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	Abstract	

	Viewed	from	the	perspective	of	complexity	theory,	effective	youth	ministry	in	an	
uncertain	future	must	develop	processes	of	innovation	and	experimentation,	requiring	youth	
ministers	and	youth	ministry	educators	to	learn	relational	dynamics	that	foster	productive	
relationships	between	those	in	the	conservative	centre	with	those	on	the	radical	fringe.	This	
paper	looks	to	the	relationship	between	young	people	and	their	elders	in	the	New	Testament	
church	for	normative	direction	for	the	relational	dynamic	between	centre	and	fringe.	Three	
structures	of	youth	ministry	education	are	proposed	as	expressions	of	the	loving	partnership	
between	educators	and	practitioners	that	can	help	equip	today’s	students	for	an	uncertain	
future.	

	The	author	of	this	paper	holds	copyright	protection	of	their	work.	This	paper	is	shared	
with	you	in	a	spirit	of	collegial	collaboration.	You	do	not	have	permission	to	copy,	disseminate,	
or	quote	extensively	from	it,	without	the	expressed,	written	permission	of	the	author.	

	

When	we	attempt	to	peer	into	the	future	of	youth	ministry	in	order	to	equip	students	

with	the	competencies	required	for	the	next	15	years	of	youth	ministry	leadership,	the	

challenge	facing	us	is	aptly	summed	up	in	the	quote	often	misattributed	to	Heraclitus:	“The	

only	thing	that	is	constant	is	change”.	We	might	add	that	in	the	21st	century,	at	least	while	the	

Western	world	hangs	on	to	its	post-WWII	affluence,	the	only	thing	that	is	constant	is	the	

constantly	accelerating	pace	of	change.	In	order	to	train	youth	ministry	students	to	be	able	to	

adequately	face	an	uncertain	future,	youth	ministry	education	needs	to	have	an	agility	that	

can	respond	to	unforeseen	needs	and	as-yet-unknown	(and	unknowable)	challenges.	That	is	

to	say,	effective	youth	ministry	is	an	increasingly	complex	question.		
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Approached	in	light	of	complexity	theory,	effective	youth	ministry	will	be	less	able	to	

rely	on	established	models	of	“best	practice”,	and	will	instead	need	to	look	to	emergent	

processes	of	innovation	and	experimentation.	The	burden	of	this	paper	is	to	explore	the	

relational	dynamics	required	by	such	a	context	in	which	those	in	the	conservative	centre	can	

engage	in	productive	relationship	with	those	on	the	radical	fringe	in	order	to	facilitate	such	

innovation.	I	look	to	the	relationship	between	young	people	and	their	elders	in	the	New	

Testament	to	find	direction	for	the	kind	of	relational	structures	that	might	be	beneficial	for	

the	future	of	youth	ministry	education.	

1. Complexity	

Youth	ministry	is	complex.	In	making	such	a	statement	I	can	already	hear	the	wry	

response,	“come	up	with	that	all	on	your	own	did	you!?”	Given	that	the	youth	ministry	task	

includes	Bible	teaching	and	pastoral	care	and	evangelism	and	organising	social	activities	and	

planning	camps	and	dealing	with	parents	and	managing	the	senior	minister	and	leadership	

training	and	supper	rosters	and	workplace	health	and	safety	and	recruiting	volunteers	and	

more	besides,	youth	ministry	is	quite	clearly	a	complex	undertaking.	Full	of	potential,	but	not	

for	the	faint-hearted.		

However,	beyond	the	general	definition	of	complexity	as	“consisting	of	many	different	

and	connected	parts”1,	youth	ministry	is	a	complex	system	in	which	patterns	of	cause	and	

effect	cannot	be	known	in	advance.	A	system	becomes	complex	in	this	technical	sense	when	

there	are	so	many	inputs,	and	so	many	possible	causal	links	between	inputs	and	combinations	

of	inputs,	that	the	result	of	any	one	change	is	impossible	to	predict.	Patterns	of	cause	and	

effect	may	exist,	but	they	can	only	be	discerned	in	hindsight.	Of	the	characteristics	of	a	

																																																								

1 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/complex 
2 Pronounced to rhyme with Kevin, but with an extra ‘n’ at the beginning. 
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complex	system	noted	in	Snowden	and	Boone	(2007),	the	first	four	are	accurate	descriptors	of	

youth	ministry:	

It	involves	large	numbers	of	interacting	elements.	

The	interactions	are	non-linear,	and	minor	changes	can	produce	disproportionately	

major	consequences	

The	system	is	dynamic,	the	whole	is	greater	than	the	sum	of	its	parts,	and	solutions	

can’t	be	imposed;	rather	they	arise	from	the	circumstances.	This	is	frequently	referred	

to	as	emergence	

The	system	has	a	history	and	the	past	is	integrated	with	the	present;	the	elements	

evolve	with	one	another	and	with	the	environment;	and	evolution	is	irreversible.	

The	Cynefin	framework,	developed	by	David	Snowden	(Kurtz	&	Snowden,	2003;	

Snowden	&	Boone,	2007),	distinguishes	complex	systems	from	those	that	are	simple,	

complicated,	and	chaotic.	The	Cynefin	framework	(a	Welsh	word	meaning	context	or	habitat2)	

is	a	sense-making	framework	to	identify	different	contexts	in	which	we	make	decisions	and	

pursue	action.			

Ordered	systems	can	be	either	simple	or	complicated.	In	simple	systems,	cause-and-

effect	is	straightforward	such	that	the	right	actions	will	reliably	produce	anticipated	outcomes.	

