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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZaW5HH1Bg&feature=related

Lisbeth Salander is a survivor of a traumatic childhood, it is an experience that has
informed how she has chosen to live her life: as a fiercely introverted, asocial misfit -- a
loner who uses her photographic memory and IT expertise to make a living as a
computer hacker. She is particularly hostile to men who abuse women, and takes
special pleasure in exposing and punishing them. It has been speculated that she
might also have Aspergers syndrome. Her mental state is never definitively described,
however, an ambiguity that many antagonists try to use against her and for their
nefarious purposes, classifying her as “a sick, murderous, insane f*****g person,"
"paranoid"”, "obsessive", “schizophrenic”. For all intents and purpose she indeed acts
and is written off as a sociopath; the persona serves to both protect her as well as to
support her efforts to have some control over her life.

In the exhilarating court scene, in the final chapter of the trilogy, when she is to prove
her competency, her sanity, she rejects the sensibility of dressing and acting as a
“sane” person and comes to the court in all her regalia: multiple piercings, spiked
mohawk, dressed in black leather, wearing generous black eye makeup and lipstick and
refuses to participate in the deliberations.

While Salander is a fictional character she is very much emblematic of who we would
conventionally think as disenfranchised. Yet we see glimpses of who she is behind her
persona. As such, what would have been her story, if say, she encountered a savvy
youth minister in her adolescence, albeit mostly institutionalized, years? What “good
news” was there for Salander?

The period of adolescence is complicated enough without having to deal with all life’s
upheavals, yet it is a time that is to be full of endless possibilities. With the appropriate
opportunities and supportive environments teens have the potential to develop into
mature, strong, creative and, sometimes, smart adults. But what happens when the
options are limited, difficult to access or just plain nonexistent? That might not be a
comforting question to ask those who want us to believe that every young person can

one day become a national leader. Some youth beat the incredible odds against them

to achieve a reasonable good life, but many do not.



Father Greg Boyle, founder and director of Homeboy Industries, an intervention
program in Los Angelesp for gang-affiliated youth, writes:

“in my earliest days, when gang violence had me burying more young
people than old folks, | would often isolate the kid who just viewed his dead
homeboy in the casket....I figure perhaps | can speak a word to jostle him
from his entrenched vow to seek revenge. Perhaps this is the vulnerable
moment, a window cracked open to me. | would almost always say
something, like, “I never want to see you lying in a coffin at sixteen” or
whatever his age is. When 1 first did this, | always expected the same
response: “yeah -- that makes two of us. | don’t want to die.” What was
initially starling grew predictable as | buried more kids. For this vulnerable
one would always say the same thing, with little variation. “Why not -- you
gotta dies sometime.” This is the language of the despondent, for whom
hope and one’s own sacredness are entirely foreign.” (Tattoos on the Heart
p. 90)

Father Boyle’s experience was not that much different from my own when | arrived in
Los Angeles to do youth ministry. | was shocked to hear youth declare that they did not
expect to live beyond 20 years of age -- these were 14, 15-year olds! The difference, |
learned, between those who go on to live a full life and those who don’t, unfortunately, is
the level or kinds of opportunities and life-affirming experiences accessible to them.
Without intending to, the idea of equal opportunity blames the victims by default for their
disenfranchisement or marginalization. Different environments and different life
circumstances exert varying degrees of influence over youth, their prospects for a vital
adult life, their hope for a future. Their life choices are often circumscribed by the
number and kinds of options and supportive relationships available to them. What they
bring to life and what life dishes out can significantly decide their life’s path. This is the

dilemma of disenfranchised youth and the challenge of ministering to them.

The barriers to youth, in general, to a vital and meaningful life are indeed affected by
those factors that shape who they are or become. At the very core of their identity are

the personal characteristics, like emotional and intellectual intelligence, physical
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attributes, including gender, race and disabilities, and any mental or emotional problems
that may originate deep inside. Overlaid are all the family issues such as emotional or
physical violence, attachment or separation, stress or economic status. The familial
factors are as important as personal characteristics that go towards defining, along a
continuum, the extend a youth can be seen as being disenfranchised - that is, how
disengaged from or pushed to the margins of mainstream society youth are is often
determined by the level of their engagement in what is often seen as “antisocial,”
“delinquent ” or “risky” activity. The labeling is often an attempt to define the rebellious
behavior of the youth and since it is nonconventional the activity is often deemed

problematic at best or pathological at worst.

