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To my parents. 
— David

To the reason God put me here to care about having  
one lifelong conversation: Nehemiah, Elijah, Jonathan, 
and Mari. To the one helping me have that one lifelong 

conversation: my amazing wife, Kim.
— Jeremiah

To the parents and grandparents  
courageously raising the rising generation.
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Introduction
We Know You Care

If you’re cracking open these pages, you care about a teenager. You 
are a parent, grandparent, teacher, coach, student pastor, mentor, 
or youth worker. Perhaps your greatest tool in shaping the soft 
clay of their lives is the simplest tool you wield: You care. You care 
enough to worry about them, have hard conversations with them, 
invest your precious time into them, discipline them, pray for 
them, and pick up a book like this one to learn how you can help 
them. And if you don’t actually do all those things, you want to.

Chances are that someone cared for you as you navigated your 
turbulent and insecure teenage years. Perhaps a teacher spoke vi-
sion into you, a coach challenged you to dig deep, a parent reached 
past your destructive behavior, or a grandparent made you feel like 
you were worth loving. A moment of care or belief can change 
everything! We all need someone to care about us and believe in 
us when we are young. Care is vital, but unfortunately, it’s not 
enough. You’re going to need more tools in your tool belt.

Teens have a bad reputation. Too often we talk down about them. 
We have low expectations of them, and many times they live up to 
that low bar we’ve set. You had better believe they pick up on our 
lack of confidence in them. Many of us have believed lies that teens 
are full of problems, and that we just need to wait it out so they can 
limp into adulthood. Youth expert Sharon Galgay Ketcham says, 
“We problematize teenagers and use significant resources to try to 
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10   Introduction

fix them. This narrative evokes fear and, in loving response, parents 
are desperate to keep them safe. . . . Teenagers are more than prob-
lems to be solved— they have potential as human beings.”1 Our Axis 
team of culture translators and parent research assistants agrees!

Teens are also battling massive issues. There are apps, troubling 
videos, sexual images, and cyber bullying entering their world 
through smartphones. There are opioids, Adderall, marijuana, and 
vapes entering their bloodstream. There are mental health, depres-
sion, and anxiety issues welling up inside their brains. They live in 
a noisy world clamoring for their attention. Your blood pressure is 
probably rising as you read this. You probably wonder how you can 
talk about God, the Gospel, the church, and the family in a culture 
crowded with these vices. Keep reading. We’ve got good news!

We want to make our motives clear; we want you to move from 
a caring adult in the life of a teen to a confident influencer of your 
teen. Our Axis team helps tens of thousands of parents understand 
teen culture every week, and we want to equip you to join the teens 
you care about on their journey into lifelong faith. Think of us 
as your research assistants. God put them in your life and you in 
their life on purpose. We believe in you, and we want to help you. 
We want to watch your confidence and passion for discipling your 
teen spike like it has for tens of thousands of parents. We want to 
help you engage your teen’s world.

Our team creates a lot of content, too much to cram it all into 
this book. We organized the book into four sections: Why Engag-
ing Your Teen’s World Matters, How to Engage with Your Teen, 
Topics You Need to Engage with Your Teen, and What Now? We 
share practical knowledge and next steps, but we only scratch the 
surface in some areas. Don’t worry, at the end of the book, we 
recommend resources to dig deeper into many of these topics.

We aim to encourage and equip you for the role God has given you.
Thanks for letting us into your journey with the teen you’re 

crazy about.
— David Eaton, Axis president and cofounder, and 

Jeremiah Callihan, Axis CEO and cofounder
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SECTION 1

WHY ENGAGING 
YOUR TEEN’S 

WORLD MATTERS
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1

You Are a  
Third- Way Parent

Young people are open and at a place where caring adults are still 
important in their lives— something that seems to hold true across 
all studies of youth and adolescents.

Daniel White Hodge, Center for Youth Ministry Studies1

Tell your children about it in the years to come, and let your children 
tell their children. Pass the story down from generation to generation.