Decision-making	in	simple	systems	involves	gaining	a	sense	of	the	situation	faced,	identifying	

the	category	of	action,	and	pursuing	the	right	response:	sense,	categorise,	respond.	Simple	

systems	are	the	realm	of	“best	practice”	in	that	for	any	particular	problem	there	is	a	tested	

method	that	ought	to	be	applied	in	all	places	at	all	times.	Complicated	systems	share	the	same	

																																																								

2 Pronounced to rhyme with Kevin, but with an extra ‘n’ at the beginning. 
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underlying	order	of	simple	systems.	Complicated	systems	have	stable	patterns	of	cause-and-

effect,	but	such	patterns	are	not	self-evident.	In	a	complicated	system	cause-and-effect	is	at	

least	knowable,	even	if	not	known.	Rather	than	simply	identifying	which	category	of	action	

we’re	dealing	with,	complicated	systems	call	for	some	careful	analysis	of	what’s	going	on.	

Leaders	sense,	analyse,	and	respond.	This	is	the	realm	of	expert	advisors	and	consultants	(and	

academics!).	Rather	than	identifying	“best	practice”	(which	implies	one	way	of	proceeding	that	

ought	to	be	followed	by	everyone	everywhere	every	time),	complicated	systems	look	for	“good	

practice”.	Given	that	analysis	will	always	be	an	interpretation	and	open	to	alternative	

explanations,	there’s	likely	to	be	various	strategies	that	can	reach	the	desired	outcome.	

Complexity	is	different	to	being	complicated.	A	complicated	system	can	have	many	

inputs	and	multiple	causal	links	but	in	complex	systems,	patterns	of	cause	and	effect	are	

unstable	and	unpredictable.	Rocket	science	is	complicated;	the	Amazon	rainforest	is	complex.	

Furthermore,	in	complex	systems,	because	the	environment	within	which	the	situation	exists	

is	changing	so	frequently,	what	happened	once	before	cannot	be	guaranteed	to	have	the	same	

effect	again.	Playing	chess	is	complicated;	a	six-year	old	birthday	party	is	complex.	On	the	

other	had,	complexity	does	not	mean	chaos.	In	chaos,	cause-and-effect	breaks	down	entirely.	

Things	are	so	chaotic	that	there	is	no	way	of	predicting	what	might	happen	next	and	no	

discernible	pattern	in	the	events	that	have	unfolded.	In	complex	systems,	cause-and-effect	

cannot	be	predicted,	but	there	is	enough	stability	in	the	system	for	patterns	of	cause-and-

effect	to	be	discerned,	if	only	in	hindsight.		

In	chaos	cause-and-effect	breaks	down	entirely.	Things	are	so	chaotic	that	there	is	no	

way	of	predicting	what	might	happen	next	and	no	discernable	pattern	in	the	events	that	have	

unfolded.	In	times	of	chaos,	such	as	the	days	following	the	9/11	attacks	on	New	York,	effective	

leadership	needs	decisive	action	in	the	hope	of	restoring	some	semblance	of	order.	In	chaos,	

leaders	act	first,	then	try	to	make	sense	of	what’s	happening,	then	respond.	
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Complex	systems	call	for	pursuing	multiple	“safe-to-fail	experiments”	rather	one	“fail-

safe	strategy”.3	Pursuing	change	in	complex	systems	cannot	rely	on	applying	tried	and	tested	

rules	of	“best	practice”	or	“good	practice”	but	instead	looks	to	“emergent	practice”	(Snowden,	

2002,	p.107).	When	patterns	of	cause-and-effect	are	neither	predictable	nor	stable,	leaders	in	

complex	systems	look	for	patterns	of	practice	that	emerge	from	various	experimental	probes.4	

Those	experiments	that	move	toward	the	desired	goal	are	repeated	and	amplified;	those	that	

do	not	are	dampened	or	deleted.		

The	freedom	inherent	in	experimentation	is	not	without	limit.	Experimentation	in	

complex	systems	still	operate	within	constraints,	but	unlike	the	rigid	constraints	of	simple	

systems,	or	the	governing	constrains	of	complicated	systems,	these	are	enabling	constraints.	

Clear	boundaries	need	to	be	set	in	order	that	experimenters	are	given	a	clear	and	open	a	space	

to	explore.	Enabling	constraints	supply	a	clear	objective	or	outcome	for	the	experimental	

probes.	With	clear	boundaries,	even	if	five	or	ten	or	more	experiments	fail,	the	mission	and	

objective	remain	valid.	As	Thomas	Edison	is	quoted	as	saying,	experimenters	have	the	

freedom	to	say,	“I	have	not	failed.	I’ve	just	found	10,000	ways	that	won’t	work”.	

These	insights	from	complexity	theory	suggest	that	youth	ministry	educators	looking	

to	equip	our	students	as	competent	practitioners	in	an	unknown	and	unknowable	future	need	

to	enable	them	to	pursue	emergent	practice.	To	do	so	effectively	will	require	equipping	

students	to	engage	in	experimentation	within	enabling	constraints.	

																																																								

3 http://cognitive-edge.com/methods/safe-to-fail-probes/ 
4 The principle of emergence in complex systems corresponds to the idea that complex systems are capable of 
continuous transformation through self-organisation governed by simple order-generating rules (Burnes, 2005). 
Order-generating rules arise from the theoretical reconstruction of complex systems in nature, such as flocks of 
birds and schools of fish. The Boids algorithm created by Craig Reynolds in 1986 is a computer model that 
replicates coordinated animal motion by applying three rules of steering behaviour: “Separation: steer to avoid 
crowding local flockmates; Alignment: steer towards the average heading of local flockmates; [and] Cohesion: 
steer to move toward the average position of local flockmates” (http://www.red3d.com/cwr/boids/). For a video 
example of a boids simulation see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QbUPfMXXQIY 
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2. Youth	Ministry	on	the	Radical	Fringe	

