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ABSTRACT

This paper will explain the essentials of the term “heart-deep teaching,” as a strategy to
teach the bible to un-churched and marginalized youth within a postmodern culture. The
concept of “heart-deep teaching,” is based on a Hebrew understanding of the “heart” as the
innermost essence of the person, involving mind, emotions, and will. The role of the teacher
is to actively engage students’ emotions, mind, will, and body in learning rather than to
simply “tell.” Engagement strategies include interaction, drama, reflection, story-telling,
appreciating wonder, movement, creativity, acting-out, and problem-solving, all combined
with wrestling with the principles discovered in the Biblical text.

DESCRIPTION

This presentation will explain an effective strategy for teaching the Bible creatively to un-
churched and marginalized youth within a postmodern culture that integrates theological,
philosophical, sociological, and social science research enabling disenfranchised youth to
discover the objective Truth of Scripture themselves through engaging, experiential methods.



I have lived through the transition from modernism to postmodernism. As a baby boomer
growing up in Canada, I experienced being sent to church every Sunday and Wednesday night.
In elementary school I checked off on a chart whether or not I cleaned my room at home, helped
with the household chores, exercised regularly, did my homework each night, attended the Red
Cross meeting, and went to church on Sunday. I was awarded all the stars on my Sunday school
chart by the age of six, was saved in VBS, rededicated my life at camp a couple of different
times, and was baptized when most of my friends did, at the age of 13. I seldom asked questions
and generally did what I was told (except for the time I stole an apple with my friend at the

farmer’s market, and got caught). Life was mostly good.

Times changed for me in the mid 60’s. While my friends were taking guitar lessons, my
parents made me take violin lessons. When my mother caught me listening one of the Beatles
first hits, “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” as a budding teenager, she immediately broke my
precious “45” and chucked it into the garbage can. My major act of defiance was transitioning
from the violin to the upright bass in the high school band. Mother never knew until it was too
late that playing upright bass in the band required me to play “contemporary music” in the dance
band. When I graduated from high school in 1969, grass was smoked not mowed and draft
dodgers were flooding into Canada. Bob Dylan and Gordon Lightfoot’s lyrics made me think,
Jimi Hendrix’s wah-wah-pedal gave me a head-ache, and “Blood, Sweat and Tears” was making
my parents angry. When [ left to attend Houghton College in Western New Y ork, my pastor

advised me to stay away from Woodstock and liberal theologians.

While I went to college to become a medical doctor, I became side-tracked while
teaching at-risk kids in a local Salvation Army. I switched my major to Christian Education and
Youth Ministry and for the next four years worked with kids and their families in the poorest
county in New York State. I was hooked. Since 1969 I have passionately served children, youth
and their families in various roles. For the last 27 years, while training children and youth leaders

at a college and seminary level, I have ministering part-time in a variety of roles in



predominantly poor, rural communities as youth pastor, kid’s club director, and inner city pastor.
I have worked with un-churched and marginalized children and youth and their families in a

variety of contexts.

I have observed that some things change, and some things do not. While culture changes,
the necessity for teachers to exegete their culture never has changed. While culture changes,
people of all ages and communities learn in essentially similar ways, through their experience.
Because culture continually changes, teachers must adapt their teaching approaches to enable
learners in whatever developmental or cultural context they are in to experientially engage with
God’s Word. Regardless what postmodernists claim, Truth does not change. Even when our

perception of truth changes, God’s Truth never changes.

When we analyze the cultures and environments of at-risk youth or marginalized youth in
our postmodern world, we realize that it is even more important to research, study, and immerse
ourselves in their art, literature, music, and expressions in order to properly listen to what they
are communicating. While much of the postmodern cultural shift has been problematic for the
traditional church, there are some elements that may prove to be instructive for the church as we
seek to minister to a broken world. Kenda Creasy Dean states that “cultural upheaval provides
opportunities for rediscovering the gospel, even as it threatens to disarm the church. Like cracks
in the sidewalk that allow dandelions to push through, the cultural fissures created by global
postmodernity give certain themes crushed by post-Enlightenment rationality space to reemerge,
find light and blossom.”! As in any cross-cultural ministry, we must look for insights within the
culture to help us identify points of contact with which to engage in constructive dialogue to

draw people closer to embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Malt Mueller identifies several marks of the Emerging or Millennial Generation that may
serve as helpful reminders of some of the characteristics of postmodern youth. When we add the
term “at-risk” to the mix, we simply take these characteristics to more extreme forms. While
many youth today have learned to function well a postmodern culture, when we add to the mix

dysfunctional homes, poverty, war, abuse, and drug and alcohol dominated environments, we

