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Abstract 

 
Engaging young people in Christian practices that are participatory, ongoing, personal, 

communal, embodied, and incremental can shape young people’s relationships with God, 

contributing to their formation of identity, belonging, and purpose according to the Christian 

narrative. For this presentation we (1) define and advocate for the importance of these Christian 

practice characteristics, (2) illustrate these characteristics through a youth ministry case study 

focused on lament, and (3) review testimonial and assessment data that demonstrate the 

formative effects of teenagers holistically engaging in lament and other Christian practices. 
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Forming Youth through Engagement in Holistic Christian Practices 

Introduction 

The Fuller Youth Institute (FYI) is over halfway through the Youth Ministry Innovations 

(YMI) project. This four-year research project is designed to collaborate with church leaders in 

order to reimagine how youth ministry approaches might incorporate historic Christian practices 

to support young people’s relationships with God and the formation of their identity, belonging, 

and purpose (IBP). Theologians, such as James K. A. Smith, point to the prevalence of secular 

and sacred liturgies that shape people’s lives. Young people rely on liturgies and narratives to 

navigate their increasingly complex worlds. By reimagining historic Christian practices (such as 

prayer, testimony, and lament) for present-day contexts, churches provide tangible ways for 

young people to practice faith as they risk trusting the Christian narrative and being shaped by it.  

While Christian practices are hardly novel, given their historical nature, youth ministers 

nevertheless seem at a loss for how to implement practices in their ministries. Reimagining 

Christian practices has been challenging for YMI church leaders in several significant ways. 

First, adult ministry leaders have had to relinquish their assumed understandings of their young 

people and learn to reengage them with curiosity and empathy in order to discover their deepest 

needs. Second, these same leaders have needed to exchange older and more familiar 

programmatic solutions and spiritual advice for riskier, new approaches. While current 

expressions of practices have often lost their connections to a Christian narrative—turning 

practices into spiritual busywork at best, and at worst, instruments of shame for those who fail to 

do them—it is nevertheless easier to tell teenagers to pray daily than it is to cultivate ministry 

environments in which young people regularly participate in prayer, for example. Third, ministry 

leaders struggle to replace traditional metrics that often define youth ministry success (e.g., 
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attendance, decisions for Christ, sin management, or fun) with measures that focus on the impact 

of practices on young people’s spiritual journeys. Providing robust training and support has been 

necessary at every step for YMI church leaders to make progress in implementing Christian 

practices in more holistic ways. 

Through analyzing seventeen churches’ innovative practice projects from the YMI 2018 

cohort (i.e., the second out of three YMI cohorts), the FYI team observed that the most impactful 

practice projects contained the following six characteristics: participatory, ongoing, personal, 

communal, embodied, and incremental (hereafter referred to as “holistic” Christian practice 

characteristics). In this brief piece, we (1) define and advocate for the importance of these 

holistic Christian practice characteristics, (2) illustrate these characteristics through a youth 

ministry case study focused on lament, and (3) review testimonial and assessment data that 

demonstrate the formative effects of teenagers holistically engaging in lament and other 

Christian practices.  

Holistic Christian Practice Characteristics 

The most effective projects of the YMI 2018 cohort incorporated practices in ways that 

were participatory, ongoing, personal, communal, embodied, and incremental. Holistic 

engagement in Christian practices helped teenagers experience more closeness to God and 

influenced their senses of identity, belonging, and purpose (IBP).1 In this section, we define and 

advocate for the importance of these holistic Christian practice characteristics. 

  

 
1 In our previous work, we defined identity as “as a set of beliefs concerning who one is in relation to one’s personal 
attributes, relationships, and group affiliations,” belonging as “the sense that one is connected to and can trust a 
community in which one can exert influence, have one’s needs met, and mutually share emotional connection with 
others,” and purpose as “a commitment to a meaningful goal that leads to behavior that works toward this goal” 
(Argue, Roose, & Greenway, 2018). 
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Participatory: Active engagement in Christian practices  

Young people often experience Christian practices through the modeling of youth 

ministry leaders, but do not engage in practices themselves. Youth ministry leaders instinctively 

engage in many historic Christian practices in their ministries to young people; for example, they 

preach the Scriptures, share testimonies, pray, and welcome students into Christian community. 