Youth	ministry	appears	to	be	well-placed	to	meet	the	challenge	of	innovation	and	

experimentation.	The	history	of	youth	ministry	is	often	a	celebration	of	the	revitalising	

contribution	made	by	young	people	and	youth	ministries	to	an	ageing	and	moribund	

institutional	church.	Senter’s	(2010)	analysis	of	the	historical	cycles	of	youth	ministry	directs	

us	to	look	outside	existing	denominational	structures	to	see	where	God	is	showing	up	among	a	

new	generation	of	young	people.	In	what	is	perhaps	a	deflating	observation	to	make	at	an	

academic	conference,	Senter	argues	that	“no	substantive	change	in	youth	ministry	has	come	

out	of	academia”	(2014,	p.83).	Changes	are	instead	produced	by	young	people	themselves,	or	in	

interactions	between	young	people	and	Christian	adults.	Kenda	Dean	identifies	youth	ministry	

as	“a	likely	venue	for	initiating	change	in	the	church”,	since	by	looking	to	the	past	we	

recognise	that	“youth	ministry	has	often	served	as	a	kind	of	protest	movement,	calling	into	

question	practices	that,	to	young	people,	seem	transparently	problematic”	(2010b,	p.120).	

Australian	youth	minister	Stuart	Crawshaw	(2008)	speaks	of	youth	ministry	as	the	“cultural	

shock	absorber”	for	the	church.	Just	as	a	car’s	shock	absorbers	take	the	initial	hit	of	rough	

terrain	in	order	to	smooth	the	ride	for	the	passengers	inside;	in	the	same	way,	the	teenage	

experience	of	living	the	Christian	life	in	today’s	world	has	the	potential	to	teach	the	whole	

church	lessons	of	how	to	successfully	navigate	this	new	terrain	in	order	to	remain	faithful	to	

the	Kingdom	of	God	in	a	changing	world.	As	Dean	observes,	young	peoples’	“cultural	literacy	

and	a	heightened	sense	of	context”	offer	“unique	resources…for	navigating	culture	that	could	

benefit	the	entire	church”	(Dean,	2010a).	Youth	ministry	therefore	is	well-equipped	to	be	a	

place	of	agility	and	experimentation,	working	out	effective	ways	to	live	out	the	call	of	Christ	in	

new	cultural	realities	that	can	be	identified,	refined,	and	passed	on	to	the	rest	of	the	church	

community.	Youth	ministry	as	the	radical	fringe	of	the	church	has	been,	and	continues	to	

offer,	a	source	of	new	life	for	the	conservative	centre.		
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Yet	lest	such	agility	becomes	unhinged,	youth	ministry	education	also	needs	to	provide	

students	with	an	anchor	that	will	provide	ballast	to	keep	them	from	being	“tossed	to	and	fro	

by	the	waves	and	carried	about	by	every	wind	of	doctrine”	(Ephesians	4:14)	in	whatever	storms	

the	future	holds.	Youth	ministry	needs	a	stable,	conservative	centre	in	effective	partnership	

with	an	agile,	radical	fringe.	Alongside	the	contribution	that	youth	ministry	makes	to	the	

church,	there	remains	a	contribution	from	the	church	as	conservative	centre	to	youth	

ministry’s	radical	fringe.	Among	the	five	things	Dean	identifies	that	the	community	of	faith	

should	give	to	young	people	are	“a	creed	to	believe	in”	and	“a	hope	to	hold	on	to”	(2010a).	

These	statements	of	belief	and	offers	of	hope	are	not	innovations,	but	traditions.	The	value	of	

theological	ballast	in	the	life	of	discipleship	in	an	ever-changing	world	is	reflected	in	the	

renewed	interest	in	historic	processes	of	catechism	for	youth	ministry	(Sedwick,	2016,	p.308).	

The	contribution	made	by	adults	to	young	people	also	includes	the	continual	offer	of	un-

conditional	presence	amidst	the	shifting	sands	of	the	adolescent	quest	for	identity	and	

meaning.	The	church	community	is	a	place	of	tradition	and	stability	and	constancy,	offering	a	

fixed	point	of	reference	to	help	guide	young	people	as	they	live	in	the	vanguard	of	cultural	

change.	

Thus,	in	order	for	youth	ministry	to	flourish	in	a	complex	future,	youth	ministry’s	role	

as	the	radical	fringe	of	the	church	will	need	to	be	exercised	in	partnership	with	the	church’s	

conservative	centre.	Indeed,	the	reverse	is	also	true:	for	the	church	to	flourish	in	a	complex	

future,	the	conservative	centre	would	do	well	to	remain	in	productive	partnership	with	the	

radical	fringe.	

However,	before	we	turn	to	consider	guidelines	for	how	this	relationship	ought	be	

worked	out	in	practice,	it	is	important	to	recognise	that	this	relationship	between	conservative	

centre	and	radical	fringe	does	not	only	apply	to	the	relationship	between	youth	ministry	and	

the	institutional	church.	The	same	dynamic	exists	in	the	relationship	between	youth	ministry	
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educators	and	the	core	programs	of	the	seminary	(biblical	studies,	Christian	thought,	

Christianity	in	history).	Wesley	Black	(2009)	identifies	youth	ministry	education	as	an	

“adolescent	program”,	referring	to	its	character	as	an	academic	discipline	rather	than	its	

subject	matter:	

Youth	ministry	is	sometimes	seen	as	strong,	vibrant,	brash,	edgy,	and	ahead	of	

the	pack	with	the	latest	in	methodology	and	ideas	about	what	ministry	in	the	“real	

world”	should	be	about.	At	times,	youth	ministry	is	viewed	as	the	rebellious	teenager	

in	the	home,	who	is	pushing	the	envelope	and	not	opposed	to	breaking	the	rules.	Like	

other	family	members	who	may	clash	with	the	adolescent	in	the	home,	other	family	

members	in	educational	institutions	may	see	youth	ministry	as	a	threat	and	one	that	

needs	to	be	held	in	check	(Black,	2009,	p.S-137).	