! Kenda Creasy Dean and Andrew Root, The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry (Downers Grove, Il: IVP Books,
2011), p.33.



realize that youth from such environments exhibit even more challenging behavioral, emotional,
spiritual, and cognitive challenges. At-risk youth are found today in many different home and
community contexts. Postmodern values have infiltrated not only youth living in poverty in the
large cities or rural communities, but also those living in middle and upper class suburban and
affluent communities. Youth from at-risk home and community environments will tend to act out

many of these “marks” to further extremes.
Meuller’s Unique Marks of the Emerging Generation®

Without a Moral Compass
Culturally Diverse

Pluralistic and Tolerant
Broken Relationships

Media Saturated

Experience- and Feeling- Driven
Suspicious of Truth
Overwhelming Options

. Globalized Youth Culture

10. Pervaded by Violence

11. Pushed, Hurried and Frazzled
12. Materialistic

13. Street wise

14. Concerned with Appearance
15. Despairing and Hopeless

16. Deeply Spiritual

17. Crying Out for Redemption

OO N YR W

These “marks” give as a picture of some of the unique needs of youth today. Yet they

tend to express themselves in unique forms depending on the particular context that youth live in.

One apparent characteristic of unchurched, marginalized youth is that they do not want to
be told what to think or how to act. Their parents, if they are present, also tend to resist someone
from the outside telling them the right way to live. The purpose of this paper is to explain a
strategy based on social science and theological research to help marginalized youth, who

have grown up outside the influence of a healthy church community, to learn Biblical Truth.

% Walt Mueller, Engaging the Soul of youth Culture: Bridging Teen Worldviews and Christian Faith,( Downers Grove,
II: IVP Books, 2006), pp. 88-108.



Research has shown that while un-churched youth and adults are often turned-off by the
church, they are interested in spiritual questions and issues. They simply want the freedom to
discover things on their own and come to their own conclusions. While evangelical Christians
believe in the propositional Truth of God’s Word and that all Truth is God’s Truth, we must
realize that using indoctrination as our primary mode of teaching becomes counter- productive to
making mature disciples of Christ. Youth and un-churched parents growing up in a postmodern
culture and are especially resistant to others telling them what to do by virtue of their perception

that there is no real truth outside of one’s experience.

Brain research also reinforces the fact that the adolescent brain is biologically structured
to develop autonomy. Throughout his book, Sylwester documents the findings of adolescent
brain research emphasizing the fact that in order to develop at an optimum level, adolescents
must be challenged to think things through on their own within a caring community rather than
simply being told what to do.” Learning happens most effectively through active engagement
with subject material within the context of a supportive community that allows them to wrestle

freely with the issues they are facing.

Andrew Root makes a similar point in his book, The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry,
co-authored with Kenda Creasy Dean. He states that youth ministry must be based on theological
reflection on experience resulting in practical action that in turn results in a continuing cycle of
new experience, reflection and action.* While their book focuses on youth ministry, I would go
further to state that this process is how all people in all cultures learn. As Kolb explains in his
book, Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of learning and Development, all people
learn through a four-step process. The process begins with concrete experience in which the
learner is involved in an experience. In the next stage, reflective observation, the learner thinks
through his observations about his experience. Next, in the abstract conceptualization stage he
attempts to think through his observations to come up with generalizations or principles related
to his experience. Then, lastly in the active experimentation stage he puts his generalizations of

principles, based on his reflections of his experience, into action. Kolb suggests that this cycle of

* Robert Sylwester, The Adolescent Brain: Reaching for Autonomy, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sorwin, 2007)
* Andrew Root and Kendra Creasy Dean, The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry, (Downers Grove, Il: IVP Books,
2011), pp. 41-47.



learning integrates all of the aspects of the person in learning by focusing not just on the
experience but on thinking about it, reflecting about it, sharing feelings about it and determining

to act upon what was learned.’

This cycle of learning is fundamental to how all people learn, in formal, non-formal or
informal settings. As youth leaders, understanding this experiential cycle is especially relevant
since this generation is even more resistant to being told what to think or do. If youth, through
active reflection on their experience, can be given the opportunity to be listened to by caring
adults and peers, they may eventually be drawn to seek light within God’s Word. If they are
given the opportunity to discover truth from God’s Word, rather than being told what truth is,
they may be more apt to appreciate it for themselves at a deeper level. Thus a primary role of a
teacher or mentor must be to help structure students’ learning experiences to stay on track to

accurately find the Truth and to put it into practice.

