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Abstract
The field of youth and family ministry is generally more at home in the social sciences than the fields of
biblical and theological studies according to Ted Ward (Wilhoit &Dettoni 1995). This has, in part,
contributed to the field of youth and family ministry being viewed with suspicion in the academy and as
a managerial task in the church. Youth and family ministry ought to be deeply rooted in the practice of
catechesis that emphasizes the incarnation as part of a biblical theology of youth and family ministry.
Drawing on Richard Osmer’s (2008) definition of practical theology and Michael Moore’s theory of
transactional distance (Moore & Kearsley 2005) the proposed paper will offer a rational for integrating
an incarnational approach to catechesis by offering the beginnings of a biblical theology of youth and

family ministry rooted in Genesis 1-3.
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The field of youth ministry has gradually morphed into the discipline of youth and family ministries. The
beginning of this transition became apparent when Mark DeVries’ (1994) Family-Based Youth Ministry
was published. The field of youth ministry during the early nineties began looking at family systems
theory to better understand the life of the adolescent. This meant that the young person was now being
seen as part of an open system that influenced his or her development and life choices. In the last few
years it appears that the field of youth and family ministries is moving towards an emphasis on

intergenerational ministry (Vanderwell, 2008; Glassford & Elliot, 2011). There are still some who hold

|II Ill

and practice a “traditional” view of youth ministry; there are others who practice a “traditional” view of
youth ministry under the guise of youth and family ministry; and there are others that are attempting to
pioneer new methods.

The field of youth ministry, youth and family ministries or intergenerational ministries (the term
youth and family ministries is used in this paper) as disciplines have not generally been awarded high
academic standing and in the local church are often viewed as an area of specialized ministry that one
will grow out of. | believe there are two contributing reasons for youth and family ministries standing.
Ted Ward (1995) captures the first reason when he notes in the preface of Nurture that is Christian that
for all practical purposes the field of educational ministries home is in the social sciences. There have
been attempts to moor the field in Biblical and Theological Studies, such as Andrew Root and Kenda
Dean’s (2011) The theological turn in youth ministry though they have generally taken hold.

Adrian Dupuis (1985) captures the second reason when he notes that American public education
could never be reformed in a realistic manner because it lacked a shared philosophy of education. The
field of youth and family ministry also lacks a shared philosophy of ministry even among those who

share a similar theological heritage. This lack of an agreed upon philosophy must be named if we are

going to profit from our discussions.
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In this concept paper the field of youth and family ministries is examined as a discipline within
the realm of practical theology as a basis for articulating the beginnings of a biblical theology of youth
and family ministry rooted in the ancient practice of catechesis in order to offer a way forward that is

theologically grounded and provides sufficient guidance to inform practice.

Youth and Family Ministries as Practical Theology

Every field of study has a starting point; the field of youth and family ministries is principally a
theological discipline that is informed by the social sciences. Theology according to John Bolt, Professor
of Theology at Calvin Theological Seminary, is “the study of God so that we might live unto God.” Within
the domain of theology, the educational ministry of the church is located in the realm of practical
theology. Richard Osmer (2005) sees practical theology as “that branch of Christian theology that seeks
to construct action-guiding theories of Christian praxis in particular social contexts” (page xiv). His
approach is informed by open systems theory, seeking to take into account the multitude of variables
that inform and impact every life event. His approach is adopted due to the open systems perspective
and its relevance to youth and family ministries as seen in the four questions that permit one to assess a
situation and develop a biblically based alternative that realistically deals with the variables present.
These questions are:
(1) “What is going on?” which is labeled “the descriptive-empirical task” (Osmer, 2009, p. 4).
This involves identifying what is actually taking place. For example, the coordinator of youth
and family ministries notices that the youth are not attending the church’s worship service
on Sunday morning.
(2) “Why is it going on?” which is labeled the “interpretative task” (Osmer, 2008, p 4). This
involves probing the church’s beliefs, preferences and personal agendas in order to discern

the variables that are creating the situation. “Why” questions are essential and threatening
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(Parrett & Kang, 2009). Continuing the previous example, the coordinator seeks to identify
the young people who are not attending. The young people say it is “boring”. After, probing
a bit, it becomes apparent that the young people do not understand what is going on in the
service and that sermons are to abstract. The young people also note that they do not like
the pastor since he also admonishes the young people not “to do” the very things they do
not want to do. The young people feel marginalized by the pastor and out of sync with the
worship service.

(3) “What ought to be going on” which involves describing the “normative task” (Osmer 2009,
p. 4). This is principally a biblical and theological question. It summons one to realistically
consider options that are consistent with a church or organization’s theological convictions.
Continuing the example, the coordinator notes that an age-segregated approach to church
ministry is a recent phenomenon. The coordinator also studies the scriptures and reads
material on worship. The coordinator at some point must raise the issues with the pastor
and church leadership. Together they must construct an understanding of worship that is
consistent with the text and inclusive in character.