Yet,	where	youth	ministry	educators	occupy	the	radical	fringe	to	the	seminary’s	

conservative	centre,	in	the	youth	ministry	classroom,	it	is	the	students	who	are	on	the	radical	

fringe	compared	to	the	youth	ministry	educator	as	the	conservative	centre.	Especially	when	

youth	ministry	academics	are	some	years	on	from	their	days	as	full-time,	front-line	youth	

ministry	workers,	the	students	who	are	facing	the	day-to-day	challenges	of	responding	to	the	

pressing	needs	of	today’s	young	people	are	often	far	more	nimble,	innovative,	and	current	

than	their	aging	professors.	Veteran	youth	ministry	educator	Dean	Borgman	has	the	humility	

to	acknowledge	to	his	students	that,	“Although	not	a	scholarly	theologian	or	cultural	expert,	

you	are	a	‘practical’	practical	theologian—more	in	touch	in	many	ways	than	we,	your	

professors”	(2013,	p.79).		

However,	lest	youth	ministry	students	become	too	cocky	in	their	relative	youthfulness,	

at	the	coalface	of	youth	ministry,	it	is	the	youth	minister	who	occupies	the	conservative	centre	

in	relation	to	the	young	people	themselves	who	are	on	the	radical	fringe.	Even	if	it	has	been	
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only	a	year	since	a	youth	leader	was	in	high-school	herself,	the	landscape	changes	so	quickly	

that	she	will	already	be	out	of	touch	with	the	actual	lived	experience	of	the	young	people	she	

serves.	Even	among	the	young	people	themselves,	as	new	members	join	and	come	to	faith,	

those	young	people	who	are	thoroughly	habituated	in	Christian	culture	will	find	themselves	

on	the	conservative	centre	in	relation	to	their	new	brothers	and	sisters	who	come	with	a	more	

current	experience	of	the	world	beyond	the	church.	

Thus,	belonging	to	the	conservative	centre	or	the	radical	fringe	is	not	a	permanent	

identity,	but	a	shifting	role.	The	centre	is	only	a	centre	in	relation	to	a	fringe,	and	that	the	

fringe	is	only	a	fringe	in	relation	to	a	centre.	Rather	than	finding	a	rationale	for	existence	in	

one	or	the	other	modality,	youth	ministers	and	youth	ministry	educators	must	learn	how	to	

minister	effectively	in	each	location.	More	to	the	point,	youth	ministry	must	learn	the	

relational	dynamics	necessary	for	centre	and	fringe	to	function	in	a	productive	partnership	

rather	than	an	antagonistic	rivalry.		

Echoing	Paul’s	affirmation	of	the	various	members	of	the	body	of	Christ	(1	Corinthians	

12)	neither	centre	nor	fringe	is	self-sufficient	or	superfluous.	Independent	of	a	conservative	

centre,	the	radical	fringe	may	take	hold	of	its	freedom	and	become	eccentric	and	self-

asserting,	pursuing	novelty	for	novelty’s	sake.	Conversely,	lacking	the	security	of	a	centre,	

those	on	the	fringe	may	fail	to	take	up	the	challenge	of	their	quest.	Without	productive	

relationships	with	those	on	the	radical	fringe,	the	conservative	centre	fails	in	its	responsibility	

to	sponsor	new	dreams	and	experiments,	and	eventually	ossifies	through	strict	control	and	

traditionalism.		

Whatever	the	structures	and	practices	of	youth	ministry	education	will	be	in	order	to	

equip	students	for	an	unknown	and	unknowable	future,	at	its	heart	will	need	to	be	a	relational	

dynamic	that	holds	centre	and	fringe	in	productive	tension,	rather	than	asserting	the	priority	
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of	one	over	the	other.	Normative	direction	for	these	relationships	can	be	found	in	biblical	

material	relating	to	young	people	and	their	place	in	the	leadership	practices	of	the	early	

church.		

3. Old	and	Young	in	the	Kingdom	of	God	

In	general,	language	for	youth	in	the	Bible	is	used	comparatively	rather	than	

chronologically.	That	is,	unlike	our	words	for	childhood	and	youth	that	all	have	reasonably	

clearly	delineated	age	references	(infant	0-1,	toddler	2-3,	child	4-9,	tween	10-12,	teenager	13-19,	

young	adult	20-25),	there	is	a	tremendous	lack	of	precision	in	the	way	the	Bible	writers	use	the	

vocabulary	for	youth.5	Rather	than	indicating	a	certain	age,	the	identification	of	being	“young”	

or	“youthful”	is	always	relative	to	someone	else	who	is	“old”	or	“older”.		

This	flexibility	in	the	use	of	vocabulary	is	a	reflection	of	the	culture	and	demographics	

of	the	ancient	world.	Culturally,	men	or	women	became	old	“only	when	the	next	generation	so	

defined	them,	or	when	it	suited	the	‘older’	to	categorise	themselves	in	this	way”	(Parkin,	1992,	

p.231).	Given	that	the	average	life	expectancy	at	birth	of	only	25	years,	the	small	percentage	of	

the	population	over	60	years’	old,	and	the	average	age	of	marriage	(30	for	men;	15	for	women),	

Parkin	concludes	that,		

By	the	time	a	young	male	began	to	become	socially	and	politically	active,	he	

																																																								

