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Then the Devil showed him all the kingdoms.  "Behold, the world.  Establish your kingdom.  Build your cities.  Raise your armies.  Conquer and rule.  Claim your queen.  All this can be yours," the Devil promised, "if only you pay a small subscription fee and login to my website."  Again, the Devil showed her her family and friends, saying, "You need never be parted from them.  You can speak with them or text them at anytime.  If you are surrounded by strangers, no need to get to know them.  Talk to those with whom you are already comfortable.  All you need do," the Devil offered, "is indenture yourself under this 2‑year contract."  Lastly, the Devil showed them all their favorite music. "Download hours of the music of your choice.  Place these buds in your ears and," the Devil purred, "you can shut out the world.  You won't even have to talk with each other."

The temptations which most challenge the college student are not the ones parents and pastors fear the most.  The temptations which most challenge the college student are the ones we think harmless or even beneficial, and, thus, they are all the more insidious.  Drugs, binge drinking, and fornication are all obvious evils.  Their dangers can be set forth clearly, and the collegian will embrace license or self‑control according to whatever cost‑benefit analysis makes sense to him/her.  On‑line alternative worlds, cell phones, and iPods, however, are seen as life‑enriching diversions or even as essentials of collegiate life, but little thought is given to their effect upon polite society.

This is no scientific analysis with scads of observational data.  Nor is it the digest of the latest guru's writings on whatever "Gen" we are now examining.  No, based upon my observations at WVU, I submit this report as a klaxon, warning the church of things to come.

Hilf, lieber Gott! wie manchen Jammer habe ich gesehen!  Our young people don't talk to each other.  They have fewer and fewer friends.  They seem incapable of forming and sustaining voluntary associations with any longitudinal mission.  This spells disaster for the life of the church as we have known it!

I told two friends, and they told two friends, and so on, and so on....

When most of us were young, we had a few close friends.  These were the ones we palled around with most of the time.  They were also probably the ones with whom we could confide and upon whom we could depend.  That hasn't changed much.  As I observe the modern collegian, typically, they have a small circle of friends much as we older folks did at that age.  The difference is beyond that circle.  Many of us older folks had concentric circles of friendship.  There was an inner circle and maybe two or three outer rings.  Those outer rings were more than mere acquaintances.  They were friends or at least people with whom we were friendly.  They were the ones that we hung out with when our core circle was not available.  Not so much anymore.  The modern collegian's outer rings are much smaller if extant at all.  At one time, a young person might actually travel in multiple diverse friendship circles, moving with relative fluidity from one group to another as occasions presented themselves.  No more.  There is only the immediate circle with which the collegian associates in any substantive fashion.

What is the consequence for campus ministry and, very soon, our congregations?  The loss of the "Faberge Effect."  Remember Faberge organic shampoo?  "I told two friends, and they told two friends, and so on, and so on...."  If the friendship circle is circumscribed (i.e., the collegian has significant interactions with only the members of that inner circle), then there is no dissemination of information beyond that circle.  E.g., one night we had practice for our Latin compline.  I said, "Be sure to invite your friends to the service."  One of the students looked to her left and then her right, looked at me, and said, "They're both here."  Each of her two friends could have said the same thing.  It is great to have close friends, but, when these are our only friends, we live a circumscribed social life.  What does this mean for the church's outreach efforts?  Until the end of the baby boom, we could count on bedroom evangelism: we could marry and breed new Lutherans.  With the decline in birth rates, we've had to turn to friendship evangelism.  If friendship is circumscribed, that model is doomed.

If you can’t be with the one you love,

    Love the one you’re with.

You counter: they are talking to each other all the time (or at least texting).  The casual conversation with the casual acquaintance is disappearing.  I mount the PRT platform, finding five students waiting for the PRT.  Three are listening to their iPods.  One is chatting on her cell phone; the other is texting.  One cannot even politely start a conversation because the other has chosen to enter into public privatism, cutting off casual social interaction.  Warren Zevon's "Splendid isolation: I don't need no one...I want nothing to do with you," has become the unsung mantra of the generation but in a twisted form.  Being political animals (i.e., social creatures), the human needs social interaction, but talking to a stranger has become a lost art.  Instead of striking up (and sustaining) that casual conversation with the available stranger, the cell phone is flipped open, and communication with someone already known is established.  What is the consequence?  The stranger remains the stranger.  Polite society is not advanced.  The little social lubricants of conversational etiquette lose their viscosity, and the engine of community grinds to a halt.  No wonder they have fewer and fewer friends.  Though they have the opportunity to meet new people every day, they eschew the little effort that it might require, preferring the ease and safety of the cell phone friend (sibling or parent).  Prior to the cell phone, you had to make do with the stranger, and some of them became friends (even spouses).

