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Urban Youth Ministry 

More and more families are living in urban areas than in the past.  The United 

States Census Bureau reported that in 1950 only 56% of the population lived in the city. 

That number increased to 76% in 1989 and held steady at 79% in 2000.1 The urbanization 

of communities during the mid-century created new challenges for families. The major 

support systems of the family, school, and work encountered a different set of demands. 

The family structure changed when fathers went off to war, mothers became the financial 

provider and children were left home alone. As ethnic families searched for employment 

they primarily resided in urban areas. This study includes African American, Ethiopian, 

Hispanic, Puerto Rican, Caribbean, Cape Verdean, Chinese American, Chinese, Hong 

Kong, Japanese, and Caucasian urban families. 

Urban youth were faced with poverty, gang activity, drug abuse, illiteracy, 

teenage pregnancy and other social problems at a greater rate than their suburban 

counterparts.2 Parental conflict from divorce also contributes to the factors that affect 

families financially, morally, spiritually, socially, and emotionally. The children are left 

without the full protection of both parents, thus requiring support from other sources. The 

urban church is a great resource for families seeking additional support for their 

children’s holistic development. The complexity of the urban family requires a well-

defined leader in order to have successful, healthy congregations according to Rabbi 

Edwin Friedman.3 Youth leaders and workers should be trained to understand family 

                                                        
1 US Census: Census 2000 Population Statistics (US Government, 2000), accessed November 29, 2013, 

http://www.Fhwa.dot.gov. 
2 Eugene C. Roehlkepartain, Youth Ministry in City Churches: Proven Tips From Over 40 Youth Ministry 
Veterans (Loveland, CO: Thom Schultz Publication, Inc., 1989), 24.  
3 Edwin Friedman, Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and Synagogue (New York, NY: 

Guilford Publishers, 2011), ix. 
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dynamics on a basic level beginning with their own family of origin. This knowledge will 

provide a solid platform for supporting youth and families in their congregations and 

communities.  

For decades the urban church, especially the black church, has served its 

community's needs under the widely used saying ‘it takes a village to raise a child.’ This 

group of caring and equipped adults, the village, worked together to supply and connect 

the child and family to whatever resources were needed to successfully bring that child 

into adulthood. There are several theologians and historians such as Cornel West who 

believe that the black church has lost the sense of community that is essential for 

survival.4  West points out the loss as being relational, involving the loss of love, 

communal connections, purpose, and meaning.5 The restoration of the village concept in 

local urban churches is also known as authoritative communities according to the report 

to the nation from the Commission on Children at Risk.  Authoritative communities are 

groups that live out the type of connectedness that children lack.    

In Hardwired to Connect: The New Scientific Case for Authoritative 

Communities, the crisis facing American children is linked to the lack of connection to 

other people and deep connection to moral and spiritual meaning. Scientific evidence 

now portrays the human child as being hardwired to connect for a human touch. Many of 

the mental, emotional and behavioral problems in youth can be traced back to this 

finding. A renewing of authoritative communities, the village, should be the primary goal 

                                                        
4 For other theologians and historians see Wimberly, African American Pastoral Care Revised Edition 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991), viii; Johnny B. Hill, ed., Multidimensional Ministry For Today’s Black 

Family (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 2007), 28; and Lee N. June, The Black Family: Past, Present and 

Future: Perspectives of Sixteen Black Christian Leaders (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 

1991), 133. 
5 Cornell West, Race Matters (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 22-24.  
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of all who are concerned about youth and their families. When the church takes the lead 

in creating community, the moral compass is restored. The difference the church makes, 

in contrast to other community agencies, is the God factor: faith in God to change the 

hearts of families and situations surrounding them. Well-trained, knowledgeable, skilled 

adults combined with mountain-moving faith can produce results beyond human creation.  

Churches have a process to go through in order to become this village.  A 

congregation cannot become the nurturing village it should be for its children until its 

identity and its responsibility in this regard are fully understood and embraced.6
 Youth 

and families who arrive at urban churches may come in broken, dysfunctional and 

unbelieving and grow to become whole, healthy, functional, and full of faith. Other youth 

and families can be healed through their capacity to reciprocate in the lives of those they 

are connected to in their circles. Entire communities can be reached one family at a time 

through the urban church. As collaborations with other churches and secular agencies 

form, positive changes occur throughout urban communities. The urban church as a 

training center can provide the leadership needed for the spiritual development of 

families. 

Urban youth leaders and clergy are poised to reach urban families better than any 

other ministry in the church. Youth are more likely to attend an event and bring other 

family members with them. If the youth worker is trained beyond how to run programs, 

this can be a great way to introduce families to the church and faith-based resources. 

