp ression

anti-depressant. According to modern psychology,
Madison has a poor sense of self-worth. However,
according to the Bible, this diagnosis widely misses the mark. The path of self-love actually leads to
emptiness. In the process of celebrating themselves as individuals, teens unwittingly miss the bigger

purpose for their lives.

Thankfully, God himself speaks into the confusion that modern teens experience. As Timothy Lane and
Paul Tripp write, “Scripture offers clear hope for our relationships.”*” The Bible teaches us that building
genuinely deep relationships with other people requires authenticity and vulnerability."* Ed Welch
captures the essence of this relational truth in his book, Side by Side: “"Knowing and being known - by design
we enjoy human connections, and those connections are forged over time through normal interactions

and questions that gradually ask for more. Such connections are the foundations for mutual help, and

they are helpful in themselves since they are expressions of love.""” Without these foundational elements,

relationships will remain shallow.

This brings us back to the limitations of social media. Screen connections engender artificiality — not
authenticity. Teens present a carefully crafted image to the outside world. In turn, they interact with the
images that others portray online. Authenticity

can hardly flourish in such an atmosphere.

Even further, online communication tends The path Of Self’ love
to flow in one direction, putting up a further actua"y lea ds to emptlness.

barrier to authenticity. A one-way conversation

is hardly a dialogue.



Regarding the second ingredient of authentic relationships, teens do not like feeling vulnerable — none

of us do. Relationship building requires pushing through those uncomfortable feelings to face our

own weaknesses and shortcomings. As Ed Welch observes, “We spend too much time concealing our
neediness.”"* God designed people to live in community with others. Genuine community exists only when
we know and are known. We were created to need other people. Why then do so many teens today shun this

kind of authentic, real-life interaction? Maybe they are afraid of what they will discover.

Stephen Spielberg created the Sci-fi movie, Ready Player One, to communicate an important message about
the real world."* In the movie, a brilliant but eccentric man by the name of James Halliday creates a virtual
reality world called “The Oasis.” He explains his motives: ‘T created the OASIS because I never felt at home
in the real world. I didn't know how to connect with the people there. Iwas afraid, for all my life. Right up
until I knew it was ending. That was when I realized, as terrifying and painful as reality can be, it's also the
only place where you can find true happiness. Because reality is real"*”! Perhaps this rambling explanation

expresses the angst that some teens feel.

If this struggle to relate is pervasive among teens, then what can we do to help? Is it possible for the teens
in our lives to successfully navigate this quagmire of relational challenges? It starts by establishing a
healthy communication line with them. As

Heather Holleman admonishes, “It's time we talked

more about how to love others well through our GOd deSigned people to live
conversations.?"! “The way in is to listen for what is ln Communlty Wlth Others

dear, whatis loved, what is feared, what is hard — we

listen for how someone feels.”




This line of communication is vital because teens need a safe place to go with their questions. They

also need to be warned about the danger of pseudo-relationships. Posting, chatting and texting have a
purpose, but none of these communication methods can replace open, face-to-face conversations. They
need to be shown the proper place of smart phones, seeing them as helpful relational tools rather than an

escape mechanism.

Teens need someone to warn them about the lures of pornography and the profound, long-term injury it
inflicts. All this requires a healthy line of communication. They will learn about all of this from somewhere

- shouldn't it be from someone who loves them and wants the best for them?

Teens today need to be guided in the art of forming genuine relationships. But how is that possible? It
starts with godly role models. They need people in their lives who will actively engage them in face-to-face
conversations. People who won't be deterred by the aura of disinterest they give off. People who will persist
even when they get one-word answers to their questions. Whether parent, caregiver, pastor, or friend, teens
need examples of how to put down their cell phones and engage with others in meaningful conversation:

with people who are themselves growing in healthy relationships.

But establishing communication is just a starting point. Ultimately, teens need to be guided into a better
understanding of these defining truths about relationships: 1) God created them to relate - first to himself
but also to other people. 2) By developing healthy relationships, they are actually reflecting the image of

God Himself as seen in the Trinity. 3) Understanding their settled relationship with Christ (and therefore

to God) provides a framework for their relationships with other people. When a teen understands these
biblical truths, they are released from the bondage of relational fears. They can embrace authenticity and
vulnerability with other people because they know they have nothing to hide from God. After all, God sees
them as they really are and still receives them through Christ! We can be vulnerable with others because

we have been fully accepted by God.