5 In Hebrew, a word like na`ar is said to refer to ‘a marriageable male while still single.’ However, the word is 
used to describe Samuel as a small child (1 Sam 1:22) and as a boy (2:11, 18, 21), of Jacob and Esau as boys 
growing up (Gen 25:27), of Ishmael at least 14 years (Gen 21:17. Ishmael was 13 when he was circumcised in 
Gen 17:25), Joseph at 17 (Gen 37:2), and of Joshua as a young adult serving Moses (Ex 33:11). Similarly, yeled, 
meaning ‘boy, male child’ refers to a foetus in a miscarriage (Ex 21:22); Moses at 3 months (Ex 2:6); to Hebrew 
infants who are not yet weaned (Ex 1:17-18, 2:3); to Isaac when he had been weaned (Gen 21:8); Ishamael at 14 
(Gen 21:14-16); Ruth’s adult sons, Mahlon and Chilion (Ruth 1:5). Rehoboam turns for advice to ‘the young 
men’ (yeladim) who had grown up with him (1 Kgs 12:8), who would also have been in their early forties as 
Rehoboam was (1 Kgs 14:21). There is a similar lack of specific age referents in words for youth in the New 
Testament. Timothy is instructed to not allow others to despise his ‘youth’ (neotēs, 1 Tim 4:12) yet he is old 
enough to be the leader of the church in Ephesus while still being the victim of distinctly ‘youthful’ (neōterikos) 
passions (2 Tim 2:22). 
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would	have	had,	for	all	intents	and	purposes,	only	one	generation	above	him	-	even	his	

maternal	grandfather	would	be	in	the	thin	bracket	of	60	year	olds.	Adult	life	was,	for	

practically	everyone,	a	two-generation	phenomenon	(Parkin,	1992,	p.228).	

In	this	two-generational	world	there	were	clear	social	norms	and	expectations	

regarding	the	relationship	between	the	generations.	Old	age	carried	the	stereotypical	

expectation	of	prudence,	moderation	and	wisdom;	while	youth	was	associated	with	wilfulness,	

greed,	ambition,	obsession	with	sex,	and	emotional	instability	(Barclay,	2007).6	Elders	

therefore	had	the	responsibility	to	lead	and	youth	had	the	responsibility	to	follow.	Plutarch	

said,	“It	is	fitting	that	the	older	should	be	solicitous	about	the	younger	and	should	lead	and	

admonish	him,	and	that	the	younger	should	honour	and	emulate	and	follow	the	older”	

(Fraternal	Love	487A	in	Pao,	2014,	p.750).	In	general,	given	the	dominant	role	of	the	father	in	

the	patriarchal	household,	the	gerontocratic	nature	of	ancient	political	systems	and	the	lack	of	

alternative	possibilities	to	form	and	ground	one’s	self	identity,	young	people	lacked	the	social	

honour	and	respect	given	to	elders	(Kleijwegt,	1991).		

Relations	between	old	and	young	in	the	Bible	largely	mirror	the	traditional	

expectations	of	the	surrounding	culture.	Leadership	is	a	role	ordinarily	reserved	for	elders,	and	

leadership	by	young	people	is	portrayed	in	the	prophets	as	an	overturning	of	the	natural	order	

of	things	(Isa.	3:4-5).	The	Gospels	also	confirm	the	Old	Testament	culture	that	equated	

youthfulness	with	inferiority.	In	Mark	10:43	Jesus	describes	the	way	his	disciples	are	to	relate	

to	one	another:	whoever	would	be	great	must	be	a	servant	or	slave	of	others.	Luke	records	a	

version	of	the	same	or	a	similar	conversation	where	'the	greatest'	is	contrasted	with	'the	

																																																								

6 Conversely, Barclay also notes old age to be associated with being physically decrepit, long-winded, 
opinionated, carping, slow-witted, miserly, and ridiculous in pursuing love affairs; youth with being vigorous, 
beautiful, and bursting with sex appeal. Notably, none of the negatives of old age prohibit exercise of leadership 
in the ancient world, nor do the ‘positives’ of youth make for a strong leadership CV. That modern day leaders 
are often chosen on the basis of their vigour, beauty, and sex-appeal is no great advance on ancient society. 
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youngest'	(Luk.	22:26).	Clearly	Jesus	is	operating	in	the	same	culture	as	the	Old	Testament	

traditions	where	youthfulness	was	generally	looked	down	upon	as	being	inappropriate	for	

leadership	or	greatness.	In	both	the	Old	and	New	Testaments,	“elders”	(Heb.	zāqēn;	Gk.	

presbyteros)	are	people	of	advanced	age	who	held	leadership	roles	among	God’s	people	(Van	

Dam,	1996,	p.197).	

However,	contrary	to	social	norms,	young	people	were	also	present	in	the	leadership	of	

the	early	church.	We	do	not	know	how	old	Timothy	actually	was,	but	he	was	young	enough	to	

make	his	leadership	of	the	church	in	Ephesus	noteworthy	(recalling	that	to	be	“young”	was	a	

relative	term	meaning	“younger	than	the	elders”).	Timothy’s	age	did	not	exclude	him	from	

leadership,	but	there	remains	the	indication	that	this	appointment	was	an	unlikely	one.	The	

usual	response	to	someone	of	Timothy’s	age	would	be	to	look	down	on	him	because	of	his	

youth	(1	Tim.	4:12).7		

Yet,	the	in-breaking	of	Kingdom	of	God	is	not	characterised	by	the	simplistic	inversion	

of	youth	in	place	of	age.	Yes,	the	kingdom	of	God	subverts	the	conventional	expectations	of	

youth	in	relation	to	age,	but	not	by	replacing	one	age-based	hierarchy	with	another.	Rather,	

the	early	church	sublimated	both	age	and	youth	to	the	call	of	faithfulness	to	the	gospel.	As	

advocates	for	the	dignity	and	contribution	of	young	people,	youth	ministry	educators	keen	to	

undermine	the	marginalisation	of	young	people	in	the	life	of	the	church	must	be	wary	of	

tipping	the	scales	in	the	opposite	direction.	