Families facing life transitions in the urban setting, especially African American families 

                                                        
6 Terry W. York and David Bolin, The Congregation As The Village. (Waco, TX: Baylor University School 

of Social Work: Family and Community Ministries, Summer, 2007), Accessed November 20, 2013, 10. 
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tend to seek out help from clergy before seeking help from other institutions.7 In the 

African American community, the black pastor or lay leader such as a youth leader, is 

asked to respond to the emotional, interpersonal, and spiritual needs of persons in crisis.8  

Urban, church-based youth leaders need to be adequately trained to minister to 

youth and their families in order to provide the necessary resources. According to the 

2008 UYWI Workers and Leaders National Survey, only 37.3% of the polled youth 

workers and leaders could name three resources to help urban youth workers understand 

youth9. Most urban youth workers have not received any professional training in youth 

ministries beyond what their denomination may offer. Generally they are bi-vocational, 

unable to take time to attend conferences and cannot afford the pricy suburban youth 

training conferences. Seminary classes for the youth leader are not considered unless 

pastoral ministry is on the horizon. Even with access to the above-mentioned resources, 

usually they are not geared towards urban families with the complexity of the issues 

faced in their environments.  

Urban-church based youth leaders need training in order to navigate the complex 

family, school, and work systems facing their youth. These systems are interfacing on 

greater levels than in the past undergirded with a multi-ethnic and multi-economic 

foundation. The urban church-based youth leader encounters multiple factors that must be 

addressed in order to facilitate, along with the parent, the spiritual development of youth.  

This project defines urban youth ministry according to Fernando Arzola, Jr. of Toward A 

                                                        
7 Edward P. Wimberly, African American Pastoral Care, Revised Edition. (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 

1991), 47. 
8 Edward P. Wimberly, African American Pastoral Care Revised Edition, vii. 
9 2008 UYWI Workers and Leaders National Survey, (Akron, OH: The Center for Marketing and Opinion 

Research, LLC, 2008), 36. 
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Prophetic Youth Ministry as having three identifying components: they are Christian, 

they are located in the city, and they minister to youth.10 All parts of the city are included, 

the inner, poor neighborhoods as well as the wealthier ones. Ethnic and economic 

diversity are common in the city describing the body of Christ in one community. 

The Need for Holistic Support of Urban Youth and Families  

A holistic way of thinking seeks to encompass and integrate multiple layers of 

meaning and experience rather than defining human possibilities narrowly.11 Holistic 

urban youth ministry begins with the spiritual development of youth and extends to every 

area of life that affects urban youth.  The whole potential of a young person is developed 

spiritually, emotionally, academically, physically, and socially, as Jesus’ childhood 

exemplifies, Luke 2:40.   

Every child that encounters an urban youth ministry carries a complex set of 

family circumstances, some less complex than others. The complexity of the family 

begins with the home base.  Over the years the evolution of the urban family has changed 

the composition of the foundation stones in the immediate family unit. These changes 

have introduced additional levels of relationships within the home. The family was easily 

defined by a set of known socially accepted terms that described the connection to each 

member. Below is a listing of the changes in the family unit over the years: 

o Traditional – father, mother, and children living together 

o Separated/Divorced – parents and children not living together 

o Blended – parent, step-parent, children and step children living together 

o Cohabitating – biological parents not married living with children 

o Single parents – one parent lives with children 

                                                        
10 Fernando Arzola, Jr., Toward A Prophetic Youth Ministry: Theory and Praxis in Urban Context, 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 17. 
11 Miller, R. (2000). ‘A brief introduction to holistic education’, the encyclopedia of informal education, 

http://infed.org/mobi/a-brief-introduction-to-holistic-education/, accessed May 11, 2015, 1. 
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o Foster homes/adoption – children living in homes without either biological 

parent 

o Co-parenting – children live between the homes of both biological parents who 

were never married and never intended to be married 

 
The extended family of grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, and all blood relatives 

used to be a constant network to rely on in times of need. Over the years this extended 

network has fragmented and families are left with minimal internal support. Immigrant 

families often have additional language and other cultural barriers to face. Governmental 

agencies and community supports have risen in attempt to meet the challenge of 

supporting families. Youth ministry can assist with this challenge to support families, 

even in complicated circumstances if youth leaders are properly trained to do so. 

Edwin Friedman of Generation to Generation is a Jewish Rabbi and a family 

therapist who outlines the necessity of the church to take the lead to facilitate the growth 

and development of youth and families through the training of its clergy and leaders. 