The concept of “Heart-Deep Teaching,” based on my book of the same title, is built on a
Hebrew understanding of the “heart” as the innermost essence of the person, involving mind,
emotions, and will. The role of the youth pastor, teacher, counselor, or mentor is to actively
engage students’ emotions, mind, will, and body in learning rather than to simply “tell.”
Engagement strategies include asking questions, interaction, drama, reflection, story-telling,
appreciating wonder, movement, creativity, acting-out, and problem-solving, all combined with
wrestling with principles and Big Idea discovered in the biblical text. This infers a more
inductive rather than deductive strategy of teaching and learning. Empathetic listening becomes
the foundation of such a strategy of teaching rather than simply “telling the answers.” The
approach of “Heart-Deep Teaching,” brings together an in-depth hermeneutical approach to
Bible study with the findings of current educational research to help students discover the riches
of spiritual truth through active learning experiences. I have used this strategy all my adult life to
work with at-risk youth from both suburban and urban contexts. What I have found out is that
youth from un-churched backgrounds are even more receptive to such interactive learning
approaches than those from churched backgrounds, who often tend to prefer simple predigested

answers reflecting the world views of their parents and church. Giving youth from church

> David A Kolb, Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 1984) p. 42.



backgrounds want they may prefer, however, seldom results either in deep learning or character

transformation.

The teaching approach of “heart-deep teaching, is built upon Kolb’s natural, experiential
model of teaching and learning. It is especially appropriate for teaching the Bible to at-risk
youth. While I am uncomfortable using the term “steps” to describe this teaching approach, it
does follow an organic pattern of how adolescents learn best. I have suggested four terms to help
those who need a clear structure to understand and remember the process. In the reality of an
actual teaching experience with at-risk youth, these steps flow seamlessly into the dialogical
interaction of the group. The steps themselves are often difficult to recognize from the

perspective of a youth participant.

The four steps or stages in the teaching process involve: first, priming student’s heart-
pumps; second, getting students to dig deeper into the Word, third, stimulating heart-talk; and
fourth, encouraging heart-change. By following the natural cycle of learning, intrinsic in Kolb’s
model of how people learn experientially, the youth leader utilizes a variety of student learning
preferences, thus fully engaging all students in at least some part of the lesson. By following the
cycle, the leader actively involves students in processing biblical principles at increasingly

deeper levels of engagement.

The ordering of the learning activities is built upon the natural sequencing of the learning
goals established by the teacher after studying the biblical text in light of the needs of the
students. The goals move from simple to deep following the pattern in the learning cycle.
Starting with direct experience, the teacher engages students’ hearts in the issue at hand. He then
moves students through the stages of observation and reflection, to analysis and
conceptualization, to application, and finally to creative planning and problem-solving.
Throughout this cycle the goal of the teacher is to encourage students to dig deeper into their
hearts and Scripture to discover and apply truth to progressively transform their lives into the

likeness of the character of Christ.

Starting with the students’ experiences related to a particular theme, the teacher helps
them to explore a specific question or problem from their perspective. Based on the solutions

they postulate and the questions they voice, the teacher uses them to springboard into discovery



within the Biblical text. The teacher then guides the learners to discover the potential answers to
their questions from the Biblical text by searching for the big idea and supporting principles. As
students begin to understand the big idea and principles of the text within the biblical context,
they are challenged to make applications of the big idea and principles to their daily lives. Once
they understand how to apply the principles to life, they are challenged to go even deeper by
wrestling with what the Holy Spirit wants them to actually change in their lives on a personal
level. They are then challenged to make specific goals to live out the big idea and principles in
their immediate context. Using a variety of interactive and experiential methods throughout each
stage of the cycle of learning, the teacher strives to ignite a flame in the heart of the learner to
pursue truth at the deepest possible level. As the youth leader partners with the Great Teacher,
the Holy Spirit, in the teaching-learning process, He opens the heart of the learner to

transformation.

One of the most effective ways to begin such a lesson that I consistently use for at-risk
youth is an approach I call “milking the backside of the big idea.” While the terminology may
seem a little crude, it describes the process quite accurately. Andrew Root explains a similar

approach in teaching by using the term “via negative.”

Try to think of a time in your life when no matter how hard your parent, teacher, or friend
tried to get you to believe or do something, you thought or did just the opposite. Now think of
different strategy that could have been used that may have worked better for you. The response |
most often get from people in answer to this question is that a more non-directive or interactive
approach may have worked better. This is especially true when a person has a hard or callused
heart related to a particular belief or behavior. Sometimes in such cases a person needs to take
the time to drop their defenses and reflect on the reasons or consequences of their beliefs or
behaviors rather than be told directly or preached at. If a person begins to soften his heart by
opening his mind, emotions, and will just a little, he will be more apt to become open to the Holy
Spirit speaking through the Word later in the lesson. The youth leader’s goal in this approach is

to get the students to reach deeper within them to articulate what they are thinking, feeling,

® Andrew Root and Kendra Creasy Dean, The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry (Downers Grove, Il: IVP Books,
2011), p. 194-198.



committed to, or frustrated with in an attempt to get them to set their own goals related to the Big

Idea of the biblical text for a particular learning experience or lesson.