Joel 1:3 nlt

The average adult says they only have about one spiritual conver-
sation a year.

The Barna Group2

In 2007 Steve Jobs walked onto a stage in San Francisco wearing 
his iconic outfit; jeans, a black turtleneck, and gray New Balance 
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14   Why Engaging Your Teen’s World Matters

shoes. The crowd waited with bated breath, anticipating his an-
nouncement. “This is a day I’ve been looking forward to for two 
and a half years. Every once in a while, a revolutionary product 
comes along that changes everything.”

The moment he let out the secret that Apple would be releas-
ing a “revolutionary mobile phone,” the crowd cheered. His next 
statement was nothing short of prophetic: “Today Apple is going 
to reinvent the phone.”3 That same year Netflix shifted from send-
ing DVD packets in the mail to streaming movies. Not only did 
phones, mobile internet access, and media consumption change 
in 2007, our whole culture changed.

Amidst the technology buzz, we at Axis were hatching our own 
plan. We were burdened for the next generation to follow Jesus 
into lifelong faith. Axis was birthed from our desire to see the 
next generation develop lifelong faith. Just like the iPhone, we had 
conceived the idea of Axis years before, but in 2007 we welcomed 
it into the world. The Axis story line has been intertwined with 
the smartphone ever since. We don’t think it’s an accident.

While technology has been changing for some time, smart-
phones introduced a level of change and complexity our world 
has never experienced before. That moment seemed to spin the 
earth faster on its axis (see what we did there?). Since then our 
team has been inviting teens, parents, and other caring adults to 
engage in this journey instead of simply fighting it or running 
from it.

While the story line of our ministry matters to us, this book 
isn’t about us or about the past. It’s about you and your future. 
If you’re reading this, you’re probably a caring adult—a parent, 
grandparent, pastor, coach, teacher, or mentor to a teen. This 
book is about you and your relationship with the teen (or teens) 
you care about. Amidst all the bad news and negativity, scrolling 
news tickers and social media feeds, we believe there is hope. There 
is good news in these pages for you. You’ve got a job to do, and 
we are here to help.
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You Are a Third- Way Parent    15

Two Stories, One Mission

Jeremiah and I were in our early twenties when the smartphone and 
Axis emerged. As a couple of zealous young guys, we saw the prob-
lem from the inside out: most teens aren’t growing into a lifelong 
faith; they are growing out of it. Our stories are very different, but our 
burning passion for teens to experience a lifelong faith is the same.

I (David) came from what you might characterize as “the stable 
family.” Every family has issues, of course, but my family is intact 
and more than functional. I learned lifelong faith at home. I won 
the parenting lottery. My parents were unassuming and gave me 
significant time growing up. My mom quit working as a teacher 
when I was born to work even harder as a full- time mom. As Lind-
sey and I raise our own kids, I think of that decision every week.

I’ll also never forget an ironic celebration for my father at the 
dinner table when I was in elementary school. My dad was a police 
officer and received a promotion. But when you grow in seniority 
as an officer it means you get the bad shifts. So he turned down 
seniority. My mom made a shrimp dinner (this Texas kid had never 
seen a shrimp before) and announced, “Today is special! Your father 
turned down a promotion so he wouldn’t have to work nights and 
weekends and he can be with us.” I’ll never forget eating shrimp 
dinner in the heart of Texas celebrating that promotion he turned 
down. My parents sacrificed much for us.

My parents were faithful, and they walked with Jesus. They raised 
me around the church with plenty of opportunities to serve within 
the congregation. In the mornings I would find my dad reading his 
Bible as he ate his Raisin Bran. The sex talk was blunt and without 
shame. I had an overzealous edge to my faith, and they helped me 
tone that down. Perhaps the seeds of this urgency for a generation to 
know Jesus were already in my bones. I was learning to work out the 
Gospel in the context of home, family, school, and the local church.