Friedman agrees with the findings of Hardwired because as a therapist he has served 

several complex family units through a family systems point of view. There are multiple 

ways families interact in different settings and Friedman has developed clear strategies 

for clergy to understand the emotional side of the family process. Hardwired and 

Friedman combined create a strong argument supported with scientific data of the need 

for the church to reclaim the leadership of youth and family empowerment.  

In Generation to Generation Friedman’s family theory includes the extended 

family as an entire network that is important in the life of a child. Grandparents, aunts, 

uncles, cousins, siblings, etc. all add significant pieces to the holistic development of 

families. In the past the extended family was a crucial part of youth and family 

development. This network is no longer close at hand to lend support or information. 
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Patterns of behavior surface in each generation, turning the family tree of knowledge into 

a family tree of life. If family members are able to step back and address the reoccurring 

issues, present generations can learn from the patterns of the past and make changes for 

posterity. 

Youth leaders must assess each child in order to determine how to holistically 

develop that young person and their family’s ministry needs. The medical profession, 

legal profession, and social service industries require an initial assessment before services 

are offered. Urban youth leaders must be trained to gather information over time through 

building relationships with the young person and ultimately their family. Urban youth 

leaders must be trained to recognize and identify the youth and family needs and connect 

them to available resources. 

Using Assets to Build Urban Youth and Families 

Research by the Search Institute resulted in a measuring rod for the healthy 

development of youth called assets. The Forty Developmental Assets (Appendix A) were 

developed in 1990 as a framework that identifies a set of skills, experiences, 

relationships, and behaviors that enable young people to develop into successful and 

contributing adults.12 The incorporation of these assets by urban youth leaders in urban 

families support and empower youth and their families holistically. These influencing 

factors total 40 assets, 20 internal and 20 external, that contribute to the wellbeing of a 

child’s development. The more assets a child receives through their primary and 

secondary environments as they develop, the probability of growing into a successful 

adult increases. 

                                                        
12 “40 Developmental Assets”, Search Institute 1990, http://search-institute.org, accessed December 19, 

2013.  
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Social communities, like the neighborhood and church, play pivotal roles in the 

development of youth. In Good Kids from Bad Neighborhoods and Hardwired statistics 

show that the social context of a youth can alter their genetic expression.13 Scientific 

evidence now points to the importance of addressing the nature and nurturing of children 

based on their environment. There is a gene in children that drives their behavior and 

manifests differently depending on the environment. The social environments we create 

for our children, good and bad, can greatly influence how a child responds. However it is 

not impossible for good youth to come from challenging social environments.  

Reggie Joiner in Think Orange says that when you reactivate the family 

environment by combining the church, an everyday faith is built in the lives of youth and 

their families.14 Youth leaders must care about families and take the time to invest in 

their development. Creating growth environments for youth and their parents in church 

settings provides families a safe space to interface and meet their challenges together. 

There is a direct link between the numbers of the amount of assets in youth who 

attend faith institutions versus those who are not involved in a congregation. An analysis 

of the data from 6th to 12 graders in public schools surveyed by the Search Institute 

during the 1999 through 2000 school year reported an average of 19.3 assets out of 40 

assets. Youth who were involved in a congregation reported an average of 21.4 assets 

versus 15.9 assets for those who were not involved in a congregation.15 The additional 

assets gained were strengthened or cultivated by a youth leader or adult in a local 

                                                        
13 The Commission on Children at Risk, Hardwired to Connect: The New Scientific Case for Authoritative 

Communities 19. 
14 Reggie Joiner, Think Orange: Imagine the Impact When Church and Family Collide… (Colorado 

Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2009), 158. 
15 “Faith and Developmental Assets,” Toolkit for Integrating Developmental Assets in Your Congregation, 

Search Institute, 2005, accessed January 22, 2014, http://www.gotassets.net. 
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congregation. Per a report from the Search Institute, the church environment provides a 

number of resources to youth and their families including:16 

 Enriching activities for youth 

 A physically safe space 

 Ongoing support for families 

 Opportunities for youth to serve, lead and contribute 

 Intergenerational community 

 Guidance for youth as they are shaping their identity, values, beliefs and 

commitments 

Faith-based organizations have always played a central role in the formation and 

reformation of North American communities.17 There is a renewed interest in 

partnerships with the church to support urban families. As churches move towards more 

asset-based community development for families they increase the capacity for families 

to build from the inside out. The research assistants in this study discovered that most of 

the youth and families interviewed were not formally aware of the developmental assets. 

Youth leaders innately developed youth according to an asset-based approach and desired 

to make the process more formal.  