(4) “How might we respond?” which is the “pragmatic task” (Osmer 2008, p. 4). Change is
perhaps one of the only constants in life that is routinely resisted by the church. Change
cannot be avoided, it happens in small and significant ways, for example, every time a new
person walks in the door. This task invites one to consider how changes ought to be
implemented. It summons one to respectfully consider the context, variables, people, etc.
and foster change in a manner consistent with a church or organizations theological vision.

A word of caution is in order. It is all too easy to jump from the first question, “What s gong on?”

to the fourth question, “How might we respond?” in an attempt to fix the problem. A church does this

when deciding, for example, to alter the music to make the young people “happy”. The “why” question
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is essential if one desires to cultivate a biblically consistent response to a situation. In the above example
it is clear that the young people have not been socialized into the community, they do not understand
the role and place of worship in the Christian life, the pastor’s attitude towards them appears
condescending, and the ethos of the service is out of sync with life as they know and experience it.

Once the “why” question is answered, the question, “what ought to be going on?” must be
pursued. This is a difficult question for it requires the church to consider the areas of concern. Is the
church pleased that the young people are involved in the youth and family program? If so, then perhaps
their lack of participation in worship is not a concern. If they are concerned, what is their understanding
of worship and the participation within the service? How does the church distinguish between essentials
and preferences, and can it identify them? What is the role of the pastor in creating a safe space for all
the congregants?

Pragmatically, what is next? How does the church initiate change so that there is movement
from what is to what ought to be? How can these changes be pursued so that they foster unity and love
for one another?

This example portrays the demands and risks inherent in Osmer’s approach; it also
demonstrates why once the first question is answered why it is easy to leap to question four. Even when
this occurs, the second and third questions are implicitly answered and assumed correct. This is why the
leap is dangerous, asking questions two and three summons one to explore the issue, and make known
her implicit understanding, which when exposed is open to critique.

The field of youth and family ministries ought to be deeply rooted in biblical and theological
studies and view the social sciences as descriptive disciplines that inform our understanding; they do not

control it.

The Beginnings of a Biblical Theology of Youth and Family Ministries
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Biblical theology is story theology. Biblical theology seeks to trace the development of an idea, theme,
concept, through a particular author, in a book, within a genre of literature or across the Old and New
Testaments. This approach to theology was advocated by Geerhadus Vos (1862-1943) and continues to
play an important role in understanding the Scriptures. The Scriptures tell a Story, but our concern is
with a particular story, the story of youth and family ministry. This story must be consistent with the
Story, and though the scriptures do not directly address the topic of youth and family there is much one
can glean from a careful reading of the text. Towards this end, we will construct a foundation for a
biblical theology of youth and family ministry by examining Genesis 1-3:5. The following observations
are in order.
* Godisindependent and the creation is dependent on God for its continuing existence.
* God declared every act of creation “Good”.
* Man was created in God’s image
* Man was created to tend the garden on God’s behalf, which was an act of worship.
* Woman was created from the man’s rib; the term “rib” in the Hebrew refers to an
aspect of personality (Harrison, 1982).
* Woman was created to help the man. The term “help” implies that she brought
something to the relationship that was lacking. Also, the term “help” is used to describe
God as well (Harrison, 1982).
* They were not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.
* The serpent tempted them by suggesting that God was keeping the knowledge of good
and evil from them.
* God placed the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil in the garden so the man and

woman would develop a God-like knowledge of good and evil (Vos, 1975).
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Allow me to synthesize the main ideas. God creates and sustains the entirety of creation,
including people who posses his image. The man and woman brought differing strengths to their tasks,
and the relationship with the garden was complementary. The man was created to fellowship with God
and the woman was created as a helpmate to the man. As the man and woman grew in their love for
God and the garden in which they dwell the attractiveness of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and
Evil ought to have declined. God’s desire for them was that they learn to love the things God loves in
word and deed in the way that God loves. Rather than trusting and learning to love, they were
persuaded by the serpent that God was keeping the knowledge of good and evil from them. God was
not; his desire was that they develop a God-like knowledge of good and evil. God’s knowledge of good
and evil is such that he loves the good so much that anything contrary to it is abhorrent. The man and
woman were to learn to love the good in word and deed in the way that God loves, that they would find
everything contrary to it abhorrent.

Five observations are in order that will enable us to begin constructing a biblical theology of
youth and family ministry. First, God is independent and the creation is dependent. This is why
Augustine prayed, “O Lord, you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you”
(1992, 1.1) Second, Genesis 1 & 2 provides us with a glimpse of the created order and relationships
within the creation as he intended them to be. Third, God was present; he walked in the garden and
spoke with the man and woman. Fourth, the man and woman were created by God to learn to love the
things God loves in word and deed. Fifth, the man and woman were naked. There was nothing to hide,
their lives were open to each other and they saw each other as being a reflection of God’s image.