We ask a powerful question at Axis: What breaks your heart and 
baffles your mind? My heart breaks as I look back at my friends 
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16   Why Engaging Your Teen’s World Matters

from high school. We went to church camp together, served on 
mission trips, huddled together to pray, and shared our faith. I 
still have a picture from a mission trip showing our team with our 
Bibles in hand, preaching the Gospel on a busy street corner. Since 
then, many of my friends have been stripped threadbare by life— 
many of them divorced, one of them dead, a lot of heartbreak, 
and three of them who were preaching in the picture with me are 
now atheists. Somehow the passion and zeal for Jesus didn’t stick. 
They chucked their faith and went on with their lives.

Jeremiah had a different texture to his family.
I (Jeremiah) weathered a disorienting tapestry of experiences, 

moves across the country, and strange church experiences in search of 
the perfect spiritual environment. My parents were Christ- followers 
who put my siblings and me into intense environments to grow our 
dedication to God. The only problem was that these environments 
emphasized fear and legalism. Still, there was much goodness in my 
family and in the connected faith communities we were part of. But 
the pain that began in these very legalistic environments marked me.

My faith grew through a youth group, leadership on basketball 
teams, conversations with my parents and more conversations with 
my peers (including my future wife, Kimberly), studying apologet-
ics, and environments where reason and faith collided. My faith 
and maturity grew amidst the tensions I experienced. My mind 
latched on to the words of C. S. Lewis, modern apologists, and 
courses that cultivated my worldview. All the while my heart for 
the next generation developed. Older men showed me the way, 
some of whom didn’t even follow the life of Jesus.

My parents certainly were not perfect, but they did many things 
well. One thing I’m forever grateful to them for is sending me to 
Summit Ministries (which we are huge fans of ) for a two- week 
worldview immersion. They also encouraged me to go to the Focus 
on the Family Institute, where I met David and my wife. Without 
those two organizations, Axis would not exist. I am so grateful 
my parents pushed me to do both.
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You Are a Third- Way Parent    17

My parents divorced when I was a young husband and father in 
my mid- twenties. Of course, it’s still painful, but I will continue to 
fight to be a faith- filled husband and father. What I still want, to 
this day, is a lifelong conversation with my parents, despite their 
divorce and the pain this caused me as a young man. My heart 
beats to help parents and teens develop a lifelong faith.

Our stories are very different, but they led us to the same mis-
sion: helping teens develop a lifelong faith. We watched friends 
drift from their faith. Instead of trying to sidestep faith barriers, 
we have observed that we’ve always talked openly about them. 
We’ve even leveraged them as mechanisms for captivating an audi-
ence and starting conversations. We’ve chosen to take a redemptive 
posture on culture that doesn’t condemn it or run from it. We’ll 
share more about that third way of parenting throughout the book.

Very few people are starting meaningful conversations to trans-
late culture through the lens of the Gospel. Even fewer were doing 
this a decade ago. So, our team developed creative ways to present 
the Gospel in language that resonates with teens. We used youth 
culture as a jumping- off point. It was different. It made sense. It 
was coming through voices of the generation they could identify 
with. And it was fruitful.

We still help teens cultivate lifelong faith, but our approach has 
changed. We are dads to amazing kids and husbands to amazing 
women. We spend our best energy infusing lifelong faith into our 
kids. Becoming dads shifted our perspective. Instead of invest-
ing most of the weeks seeking direct impact on teens, we shifted 
to investing our best time into equipping you, caring adults, to 
understand your teen’s world and connect with their heart so you 
can disciple them.

Our team still engages culture and sends teams around the coun-
try to talk with kids about the intersection of faith, culture, and 
their decisions. We still want to inspire teens, but now we focus 
on helping you to help teens cultivate lifelong faith. Think of us 
as your research assistants.
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18   Why Engaging Your Teen’s World Matters

Many of our team members have kids, even grandkids, of our 
own. We feel your stresses, fears, joys, and inadequacy every day. 
We wrestle with the rapidly changing culture and the trends we 
write about. We want to help! We’re in your corner! We do what 
we’re called to do so you can do what you’re called to do. Our 
team will continue to create resources to help you cultivate con-
versations with the teens you love so they can walk the journey of 
faith for the long haul.

