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Abstract: 
This seminar explores the question What does it mean to prepare students for leadership 
in the church via youth ministry? versus What does it mean to prepare students for 
leadership in youth ministry? This brief phrase – “in the church” – makes all the 
difference in how our students see their work and calling as they enter into youth ministry 
practice. Throughout we will ground the Youth Ministry task theologically and close with 
specifically applicable implications.  
 
 
  Same real person. Two conversations. A decade apart. 

 Ten (plus) years ago: “I’m a lifer. God has called me into youth ministry. What I 

need to know is how to set up and run a program, put on a camp, recruit and train some 

volunteers, and stay current with youth culture. Don’t bog me down with too much 

irrelevant theology, or disconnected theories and research. Just equip me to work with 

kids. I’m in this for the long haul.” 

 Last week: “Too many nights out. Too many parents. Too many flakey kids. Not 

enough leaders. I’m tired. But I don’t know what else I could do. I want to become a 

family minister, but they told me I’m not equipped for that. Now what?” 

 

 When this 32-year-old graduated from college with a degree in youth ministry ten 

years earlier, he knew his calling, was trained and ready to change the world in the name 
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and under the banner of youth ministry. Churches were eager to hire such enthusiasm. 

Who, after all, can reach kids better than an energetic, freshly minister, well-trained 

youth pastor right out of college? (And this is not about gender, the story is universal). 

 Yet what has happened to those 34-year-olds? Where are the graduates of youth 

ministry programs over the past 15-20 years? And, more significantly, how did our 

preparation equip them for the changing dynamics of vocational ministry? 

 The thesis of this paper is the conviction that youth ministry education has been 

more concerned with training people to do youth ministry than to train ministers. Or, to 

put it another way, we have equipped people for the first five to ten years out of our 

programs but not for a life of ministry leadership. My conviction is for many years we 

have considered youth ministry through the lens and agenda of youth ministry rather than 

through the church. 

 

The Background 

 Youth ministry evolved from two foundational pillars: ecclesial independence and 

programmatic homogeneity. Depending on where one counts as the beginnings of what 

we now call youth ministry, the basic impetus emerged from a handful of people who 

were concerned that young people were increasingly becoming disconnected from not 

only the church but the Gospel. This paper, in general agreement with most leading youth 

ministry historians, like Mark Senter and Mark Cannister, sees the roots of youth ministry 

earlier but it became the important and widespread movement it is in the mid-20th 

century. In both parachurch ministries (especially Christian Endeavor, Young Life, and 

Youth For Christ) and church experiments, youth ministry evolved as Christian adults 
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came to believe that the church was not adequately addressing young people’s increasing 

distancing from the faith. At first youth ministry was a response to a church that did not 

notice this. Soon, youth ministry – in both the parachurch and parish – began to take on 

the role of being the body of Christ’s mission to the young. This, however, quickly took 

on a “we/they” mentality that even inadvertently encouraged the growing fissure between 

adult believers and young disciples. Thus, youth ministry’s legacy has been a powerful 

albeit programmatically necessary ecclesial silo.  

 The cost of ecclesial independence? There is much to be said here, but for the 

purposes of this paper two stand out. First, born out of the early-20th century revival 

movement that stressed personal response and individual discipleship, youth ministry has 

all too often perpetuated a stunted view of what it means to live as a faithful and mature 

follower of Christ. Jesus’ “one command” in John 15 to “love each other” was relegated 

to experiencing Christian community among peers of adolescents. Thus youth ministry 

students left programs and ministries being taught that after high school they were 

ultimately on their own to live as a faithful Christian. Second, and related, this created 

spiritual orphans who had a difficult time ever replicating the experience they had of 

being “held” by adults who invested in them. Now they were not only alone to live out 

their faith, they were alone to live into their faith.  

 The second pillar that has supported youth ministry over the years is 

programmatic homogeneity. When Youth Specialties presented the first National Youth 

Workers Convention in 1970, the movement drew together not only disparate groups and 

denominations all under the banner of “Christ and kids,” it also drew the practices of 

youth ministry into a particular fold. For the last five decades this and other training and 
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resource gatherings have basically offered two messages: from the stage, this is who we 

are (again, “Christ and kids”), and from the seminar rooms, this is how we do youth 

ministry. From the mid-1980s forward how most practiced youth ministry was by looking 

to others who had developed “models.” In 1995, the most comprehensive to date resource 

for youth ministry was The Complete Book of Youth Ministry, by Warren S. Benson and 

Mark H. Senter (Moody). In this book, Benson and Senter present several models of how 

to establish and operate a youth ministry program, and proclaimed: “the model presented 

in this chapter should provide an adequate basis for selecting a model” (p. 268). To this 

day, youth ministry is defined as a way of doing youth ministry – copying models, 

emulating approaches, and structuring what “works” to bring young people to Christ. 

 The cost of this programmatic homogeneity? When we see youth ministry as 

something we do, then our task is to create and run a program. What this ends up 

meaning is we, by necessity and even job description, end up seeing students as a group 

instead of as individuals. Faith becomes about delivery and formulae. The “youth group” 

and ultimately church, then, become a network of isolated worshipers who believe that 

the church owes them programs, events, trips and opportunities. Faith is not organic, or 

familial, but is a series of programs and ministries that make us think we are living as the 

church when we barely know, much less love, each other. 

Youth Ministry Education: What has been our role? 

 It is my conviction that the corroboration with these two pillars is not limited to 

the popular world of youth ministry training, it is an indictment on our discipline as well. 

In our design of classes, in our marketing of programs, and in our preparation of students 
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we have created an educational systemic structure that reinforces both ecclesial 

independence and programmatic homogeneity. 