Yet, teenagers’ transition toward agency in practicing their faith in such ways is often incomplete 

and undefined. Youth ministry programs may unintentionally short-circuit students’ formational 

process by reinforcing spiritual passivity, where students are mere spectators to adult 

performance of practices. The student leader is an exception to this statement. FYI’s Sticky Faith 

research found that students who participated in youth ministry leadership “showed stronger faith 

three years later than those who didn’t” (K. Powell, Griffin, & Crawford, 2011, p. 142). A 

primary distinguishing factor between student leaders and other students is their active 

engagement in Christian practices. We suggest that the stronger faith of these student leaders is 

not due directly to being leaders; rather, their role in leadership necessitated active participation 

in Christian practices, which contributed to a stronger and more lasting faith.  

Further, many youth ministries today overemphasize “decisions made for Jesus” at the 

expense of participation in the everyday practices of the Christian life. Theologian, Scot 

McKnight, contrasts a salvation-by-decision culture with a gospel-culture in his book, The King 

Jesus Gospel. According to McKnight, a salvation-by-decision culture focuses on attendance and 

accepting Jesus as a personal savior. A gospel-culture focuses on practicable discipleship—

people becoming active followers of Jesus, who is both Savior and King (McKnight, 2016, pp. 

19–20). Actively following Jesus necessitates engaging in the practices Jesus and his followers 

practiced. Growing Young research further affirms the importance of participatory ministry that 
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prioritizes young people across all appropriate areas of a church and emphasizes the present 

importance of the gospel message (K. E. Powell, Mulder, Griffin, & Greenway, 2017). Youth 

ministers must invite and train young people to be disciples of Jesus, rather than mere “deciders 

for Jesus.” 

Christian practices are lived expressions of the Christian narrative. For example, as 

teenagers tell their stories in light of God’s story (i.e., testimony), express their doubts and anger 

to God (i.e., lament), and live in solidarity with and make space for the marginalized (i.e., 

hospitality), they live into the larger stories of God, Jesus, and the people of God. Instead of 

youth ministers “doing the work” for young people, they are called to foster youth’s active 

engagement in Christian practices in order see God’s story acted out in their lives and 

communities, allowing them to encounter God and to be reshaped by the gospel story. Such 

participation heeds scholarly critiques of Christian practices that only attend to “upper-level” 

cognition, which enable thoughts and beliefs that contrast with one’s behaviors (e.g., Smith, 

2009, 2013). Participating in the theological stories of the people of God and Jesus through 

practices can reshape malformative stories that permeate American life, such as the stories of 

self-fulfillment, colonialism, and salvation-by-decision. Theological stories challenge American 

hegemonic narratives, giving young people alternative scripts by which to live. Hence, “good 

news” is more than a proposition that demands a decision. It becomes a lived narrative that 

promises life over death, hope over despair, and solidarity over alienation. This indeed becomes 

good news for participating young people.   

Ongoing: Repeated active engagement in Christian practices 

Practices must not only be participatory but ongoing, as well. The YMI project team 

hosts an innovation summit (i.e., a 3-day training event designed to guide church leaders in the 
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process of innovating and contextualizing a Christian practice for their respective ministries) 

toward the beginning of each cohort. Inevitably, leaders default to crafting one-time, 

programmatic expressions of their chosen Christian practice. Common defaults are a night or a 

day-retreat (e.g., a testimony night, a lament night, or a Sabbath day-retreat). While one-time 

events might prove helpful or be incorporated into a more expansive practice experiment project, 

alone, they fail to provide opportunities for ongoing participation in order for the practices to 

become faith-forming habits for young people. Participatory engagement in practices must be 

ongoing.  

