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Q&A WITH KARA POWELL  
& BRAD GRIFFIN 
3 Big Questions That Change Every Teenager:
Making the Most of Your Conversations and Connections

Q: Teenagers can access answers to any of their 
questions about any information ever known to 
humankind, simply on their phone. How is the church 
missing out on reaching these kids, perhaps by asking 
the wrong questions? 
A: Today’s teenagers are growing up in families and 
churches who shy away from some of their deepest 
questions about faith and meaning. One of the reasons 
young people are drifting from faith is that churches aren’t 
focused on the questions they care about most. Instead, 
we’re pitching answers to questions that aren’t anywhere 
near their strike zone. We’re too often stuck in questions 
WKDW�UHȵHFW�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�LQ�WKH�SDVW��2U�ZH�DUH�PLVVLQJ�
what’s unfolding in the present. And we are afraid of what’s 
to come in the future. During a recent Fuller Youth Institute 
summit, the executive director from a national training 
organization shared about one high school student who 
yearned, “I wish the church would stop giving me answers 
WR�TXHVWLRQV�ΖȇP�QRW�DVNLQJ�ȋ�7KH�VSHFLȴF�TXHVWLRQV�WKDW�KH�

and other teenagers most value might be unique to our time, but questions aren’t new to God. 
The question isn’t whether faith is big enough to hold young people’s questions. We know it is. The 
question is whether we will take the time to hear and honor them.

Q: Teens have so many tough questions they’re looking to answer. As you’ve studied 
teenagers who question their faith, what has surprised you?  
A:  2QH�RI�RXU�PRVW�FRXQWHULQWXLWLYH�ȴQGLQJV�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�UROH�RI�GRXEW�LQ�
teenagers’ spiritual formation. In our research for 6WLFN\�)DLWK, 70 percent of former youth group 
VWXGHQWV�DGPLWWHG�WR�KDYLQJ�VLJQLȴFDQW�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�IDLWK�LQ�KLJK�VFKRRO��$Q\�WHPSWDWLRQ�WR�
panic can be calmed by this interesting research twist: those teenagers with doubts who felt the 
freedom and had the opportunity to express their questions actually showed greater faith maturity. 
Put more simply, it’s not doubt that is toxic to faith—it’s silence. Tough questions are most likely to 
VDERWDJH�IDLWK�ZKHQ�DGXOWV�VWLȵH�WKHP�
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Q: As young people deal with tough questions about life and faith, are there some common 
symptoms you see in their attitudes and actions?
A: Yes, there are. Though no young person, let alone an entire generation, can be summarized 
with a few adjectives, we’ve found these three descriptors helpful in understanding the teenagers 
around us today. Maybe you’ll likewise see that the teenagers in your life can often be 1) anxious 
because of external stressors, which easily become internal pressure, 2) adaptive as they adjust 
with creativity and agility to the new needs and opportunities they face, and 3) diverse in their 
ethnicity, culture, socioeconomic status, gender identity, values, and worldview. 

4��:LWK�VR�PDQ\�TXHVWLRQV�RQ�WKH�PLQGV�RI�WHHQDJHUV�WRGD\��ZKDW�KDYH�\RX�LGHQWLȴHG�DV�
the 3 Big Questions that actually drive all the rest?
A: These questions may not live right on the surface, but when we dig deep enough, we can 
WUDFH�WKHLU�ORQJLQJV�DW�WKH�URRWV��$OPRVW�HYHU\�TXHVWLRQ�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�DUH�DVNLQJ�XOWLPDWHO\�ȴQGV�
its genesis in these 3 big questions��:KR�DP�Ζ"�:KHUH�GR�Ζ�ȴW"�:KDW�GLHUHQFH�FDQ�Ζ�PDNH" We’ve 
created shorthand phrasing to think about and explore these questions: First, identity, which 
means our view of ourselves. Then belonging��GHȴQHG�DV�our connection with others. Finally, purpose, 
or our contribution to the world. While our research focused on young people, these questions cut 
across all generations. They aren’t just young people questions; they are people questions. They 
aren’t relevant only to adolescents; they are relevant to the two of us. They are to you too. But for 
young people, the 3 big questions of identity, belonging, and purpose are at a constant, rolling 
boil.