In my first full-time ministry position in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, I had the
opportunity to witness “milking” in many contexts, from rustic Amish farms to sophisticated
modern operations. Whether it was done by hand or machine, the process was the same. In my
mind, this is a perfect picture of the role of the teacher in cooperation with the work of the Holy
Spirit in the teaching/learning process. With a clear picture of the purpose of the lesson based on
the Big Idea of the text, the teacher gently draws the ambiguities, questions, frustrations, needs,
and concerns of the student out. In doing so, the teacher methodically and systematically “milks”
the backside of the “Big Idea.” To put it another way, the teacher gets the students to explore the
deeper issues related to their intellectual, emotional, volitional, and behavioral questions about
the “Big Idea.” Before becoming exposed to the “Big Idea,” they are primed for “heart-deep”
learning by digging deeper into the antithesis or “backside” of the “Big Idea.” By focusing on the
“back side of the Big Idea,” students would be more apt to openly wrestle with the real issues in

their lives and become more open to discover potential truth from God’s Word.

When starting a learning experience with at-risk youth, the leader encourages the students
to reflect personally and collectively about the implications of doing the opposite of the Big Idea.
The goal would be to get them to explore, express, identify, or reveal an unmet need, question, or
concern related to the “backside of the Big Idea.” A wide variety of learning activities could be
used to get them to reflect upon the antithesis of the “Big Idea,” including provocative questions,

direct experiences, case studies, role-plays, dilemmas, discussion, or debate.

While being cautious not to disclose the Big Idea during this first stage in the lesson,
teachers should be careful to provide enough structure to help the students to stay on track in
exploring the wide range of emotions, thoughts, and actions related to the “backside.” Yet the
structure should allow the Holy Spirit to bring the truth from the students rather than the teacher
or youth leader. Often when students hear the main point or answer from a teacher prematurely,
they will shut down the searching or exploring process, often becoming either apathetic or
rebellious. For this reason I have learned to refrain from giving direct answers to the students’
comments, insights, illustrations, and questions in this “priming “stage of the lesson. Rather I

encourage them to answer their own questions by reflecting at a deeper level cognitively,
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affectively, volitionally, and behaviorally. By motivating students to express their own reasons,
consequences, results, issues, questions, or alternatives, they tend to take more responsibility for
their own learning. Sometimes I may play the role of the “devil’s advocate” to get the students to
think through the alternatives and the complexities of the “Big Idea.” By “milking the backside,”
I stretch the thinking, feeling, choosing, and doing capacities of the students in an attempt to help
them reflect on a deeper level. Such reflection whets their interest to dig deeper into the biblical

text to find their own answers and clarify other issues.

This approach in beginning a lesson is based upon an assumption that most people
respond best to something they think through themselves first. If students reflect upon the
complexities, questions, ambiguities, and issues related to the “Backside of the Big Idea” first,
they are apt to develop an intrinsic desire to go deeper in exploring truth. When youth are
defensive, rebellious, or resistant to truth, allowing them to express their true thoughts and
feelings often disarms their defenses and motivates them to be more willing to search and grasp

deeper answers from Scripture.

This approach of “Heart-Deep Teaching” works with at-risk youth in a postmodern
culture because it is based not only on solid social science research but also on a solid
theological understanding of God’s Word as propositional Truth. It is liberating to realize that
just because we believe firmly in the existence of objective Truth, we are free to use
experientially engaging strategies to help young people learn. By using such a balanced, “heart-
deep” approach, we may help this generation of young people realize that just because we learn

through experience, experience is a very flimsy foundation of our beliefs or values.

Time is running out for the relevancy of a “juvenile church in America.”’

" Thomas E. Bergler, The Juvenilization of American Christianity.(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm.B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2012)



11

Bibliography

Bergler, Thomas E The Juvenilization of American Christianity.(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm.B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2012)

Dean, Kenda Creasy and Andrew Root. The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry. Downers
Grove, I1: IVP Books, 2011

Kolb, David A. Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1984.

Sylwester, Robert. The Adolescent Brain: Reaching for Autonomy. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sorwin,
2007

Mueller, Walt. Engaging the Soul of Youth Culture: Bridging Teen Worldviews and Christian
Faith. Downers Grove, 1l: IVP Books, 2006

Newton, Gary. Heart-Deep Teaching: Engaging Students for Transformed Lives. Nashville, TN:
Broadman & Holman Pub., 2012.

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