Certainly unhealthy and risky behavior can endanger a youth’s present health and well-
being as well as impede her or his future adult opportunities. However, | want to
suggest that what we may think as “risky behavior” or unhealthy activity may indeed be
an intentional strategy towards “well being” -- without denying the adaptive and
subversive meaning of those acts -- their behavior or actions are indeed transformative
practices (however limiting they may be) towards meaning, efficacy, health. This
perspective stems from the view that young people have a number of fundamental
needs -- including, for example, the need for affiliation and belonging to a group, the
need to feel competent or useful, respected, and significant -- that they will seek ways to
meet these needs in whatever places and situations accessible to them (“by any means
necessary”) This, | believe, is a crucial understanding for youth ministry attempting to

reach out to those on the margins.



| do not want to be guilty of yet another discussion about youth troubles or troubled
youth where | would expound on the psychological, cultural and moral deficiencies of
so-called disenfranchised youth and somehow provide a solution. Suffice it to say that
“antisocial” behavior is an outcome of marginalization, i.e., the relegation of certain
youth to the fringes of society, where social and economic conditions exacerbate
powerlessness. This process occurs on multiple levels as a product of pressures and
forces in play over a certain period of time on the community level as well as in our

contemporary culture.

These macro societal and structural forces often interact with personal and familial
factors creating hurdles to healthy and productive lives. Often in marginal communities
this “perfect storm” is fairly tumultuous engendering economic insecurity and lack of
opportunity; fragmented institutions of social control; violence, in the home or on the
street; poverty, the availability of illegal drugs; the lack of health services or recreational
facilities; psychological and emotional stress. These obstacles are embedded in real life
circumstances that affect choices youth have to make about their identity, their well-
being, about life. It is not just that one is a Latina in the South Bronx or a white boy from
Appalachia, or that one’s family is separated or fatherless; it is what the dominant
culture says about youth from “broken” homes should be and do that creates challenges
for them. (So the task here is to dismantle the societal message and rearrange the

language so that these youth can envision her/himself as somebody.)

The youth minister must have the tools to better assess how these broader community
and societal influences and expectations affect youth. It is not enough to be conversant

in pop culture. We can never get the whole story of a teen’s life by simply looking at
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individual or family problems. The youth minister needs to understand the youth’s
community and cultural context as well. It is an area the most youth ministers intuitively

understand but rarely engage except to try to counter or deflect its influences.

Understanding so-called disenfranchised youth means looking critically at the
availability of whatever it is they need to sustain a sense of well-being (or wholeness)
and feel both competent (i.e., having the necessary life skills) and in control (adequate
decision-making power) of their lives. Recreational and work opportunities, good
schools and safe neighborhoods are just some of the things these youth (like all youth)
need if they are to have the foundation toward vital and future-oriented lives. In stable,
middle-class communities, these things can be in abundance, and yet youth can still
feel an oppressive pressure to conform, to fit in, to look the same and act the same.
The result are youth who feel like aliens in a strange land (for example, Columbine).
Given such a perspective, all youth without hope-generating options can be deemed

disenfranchised

In the absence of options, youth do make sense (as | have already intimated), in their
own way, of the everyday, and they, more often than not, do not all end up in a literal or
figurative dead end. But to do this many teenagers turn to the only resource they know,
their streets and peers, and to the powerful ways one can carve out an alternative social
identity there. Like heat-seeking missiles, these youth navigate where they need to go
to find meaning and joy in their lives and convince themselves they are accepted.

Some would say that they are adapting to their sociocultural environment by joining
“antisocial” subcultures or engaging in “antisocial” behavior. | hesitate to ascribe to

these actions as merely coping or survival strategies when in fact they tend to be pro-



active, even rational, efforts of youth to find that what the immediate physical and social
landscape fails to provide. Lack of social provision that would interest young people
can be regarded as a major determinant of their presence on the street and

engagement in “risk-taking” behavior.

Study after study show that the majority of these young women and men are not
apathetic, hedonistic or predatory casualties of a cruel and uncaring adult world. (This is
not to deny that some of these young people perpetrate criminal, sometimes violent acts
or to minimize the social consequences of their actions.) Most of these youth are
activity engaged in the struggle to be subjects, not objects, in some historical narrative.
There is present in some form an intellectual, social and spiritual yearning for a more

powerful storyline.