The nature of ongoing practices is particularly important for shaping intuitive or non-

reflective beliefs, which are typically more stable. For thinking to become “natural”—

characterized by automaticity and speed—repetition coupled with explicit instruction is often 

necessary (Greenway & Barrett, in press). When writing about the process of “tuning-up” 

intuitions—specifically intuitive thought associated with moral behavior—psychologist Michael 

Leffel argues that “activation and repetition in real-world experiences” is required (Leffel, 

2011c, p. 87). Hence, youth leaders should emphasize ongoing practices over and above one-

time, information-only events. 

In order to balance youth ministry leaders’ propensities toward planning one-time events, 

we remind leaders that their church communities already engage in implicit or explicit ongoing 

practices. Whether it be the liturgical calendar, order of service, traditional benediction, common 

way of prayer, hymnals, or faith communities’ traditional celebrations, these ongoing rhythms 

shape congregants’ faith, desires, and views of the world. These ongoing liturgies are often in 

competition with secular liturgies that permeate society. In James K. A. Smith’s Desiring the 

Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, he discusses how ongoing participation 
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in the liturgies of the mall shapes people into consumers (Smith, 2009, pp. 19–23). While the 

practice of frequenting malls is dying among today’s teenagers, Smith’s point remains: ongoing 

practices shape people’s identities and desires—whether knowingly or unknowingly. Everyone 

engages in a body of ongoing practices, and youth ministries have the opportunity to become 

communities of practice—shaping young people through ongoing participation in the Christian 

narrative. 

Personal and Communal: Engagement in Christian practices by one’s self and in 
community 
 
 In addition to practices being participatory and ongoing, youth need ways to engage with 

Christian practices both personally and communally. Given the already atomizing and alienating 

nature of young people’s everyday lives, it is important to see a Christian practice as more than 

just another action they do by themselves. Participation in practices that are both communal and 

personal enable young people to see their engagement of the practice as both a part of the 

community of God’s story and their personal stories. Individual and group engagement with 

practices also encourage a reciprocal relationship between personal and communal aspects of 

one’s identity, belonging, and purpose (Bronk, 2013; Kroger & Marcia, 2011) and may be 

particularly important as young people situate their personal narratives in a larger meta-narrative 

shared by their tradition or culture and passed down by those embedded within this system 

(Leffel, 2011c). Based upon a renewed ecclesial imagination, youth group gatherings can 

become the formational catalysts where Christian living is explained and practiced together in 

order to prepare young people to follow Jesus in their everyday lives.  

Embodied: Engagement in Christian practices with one’s whole self  

 In the YMI project, we discovered the common instinct of many church leaders to 

develop ways to teach young people about a chosen practice, as opposed to developing ways for 



 8 

teenagers to participate in the practice. While teaching on a practice may be necessary, it remains 

an incomplete approach to helping young people engage in the practice themselves. Leffel 

recognizes the difficulty of forming an individual solely through explicit instruction, noting that 

“immersion…in environments rich in virtue exemplars…and in narratives that embody the 

ethical intuitions valued by a culture, religious tradition, and family” (Leffel, 2011c, p. 87) are 

more effective in bringing about change. Explicit instruction alone is an insufficient approach to 

faith formation. 

Through our training and coaching, the YMI project team attempts to counterbalance the 

“teaching” temptation by encouraging leaders to ask, “How are young people’s bodies involved 

in this practice?” In other words, what forms are offered—beyond disseminating information—

that help young people experience the Christian practice and narrative? Leffel (2011) has 

produced a “multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm” of spiritual transformation that aims for 

comprehensiveness while avoiding reductionism (Leffel, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c). His paradigm 

includes three systems (i.e., the intuitive system, the reasoning system, and the ideological 

narrative) and eight domains (i.e., ethical intuitions, premoral emotions, virtues, vices, values, 

reasoning, will, and identity), each of which are thought to be transformed in different ways. 

Though psychologists and theologians may disagree about the precise number and nature of 

different domains and systems, they can agree that different aspects of the individual are formed 

by various means, and therefore the neglect of certain formational avenues will result in neglect 

of certain aspects of the individual. Thus, youth ministry leaders who introduce practices must 

engage young people’s minds, emotions, and bodies, thus shifting the ways they “teach” 

practices.  