																																																								

7 It is possible that each of the twelve apostles excluding Peter were under the age of 20. The narrative in 
Matthew 17:24-27 has Peter asking Jesus about paying the temple tax and concludes with Jesus’ instruction to 
Peter to find a stater, a coin worth two didrachmas, in the mouth of a fish as payment for Jesus and Peter. Some 
commentators have suggested that Peter had no need to find 11 additional didrachmas to pay for the other 
disciples because the temple tax was only levied on men twenty years old or more (Exo. 30:13-14). Intriguing 
though the suggestion is, an argument from silence is unconvincing. Nolland suggests that Matthew has the 
other disciples come to Jesus in 18:1, thereby making room for the other disciples not to have been present at 
the time (for reasons unspecified) (Nolland, 2005, p.729). 
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There	is	a	certain	attraction	in	a	reading	of	leadership	patterns	in	the	New	Testament	

that	suggests	the	introduction	of	an	“alternative,	apocalyptic	anthropology”	that	would	“break	

with	the	traditional	structures	of	authority	associated	with	age”	(Barclay,	2007,	p.240).	Barclay	

argues	from	1	Thessalonians	5:12-13,	1	Corinthians	16:15-16,	and	Philippians	1:1	that	Paul	

appointed	leaders	in	his	churches	on	the	basis	of	their	work,	not	their	age.	On	such	evidence	

Barclay	argues	for	the	church	to	recover	this	“earlier,	alternative	vision	of	a	social-structure	

that	is	Spirit-led	and	age-blind”	(2007,	p.241).	On	such	a	reading	we	might	be	justified	in	

arguing	that	the	centre	of	the	Spirit’s	activity	ought	swing	in	favour	of	the	young	who	inhabit	

the	radical	fringe,	at	the	vanguard	of	the	in-breaking	of	the	kingdom.	

However,	such	a	conclusion	is	only	justified	by	a	selective	reading	of	the	biblical	text.	

Barclay	dismisses	the	Acts	14:23	account	of	Paul’s	appointment	of	“elders”	(presbuteroi)	in	

Lystra,	Iconium,	and	Derbe	as	a	“depiction”	(2007,	p.239).8	Barclay	dismisses	the	appointment	

of	elders	in	the	letters	of	Peter	and	the	Pastoral	epistles	as	later	developments	that	have	fallen	

prey	to	cultural	accommodation.	Barclay	argues	that,	as	a	first-generation	conversionist	sect,	

early	Christianity	did	not	have	many	older	people	to	appoint	as	elders,	thereby	creating	the	

social	context	in	which	a	new	“age-blind”	leadership	structure	could	emerge.	Over	time,	as	

converts	mature	in	faith,	“the	typical	links	between	seniority,	experience,	and	wisdom	would	

naturally	emerge”	(Barclay,	2007,	p.241).	The	unstated	assumption	of	course	is	that	such	re-

emergence	of	age-related	social	structures	was	not	a	work	of	the	Spirit	of	God.	While	

Timothy’s	appointment	as	a	leader	despite	his	youth	harks	back	to	Paul’s	original	vision,	the	

fact	that	Timothy’s	leadership	must	also	be	confirmed	by	the	laying	on	of	hands	by	the	church	

elders	(1	Tim	4:14)	is	evidence	of	how	the	church	has	acquiesced	to	cultural	norms.	Barclay	

recognises	that	his	argument	would	be	strengthened	if	Paul	had	included	“neither	old	nor	

																																																								

8 Though Barclay does not state this as such, the implication is that a mere “depiction” is non-historical. 
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young”	in	the	list	of	social	labels	emptied	of	power	in	the	kingdom	in	Galatians	3:28.	But	

suggesting	that	Paul	should	have,	or	would	have	done	so	if	he’d	thought	about	it	enough,	is	

tenuous.	

Rather	than	dismissing	Timothy’s	appointment	to	lead	the	Ephesian	church	by	the	

laying	on	of	hands	by	the	elders	as	a	later	devolution	of	the	new	Christian	ideal,	we	might	

instead	find	in	this	incident	a	valuable	guide	for	how	old	and	young	can	interact	positively	in	

the	life	of	the	church.	1	Timothy	4:12-13,	in	line	with	the	kingdom	narratives	elsewhere	in	the	

Bible,	does	not	replace	the	wisdom	of	age	with	the	wisdom	of	youth,	but	widens	the	field	for	

where	wisdom	might	be	found	to	include	young	people	alongside	elders.	Pao	argues,	“without	

denying	the	need	to	respect	the	elders,	Paul	denies	that	the	youthful	should	be	ignored	as	

being	insignificant	and	irrelevant	in	the	gospel	ministry	simply	because	of	their	age”	(Pao,	

2014,	p.750).	Paul’s	primary	concern	is	not	to	subvert	the	cultural	expectations	surrounding	

age,	as	if	Timothy	is	to	be	honoured	because	of	“youthful	energy	and	accomplishment”.9	

Rather,	Timothy	is	given	leadership	in	the	church	“because	he	represents	ultimately	the	living	

God”	(Pao,	2014,	p752).	In	the	Kingdom	of	God,	both	age	and	youth	give	way	to	faithfulness	to	

Christ	as	the	central	criterion	for	leadership.	Paul,	and	now	Timothy	are	examples	of	Christ,	

and	are	thereby	fit	for	leadership.	As	Pao	(2014,	p.755)	concludes,	“the	gospel	challenges	how	

one	is	to	view	oneself,	one’s	community,	and	one’s	social	and	political	location	with	the	wider	

society”.	