Regretfully, our tendency as adults is to intervene, or push back with forceful control
that, if we are honest, we are ultimately powerless to enforce. Youth ministers need to
see youth’s outlandish behavior, attire or persona as communication media. If they
seek excitement or a sense of belonging, or money, purpose, even aggression, in these
kinds of conduct we need to work with them to find all these same things in
combinations that suit them and in ways that are not harmful to their well-being. We
need to appreciate their behavior as purposeful, reflecting a certain level of resiliency
and resourcefulness -- not simply the result of individual pathology or an abusive family
situation -- and work with this understanding in mind to guide their behavior in ways that
keep the teen and others safe. (Safety is paramount.) Efforts to change young lives
succeed best when they start from insight into the rationality of lives lived -- however

chaotically.



Whether from good homes or troubled ones youth strive to feel good. They discover (or
don’t) outside their homes opportunities to explore or express their pain, alternatives to
the chaos of their biological families, or sometimes just the sheer excitement young
lives relish. Youth hanging out late at night on street corners are there entirely by
choice, having no other place to be or because that is the only place that makes sense
for them to be. When you don’'t have much or any cash, hardly anywhere to go or worth
going to, and even less to do then “getting into trouble” offers the most amusement.
What may start off as play groups sometimes too mischievous and adventurous but
rather innocuous, can end up as a local “street collective” subculture (sometimes called
gangs, sometimes called cliques), with its own rules and regulations. More important,
these “street collectives” or peer groups provide emotional and material support that is

often found to be restorative, even life saving.

Such is the attraction of peer groups -- sometimes, unfortunately, they can also be of
the destructive kind. The fact is that peer groups, in and of themselves, are not
unhealthy places for youth to grow, experiment or risk. For youth growing up in toxic
home environments, peer groups offer safe “space” to express themselves. For youth
growing up in unhealthy environments, peer groups offer a place for youth to add to
their talents while learning how to deal with other people. (lronically, often the only help
available to an overwhelmed adolescent is a peer group full of youth with the same
heavy loads in life.) Nonetheless, youth without a peer group at all are in more danger

than those with a dysfunctional group.

Perhaps that’'s why peer grouping amongst marginal youth has so much potential to

help in the development process. The myth about peer pressure helps shield us from



the truth. A youth in a group is simply a participant in that group, even if in their role of a
follower he or she does little than play the audience for others. Of course, there is no
neutral position when it comes to the construction of group identity; everyone plays a
role in creating the culture and values of the group. In effect, youth experience their
peer groups as places to feel empowered. (Our homes, churches and youth centers can
be every bit as empowering. We just need to understand what it is that happens in
“street collectives” that makes our youth feel so special.) If they don’t feel that way they
move on to other relationships, if and when the opportunity arises (the operative word
here is “opportunity”). It make sense then that they group together to find a common
voice. At least together they know who they are and can craft a narrative for
themselves as a defense against attack. For many of our youth on the margins, that’s
how they feel: at war and under attack or neglected and ignored. Ultimately, their well-
being, their wholeness, their story rests on feeling empowered -- no longer

disenfranchised.

Empowerment had become a buzz word of our times, and one that has been misused
and misappropriated by various sectors in society. We cannot really empower anyone.
What we can do is knock down the barriers youth encounter in their search for personal
power or significance. In other words, we need to help unleash the power inherent in
youth. Someone may ask, “How do you give more power to youth who are seemingly
already acting inappropriately or out of control?” That is where the misunderstanding
begins about the actions of marginal youth. It isn’t that adult caregivers are to surrender
their power over such things as curfews or give up their no-drugs-in-the-place rule.
What we have failed to understand is that if we do not help youth have a say over who

they are, then they’ll take control anyway. They will shout louder, act more aggressively
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and do things that annoy us adults even more in order to convince us we are powerless
to tell them what they can and cannot do. Second, we must understand that no matter

how peculiar their choices of identity, it is their effort to find a sense of well-being.

A sense of wholeness is not something we “do” on our own. It depends on who is
around us and what they offer us by way of sustenance and acceptance. A large part of
what youth need to feel whole is support for the powerful self-definitions they construct
for themselves. Or stated differently a narrative that gives them an identity with
meaning and purpose that leads to healthy and a hope-filled life. Indeed, research has
shown that those fortunate enough to have joined street organizations or community-
based organizations developed a critical consciousness that allowed them to name, and
resist, some of the power structures and forms of discourse responsible for their
disenfranchisement. However, it takes more than one person, one institution to foster

new meanings, just like it takes a whole community to raise a child.