Q: Why does intentionally listening to young people matter so much? 
A: One of the reasons we conducted this research was to help adults like you—and ourselves—
move beyond assumptions to truly connect with teenagers. Assumptions keep us at a distance. 
Assumptions lead to judgment. We judge across generations all the time, and this judgment allows 
us to comfortably dismiss what we experience as GLHUHQW by declaring it wrong. Truly listening 
to young people pushes us past our tendencies to assume and judge. Listening brings us closer. 
Listening helps us forge a new path across the generational impasse. But we can’t stop there. 
Listening opens us up to the next step. It makes empathy possible. 

4��+RZ�GR�\RX�GHȴQH�HPSDWK\"
A: :H�GHȴQHG�HPSDWK\�LQ�RXU������Growing Young book as “feeling with young people…sitting on 
the curb of a young person’s life, celebrating their dreams and grieving over their despair.” Since 
that time, countless adults have asked us for more help with understanding empathy and putting 
it into practice. So we’ll add to our original description that we practice empathy when we notice 
and care. Noticing is reading someone else’s emotions. Caring is responding to those emotions 
with feelings of our own. Taking another’s perspective increases our ability to understand them 
and helps us avoid judgment and stereotypes. It humanizes them as we see reality through their 
eyes—if only for the moment—rather than “othering” them and holding them at a distance. It 
steps into their shoes for a few paces on the road. Empathy increases our drive to help others 
rather than ignore their pain. Empathy isn’t just for tragedies and bad days. This is a common 
misconception; one we’ve perpetuated ourselves by the way we couch empathy as a response to 
pain. It is that, but it’s also so much more. In all days and in the midst of all emotions, empathy 
SXVKHV�SDVW�WKH�VXSHUȴFLDO�DQG�FUHDWHV�D�VDIH�VSDFH�IRU�WKH�UHDO�VWRU\�WR�HPHUJH�
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Q: What are a couple of obstacles to empathy?
A:�:KHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�UHODWLQJ�WR�\RXQJ�SHRSOH��ZH�DOO�IDOO�LQWR�FRPPRQ�WUDSV�WKDW�VKRUW�FLUFXLW�RXU�
attempts at connection. These traps can be grouped in two sets of extremes. It can be easy to 
assume we have too much or too little in common across generations. Let’s start with “When I was 
your age.” This statement rarely precedes an empathetic response. Think about the tone in your 
voice when those words slide out: critical, judgmental, pejorative. We would do well to remove 
the phrase from our vocabulary altogether. Why? Here’s the truth. We may have been teenagers 
once, but we’ve never been “their age.” We can remember what it was like to be a teenager, but 
we’ve never been teenagers in their world. In the second pair of extremes, we either rescue young 
SHRSOH�IURP�WKHLU�SUREOHPV�RU�DEDQGRQ�WKHP�WR�ȴJXUH�WKLQJV�RXW�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ��:H�IUHTXHQWO\�
feel like we have advice to give teenagers. That’s normal. We have lived longer, experienced more, 
and gained wisdom from the road. But in the face of a dilemma, if we jump in too quickly with a 
“what you need to do” suggestion, we risk communicating that a teenager isn’t capable of handling 
problems on their own. We rob them of the value of sorting things out, making decisions, and 
learning from failure. 

Q: How can leaders or parents help point young people to Christ-focused answers to their 
questions?
A: (PSDWKL]LQJ�ZLWK�WRGD\ȇV�WHHQDJHUV�LV�WKH�ȴUVW�VWHS�WR�KHOSLQJ�WKHP�DQVZHU�WKHLU�ELJ�TXHVWLRQV�
of identity, belonging, and purpose. The next step is to ask: If these are the biggest questions, 
what does the good news of Jesus Christ say in response? Young people need new plotlines, 
QHZ�PDQWUDV�WR�VD\�WR�WKHPVHOYHV�RYHU�DQG�RYHU�DERXW�ZKR�WKH\�DUH��ZKHUH�WKH\�ȴW��DQG�ZKDW�
GLHUHQFH�WKH\�FDQ�PDNH��7KHVH�QHZ�&KULVW�FHQWHUHG�VWRULHV�FDQ�UHSODFH�WHHQDJHUVȇ�LQFRPSOHWH�
or toxic narratives, empowering them to live out more freeing answers to their most pressing 
questions. We believe this is the heart of discipleship.