																																																								

9 As a younger leader Timothy cannot flaunt his youth as an inherently desirable qualification for leadership. 
Despite Timothy’s gifts as a leader, youthfulness still carries with it a tendency toward particular sins requiring 
the discipline and instruction of elders. Timothy is not told to simply demand respect, but to demonstrate from 
his character (in his speech, life, love, faith and purity) that he has fled the evil passions ordinarily associated 
with being young (2 Tim 2:22). Despite his position of authority, his age still demands that he show proper 
respect to older men and women in the church (1 Tim 5:1-2. Similarly, Paul tells Timothy to not put young 
women on a list of widows because of their 'sensual desires' that will lead them to choose re-marriage over 
fulfilling a vow of dedication to Christ (1 Tim 5:11). Titus is told to instruct the older women to train the young 
women (Titus 2:4). Peter instructs those who are younger in the churches to submit themselves to their elders (1 
Pet 5:5). 
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Thus,	elders	and	young	people	participated	together	in	the	leadership	structures	of	the	

early	church	in	such	a	way	that	recognised	the	valid	and	valuable	contributions	of	each.	In	

part,	the	church	sought	to	accommodate	to	cultural	norms.	More	fundamentally,	the	church	

recognised	unique	contributions	to	be	made	by	any	member	of	the	body	who	demonstrated	

the	gifts	of	the	Spirit	appropriate	for	the	leadership	task.	That	same	recognition	of	the	

variegated	work	of	the	Spirit	will	be	vital	in	order	to	promote	productive	relations	between	the	

conservative	centre	and	radical	fringe	in	contemporary	youth	ministry.	The	gospel	challenges	

how	one	is	to	view	oneself	in	relation	to	both	the	centre	and	the	fringe;	both	are	honoured,	

both	are	relativised.	Each	has	a	role,	and	each	respects	and	values	the	role	of	the	other.	

Neither	is	before	the	other	in	rank	or	dignity	since	both	are	united	as	servants	of	the	Lord,	and	

the	contributions	of	both	are	offered	according	to	“sober	judgement”	as	each	is	measured	by	

the	same	rule	of	faith	(Rom	12:3).	

4. Equipping	Students	for	a	Complex	Future	

What	then	are	the	implications	for	youth	ministry	educators	of	forging	relationships	of	

mutual	honour	between	the	conservative	centre	and	the	radical	fringe?	What	ought	to	

characterise	youth	ministry	education	that	prepares	youth	ministry	students	for	

experimentation	in	a	complex	future?	I	offer	three	avenues	of	reflection.	

Constraining	Boundaries	

First,	youth	ministry	educators	ought	to	focus	on	teaching	biblical	theological,	

historical,	psychological,	and	cultural	foundations	in	order	to	determine	constraining	

boundaries	on	future	youth	ministry	innovations.	Instructing	students	in	“best	practice”	or	in	

a	selection	of	“good	practices”	assumes	that	the	experiences	of	the	past	will	be	sufficient	

guidance	for	the	future.	While	this	assumption	holds	for	simple	and	complicated	systems,	in	

youth	ministry’s	complex	future	it	will	not	suffice.		



G.	D.	Stanton.	Centre	and	Fringe	

16	

In	my	own	teaching	I	have	offered	students	the	definition	of	youth	ministry	as	a	

ministry	of	the	gospel	exercised	by	the	church	for	and	by	young	people.	Three	major	

constraining	boundaries	emerge:	Youth	ministry	is	a	ministry	of	the	gospel,	so	in	some	way,	

youth	ministry	experiments	ought	to	enable	teenagers	hear	the	voice	of	Christ	as	the	word	of	

God	is	proclaimed	(Romans	10:15).	Youth	ministry	is	a	ministry	exercised	by	the	church,	so	in	

some	way	youth	ministry	experiments	ought	to	involve	the	whole	church	community,	

connecting	with	the	family	as	first	church	and	the	church	as	ultimate	family.	Youth	ministry	is	

a	ministry	exercised	for	and	by	young	people,	so	in	some	way	youth	ministry	experiments	

ought	to	honour	young	people	as	young	people,	receiving	youth	development	and	culture	as	a	

good	gift	of	God	at	the	same	time	as	being	an	experience	and	construct	of	fallen	humanity.	As	

constraining	boundaries,	these	are	not	presented	as	blueprints	to	follow	–	they	are	not	best	

practice.	Nor	are	they	principles	that	I	supplement	by	detailing	various	methods	of	

implementation	–	they	are	not	precursors	to	good	practice.	My	emphasis	is	firmly	on	

normative	guides	that	demarcate	a	wide-open	space	in	which	to	experiment	and	explore.	

This	approach	does	not	remove	the	value	in	teaching	youth	ministry	history	or	

strategic	models	of	youth	ministry.	Instead,	these	“great	performances”	(cf.	Vanhoozer,	2005,	

p.450)	gain	significance,	not	as	detailed	agendas	for	the	future,	but	as	demonstrations	of	how	

the	constraining	boundaries	of	youth	ministry	have	shaped	practice	in	the	past.	Past	practice	

can	provide	prompts	to	new	imagination	as	well	as	the	possibility	of	discovering	forgotten	

practice	that	could	be	re-imagined	as	a	contemporary	experiment.	

Student	Placements	that	permit	Experimentation	

Youth	ministry	education	needs	to	provide	students	with	ministry	placements	that	

enable	them	to	pursue	“safe-to-fail”	youth	ministry	experiments.	To	be	equipped	for	a	

complex	future	youth	ministry	students	need	to	be	equipped	in	the	process	of	conducting,	
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examining	and	responding	to	experimental	probes.	The	aim	of	student	placements	is	less	

about	discovering	emergent	practice	and	more	about	practicing	the	skills	of	devising,	

implementing,	and	evaluating	experiments,	of	amplifying	those	that	are	effective,	and	

dampening	those	that	are	not.	Ministry	placements	therefore	ought	to	offer	students	more	

than	participating	in	an	existing	ministry	program,	following	established	practices.	Even	if	the	

ministry	in	which	a	student	is	placed	is	highly	effective	in	its	context,	in	a	complex	system	it	is	

unlikely	that	the	practical	skills	developed	under	one	model	of	ministry	will	be	transferable	in	

an	unknown	future.		