Rather than being left in relational isolation, teens need to be stretched socially, gently nudged into
situations where they will have opportunity to develop healthy relationships. Ideally, this training should
start at home. Daily interactions between parents and siblings provide the perfect practice field for

sharpening relationship skills — but this will not happen accidentally.

As asingle mom raising two teenagers, Rachel is maxed out. Yet even with the pressures of work, school,
and extra-curricular activities, she purposes to help her teens learn how to develop strong relationships
within her family. Supper becomes protected family time. Her teens are strongly encouraged (dare we
say ‘required”?!) to come out of their rooms, put away their phones, and engage with her and with each
other. Rather than asking mindless questions like “How was your day?” Rachel introduces a variety of

fresh conversation starters. She also sets reasonable boundaries on media time and enforces a cut-



off time for cell phone use for the entire family (including herself) each evening, encouraging further

face-to-face interaction.

Even though Michael is intimidated by the lack of responsiveness among his youth group teens, he resolves
to challenge the status quo. He realizes what is at stake for these young people.””” After seeking input from
his pastor and a few trusted parents, he decides to banish cell phones from youth group Bible studies. Soon

after, he presents a practical series of messages on

the importance of healthy relationships and then Teens today need to be

looks for creative ways to help his teens practice o o o
R - guided in the art of forming

the principles he introduces. He invites the youth R . .

group parents to listen to a video recording of the genu1ne l‘elatlonShlpS.

same series. All the while he and his youth staff

continue to lead by example, refusing to be put off by

awkwardness or an icy reception. Together, they begin to master the art of asking thoughtful questions.

Not content with peer-to-peer interaction, Michael and his youth staff intentionally set up opportunities for

the teens to interact with other groups within the church, including the college class and senior adults.

David and Amy notice with concern how isolated their twin teenage girls have become from their local
community. The local home school co-op does help, but Emma and Emily just don't have meaningful contact
with anyone outside their church or family. Jason leads his family in a discussion about this problem, and
they begin praying. Carefully and deliberately, they explore opportunities for community involvement.
While volunteering at a local food pantry the girls meet all sorts of interesting people and have longer
conversations with several. Emily also expresses interest in volunteering at the library while Emma decides
to pursue volleyball. Their parents walk beside them in these ventures, listening to what they are learning,
asking insightful questions, and helping them learn how to engage on a deeper level with those they meet.

They are encouraged by their daughters’ growing desire to be involved in the lives of others.

When Pastor Brian first came to Calvary Baptist Church, he learned that the church did not have a culture
of sending teens to summer camp. Having worked as a counselor at a Christian camp during his college
years, he had observed first-hand the spiritual and social benefits of camp in the lives of young people. The
opportunity to make new friends and to interact on a personal level with spiritually minded young adults
became even more important to Pastor Brian as he saw teens in his church struggling to relate personally
to those around them. Camp also provided a built-in media detox by following a policy of “leave your phones
behind." After several years of encouragement, the parents of his church came to embrace the benefits of

summer camp as a helpful tool in their quest to equip teens in face-to-face relationship building.



Hope for today's teens

Teens today face an uphill climb. All around them, people struggle to develop deep and
meaningful relationships. Technology throws up another barrier that must be overcome.
Self-love adds to the confusion. Yet in spite of these obstacles, it is possible for young people
to thrive relationally. And deep-down teens are longing to connect — of course they are:
they were created for it! But they will not find the path to relational depth on YouTube or
from a self-help book or from popular podcasts. They need to be surrounded by loving
adults who will not only teach them what God says, but will also model that for them. In the

process, they will experience the joys of knowing and being known. They will also learn

that God wants them to know him in the same deep and personal way.

The staff at The Wilds has a passion to help young people both spiritually and relationally.
Please let us know if we can serve your church or your family in any way.
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