Probably no other organization has attempted to raise this significant understanding
than the Search Institute and its promotion of the 40 Developmental Assets. Where
youth live, what their communities are like and how they interact or deal with youth, and
what the general ecology is like in their neighborhood -- factors of safety, schools, and
economic stability as mentioned earlier, for example -- have significant bearing on
adolescent development. All young people, of course, need continued exposure to
positive experiences, settings, and caring adults as well as a myriad of opportunities to
gain and refine their life skills to grow up in positive healthy ways. They need adults
who teach and encourage them, who help them set challenging and meaningful goals

for the future, and who nurture an array of skills and values. But young people on the
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periphery of mainstream society often need specific, focused help in accessing the
kinds of personal and social assets that support positive development and protect them
against the adverse effects of negative life events, difficult social situations, and

academic failures.

In many ways, youth ministries are already wired to provide opportunities for
disenfranchised youth to acquire critical personal and social developmental assets and
experience features of positive development settings. Among other things, youth
ministries easily can, if not already doing so in their programs, incorporate opportunities
for physical, cognitive and social/emotional development; opportunities to address
underlying issues of identity and intergroup relationships; opportunities for community
involvement and service; and opportunities to interact with caring adults and a diversity
of peers. The youth minister will need to be more intentional in leveraging these

resources in addressing the developmental issues facing marginalized youth.

The job of a youth worker has just become more challenging. It isn’t simply about
salvation! There is a very important role for youth ministry to play in helping
adolescents build the appropriate relationships and life skills to successfully negotiate
their lives in very complex social systems. For the most part, the focus in youth
ministry has been on its own ministry design, program operations and those youth who
affiliate with it. However, adolescent development depends not only on the independent
efforts of ministry programs, but also on those efforts in collaboration with the
community as a whole. No program or organization can provide the range of
development assets required by youth to mature into productive adults nor can they fully

compensate for a dysfunctional family, poor schools, chaotic neighborhoods, poor
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medical and mental health care, environmental toxins, and stress-filled early lives.
Youth ministers, in order to be effective in their outreach effort to marginal youth, have
to stop looking solely at the individual youth and start thinking about what needs to
change structurally in the community, if not society, so that marginalized youth do not
need to express themselves as whole beings, discover their agency or experience
health in ways that can be labelled as delinquent or “at-risk” (however empowering that

may be).

The reality is that no individual youth ministry programs can bear the full weight and
responsibility for producing healthy, robust future generations, particularly given that
many, perhaps most youth ministries, are small and fragile, with insufficient funding and
inconsistent leadership. They may help but it would be naive to think, even for the best
and strongest model ministry, that they can usher in the kingdom, so to speak. This
suggest youth ministers need to appreciate the importance of being interconnected with
other youth ministries, with families, and with other youth-serving institutions in the
community. (An exceptional example is the “Urban Youth Collaborative: connecting
kids to the kingdom by liking churches to schools” in San Diego). Collaborative planning

skills need to become part of the youth minister’s toolkit.

Let me be clear, youth ministry should be seen as complementary and supportive not
supplanting of the primary nurturing and teaching roles of the family and other
community institutions. In many instances, youth ministry is not so much about filling
gaps left by families and schools, for example, but rather plays an important role in
enhancing the positive factors that contribute to adolescent well-being. Youth ministry

is to be a partner in the process of adolescent development.
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As such, youth ministries should strive to ensure youth have access to the internal as
well as external resources they need to experience themselves in appropriate and
healthy ways as whole beings. This is not just having knowledge about a God who died
for their sins-- but introducing them to a God of grace who desires that they flourish. As
more “powerful” members of our communities, youth workers can craft for youth
appropriate opportunities to experience wholeness. It is then up to the youth to avail
themselves of such experiences. Of all the things youth ministers can provide,
however, regardless if the disaffected teen develops an intimate relationship with the
Creator or not, is caring relationships. It is by relating to others that teenagers discover
who they are and the agency they have to transform their world. (Jurgen Moltmann says

we can only experience the imago dei in community.)