Where	the	focus	of	ministry	placement	is	on	the	freedom	to	conduct	safe-to-fail	

experiments,	youth	ministry	training	programs	may	need	to	develop	new	criteria	for	ideal	

placement	settings.	The	size	or	apparent	“success”	of	a	ministry	program	become	less	

important	than	the	structures	of	leadership	and	support	that	are	present.	A	small	

congregation	with	little	track	record	in	effective	ministry	to	teenagers	could	offer	an	ideal	

setting	in	which	to	try	a	variety	of	youth	ministry	innovations	provided	the	church	members	

and	leadership	are	willing	to	attempt	new	things,	patient	enough	to	not	demand	immediate	

results,	and	trusting	enough	to	wait	for	the	Lord’s	leading.	

Working	connections	between	Academics	and	Practitioners	

Innovative	youth	ministry	experiments	conducted	within	constraining	boundaries	of	

normative	commitments	and	historical	experience	will	be	best	conducted	through	

collaborative	partnerships	between	youth	ministry	academics	and	youth	ministry	

practitioners.	Where	training	programs	for	youth	ministry	can	bring	both	the	processes	and	

fruit	of	these	relationships	into	the	classroom,	students’	learning	will	be	richly	enhanced.	The	

benefit	of	conducting	“live	projects”	as	part	of	the	ministry	training	experience	includes	

modelling	effective	relations	between	centre	and	fringe,	as	well	as	demonstrating	that	
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experimentation	is	an	element	of	established	youth	ministry	rather	than	being	a	challenge	

unique	to	neophytes.	

Lave	and	Wenger’s	concept	of	Communities	of	Practice	(CoP)	(Lave	&	Wenger,	1991;	

Wenger,	1998a,	1998b)	presents	an	effective	construct	for	fostering	the	sort	of	working	

connections	envisaged	here.	The	presence	of	academics	in	a	CoP	has	the	twin	effect	of	

providing	conservative	ballast	to	youth	ministry	experiments	as	well	as	enlivening	academic	

reflection	through	connection	with	ongoing	innovations	at	the	youth	ministry	coalface.	There	

is	evidence	also	that	higher	age,	more	advanced	education	levels,	and	more	senior	managerial	

roles	improves	collaborative	climates	in	organisations	(Sveiby	&	Simons,	2002),	each	of	which	

of	youth	ministry	educators	generally	bring	to	a	community	of	youth	ministry	practitioners.	

As	a	learning	resource,	students	gain	through	their	“legitimate	peripheral	participation”	in	the	

community	(Lave	&	Wenger,	1991).		

5. “Thy	firmness	makes	by	circle	just”	

The	title	of	this	paper	is	drawn	from	metaphysical	poet	John	Donne’s	poem,	A	

Valediction:	Forbidding	mourning.10	Donne	wrote	the	poem	for	his	wife	Ann	in	1611	before	

setting	out	for	a	long	journey	to	France	and	Germany.11	In	it	he	demonstrates	that	far	from	

being	diminished	by	his	absence,	their	love	for	one	another	is	of	such	a	quality	that	it	can	not	

only	endure	time	apart,	but	can	be	strengthened	by	it.	The	final	conceit	in	the	poem	compares	

																																																								

10 Available online at https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44131/a-valediction-forbidding-mourning 
11 John and Anne Donne are perhaps not the best models to hold before a youth ministry audience. In 1597, John 
Donne became secretary to Sir Thomas Egerton, lord keeper of the great seal. During this time John met, and 
fell in love with, the niece of Egerton's second wife, and daughter of Chancellor of the Garter, Sir George More. 
Because Anne was only seventeen, and with no chance of obtaining her father's blessing, John and Anne 
married in secret. When his new father-in-law discovered this, John was put in prison, lost his job, and denied 
Anne's dowry. 
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himself	and	his	wife	to	the	two	legs	of	a	compass12	(“Our	two	souls…	/	If	they	be	two,	they	are	

two	so	/	as	stiff	twin	compasses	are	two”):	Ann	the	fixed	point	that	“in	the	centre	sit”;	John	the	

moving	point	which	“far	doth	roam”.	Donne’s	point	is	that,	though	they	have	different	

vocations	that	require	them	to	be	apart,	their	essential	unity	(“Our	two	souls,	which	are	one”)	

is	what	enables	the	perfect	soundness	of	their	love.	Hence	the	line,	“Thy	firmness	makes	my	

circle	just,	/	And	makes	me	end	where	I	begun”.	If	they	both	remained	at	home	there	would	be	

no	circle,	just	a	point;	if	they	both	roamed	abroad	the	line	drawn	would	have	no	“just-ness”,	

no	completion,	no	perfect	resolution.	Together,	centre	and	fringe	work	together	to	produce	

something	just,	right,	good,	and	beautiful.		

That	image	has	animated	my	thinking	about	the	relationship	between	the	conservative	

centre	and	the	radical	fringe	in	youth	ministry	education	and	practice.	Donne’s	poem	does	not	

provide	guidance	on	what	the	relationship	will	look	like	(that	has	been	gained	from	other	

sources),	but	it	does	remind	us	of	the	virtue	that	will	hold	the	relationship	together.	It	is	love.	

The	divine	love	that	unites	the	distinct	members	of	the	triune	godhead	into	a	unity	of	

mutual	grace	ought	characterise	the	relationship	between	those	occupying	the	conservative	

centre	and	those	on	the	radical	fringe.	Without	such	mutual	respect	and	self-giving	service	of	

the	other,	structural	relationships	will	remain	ineffective	in	promoting	the	kind	of	

collaboration	needed	for	successful	navigation	of	a	complex	world.	
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