The preliminary findings indicated that culture played an important role in asset 

building. Approximately 72% of the youth interviewed desired the church to focus on the 

external assets of youth programs, creative activities, youth as resources, and building a 

religious community. The internal assets that surfaced in the data included restraint, self-

esteem, and equality and social justice. The sentiments of the youth echoed the research 

from Growing Young as several of the youth referred to the connections made in their 

church as family or their community. Other predominate themes consisted of: 

                                                        
16 Faith and Developmental Assets. http://www.gotassets.net, accessed January 22, 2014. 
17 Mark Senter III, When God Shows Up: A History of Protestant Youth Ministry in America, (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2010), 44.  
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 53% of single parent homes and families with invisible dads had the 

lowest development assets overall  

 38% of youth and families low positive identity 

 33% of youth and families have low positive values 

 

Chinese Congregations: 

 In Chinese congregations parents participate but the youths are not required or 

allowed to participate (in youth ministry). Their focus is on education. 

 All of the youth are second generations while the adults are first generation. 

 Youth want parents to pay more attention to youth programs. 

 Parents had lower assets in general, youth were higher. 

 Family communication was a universal desire but currently lacking 

 Believed the church should foster the environment for parents, youth, and families 

to participate and contribute. 

 

Latino Congregations: 

 Teach families how to provide family support – many Latin American families 

have ‘machismo’ that still runs the dynamic. Many come from poor families, 

families of servant hood, or slave hood mentalities. Because of this there exists 

physical and mental abuse in many families. These parents truly do love their 

sons/daughters, but they did not learn the skills to deal with the difficult times. 

The church can be the game changer in this area. 

  

Caucasian Congregations: 

 Both parents active in the home. 

 Community/neighborhood is lacking outside of family and friends. 

 All youth interviewed were from the suburbs and are not exposed to diversity. 

 There is a distance and disconnect between church and neighborhood life.  

 All grew up in church and have a lot going on outside the home. 

 There is a need to educate the parents and disciple both parents and youth.  

 Some of the parents did not grow up with a lot of assets and realized they are 

important in the lives of youth. 

 

Haitian Churches: 

 There are two types of Haitian families: 

o Liberal and assimilated 

o Immigrant families/parents (very strict)  

 Most families were very close (also with extended families) 

 Many want parental support for immigrant families. 

 Desire holistic family time/events. 

 

Multi-Ethnic Churches: 

 Families were not aware of the developmental assets. 

 Generation gap between parents and youth. 

 Discussions between generations needed. 
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Korean Church: 

 Resources needed – communication/language support 

 Holistic ministry of parenting education 

 

 

Research Assistant Ethnicity Grid 2016 

Ethnicity General Ethnicity Specific # of Research 

Assistants 

African American  African American 1 

African American African 2 

African American Haitian 2 

Latino Latino 4 

Asian Korean 2 

Asian  Chinese  2 

Caucasian Caucasian 4 

Total  17 

 

 

Research Assistant Ethnicity Grid 2017 

Ethnicity General Ethnicity Specific # of Research 

Assistants 

African American African American 9 

African American African (Ethiopian, Nigerian) 4 

African American Caribbean (Jamaican) 1 

Caucasian Caucasian 7 

Latino Latino 1 

Asian Hong Kong, Chinese American, Korean 8 

Total  30 
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Interview Data 2016 
Data 2016 

# of research assistants 20/17 reporting 
Age range 10-28 years old 
Female youth 34 
Male youth 33 
African American (Haitian, African, South African) 23 
Caucasian  15 
Asian (Chinese, Korean) 22 
Latino (Puerto Rican) 7 
Total youth reporting 67 
 
 
Interview Data 2017 

Data 2017 
# of research assistants 35/30 reporting 
Age range 10-30 years old 
Female youth 49 
Male youth 38 
Gender not specified 5 
African American (Ethiopian, Caribbean/West 
Indian, Cape Verde, Haitian, Kenyan, African) 

38 

Caucasian (Italian) 15 
Asian (Chinese, Korean, Hong Kong, Vietnamese, 
Pilipino, Taiwanese) 

31 

Latino (Puerto Rican) 5 
Not stated 3 
Total youth reporting 92 
 

Urban Church-Based Youth Ministry  

 

Youth ministry in America has endured a number of cycles over the years as 

captured by Mark Senter III in When God Shows Up. As times changed so did the 

methodology of the youth leader.18 Most of the models adopted by churches in the urban 

environment were not effective and lack relevancy because they required a suburban 

framework: a full time, professional youth leader and a budget. The major difference 

between urban and suburban youth ministries boils down to one word: resources. Staff, 

                                                        
18 Mark H. Senter, III, When God Shows Up, 268. 
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buildings, finances, materials, training, etc. are given in abundance to do effective youth 

ministry in suburban settings. Youth leaders working in an urban environment are not 

privy to such resources and often end up running bare bones youth ministries.  