Q: Let’s dive into the 3 Big Questions. When seeking to answer the question Who am I?,  
ZKDW�PDNHV�LW�GLɝFXOW�IRU�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�WR�GHȴQH�WKHLU�LGHQWLW\"
A: Our identity is our view of ourselves��$OO�WRR�RIWHQ�WHHQDJHUV�ȴQG�WKDW�EHLQJ�ȊWKHPVHOYHVȋ�IHHOV�
inches—or sometimes miles—beyond their reach. In part, this is because being yourself is too low 
of a bar. They seek a loftier goal; they want to be their “best selves.” In addition, often a teenager’s 
self (best or otherwise) is actually a mixture of several selves. While being “yourself” implies a 
VLQJXODU�VHOI��WKH�DYHUDJH�WHHQDJHU�LV�FRQVWDQWO\�VKXɞLQJ�WKURXJK�PXOWLSOH�LGHQWLWLHVȃWU\LQJ�WR�
ȴJXUH�RXW�ZKLFK�RI�WKHLU�ȊVHOYHVȋ�WR�SOD\�DW�WKDW�PRPHQW��:KR�WKH\�DUH�LQ�WKH�QHLJKERUKRRG�RU�DW�
KRPH�LV�GLHUHQW�IURP�ZKR�WKH\�DUH�DW�VFKRRO�RU�DW�WKHLU�DIWHU�VFKRRO�MRE��$OO�WKRVH�DUH�GLHUHQW�
from who they are at church. Furthermore, “being yourself” is tricky because young people are 
rarely the sole source of their identities. The identity of every teenager you know is partly formed 
E\�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�LQȵXHQFH�RI�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV��IULHQGV��DQG�RWKHU�DGXOW�DXWKRULW\�ȴJXUHV�

4��+RZ�DUH�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�VHHNLQJ�WR�ȴQG�DQ�LGHQWLW\�WKURXJK�VRFLDO�PHGLD"
A: In this era of heavy social media use, many teenagers think about—and feel pressure to work 
on—their brand. The only extracurricular hobby shared by all students we interviewed was 
social media. Not everyone we interviewed did their homework every day, but everyone was 
daily viewing, sharing, and liking. While teenagers certainly have cared about image in the past, 
RXU�VRFLDO�PHGLD�DJH�DRUGV�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�XQLTXH�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�WHFKQRORJ\�WKDW�DOORZV�WKHP�WR��
in essence, advertise themselves. Teenagers believe that with the right brand identity, anyone 
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(including them) can become “internet famous.” And every moment is a broadcast opportunity. 
Even when it maybe shouldn’t be. That’s how many of these teenagers have been treated by their 
parents since they were born. Kids’ parents and guardians were on social media posting their 
quips and mistakes, awards and injuries, all before they could choose the moment or edit the 
ORRN��1R�ZRQGHU�WKH\�IHHO�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�VHOI�FXUDWH�WRGD\�

Q: What is a Christ-centered answer to helping teenagers let go of the lies that they should 
EH�GHȴQHG�E\�RWKHUV��WKH\�GRQȇW�PHDVXUH�XS��DQG�WKH\�DUH�QR�PRUH�WKDQ�WKHLU�SHUVRQDO�
brand?
A: Through our research, we landed on one theologically rich word that helps young people say 
a stronger everyday “Yes” to Jesus: Enough. In an era that fears and often expects scarcity, Jesus 
RHUV�DEXQGDQFH��$QG�WKURXJK�WKDW�DEXQGDQFH��ZHȇUH�HQRXJK�EHFDXVH�RI�-HVXV��-HVXV�PDNHV�ZKDW�
ZH�KDYH��DQG�ZKR�ZH�DUH��HQRXJK��+H�WXUQV�RXU�QRW�HQRXJK�LQWR�HQRXJK��2XU�SRWHQWLDO�WR�FKDQJH�
IURP�QRW�HQRXJK�WR�HQRXJK�OLHV�LQ�RXU�EHLQJ�FUHDWHG�LQ�*RGȇV�LPDJH��:H�KXPDQV�DUH�WKH�RQO\�SDUW�
of creation made in the image of God, which instills in us a special potential relationship not just 
ZLWK�*RG�EXW�ZLWK�RQH�DQRWKHU��7RJHWKHU��ZH�FHOHEUDWH�DQG�FDOO�RXW�WKH�(128*+�QHVV�-HVXV�RHUV�

Q: Why is the concept of belonging so important to teenagers?
A: Belonging is our connection with others��ΖWȇV�KRZ�ZH�IHHO�OLNH�ZH�ȴW�LQ�ZLWK�JURXSV�RI�SHRSOH��
We might say we “belong” when we’re with those who really know, understand, and accept us 
for who we are. Belonging is one of the great spiritual hungers of our day. We are a society 
marked by loneliness and disconnection. We have so many reasons for telling people they don’t 
belong—because of their personality, neighborhood, income, race, ethnicity, immigration status, 
or disability. We have friends and followers and fans on social media, but these connections often 
only remind us who isn’t following us or where we don’t belong. We want to belong so badly that 
we will go to great lengths—even hiding or changing parts of our identity or pursuing a false sense 
RI�SXUSRVHȃWR�IHHO�LW��)RU�WHHQDJHUV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��Ȋ:KHUH�GR�Ζ�ȴW"ȋ�XVXDOO\�OHDGV�DPRQJ�WKH���ELJ�
TXHVWLRQV��7KH\ȇUH�GHVSHUDWH�WR�EHORQJ��$V�ZLWK�LGHQWLW\��WHHQDJHUV�DUH�ȴJXULQJ�EHORQJLQJ�RXW�DV�
they go. It has a temporary nature to it because young people’s lives are in motion. They must 
FRQVWDQWO\�QHJRWLDWH�ZKHUH�WKH\�ȴW��0XFK�RI�WKH�WLPH��\RXQJ�SHRSOH�TXDOLI\�ȊΖ�EHORQJȋ�ZLWK�ȊIRU�
QRZ�ȋ�:H�DOO�ORQJ�IRU�D�PRUH�SHUPDQHQW�VHQVH�RI�EHORQJLQJȃRQH�WKDW�LVQȇW�TXDOLȴHG�E\�ZKHWKHU�
we feel safe enough to be ourselves, we share the right things, or we’re needed.

Q: What part does the faith community play to help young people feel like they belong?
A: We need to keep reminding young people, “God is with you and with us, no matter what.” 
Relationship is who God is—Father, Son, and Spirit connected as one—and we’re created to be in 
community with God and with others through Jesus. We are not alone, and we don’t have to earn 
love, acceptance, or our place in the body of Christ. We belong to God and one another. We are 
family.

Q: How important is it that young people uncover a sense of purpose?
A: Our purpose is our contribution to the world. Like a compass pointing north, purpose provides 
each of us—at any age—life direction. Despite the value of this orientation, it’s estimated that four 
out of ten Americans have not yet discovered a satisfying life purpose. Our understanding of our 
purpose evolves over our lifetime, with adolescence and young adulthood often being seasons 
of escalating clarity. Sometimes that clarity comes from resolving the tension of seeing unlimited 
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URDGV�WR�WKH�IXWXUH�ZKLOH�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�IHHOLQJ�SUHVVXUHG�WR�IROORZ�VSHFLȴF�ODQHV�SUHVFULEHG�WR�
KHOS�RQH�ȊJHW�LQWR�D�JRRG�FROOHJHȋ�RU�ȊȴQG�WKH�ULJKW�MRE�ȋ�2WKHU�WLPHV�LQFUHDVHG�FHUWDLQW\�FRPHV�DV�
\RXQJ�SHRSOH�ȴQDOO\�ȴJXUH�RXW�ZKDW�WKH\�DUH�JRRG�DW��DIWHU�\HDUV�RI�NQRZLQJ�RQO\�ZKDW�WKH\�DUHQȇW��
Regardless of age or the degree of clarity, purpose unites two (sometimes divergent) interests—
what’s worthwhile to us as well as what’s consequential for the world around us. Put simply, 
purpose is meaningful both for us and beyond us.

Q: Beyond their own personal story, how does God’s story invite and equip young people to 
deeper purpose?
A: God says our lives have meaning because we are part of a bigger story—the story of God. 
Our lives and the things we do matter, not because we perform for others’ expectations, rules, 
or scripts but because our stories help advance the greater story of God through Jesus Christ. 
Our lives don’t become meaningful because we’re helping others. Or following the right rules. 
Or making our own choices to pursue “the good life.” Our best answer to the question “What 
GLHUHQFH�FDQ�Ζ�PDNH"ȋ is that our lives matter because we are part of the ongoing plot of 
what God has done, is doing, and will do in our world. Our best personal narratives come from 
embedding our stories in the ultimate narrative of God’s story. 
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