I have seen students walk out of class, and, instead of the old chatter about the lecture (or at least how badly dressed the prof was), the only sound is cell phones being unmuted.  I know students who talk with their parents three or more times a day‑‑sometimes it is the student initiating the conversations, sometimes the parent.  Will those apron strings ever be cut?  Will they ever move out of your basement?  I have seen two students, walking side by side down the street, each on a cell phone, and I have wondered, "Are they talking to each other?"

Then, sadly, there are all too many times when they don’t talk at all.  The ever present iPod is greatest technological aid to incivility ever marketed.  The friendly “Good morning” is ignored by the person whose earbuds form an impenetrable barrier to the other.  I remember my own college days and the advent of the Sony Walkman.  I remember confronting a classmate who ignored my greeting, chiding, “Take your headphones off; you’re practicing incivility.”  (OK, I was a bit of a geek).  Twenty-five years ago, I thought, “Nothing good will come of this.”  What good has come of it?  Private pleasure at the expense of a public good.  Sadly, the one wearing the earbuds is not the only one that suffers.  It is the community which is diminished and impoverished by their social absence even as they stand physically in our very midst.

How will the church be a place of embodiment, a place where the sacramental presence of Christ in, with, and under the forms of bread and wine is mirrored by our sacramental presence to each other, embodied souls, talking and embracing, because God has given us to each other in this time and in this place?

Birds of a feather flock together,

    And so will pigs and swine;

Rats and mice will have their choice,

    And so will I have mine.

Now, this was not meant to be a Luddite jeremiad.  The machine is not the sin.  Self-idolatry is the sin, just as it has always been the sin.  Cell phones, iPods, etc. are nothing more than tools which facilitate one’s desire place to oneself squarely at the center of one’s own private cosmos.  The iPod is the best example of “me vs. the world.”  Not only can one shut out the other; one can even shut out D.J.s and producers by selecting only the music one wants to hear, eliminating all desires but one’s own.  The cell phone, however, is just as egoistic because the choice of communication partners is entirely self-selected.  The Devil’s temptation, then, is as it has always been: feed thyself; empower thyself; manifest thyself.  You are the center.  You are the only one that matters.  The wilderness is the campus, and the Devil comes to us in khakis and a polo shirt armed with a degree in advertising.

The loss of basic social skills coupled with the egoist’s reticence to submit commit to anything which might impede future freedom is enough to threaten the long term viability of the institutional church.  Because our collegians have had little experience in sandlot politics, having instead been authoritatively allocated the rules and order of play by little league coaches, they have a miserably difficult time forming voluntary associations, and, because of the lack of social skills, an even harder time maintaining them.  Our churches are voluntary associations.  How much of their life is dependent upon the little conventions of polite society?  How much of their life is dependent upon sacrifice of self?  How much of their life is dependent upon people being able to be friendly?

In the clamor and the clangor of the bells!

Perhaps I have overstated the case, but I submit it to your sound judgment.  Look around you.  Observe and reflect.  What have we done?  How have we crippled our next generation of citizens?

I asked my students to fast from their cell phones and and their iPods on Lenten Fridays.  There were more than a few looks of shock and even terror in the congregation.  That should tell us that something is terribly wrong.  I explained that this was not like giving up chocolate.  It was not an exercise in self-control or in self-denial.  I explained that this was about being the human beings God created us to be, living community, engaging our neighbor, reaching out to the stranger.  Our brothers and sisters in the church are like our kin.  We didn’t get to choose them.  God gave them to us--as vexing as they sometimes are--God gave them to us.  So too our neighbor.  So too the stranger.  Some might say that we must conform the Gospel to this emerging paradigm.  Really?  Even if that paradigm is a denial of the authentic humanity God would have us live?  No, my brothers and sisters, we need to be conformed to the Gospel.

And, now, for something completely different...

The campus ministry at WVU continues to proclaim the Gospel, teach the faith, encourage sanctified living, and serve the neighbor.  It is a little quieter since last year, owing to some of the aforementioned dynamics.  The capital campaign has raised nearly $100K in hard cash.  We have three students currently attending ELCA seminaries and a few more in other denominational schools.  If you are interested in details on the work and life of the ministry, please contact me.  Given that I have reported in depth on these items regularly, it seemed more pressing to report on the emerging patterns of which the church should be informed.
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