 I say this as the chief of sinners, and as one of the original youth ministry 

educators. In so many ways I have been working to preparing youth ministers for youth 

ministry. I, like every AYME colleague I know, have not intentionally been hindering my 

students’ future and growth. I believe that we all care deeply about not only the equipping 

of our students for ministry but also about their spiritual and even life formation. Yet, and 

here is my thesis in this paper, I believe the disservice we have done and we do to them is 

this: we have seen our student’s preparation through the lens of the youth ministry task 

instead of the calling to ministry to, in, and through the church. 

 The last several years I have been assaulted by a stunning and frightening 

revelation. I was faced with the conviction that I have spent much of my career seeing 

ministry through the lens of those I have been called to love: adolescents and emerging 

adults. While I have always felt this was worthy if not noble, I have come to believe that 

this is neither healthy for our students nor productive for their future. Instead, I have 

come to be convicted that God is not calling us to kids, but to the church, his body on the 

earth. I am called to be in connection with God’s people in a way that builds, encourages, 

and sets free the whole for partnership with the Spirit in the missio dei. How does youth 

ministry fit into that? By seeing the young as fully part of that community, and preparing 

men and women for ministry to them through the life, ministry, and mission of God’s 

people. 

 
Envisioning the Future of Youth Ministry: An Ecclesiological Approach 
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 My research and work the last few years has been dedicated to try and understand 

what it means to see ministry to the young (and, indeed, to any outsider who is an 

outsider for any reason) as ministry to the whole. Or, to put it another way, to see 

ministry to the whole as encompassing ministry to the young, the marginalized, the 

single, the sad, the lost, the displaced, and the forgotten. I have been re-envisioning a 

typology that the Apostle Paul used five times, the notion that we all, in Christ, have been 

“adopted” into his household as sons and daughters. This idea of adoption is not about 

“adopting” kids, or even “adopting” each other. Rather, we are all adopted siblings by 

virtue of who we are in Christ. The power to “love one another” comes from the 

indwelling Spirit, but recognizing and embracing our mutual familial status as siblings 

gives us the impetus to “love one another.” I call this Adoptive Youth Ministry.  

Seeing who we are through this imagery the scriptures proclaim provides a 

powerful and sustaining vision for the future of youth ministry. The texts are many, but 

most obvious is John 1:12, “…to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his 

name, he gave the right to become children of God.” We move from being lost (by 

implication, as spiritually disconnected orphans) to being found as full members of God’s 

household. And whether we are a young sibling or an old sibling, we remain family. This 

is, to me, the call and role of youth ministry (and indeed, any ministry). We are family, 

and our job in youth ministry is to encourage and enable that existential truth become an 

experiential reality.  

In every church, every congregation, there are those who are insiders and those 

who feel, for one reason or another, like outsiders. The role of the inside siblings – the 

more mature, the leadership, etc. – is to initiate and come alongside the “weaker” siblings 
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(and, like with Paul in 1 Corinthians 12:22, “weak” doesn’t mean “less than,” it simply 

means perceived as weaker by the world’s standards). It is the job, then, of those who 

have power and leadership in a congregation to seek to offer three resources to those who 

are either in transition because of their age, or in deficit for any other reason (for our 

purposes, however, I will focus on ministry to the young and emerging adults): 

It is our role to  

• nurture the young – care for, guide, protect, listen; what youth ministry has 

traditionally done well but should be intentionally spread across the entire 

church family, 

• empower the young – not simply invite to relationship (intergenerational 

ministry) or even participation (joint mission trips), but to seek to move 

toward their ability to contribute to the life and mission of the community, and  

• include the young – this is where they are not seen as separate or different 

from anyone else, but rather the body is made up of all the members – the 

siblings – and we use rhetoric and treat each other in ways that produce this 

outcome. 

 

Five curricular essentials for the future of youth ministry education  

1. Youth Ministry as ecclesiology: We teach that youth ministry is a particular bridge 

from the isolated world of adolescence and emerging adulthood into full inclusion 

in and contribution within the household of faith. 

2. Youth Ministry is a bridge ministry to the whole: We therefore lead our students 

to see themselves as ministers and pastors to the whole instead of to a fragmented 
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part. The church is not a gathering of siloized constituents, but rather an organic 

body of adopted siblings in Christ. (1 Corinthians 12) 

3. Youth Ministry leaders are committed to the nurture of all members: Instead of 

seeing our role as one-way, top-down ministry, we train that theologically the 

body is called to be a mentoring community. This means “leaders” do not “pour 

into” students, but rather we help adults see their role as nurturing and 

empowering bridge-crossers, where they learn how to receive from the young as 

well as give to the young.  

4. Youth Ministry enables empowerment of contribution as the goal of ministry: 

Instead of the goal of our ministry being personal piety or isolated, performance-

driven “discipleship” we equip our students to see that our end game is to 

empower the young to use their gifts and their presence as meaningful 

contributors to the life and mission of the body. This means, of course, that a 

youth minister has responsibility for the congregation’s committed receptivity to 

fully embraceCreated by FTS Faculty/Staff including the young in their midst. 

5. Prepare men and women for a lifetime of ministry to people, not “youth 

ministry”: Without sacrificing our charge to prepare our students for how 

churches see youth ministry, they must know that they have been prepared not for 

a programmatic slice of pastoral leadership, but for a lifetime of caring for God’s 

flock.  

 

 Many have come to see that youth ministry is no longer simplistically about 

Christ and kids. It is about the body of Christ, living in love, mentoring one another as we 
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value the breadth of the body the Spirit has given us in Christ, and being set free as an 

organic family of siblings to engage in the missio dei. May youth ministry education lead 

the way to a healthy and robust theology of the calling of youth ministry. May we see 

youth ministry through the lens of the church, and may we teach our students to become 

leaders and equippers of God’s people, no matter where they live, who they are, or how 

old they are.  