Incremental: Young people grow gradually in their participation of the practice 
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Like engaging in any discipline (sports, hobby, interest, etc.), engaging in Christian 

practices often starts awkwardly until one develops proficiency. In the YMI project, the FYI 

team repeatedly emphasizes that Christian practices are exactly that—practicing. Thus far, the 

FYI team has found that the most successful innovation practice projects from the 2018 YMI 

cohort were projects that incrementally introduced and engaged teenagers in Christian practices. 

These projects avoided a pace of implementation that was either overly challenging or too easy 

and, therefore, boring, capitalizing on Lev Vygotsky’s (Vygotsky, 1980) zone of proximal 

development—the idea that those tasks that are challenging but achievable (i.e., proximal to 

mastery) are readily pursued and achieved. Teaching, demonstration, and incremental exposure 

to the practice preceded expectations of teenagers’ ability to fully participate. The incremental 

practice characteristic reminds youth ministry leaders of the need for scaffolding and an iterative 

process that allows students to gain familiarity and build upon past successes.  

Illustrating the Holistic Christian Practice Characteristics 

 In the previous section, we defined and argued for the importance of engaging youth in 

practices in ways that are participatory, ongoing, personal, communal, embodied, and 

incremental in order to effectively and faithfully form the IBP of young people and their 

relationships with God. The following case study on lament illustrates the holistic practice 

characteristics and their function in shaping the faith of young people. 

Case study: Lament Project  

Fully engaging in Christian practices is often countercultural, as the embedded 

narratives of Christian practices often conflict with both the narratives in wider society and 

within churches themselves. In an effort to shape young people’s identities and relationships 

with God, one YMI church identified the need to create space for young people to express their 
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grief, fears, and disappointments to God. By listening to their young people, “Southeastern 

Church” discovered that the young people in their community thought that “coming to God 

with life’s chaos inappropriate.” Students believed God could only handle their best selves. In 

response, the Southeastern Church YMI team studied biblical lament and innovated one way 

lament might be practiced in their community. They defined lament as, “A meandering way 

towards God in the midst of the chaos of life,” and ultimately crafted an approach to lament 

that exhibited each of the six holistic practice characteristics, thereby positively and actively 

engaging young people in lament. 

 As lament is a difficult and vulnerable Christian practice, the Southeastern Church’s 

YMI team incrementally exposed young people to the practice of lament. Each week (the 

practice experiment window was nine weeks) the leaders guided young people through a 

service that involved Scripture, stories, experience (i.e., engagement in the practice), and 

release (i.e., a fun way to “let off steam”). In the first two weeks, the leader, “Margot,” taught 

on biblical lament from the Psalms and introduced students to lament through song lyrics. 

Students explored and identified how the artists expressed their anger and frustrations to God. 

In the following seven weeks, Margot taught on several other lament Psalms and the books of 

Lamentations and Job to continue to demonstrate lament through Scripture. She then shared 

video clips of adult congregants’ personal stories of lament, followed by an invitation to 

students to practice lament by finishing phrases that relate to the five phases of lament the 

church team had identified:  

1) Starting Place: “Hey, God…” 
2) Complaint: “God I don’t understand…” or “God, I’m angry about…” 
3) Plea: “God, fix…” 
4) Trust: “God, I trust you because…” or “God, I trust you even if…” 
5) Praise: “God, I will praise you even when…” 
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By providing these templates for journaling, church leaders supplied language for young 

people to express their anger and disappointments to God. To ensure that the practice did not 

remain cerebral or linear, the church also built a prayer/lament labyrinth on the church property 

that mapped the five phases of the map in physical spaces (pictured below).  

 

Students prayed their laments to God as they wound their way through the labyrinth. As they 

entered different sections of the labyrinth, they paused and journaled according to the 

respective phase represented by that section of the labyrinth. Multiple paths led to multiple 

entries and exits to the different sections, physically demonstrating the meandering nature of 

lament.  