Living out the power of salvation is not necessarily a solitary enterprise. Itis a
concerted effort by a group a people who put forth a different idea of what life ought to
be -- this can offer up to a youth a formidable challenge to the forces of conformity.
Gangs do this well. Church groups need to do better. As already noted, teens need
peers with whom to flock if they are to challenge the culture handed to them. Rather
than disparaging the peer groups in which youth participate, perhaps we should learn
what it is that works for them in these groups, then try to recreate that, if not enhance,
the experience for them in some small measure in the ministry. Without peers, the
individual youth is just a lone voice crying in the wilderness of contemporary life. But a
whole group of like-minded peers can do more. They can yell. They can mount an
effective resistance to how things they are told should be. Youth ministry can cultivate
and nurture -- raise up, some might say -- prophets of a new narrative. There is power

and purpose in that enterprise.
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Unfortunately, there has always been the empty promise that if youth would just agree
with how adults organize their world, their understanding of God, then they would be
accepted by a community waiting to embrace them and their lives will be better. |
believe the evidence is wanting. It should be clear by now that even if these
marginalized youth conform to our worldview, many will still live in impoverished or
unwelcoming neighborhoods, or be the wrong color, or come from the wrong family, or
appear somehow too different in ways that disadvantages or puts them “on the outside”.
That they choose instead “unconventional” or “risky” lifestyles in which they have some
control over their lives and manage to find what they need to sustain their “well-being”
(their sanity, if you will) makes a lot more sense about the choices they make. At least
amongst their peers the societal pressure to be just like adults is off. When we try to
“help” these youth without understanding this, we merely exacerbate their already

challenged lives.

It is essential that youth ministers know how to ensure physical and psychological safety
which is fundamental to attract young people to programs and to keep them coming
back. This requires both creating an environment that is safe, not just handling conflicts
among participants as they arise but providing them with the skills to do their own
peace-making. Of course, an appropriate safe environment is often based on the rules
maintained by a program. My experience is that youth appreciate guidelines for
behavior as elemental to their own feeling of safety and comfort -- especially as the
ministry context provides a safe haven in a challenging neighborhood. It is this

investment in their safety that youth feel their are valued by adults, not just their peers,
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and thus opens them up to the possibility of receiving support and direction from the

adult leaders in the program. In fact, youth desire and require guidance from adults.

It is perhaps in this safe place that some of the most significant work with
disenfranchised youth can occur. Stopping problem behaviors is difficult, maybe futile,
if we do not, as | have put forth, first understand the power they hold for young people
whose lives are experienced as emotional and, often, physical wastelands. At the same
time these youth wrestle with the labels stamped on them because of the way they react
to what they have experienced: victim, thief, charity case, stupid. slut. Youth
understand the threat such labels pose to their well-being. While they might use these
words amongst themselves, coming from adults, these words sting and irritate already
open wounds. It is not uncommon for them to come up with their labels that provides
them with some semblance of power over their situation: homie, sexy, helper, survivor,
tough, leader. However, more often than not, they feel saddled with shameful or painful
experiences over which they never had control. Father Boyle writes, “ [Our work is t0]
stand with the belligerent, the surly, and the badly behaved until bad behavior is
recognized for the language it is: the vocabulary of the deeply wounded and of those

whose burdens are more than they can bear.” (id. pg. 179)

The experience or experiences of the past should be seen simply as that, something
that happened and not something that defines them, not the final story. | think here is
perhaps one of the more important dimension of youth ministry: providing the
opportunity for a resurrected or redeemed story. It is not about denying whatever
situation, circumstance, incident or behavior that has affected how the teen is viewed, it

probably needs to be addressed sometime. But the teen needs to be given a different
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story than that of a disempowered victim, troubled or marginalized youth. A myriad of
interactive tools are available to search out the internal qualities of youth about
themselves but the most important work for the youth minister is to let the youth know
the possibility of having a new narrative. While it is important to create space for our
youth to tell their story free from criticism and to hear the stories of others, the goal |
think of youth ministers is to help them discover a new sense of self, a new identity, to
discover how their new story is part of a grand meta-narrative. It is helping the youth,
who has been on “the outside” so long that s/he doesn’t know what the insides feels like
anymore (assuming they were at one time on the inside), know that they are not
captives of the past but free to embrace a new future and bring that future to the
present. Itis not simply telling them that there is a God who loves them but helping
them discover that they are worthy of that love. (What a wonderful gift we have in the
Bible -- more real than reality TV and more awesome than the most imaginative videos

games -- which tells story upon story of self-discovery.)