We know you have a desire to cultivate lifelong faith in this 
teen you care about. If given the chance, we know you would have 
meaningful conversations about the best and worst things they are 
experiencing. All the caring adults we interact with desire good 
things for the teens they love, but many are hitting barriers along 
the way. Here are the common barriers we observe getting in the 
way for caring adults.

Overwhelm

The number of things to learn about youth culture can be over-
whelming. Can’t it?! There is an ever- growing pile of apps, slang, 
shows, trends, and vices teens are engaged in that you’re prob-
ably struggling to keep up with. One dad told us, “I always feel 
three apps behind my kid!” Can you relate? This struggle to 
keep your head above water can lead to a gnawing sense of being 
overwhelmed. Many times, as parents, we want to throw up our 
hands, stop trying to understand this culture enveloping our kids, 
and quit. It’s too hard, too nuanced. We feel your pain! We have 
an amazing team at Axis spanning four decades who put serious 
energy into researching culture every week so you don’t have to.

Fear

Fear has been no stranger to parents throughout history, but the 
fear swirling around parents today is greater than ever. It’s right in 
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You Are a Third- Way Parent    19

our faces! It’s hard to go a day without hearing a story that scares 
us to the core. To complicate things even more, nearly every corner 
of culture is changing at warp speed. Apps get outdated while new 
ones appear in moments. It’s hard to know what we should try to 
keep our kids away from, let alone how to actually keep them from it.

Cultural Disconnection

All parents feel the divide between what we discuss, listen to, read, 
and watch and what our kids are consuming. To some degree, it’s 
always been this way with teens ( just take a moment to remem-
ber the gap you and your parents experienced). But the divide is 
widening with the volume of information and the rate of change 
today. Parents feel like they are speaking a different language and 
living in different subcultures, because we are.

Cluelessness

We want to be careful here, but we bet there are areas of parenting 
you don’t have a clue about— most of them not your fault. Perhaps 
your parents didn’t have the hard conversations with you, so you 
don’t know how to have them with your kids. Perhaps divorce 
pulled your family apart and left you under- resourced. Maybe you 
feel like all the other parents took a master class in parenting and 
you never got the invite. Every parent is working from a deficit in 
some area. Let’s be honest: Many days it would be easier to be in 
our cubicle at work, where we are an appreciated expert, rather 
than to head home, where we feel inadequate and clueless. Parent-
ing teens is not for the weak.

We understand these pressures. We are in your corner. We want 
to help you connect with the teen you love. We want to help you 
cross the chasm to their heart, to understand the culture the teen 
you love is swimming in. That’s why we exist. While transmitting 
research to parents is a huge help, we have something even deeper in 
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20   Why Engaging Your Teen’s World Matters

mind: connecting to the heart of the teen you love. We believe a heart 
connection gives you the best chance to pass on lifelong faith to them.

Many parents and caring adults feel the task is impossible. 
They’ve seen the numbers. The Pinetops Foundation reports that 
35 million Christian teens will leave Christianity by 2050 if nothing 
changes, and that number could be 42 million if trends worsen.4 
But we intend for something to change. It’s time for a wave of 
parents to push through their fears and barriers and disciple their 
kids. “Losing” our kids during the teen years isn’t inevitable. Our 
team loves hearing connection stories. Recently a mom sent us a 
message (with a lot of smiling emojis) saying, “It’s working! I’m 
actually connecting with my kid again!” We want that for you too.

Three Postures of Parenting

This growing fear about kids exiting the Christian faith is real. 
Every parent feels fear, but sometimes it spikes. Your mind wonders 
and wanders: What are they looking at on their phone? Are they 
doing things I don’t know about? What boundaries are appropri-
ate? Am I an awful parent for not knowing what I don’t know 
about what they’re consuming? If you’re asking those questions, 
you’re normal. The fear and sense of being overwhelmed is real. 
But it shouldn’t drive you. We want to help your love for your teen 
drive you instead of your fear.