Urban church-based youth ministry desperately needs to be redefined and 

restructured. Church size does not factor into the necessary changes, larger urban 

churches are also in need of an overhaul. Urban youth ministry cannot simply regurgitate 

the old paradigms of suburban youth ministry. Big events, social outings, youth services 

and other programs have lost their edge and many youth leaders find themselves 

recreating the same old things. Youth are disengaged and distracted by other demands in 

school, their peers and on the streets. Some youth are attracted to the idea of having their 

own money and drop youth ministry as soon as they can get a job, some to support the 

family.  

A new wineskin for urban youth ministry is in order. The creative, organic 

development of the correct structure needed for the urban environment may now be in the 

hands of the local church.19 Most of the youth ministry of the first decade of the twenty 

first century designed its structure and programing with the suburban, white congregation 

in mind. Urban communities of color, especially non-white churches did not buy into the 

professionalization of the youth leader, could not afford the pricy youth trainings, and did 

not submit to the isolation approach of its youth from the congregation. African 

American, Caribbean, Asian and Latino churches named specific differences in culture 

beyond language that made it difficult to honor their traditions and embrace the American 

culture. These challenges along with the societal issues youth and families face in the 

urban culture such as economics, sexuality, violence and justice issues require urban 

                                                        
19 Mark H. Senter, III. When God Shows Up, 290. 
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churches to address youth ministry in a more comprehensive manner.  

Eugene Roehlkepartain of Youth Ministry in City Churches believes that each urban 

church must develop its own plan to reach youth in their community. He states that since 

no city is exactly alike, the youth ministry models will also vary. Although the ministry 

components may be similar there is no one size fits all approach in urban youth ministry. 

Roehlkepartain defines four types of neighborhood, urban churches:20 

1. Inner city churches – Generally located in and serve the impoverished areas of 

the city. Limited resources due to the population of people served. 

2. Revitalized community churches – Located in neighborhoods that have been 

revitalized, these churches are reaching ethnically and economically diverse 

people. 

3. Ethnic churches – These ethnic specific churches are vested in the community 

and tend to have difficulty with change especially when older members move 

away and new people don’t connect. 

4. Storefront churches – Smaller, neighborhood churches generally disconnected 

from larger denominations renting space in commercial spaces. 

 

It is important for the leaders in a local church to take the time to understand their 

community. Conducting an assessment in the form of an asset map can identify the felt 

needs of the community.21 Often urban youth require more support than a traditional 

bible study or youth group. Urban youth leaders meet natural and spiritual needs of 

students and their families. In Hardwired it is noted that religious institutions are 

recognized as one of the strongest civic institutions in low-income neighborhoods.22 

Urban churches can provide better leadership by empowering youth leaders to build 

authoritative communities to support youth and families. This is a practical approach, 

enabling youth leaders to connect with the multiple systems that surround our youth.  

                                                        
20 Eugene C. Roehlkepartain, Youth Ministry in City Churches, 84. 
21 Virginia Ward, Mapping Community Assets, San Diego, (California, Summer 2007), National Network 

of Youth Ministries. 
22 The Commission on Children at Risk, Hardwired to Connect: The New Scientific Case for Authoritative 

Communities. (New York: Institute for American Values, 2003), 45. 
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Robbins in This Way to Youth Ministry models the necessity of the 

methodological training of urban youth leaders.  The flow beginning from the inside out 

of a leader is consistent with Jesus’ training of the disciples. Youth leaders need personal 

development first in order to effectively minister to youth in any context. Next, after the 

internal work has been done, the external work can begin. This must be addressed 

thoroughly in order to produce fruitful youth ministries on any level.  

Robbins’ format of gathering various youth ministry models to share with urban 

youth workers is a comprehensive plan. In particular the funnel of programming model 

will aid in the development of activities for every level of youth attendee.23 Urban youth 

ministry can be heavily program based, forgetting the spiritual aspect of youth. 

Intentional programming helps youth leaders to target certain youth to attend specific 

events. Efrem Smith in Raising Up Young Heroes: Developing A Revolutionary Youth 

Ministry encourages youth leaders in all settings, urban, suburban and rural to move from 

the programmatic to developmental in their approaches. Smith states: 

Youth leaders must be proactive in developing youth ministries that impact young 

people in ways that affect every area of their lives. Within this holistic approach to 

youth ministry, strategic initiatives can be developed, which give direction to 

ministry models and lead to measurable outcomes. This moves a youth ministry 

from a youth-group model with a programmatic foundation to a developmental 

model, which focuses on the holistic development of young people.24 

 

Urban youth leaders can learn how to connect every event, program, and ministry context 

together for the holistic development of urban youth.  