As a result of this project, youth actively (participatory) and regularly (ongoing) 

participated in lament in ways that allowed them to express laments personally with their 

whole selves (e.g., through journaling and traversing the labyrinth on their own [embodied]) 

and share their laments communally in small groups of two to three people. The leaders did not 

expect youth to fully engage in lament Week 1, so they incrementally increased young people’s 
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exposure to and experience with lament over successive weeks. The success of this project was 

reflected in the youth’s personal testimonies via practice post-assessments. All of the 

participants reported that they hoped to continue doing this practice. The vast majority reported 

that this practice “very much” helped them grow in their relationships with God and the 

remaining agreed this helped them grow, but to a lesser degree. Of the over half of respondents 

who reported that this practice contributed to how they answered questions such as “Who am 

I?”, “Where do I belong?” , and “What different do I make in the world?”, participants focused 

on how the practice helped them explore their feelings, provided the opportunity to practice 

leadership skills, and helped them realize how they might “help the world.” Given these 

findings, we believe the holistic practice characteristics have a positive impact on young 

people’s faith formation.   

Testimonial and Assessment Data 

Expanding beyond the case study described above, the YMI project conducted pre- and 

post-assessments to measure the efficacy of each church’s innovative practice project. Only post-

test assessments are reported here, as further work is required to match and compare pre- and 

post-test assessments results. Of the 17 churches who completed the cohort, 12 churches 

administered the post-assessment, with a total of 216 post-assessment participants. The number 

of youth participants from each church ranged from 4 to 82. One hundred thirty-six (63.0%) 

were female and 75 (34.7%) were male (5 did not report their gender). The sample was primarily 

White (89.4%), but 2.3% of participants specified their ethnicity as Asian, 1.9% as Black or 

African American, 1.9% as Multiracial or Multiethnic, 0.9% as Latino or Hispanic, 0.5% as 

American Indian or Alaskan Native, and 0.5% as Other (2.8% did not report their ethnicity). A 
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series of questions related to identity, belonging, purpose, struggles, and the efficacy of the 

practice were asked. Table 1 reports the mean and standard deviation of responses.  

Table 1 

2018 Post-Test Assessment Responses 

Questions N M SD 

Identity    

How satisfied are you with your current responses to the question, “Who 
am I?” 

183 3.71 .90 

How much do you agree with this statement: Currently, I am exploring 
ideas or concerns related to the question, “Who am I?” 

183 3.21 1.10 

How much do you agree with this statement: Currently, I am committed to 
my answers to the question, “Who am I?” 

182 3.55 .98 

How satisfied are you with how your church has helped you answer the 
question, “Who am I?” 

178 3.77 .85 

At your church, how comfortable are you exploring ideas or concerns 
related to the question, “Who am I?” 

180 3.87 .88 

Belonging    

How satisfied are you with your current responses above to the question, 
“Where do I belong?” 

178 3.49 1.01 

At your church, how comfortable are you with your ability to explore ideas 
or concerns related to the question, “Where do I belong?” 

179 3.84 .80 

How much do you agree with this statement: At my church, I feel as though 
I am an important part of the community and belong here. 

180 3.93 .89 

How much do you agree with this statement: My church fulfills my need 
for community. 

180 3.84 .88 

How much do you agree with this statement: I am able to influence some 
aspects of my church. 

180 3.43 .95 

How much do you agree with this statement: I share an emotional 
connection with people at my church. 

178 3.83 .99 

Purpose    

How satisfied are you with how you're currently using the gifts and talents 
you listed above to make a difference in the world? 

177 3.58 .86 
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At your church, how comfortable are you with your ability to explore ideas 
or concerns related to the question, “What difference do I make in the 
world?” 

175 3.68 .88 

How much do you agree with this statement: Currently, I know what my 
purpose is in the world. 

176 2.74 .98 

How much do you agree with this statement: The choices I make are shaped 
by my purpose in life. 