We don’t pretend that the world is perfect and that there is 
nothing to fear. But how are you going to react to that fear? If you 
become engulfed in it, you won’t connect with the heart of your 
teen. People have two basic, and very different, reactions to fear: 
fight or flight. Let’s see how they manifest in parenting.

The fight posture

This impulse leads parents to hunker down with high- powered 
artillery aimed at the teen years. You will overprotect and declare 
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You Are a Third- Way Parent    21

war against anything that could possibly harm or negatively influ-
ence your kid. There are a few problems with this. Not only is it 
exhausting, but you will be on high alert during one of the best 
windows of time to connect with your teen. Your kid will catch 
at least a few stray bullets as you try to pick off any impending 
threats. Sometimes you (and they) will forget you’re trying to pro-
tect them from something, and instead of fighting for your kid, 
you will be fighting with your kid. As they navigate the teenage 
journey, you will become more aware of the areas where you have 
less control than you thought. You won’t give them the responsi-
bility they need to grow in maturity.

The flight posture

The flight impulse leads you to run. You’ll give up on connecting 
with your teen’s world, and you’ll miss their heart in the mean-
time. You’ll hear whispers of the tantalizing lie, “It’s an impossible 
game. It will take too much energy, and you can’t win anyway.” 
It’s much easier to disengage from their fast and overwhelming 
culture and wait for them to pop out of the time machine in their 
twenties. This will certainly create less friction at home, and your 
child will have more freedom. But this road leads to the same place 
as the fight impulse: disengagement. It seems better than trying 
to control your teen out of fear, but you will disengage with your 
child’s heart in the process.

The third way: engagement

The good news is there is a third option. A way that steers 
clear of white-knuckling the teenage years out of fear and trying 
to close your eyes until they’re gone. Third- way parents choose 
to engage with their teen’s world (and the culture they are sur-
rounded with) so they can connect with their heart. If you want 
to learn to become a third- way parent, we are here to help. We 
want to be the first to welcome you to the messy middle. There’s 
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life here! There’s connection here. We don’t exist simply to help 
caring adults understand youth culture so you can control your 
teen’s world. We want to help parents and caring adults engage 
with the teen they love so their hearts connect. Ultimately, we want 
to see your teen live out a lifelong faith. We bet you want that too.

Parenting is tough. There’s always going to be something new. 
There’s always going to be something you struggle with, something 
you’ve never heard of, new territory. It’s hard to feel behind and out 
of control. Perhaps you feel helpless as a parent, misunderstood, ill- 
equipped, or unprepared. But if you are a parent, God has shaped 
the soul that has been birthed or adopted into your family.

Third- way parents have a growth mindset. They keep learning. 
They adapt. They are willing to look at themselves and ask, Am 
I part of  the problem? Are my kids on their phone all the time 
because they see me on my phone all the time? How do I need to 
grow as a parent so my kid can grow in their faith? We love hear-
ing from parents who are growing.

It should breathe hope into you just to hear there is this third 
option.

Jesus lived the third way of engagement. He could never quite 
claim one side, and one side could never quite claim him. He was 
misunderstood by the religious elite, the Jews, the non- Jews, even 
his disciples and his own family. He was with “the wrong people,” 
notorious sinners, at parties— always giving the knuckleheads an-
other chance. He lived in tension between the power of Rome, the 
religion of Jerusalem, and the small- town expectations of Galilee.

Jesus is our guide and example, but we also pull from the wis-
dom of Solomon. God has given parents and caring adults the 
opportunity to wrestle with the heart of the issue while connecting 
with the heart of this teen you love the snot out of. Jesus promised 
that the Holy Spirit would lend us wisdom, power, and truth for 
this parenting journey. And we have God’s Word as a light for the 
rocky footpath. So, parents and caring adults, if you are seeking 
to lead your teen toward Jesus, you aren’t alone.
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