Urban systems  

                                                        
23 Duffy Robbins, This Way, Funnel of Programming, 508.  
24 Efrem Smith, Raising Up Young Heroes, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 39. 
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Urban environments are full of living systems that are relational in nature versus 

linear.  A living system is a self-organized, highly complex, and highly interrelated 

collection of living parts that work together to accomplish a high level goal when in 

proper relationship to each other.25 Douglas and Judy Hall in The Cat and the Toaster use 

the analogy of a cat to represent the highly complex living creations that God makes 

versus the toaster, a simply constructed man made item.26 Doing ministry in an urban 

environment is living system ministry, participating with God as his life flows through 

his living systems. The city is a place where God has chosen to work despite the 

complexities of the environment.  

The urban systems that surround the family are complex and interrelated on many 

levels. Some are living like the cat and others are man-made like the toaster. Family 

systems therapy understands that the family is an interactional unity and a change in one 

member affects all members.27 This systemic perspective helps a therapist provide the 

appropriate support to family members. This approach is applicable to urban systems - 

change in one, affects the other. Urban living systems are different from suburban 

systems because of the amount of systems in play at one time.  The pace and depth of 

each moving part adds another dimension to urban ministry.  

The living parts or systems in urban environments include the family, health, 

education, justice, poverty, trauma, faith, court and penal institutions, civic duty, and the 

multi-faceted cultural component. These systems in the urban environment surrounding 

youth connect with each other, some by choice and others by force. Youth workers 

                                                        
25 Douglas A. Hall, Judy Hall, and Steve Daman. The Cat and the Toaster: Living System Ministry in a 

Technological Age (Eugene, OR, Wipf & Stock, 2010), 59. 
26 Douglas and Judy Hall. The Cat and the Toaster, xxiv. 
27 Edwin Friedman, Generation to Generation, 13.  
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should be able to identify these systems and connect with them for strategic ministry to 

youth and their families. Friedman says the progression of family therapy has brought a 

second revolution of thought to the table, the concept of systems thinking. This is the 

response of the human mind to the challenge of the information explosion that has been 

steadily expanding during the past half a century.28 Underestimating or neglecting 

information from any of these parts causes the youth leader to see through a glass darkly. 

Friedman introduces the family therapy model as a way of training clergy to minister in a 

systematic method. Understanding urban and family systems are essential keys to 

ministry in an urban context. 

Youth ministry in the urban environment demands an understanding of the 

complex systems surrounding the urban family and urban church. Training youth leaders 

about the urban systems affecting youth will empower the church. The Halls in the Cat 

and the Toaster present a biblical narrative of urban systems and a challenge to urban 

ministries to think systemically about how to navigate and connect in their communities. 

Urban church based youth leaders can benefit from these principles and develop relevant 

ministries to youth and their families.  

The Halls introduce a different way of thinking about formal and informal 

learning through primary and secondary cultural lenses. They contend that primary 

culture consists of known relationships versus secondary culture that consists of official 

roles and structured ways of doing things.29 Most families function out of the primary 

space where the spiritual and relational culture drives family members to support each 

other in an organic nature. The secondary culture of formalized methods of support has a 

                                                        
28 Edwin Friedman, Generation to Generation, 14. 

 
29 Douglas and Judy Hall. The Cat and the Toaster, 25. 



 19 

place but it cannot replace the connection gained through relationship. Churches fair well 

in developing and nurturing relationships on all levels. The youth leader serving as a 

facilitator for youth and families can assist them in developing skills for communicating.  

Friedman argues that although most families function on a primary cultural level, 

they don’t do it very well. There are multiple factors that come into play in family 

relationships such as birth order, family secrets and other external factors. Youth leaders 

and clergy must be trained to recognize these factors in order to serve the families in their 

communities. Each family may have a different factor that sets it apart from another 

family in the same community. Church leaders need to be able to make the correct 

assessment in order to adequately support each family. Awareness of the symptoms and 

cycles of family dynamics greatly increases the successful development of youth and 

their families. 

There are three types of urban ministry workers as identified by the Halls, 

technicians, systems actors and systems thinkers.30 All are ministry practitioners. 

1. Technicians - These are people who are able to live and serve in a living 

system knowing the how to’s of a system as well as the organic side.  

2. Systems Actors – These are people who generally use the primary culture 

as a way to operate in family systems and naturally follow relational 

patterns. 

3. Systems Thinkers – These are people who are able to do effective ministry 

and able to reflect about what was learned for posterity. 