A biblical theology of youth and family ministry begins with God and the fashioning of our first
parents. The Genesis account provides a snapshot of the way God intended things to be. In order to

construct a biblical theology of youth and family ministry Genesis 1 & 2 must be taken seriously.
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Catechesis as a way Forward

Parrett and Kang (2009) in Teaching the faith, forming the faithful, and Packer and Parrett

(2010) in Grounded in the gospel: building believers the old fashion way offer an approach to ministry

rooted in the ancient practice of catechesis. Interest in this approach is not new; there has always been

a small following that has placed great value on this approach. These two works seek to bring a

catechetical approach into the mainstream as a valid means of integrating formal and non-formal

instruction. Some examples of how catechesis is defined are in order.

“Catechesis is the church’s responsibility to assist believers in critically reflecting on
cultural values in the light of scriptural givens” (DeVries, 2000, p. 9).

“Catechesis is from the later Christian tradition, where it was used to refer to the
instruction offered new converts in preparation for baptism. Etymologically, the
core image lying behind catechesis is ‘to echo’ or ‘answer back’. (Osmer, 2005, p.
27).

“It [Catechesis] is one of many New Testament terms for teaching. In the New
Testament itself, the term often seems simply to refer to instruction. But very early
in the life of the church, it came to mean instruction of a particular sort in terms of
both form and substance. In terms of form, catechesis was generally verbal
instruction that involved a great deal of repetition and memorization. In terms of
substance, catechesis came to refer to instruction in the basics or essentials of the
faith” (Parrett & Kang, 2009, p. 88).

“Catechesis is the church’s ministry of grounding and growing God’s people in the
Gospel and its implications for doctrine, devotion, duty and delight” (Packer &

Parrett, 2010, p. 29).
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Based on the above definitions and descriptions, the following observations about catechesis
are in order.
* Itis a biblical term, occurring eight times in the New Testament.
* [tinvolves passing on a fixed body of knowledge that the learner (catechumen) is
expected to learn.
* [tinvolves an intense relationship between the teacher (catechist) and the student
(catechumen)
* Itis holistic, concerned with the learner’s (catechumen’s) knowledge, affections and
lifestyle.
* It was grounded in the local congregation.
* It employs formal and non-formal educational practices including enculturation.
Catechesis lies behind the contemporary practices of a communicant’s class, instruction offered
prior to participation in the Lord’s Supper or prior to baptism that are often loosely connected to a
congregation’s youth and family ministry. These classes are rarely marked by high expectations and
accountability. Rather they are often mere orientations to a congregation’s beliefs and practices. Yet,
when one examines the Didache, a first and early second century statement a catechumen was to learn,
it is obvious that both the expectations for the learner (catechumen) and the level of accountability was
significant. The Didache is concerned with both the catechumen’s knowledge and lifestyle. In addressing
these two areas it assumes that the catechumen’s affections are altered through the relationship with
the teacher and participation in the community.
“Catechize” is the term employed for instruction within this stream of thought. The process of
catechizing developed during a period when those converted to the faith faced persecution. The early

church’s use of catechesis was both an educational endeavor and means by which a person’s
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commitment to Christ and his church was authenticated. This is a far cry from most churches practices
today. Admittance is often based on a brief testimony with little or no probing. Smith and Denton (2005)
in Soul searching: the religious and spiritual lives of American teenagers identifies and explores what
they label Moral-Therapeutic-Deism. One of the interesting things about Moral-Therapeutic-Deism is its
adaptability. The serpent in the garden appeared to the woman and man as their friend and advocate
only later to be exposed as the deceiver. Moral-Therapeutic-Deism likewise can be couched in the
language of a traditional evangelical profession of faith or testimony that signifies a biblical
understanding. However, that understanding is deceptive for it is based on beliefs that undermine the
gospel.

Catechizing is based on a relation between the student and teacher, and local congregation. This
approach, though ancient, holds great promise because of the distance between the catechumen and
the teacher. The significance of distance in education was first set-forth by Michael Moore in a theory
labeled Transactional Distance in 1972. Michael Moore at that time was on the leading edge of the
distance education movement. He believed that distance, which is a continuous variable, had
pedagogical significance. He asked, “What effect does separation have on the teaching-learning
process?” Moore believed that learner independence was an important educational outcome; the
greater the distance between the instructor and student the more responsibility the student had to
assume in the educational process (Moore & Kearsley, 2005). In wrestling with Moore’s theory, for
Calvin Theological Seminary developing hybrid MDiv program and the various online self-study Bible and
theology sites, | began to wonder if distance was a positive pedagogical force for catechizing. Upon
reflection, in spite of my love for all things technological, | recognized that distance is a negative factor
in the catechizing process for five reasons.