173 3.61 .87 

How much do you agree with this statement: The choices I make impact 
others in my community. 

171 3.81 .86 

Struggles    

At your church, how comfortable are you sharing your most significant 
pains, anxieties, and losses with others? 

168 3.21 1.03 

How much do you agree with this statement: My church helps me process, 
navigate, or address the pains, anxieties, and losses I face in life right now. 

167 3.43 .88 

Efficacy of practice    

To what degree did this practice help you grow in your relationship with 
God? 

164 3.46 .75 

Do you hope to continue doing this practice? 159 .89 .31 

Did your experience with this practice contribute to the way you answer the 
question "Who am I?" 

153 .59 .49 

Did your experience with this practice contribute to the way you answer the 
question "Where do I belong?" 

149 .57 .50 

Did your experience with this practice contribute to the way you answer the 
question "What difference do I make in the world?" 

149 .52 .50 

Note. The final four questions regarding the efficacy of the project used Yes-No response options 

(0 = No; 1 = Yes). All other questions used a 5-point Likert scale with response options ranging 

from 1-5 (1 = Not at all [satisfied/comfortable]; 2 = Slightly [satisfied/comfortable], 3 = 

Moderately [satisfied/comfortable], 4 = Very much [satisfied/comfortable], 5 = 

Completely/Dramatically [satisfied/comfortable]). 

 
 Assessment results indicate that participants’ experiences with these innovative practices 

produced moderately strong growth in their relationships with God. A strong majority of 

participants (89%) indicated they hope to continue doing their innovative practice. Over half 
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indicated that participating in the various practice projects shaped their identity, belonging, and 

purpose, while some students noted that ten weeks was not enough time for the practices to 

shape their IBP. While many leaders indicated that the holistic practice characteristics 

contributed to students’ positive engagement with the practices, further analysis of pre- and post-

assessments is necessary in order to determine whether the projects that incorporated the holistic 

characteristics contributed significantly to students’ growth in IBP and their relationships with 

God.  

 Future data analyses will address differences between pre- and post-assessments to more 

fully uncover the efficacy of innovative practices and factors that contribute to efficacy. 

Additional open-ended questions were also asked (e.g., “If you were to ask yourself ‘Who am I? 

how would you answer this question using 5 different words or phrases?”). Further analysis of 

open-ended responses will also yield rich insights concerning young peoples’ identity, 

belonging, purpose, struggles, and experiences during these practices. 

Conclusion 

In the second cohort year of the Youth Ministry Innovations (YMI) project, we discovered 

benefits of youth leaders engaging young people in Christian practices in ways that are 

participatory, ongoing, personal, communal, embodied, and incremental. In this paper, we 

defined and advocated for the importance of the aforementioned holistic practice characteristics, 

illustrated these characteristics through a youth ministry case study focused on practicing lament, 

and reviewed testimonial and assessment data that demonstrate the formative effects of teenagers 

holistically engaging in lament and other Christian practices. Our initial assessment is promising; 

when young people participate in Christian practices, their faith finds connection with their 

everyday lives and they feel closer to God. Indeed, the gospel narrative becomes a good news 
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alternative to other cultural narratives that compete for their allegiance. Perhaps our most 

significant findings relate to the shifts ministry leaders must make to introduce and support 

Christian practices in their youth ministry contexts. Leaders’ assumptions about young people, 

their default to old programmatic habits, and their dependence on outdated metrics become 

barriers to the reorientation youth ministries need to more fully serve young people and their 

spiritual journeys. The characteristics for holistic practices, discovered in the YMI 2018 study, 

offer hopeful scaffolding for leaders to overcome these barriers. Based upon our learning from 

the 2018 YMI cohort, the FYI team introduced the holistic practice characteristics to the final 

YMI 2019 cohort to guide these church leaders’ development of practice projects. This final year 

of the YMI project holds promising potential to provide not only examples of Christian practices 

youth leaders can imitate but also a method leaders can implement that will help them break out 

of old patterns in order to better serve the formational needs of young people.  
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