 

Each level adds a different aspect of how relationships are processed in community and 

in families. Most urban ministry practitioners are either technicians or systems actors. It 

takes a lot of intentional effort to become a systems thinker. This requires urban ministry 

leaders and workers to take time to think back to what happened and why. The work and 
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effort to process ministry as well as record the steps takes time. Youth leaders who can 

recount and track their efforts with urban families will assist in the holistic development 

of those families. Methodologies that are proven from the urban environment could be 

recorded and published for the benefit of other urban ministries. 

Friedman identifies similar roles within the family unit, noting that the family 

process becomes like a movie unfolding before the clergy.31 With each family member 

added to the mix, the dynamics change. As the roles become defined the clergy are able 

to understand the complexities of the family. This leads to greater understanding of each 

individual regarding the role they play, adding to its dysfunction or overall health. 

Families who are open to identifying the dynamics are able to address the multiple 

systems in play in their household. Knowledge of the systems, the roles each individual 

plays, and access to clergy and youth leaders serving as facilitators places urban families 

on the road to recovery. This is a complex and timely process that can bring restoration to 

urban families. 

Future of Youth Ministry 

As communities in the urban area become increasingly diverse, the context of 

youth ministry will shift to become a more multi-ethnic in nature. Youth leaders, urban 

and suburban, will require skills necessary to navigate multiple cultures. Training 

materials, conferences, and denominations reflecting diverse family development will be 

premium. Urban youth ministry leadership training organizations are limited in number in 

the United States. The leading urban youth ministry training venues are the DeVos Urban 

Leadership Initiative (DVULI) and the Urban Youth Workers Institute (UWYI). DVULI 
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began as the result of the findings from focus groups with American urban youth leaders. 

DVULI is the longest running, inter-faith, urban youth leadership program in the 

nation.32
 
The goal of DVULI is to train youth leaders to have a positive impact in the 

lives of youth.  

An evaluation conducted in 2007 measured the effectiveness of the training in the 

lives of urban youth leaders. The growth and change over time in the passion, skills, 

personal and spiritual disciplines of youth leaders in the United States were documented. 

Focus groups and case study interviews were conducted in nine cities around the 

nation.33 The surveyed youth leaders and workers of the DVULI will be referred to as 

graduates.  

The Urban Youth Workers Institute (UYWI), of Los Angeles, California, was 

started because of a need to train Latino youth workers. Currently UYWI is a national 

non-profit organization that trains & resources urban youth workers from all ethnicities to 

effectively evangelize and disciple youth in at-risk zip codes throughout America.
 
UYWI 

hosts an annual conference, offers multiple online resources, coaching and leadership 

development opportunities and regionally hosted conferences. The data in these two 

reports point to a clear need for the training of urban leaders. The results of youth leaders 

and workers who have been adequately trained to reach urban youth and families are also 

displayed. The UYWI youth leaders and workers will be referred to as participants.  

The respondents of the DVULI report ranged in age from 23 to 68, with an 

average age of 42 years. The majority, 60.2% were between the ages of 36-50 
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highlighting the findings from an article about the graying of American youth leaders.34 

Pastors are seeking youth leaders who are older, a little more settled and understanding of 

the family, church systems and life cycles. There are younger staff members on their 

teams but there is a trend to hire or place in the leadership role someone over 30 years 

old. The next age group, 23.3% were between the ages of 23-35 and the remaining 16.5% 

between the ages of 51-68. 

The ethnic make-up of those surveyed is as follows, all self classified:35 

o Black/African American  51.5% 

o White/Caucasian   23.5% 

o Latino/Hispanic   19.9% 

o Multi-racial    2.6% 

o Asian/Pacific Island   1.5% 

o Native American    0.4% 

o Other     1.1% 

o No answer    1.1% 

Urban areas in the United States are very ethnically diverse. Some cities around country, 

although gentrified still serve as hosts to many economically challenged youth and 

families. Many of these families tend to be people of color primarily of Black/African 

American and Hispanic descent. DVULI recognized this and saw the need to empower 

youth leaders directly from those ethnic communities.  

 UYWI’s report shows a similar response regarding the ethnic makeup of the 

youth leaders and workers influenced by their trainings. African Americans ranked the 

highest at 35.5% of indigenous leaders and workers, Hispanic/Latino next at 30%, White 

20%, Asian 6.4%, Pacific Islander 4.5%, Native American 1.8%, and mixed race at 
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1.8%.36 Most of the respondents participated in a regional or national training event 

sponsored by UYWI. There were nine key indicators that measured the level of influence 

of the trainings for youth leaders and workers including youth culture, peer support, and 

personal development. Youth leaders were also asked about youth empowerment and 

leadership development. The lengths of involvement, roles in ministry, as well as context 

of ministry and gender were significant indicators of UYWI’s influence on growth in 

many areas.37  

A report from the Search Institute regarding The Attitudes and Needs of Religious 

Youth Workers: Perspectives from the Field by Peter Scales confirms the positive effects 

of a resource dissemination, training and networking effort for religious youth workers. 

