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A resource to spark biblically-centered conversations with your kids

about the issues they face in today’s youth culture.

WHAT THE GRIND AND SOFT

LIFE BOTH MISS

BY: Josh Good, CPYU Research Fellow and Ministry Director,
Christian Endeavor, Gilbertsville, PA

Every teenager wrestles with questions of identity, purpose

and agency. Of these questions, the issue of, “what makes a life
meaningful?” is a deeply significant one. From this root grows
questions of activation and application, such as: “How do I prove
that my life has value?” and “What mark am I supposed to leave
on the world?” Today'’s kids are addressing this issue in two very
@ distinct ways. This dichotomy provides an important window

into how the rising generations think about their engagement
with the world. As Christian parents, understanding both of
these responses and how they play out in the life of your teen
w 0 R L D is important as you walk alongside them in their journey of
faithfully following Jesus Christ.

What is Happening?

Two common postures are shaping how teens relate to work,
achievement, and meaning. At first glance they seem like opposites, but
actually they stem from the same root.

1) “Grind Culture” - The first is “hustle culture”, or “grind culture”. This is
the belief that relentless productivity, side hustles, and nonstop achievement
are the path to success and self-worth. This mindset tells teens that their
value is measured by what they produce. But today’s version has a distinct
edge that sets it apart from the “rise and grind” mentality of previous
generations. Today’s teens aren’t just trying to outwork the competition,
they’re also trying to outfocus the technology and connectivity they're
surrounded by. When a teen says they need to “lock in,” go into “monk
mode,” or start their “winter arc,” they’re admitting something striking:
My brain is being hijacked by a million digital distractions, and the only

way I can accomplish anything is to cut off the incessant external influences.
The grind is still there, but now it’s a psychological battle as much as a
physical one.
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What Is Happening? (continued)

2) “Soft Life” Culture - The second posture is the backlash. Having watched
their parents and others burn themselves out chasing a promise that didn’t
deliver, some kids have made significant moves to reject grind culture. In

its place, “soft life” culture has emerged. This is an aesthetic of ease and
intentional slowing down. But this mindset has experienced subtle shifts for
kids today. What began as a workplace protest (“quiet quitting,” rejecting
hustle at the office, etc.) has become a broader consumer aesthetic and
personal identity: “my soft era,” “brain rot,” giving yourself permission to
disengage not just from work but from effort and ambition altogether. This is
not just because they’re exhausted, but because they’ve become unconvinced
that work or achievement can deliver the thing they’re actually hungry for.

These two postures, though they look like opposites, actually carry the same
through line. Both the grinding teen and the withdrawn teen are asking

the same questions: Am I enough? Do I have enough? Will I ever feel like
enough? One is trying to answer it through achievement. The other through
apathy. Neither has found what they’re looking for.

A joint study by Indiana Wesleyan University, Harvard and Common Sense
Media recently found that 81% of teens struggle in at least one major life
domain, and one in four report experiencing burnout, a level of exhaustion
once associated with overworked adults. Whether a teen is grinding

or withdrawing, the emotional reality underneath is the same: a deep,
unresolved hunger for something solid to stand on.
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What Does God’s Word Say?

As parents, the goal is not to push your teen toward the middle ground
between these two extremes. It is to point them toward something
categorically different. We have the opportunity to guide them to a
foundation that transforms both how they work and how they rest.
Scripture doesn’t call us to find balance between striving and giving
up. It offers something far better: a secure foundation that reframes
everything built on top of it, including how we work, how we rest, and
how we understand our own worth.

In Colossians 3:1-4, Paul writes: “If then you have been raised with Christ,
seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.
Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you
have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your
life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.” For the teen who has
surrendered their life to Christ, this is a declaration about who they already
are. Their identity, who they are at the deepest level, is not something they
are working toward. It has already been given and secured. The self that
they are anxiously trying to construct through achievement, or drowning
in passivity, is actually already known and held by God in Christ. That is the
foundation.

From that foundation, Jesus speaks directly to the exhausted: "Come to
me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest... and you will find
rest for your souls.” (Matthew 11:28-29). Notice what Jesus offers is not rest
as escape or laziness. It is rest as arrival. Rest that comes from standing on a
sure and secure foundation. It is available to the burned-out grinder and the
soft-life teen alike. It cannot be found in over-achievement. It cannot be found
by withdrawing into self-centered comfort.

Later in his letter to the Colossians, Paul addresses work, saying:
“Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men.” (Colossians
3:23). This is not a command to grind harder. It is a description of what work
looks like when identity is already securely established. You no longer work
toward something you desperately need to find or earn. You work from a
place of freedom and rest, for an audience of One. This is what hustle culture
gets backwards. It places work before identity and tells teens to earn what
the gospel freely gives. And this is what soft life culture misses. It rejects the
grind but replaces it with self-centered comfort rather than true rest, and
finds the same emptiness in a different posture.

For teens who haven’t yet surrendered to Christ, passages like Colossians

3 and Matthew 11 are an invitation to the foundation that only Christ can
provide. The identity they are grinding for, or withdrawing from because
you can’t find, are precisely what Jesus offers. Not as a reward for effort, but
as a gift.
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“For you have died,
and your life is
hidden with Christ
in God.”

- Colossians 3:3
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Conversation Starters and Questions:

The goal of engaging your teen(s) with these concepts is not to critique
their work ethic or challenge their desire to slow down. It is to help
them discover what they are really searching for, and to equip them to
find it. For teens who don’t yet know Christ, that means pointing them
toward the one who has already secured what they’re looking for. For
teens who do know Christ, it means helping them learn to taste that
reality; to actually live from their identity in Jesus rather than striving
away from it. That is sanctification, and you have a beautiful role in it.

Observe first. Take time to notice whether your teen leans toward grinding
(overscheduled, achievement-anxious, difficulty stopping) or withdrawing
(disengaged, avoiding challenge, self-centered comfort). Understanding their
starting point and perspective is key.

Ask curious, open questions:

e “I'hear teens talk about needing to ‘lock in’. What does that mean to you?
What are you trying to lock out?”

e ‘“Is there anything you're working really hard toward right now? What
are you hoping it will do for you?”

¢ “Do you ever feel like you're enough? What would enough even look like?”

e “What would it feel like to already have everything you needed to feel
okay about yourself?”

Share your own story. Your honest reflection on what you've chased and
what it cost you, or failed to deliver, is one of the most powerful things you
can offer. Teens are not looking for lectures. They are looking for someone to
be honest about the same hunger.

Try the reframe: “locking in on Jesus.” Your teen’s desire to lock in, cut the
noise, and fix their focus is not the problem. It is actually close to something
deeply right. Help them see that locking in on Jesus is not a grind. It is the
most freeing and fulfilling focus possible. Unlike locking in on grades, money,
or status, this one actually delivers what you're searching for because the
one you're fixing your gaze on has already secured your identity, your worth,
and your rest.

Anchor the conversation in identity, not just behavior. Help your teen
understand that the gospel gives them a settled identity in Christ that no
achievement can build and no failure can destroy.

Pray together. Ask God to help your teen work and rest from a place of security,
not anxiety; from a foundation already laid, not a finish line still to cross.

A life rich with meaning won’t be found at the top of a hustle ladder or
in the quiet of a soft-life era, but in the presence of a faithful Savior. As
parents, our greatest privilege is pointing our Kkids to the One who has
already accomplished what they are so desperately striving to find.
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