1. Catechizing is concerned with enculturation and socialization into the faith community. The

relationships within the faith community ought to be characterized by “nakedness”.
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2. Catechizing involves modeling a way of life; modeling what it means to love the things God
loves in word and deed in the manner that God loves.

3. Catechizing views participation in the church as essential to the way of life. Just as God
walked in the garden, the Scriptures see believers as part of a church, the bride of Christ.

4. Catechizing summons the catechumen to see him or herself as dependent on God, Christ,
and the Holy Spirit as a way of life.

5. Catechizing sees the catechumen as a responsible agent, accountable for one’s knowledge
and lifestyle to the teacher and church community.

Moore’s theory of Transactional Distance provides a window through which to view catechizing.

In light of the previous five observations, | began to wonder about their implications for the beginnings
of a biblical theology of youth and family ministry (suggested above). Here are some of my musings and
their implications.

1. Catechizing is concerned with enculturation and socialization into the life and faith of a
congregation. In youth and family ministry we are seeking to (1) enculturate the family into
the life of the church, (2) enculturate them into relationships with other families in the
congregation, and (3) enculturate them into practicing spiritual disciplines as a family.

2. Catechizing involves modeling a way of life. If the catechumens are going to learn to love the
good in word and deed the way that God loves, then accountability is essential. Learning the
Word, wrestling with its implications for a person’s lifestyle, and accountability to both the
catechist, within the family and the congregation are necessary. Recall the classic passage
addressing parental responsibility, Deuteronomy 6:1-12 (NIV) which reads,

These are the commands, decrees and laws the LORD your God directed me to teach you
to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess, > so that you, your

children and their children after them may fear the LORD your God as long as you live by
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keeping all his decrees and commands that | give you, and so that you may enjoy long
life. > Hear, O Israel, and be careful to obey so that it may go well with you and that you
may increase greatly in a land flowing with milk and honey, just as the LORD, the God of
your fathers, promised you.
*Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. ° Love the LORD your God with all
your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. ° These commandments that
| give you today are to be upon your hearts. ' Impress them on your children. Talk about
them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and
when you get up. ®Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your
foreheads. ° Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.
' When the LORD your God brings you into the land he swore to your fathers, to
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to give you—a land with large, flourishing cities you did not
build, " houses filled with all kinds of good things you did not provide, wells you did not
dig, and vineyards and olive groves you did not plant—then when you eat and are
satisfied, ** be careful that you do not forget the LORD, who brought you out of Egypt,
out of the land of slavery.
This passage is generally cited to remind parents that they are responsible for their children’s
spiritual development; parents are to keep the scriptures, in this case the Torah, before their
families at all times. It should also be noted that Deuteronomy was written to the nation of
Israel. Parents are, in part, responsible for their children’s spiritual development and families are
responsible to each other to ensure that they are fulfilling their responsibilities for the sake of
community.
3. Catechizing sees participation and investment in the life of a congregation as essential to the

way of life. Youth and family ministry must be committed to fostering active participation of
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young people and parents or guardians in the life of the church. Worship is the church’s
primary task and ministry to youth and family should promote and foster active
participation in the congregation worship.

4. Catechizing seeks to foster dependence on God. Youth and family ministry must continually
model and instruct the catechumens about dependence on God. This means that many of
the values in our culture are at odds with whom we are called to be. Upward mobility,
financial success, robust retirement plans, etc. stand in sharp contrast to the cloud of
witnesses in Hebrews 11. Catechists must teach the catechumens how to ask hard and
personal questions about their choices and the choices of others in order to “spur one
another on to love and good works” (Hebrews 10:26, NIV).

5. Catechizing involves learning together as a family in youth and family ministry. This involves
fostering mutual respect and accountability. Families must wrestle with the scriptures
together; they must question each other’s decisions so as to cultivate a familial lifestyle that
is honoring to God. Relationships in the family ought to be characterized by “nakedness”.

If one is willing to take a hard look at a church’s ministry to youth and families it becomes clear
that something is amiss. Christan Smith and Melinda Dutton’s (2005) Soul Searching; Christian Smith’s
(2009) Souls in Transition; Christian Smith, Kari Christoffersen, Hillary Davis & Patricia Herzog’s (2011)
Lost in Transition; Kenda Dean’s (2010) Almost Christian; Mark Regnerus’ (2007) Forbidden Fruit; Mark
Regnerus and Jeremy Uecker’s (2011) Premarital Sex in America, et al all document significant issues
plaguing young people and their families. These issues cannot be addressed in isolation or challenged by
only dealing with the parents or youth; they must be addressed in the context of the family. A
catechetical approach provides a way forward, a way that builds on the past, engages the present and

addresses the family as a covenant system rather than a group of individuals.
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