Training on the building of youth assets empowers urban diverse congregations and 

communities to have an impact on at-risk youth. Youth leaders and workers from African 

American and non-white congregations with low-income families would benefit greatly 

from training. Approximately 30-40% state that the asset-based approach to urban youth 

ministry would help them attract youth who are disconnected to local congregations.38 

Youth leaders and workers would get the training needed in the identified areas they are 

underachieving. The training of youth leaders and workers is likely to keep youth more 

involved in the church. 

Both DVULI and UYWI make bold claims about the importance and results from 

attending their trainings. Both initiatives have the statistics to back up their claims. 

Training urban youth leaders and workers is a worthwhile investment and necessary for 
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the betterment of urban youth and families. Most of the youth workers in urban settings 

are volunteers, even the main youth leader. This can present certain challenges for 

attending trainings such as time away from work and the overall costs to attend the 

professional youth ministry venues. Organizations like Youth Specialties and Orange 

have supported the training of urban youth leaders by making their conferences 

affordable through scholarships.  

Churches can and must ensure training for the personal and professional 

development of its youth leaders and workers. Pastors and church leaders who support 

training preserve the families of their congregations and community by providing an 

informed facilitator of family development. As urban churches position themselves to be 

the clearinghouse and connectors of the support systems for families, healthier 

communities can be developed. Neighborhoods can be filled with families choosing not 

only to live together but also to do life together in community responsible for developing 

the next generation.  

Research Method 
 
 This qualitative research project is designed to assess the support urban 

churches provide to the spiritual and holistic development of the families in their 

congregations.  Interviews were conducted with families from various local church 

assemblies. The purpose of this study is to examine the holistic approaches of urban 

church-based youth ministries.  

This project began with the assumption that church-based youth ministries 

are implemented in a holistic manner. The research questions were whether the 

strategies and variations of implementation were holistic. The findings will 
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contribute to the development of trainings designed to equip urban youth leaders 

with the leadership, relational, and ethnic awareness skills necessary to navigate the 

complex systems connected to the urban family and church. The research consisted 

of assessing urban families of the youth participating in youth ministries.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with fifty-five trained research 

assistants. Two groups of research assistants were trained in two consecutive years 

by this principle investigator following the approval from the Institutional Review 

Board. The research assistants received training regarding the interview standards 

and interview questions. The research assistants from various assemblies in the 

Greater Boston area randomly selected three youth ages ten through twenty-one 

and one family to interview.  All participants were informed of the research project, 

confidentiality of findings, voluntary participation, and given the right to withdraw 

at any time without prejudice.  

Using the Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets for Adolescences as an 

assessment tool, the research assistants collected data from the youth and parents. 

Basic demographic data was gathered including their ethnic identity, youth ministry 

participation and family involvement. No one was present for the interviews beyond 

the research assistant, adult youth and parents. A parent or guardian accompanied 

minor children during their interview. Interviews averaged approximately forty-five 

minutes to one hour in length based on four specific questions. The questions were 

intended to assess the 40 Developmental Assets in the lives of urban youth and 

families. The four questions were: 
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1. Which three assets would you like your parents to pay more attention to? 

Please explain. 

2. Which three assets would you like your church to pay more attention to? 

Please explain. 

3. Which two assets are working really well in your life right now? Please 

explain. 

4. Which two assets are not working as well in your life right now? Please 

explain. 

 
A list of the 40 Developmental Assets for Adolescences was distributed to 

each participant during the interview. During the interview the research assistants 

observed any display of family life stressors, risk factors and development 

principles and noted them in their summary findings. Research assistants were 

instructed to include two or three suggestions for the holistic development of the 

family interviewed in their findings. 

 
Limitation and Future Research 
 

The study was limited due to the small sample size and wide ethnic pool 

based on the diverse research assistants. A larger sample within each ethnic 

community would provide additional insights. The differences in data due to 

gathering of data through research assistants and not the principal investigator may 

account for the broad array of findings. The data represents a sample from the 

Northeastern part of the United States, mainly the Greater Boston, Massachusetts 

area. All interviews were coded to protect the identity of the youth and parents. The 

benefit of the sample group is that it reflects the urban community served by the 

local churches interviewed. This is an ongoing study that will collect data for one 

more year.  