Whether you ask a researcher, a theorist, a practitioner, or an adolescent, the quality of
relationships with adults come up again and again as a critical feature of any safe and
supportive setting. These interrelated qualities of emotional support (e.g., being caring
and responsive) and qualities of instrumental support (e.g., providing guidance that is
useful to young people) appear on the surface to be objective qualities. However,
research suggests that these qualities reside less in the adult than in the youth’s
perception of the adult and in the youth’s experience of interaction with the adult. This
is an important point, because it suggests that there is not one ideal type of adult for all
adolescents and all settings (i.e., there is no single template of a good parent, teacher,

or youth worker) but rather different adolescents are likely to respond to different
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elements within this set of desirable qualities. This point is worth underscoring because
it suggests that it is more about what we do than who we are. Youth want to be

connected.

In brief, important to developing connectedness and providing support and guidance is
having an array of patient adults who are committed to a program and its young people,
who are consistent in messages they teach, and who communicate warmth and caring
while setting clear boundaries and consistent guidelines and expectations. These
adults’ attitudes matter more than do questions of race, age, ethnicity or background, or
hipness! Youth see adults who they perceive as their allies and who are committed to

their well-being and, above all, trustworthy.

We are unlikely to ever define an ideal ministry model that can be replicated in cookie-
cutter fashion in all communities. There are several obvious reasons for this cautionary
note. One is the diversity of young people, their particular needs, and their surrounding
environments argue against the notion that single style program will fit all situations.
Yes, we can describe developmentally appropriate programs for youth that provide the
opportunity for increasing autonomy, participation in program decision-making
leadership, and exposure to engaging and stimulating experiences as they mature. But
perhaps the most important reason is that in many aspects working with young people
is more art than a science -- as any parent, teacher or youth worker will tell you. In the
end, success often hinges on such intangibles as the quality of the relationship between
individual young person and the youth workers and, more often than not, the

interpersonal chemistry of a particular group of teenagers.
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So, how do we best prepare youth ministers to work with the Lisbeth Salanders of the
world? Those youth who are fighting to maintain their sense of well-being, struggling
against tremendous odds? At the risk of being overly simplistic, let me paraphrase
Father Boyle,

“How do we work with the [disenfranchised]? You don’t, you share your
life with them. We see in them what they don’t see in themselves, until
they do.”

He elaborates in his book, Tattoos on the Heart:

[In our belonging to each other, we soon] imagine, with God, this circle of
compassion. Then we imagine no one standing outside of that circle,
moving ourselves closer to the margins so that the margins themselves
will be erased. We stand there with the poor and the powerless and the
voiceless. At the edges, we join the easily despised and the readily left
out. We stand with the demonized so that the demonizing will stop. We
situate ourselves right next to the disposable so that the day will come
when we [as a society] stop throwing people away. The prophet Habakkuk
writes, “The vision still has its time, presses on to the fulfillment and it will
not disappoint... and if it delays, wait for it. (pg., 190)

( I wonder what the story for Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, of Columbine infamy, would
have been if invited into this circle rather than judged and excluded by their evangelical
classmates?)

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this 21st century every aspect of what we call contemporary life is indelibly marked by
the powerful changes driven by the globalization of our world and the advances within
technology. The profound transformations in peoples, institutions, demography and
geography are physically evident in the new global landscape. The continuous class

and ethnic conflict, internal social disorder (communal, familial and individual), spiritual
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movements, and patterns of hypermobility and economic stress have become part and

parcel of our multicultural global terrain.

In this period of uneasy cultural and economic transition, young people ride the
periphery, and their lives do impressive battle with notions of a now-archaic "norm."
Their sometimes quiet but otherwise frenetic revolution is fueled by much more than
simply the adolescent ache to belong. It is a more honest, eyes-wide-open way to

reach out and embrace a new reality that is confounding the older generation.

Ministry to and with youth in this context has never had a greater opportunity or a more
urgent responsibility to live and proclaim the life-giving message of the Gospel. Youth
ministers face challenges as they attempt to be relevant to a conflicted kaleidoscopic
world -- in which youth are both exoticized and pathologized -- while remaining faithful
interpreters of the Written Word. As the world is being reshaped, the message of
healing and hope needs to be clearly presented as never before. Indeed, the Christian
faith has always included a central message of hope; something learned from those
who have struggled on the margins.
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