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If you’re like me, you’ve got some great memories of youth group from your teen years.
I think the memories that are most poignant to me are not a great talk given by my youth
pastor or Young Life director, but the little things: an overnight bus trip to Colorado to go
skiing; hanging out with my friends at a fall retreat; sneaking out with the other camp
counselors to lie on the beach and look at the stars.

At the time, these seemed like innocuous encounters – killing time between
programmatic elements like large group games and the evening chapel service.  But what
I recognize now is that they were planting seeds deep within me, seeds of thought about
what the church is.

My youth group was a respite from the cliquishness of my high school.  Kids with whom
I wouldn’t dare sit in the cafeteria were seatmates on long bus trips at church.  Athletes
and cheerleaders mixed freely with gearheads and burnouts.  It was like Breakfast Club,
but without Principal Vernon.

That’s because my youth group was a pretty egalitarian affair.  Sure, the youth pastors
were in charge, but they were – sometimes to a fault – interested in being one of us.  This
kind of relational youth ministry has come under withering assault of late, most notably
in Andrew Root’s book, Revisiting Relational Youth Ministry.

Root argues, rightly I think, that relational youth ministry in the evangelical church was
founded on the premise that relationships are a means to an end – the end (telos) in that
form of ministry is a conversion experience.  In other words, the youth director befriends
youth, and encourages youth to befriend one another, in order that they will eventually
give their lives to Christ.

Instead, Root writes, “There is no ‘third thing,’ no ‘end’ to which the relationship should
lead…It is the place where Christ is present, the place where the adolescent (and I, for
that matter) encounter Christ…[Ministry] is about shared life, confessing Christ not
outside the relationship, but within it.”1

But there are also aspects of relational youth ministry that are to be commended.  For
instance, the fact that my youth pastor (and yours, I hope) shied away from Principal
Vernon-type authoritarianism was a blessing, for it allowed me to experience leadership
in the community.

I’ll never forget being asked to plan the junior high ski trip – when I was in ninth grade.
Steve Hansen and I spent months doing everything from getting group discounts at ski
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areas to gathering quotes from bus companies.  (Youth ministry trivia: my junior high
pastor at the time was Paul Bertelson, founder and president of YouthWorks.)

Relational Youth Ministry Gets Some Love

It was experiences like that that propelled me into ministry, and planted in me the idea
that the church was open to anyone – and open to being led by anyone.  I mean, if the fate
of the junior high ski trip could rest on my shoulders, then surely other less important
ecclesial functions – like, say, the sermon – could also be an open affair.

These very emphases in relational youth ministry led me and others to inaugurate the
relational ecclesiology that is developing in the emerging church movement.

It’s no secret that the emerging church movement (ECM) was birthed in the couch-
bedecked youth rooms in churches across America.  In fact, the church of which I’m a
part – Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis – has often been compared to a large youth room.
We’ve replaced the pews with couches, our sermons are dialogical in nature, and we
write our own music.

In my new book, The Church Is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging
Church Movement, I go to great length describing just what relational ecclesiology is and
how the ECM is implementing it, albeit imperfectly.

What I do not adequately describe therein, however, is how the youth ministry that
spawned the ECM planted the seeds for this new for of ecclesiology.  That’s what I’ll
attempt to do here.

How We Got Here

Lots of people have written about the decline of mainline Christianity in the 21st century.
You’ve heard this before: the brand-name denominations are declining.  The United
Methodist Church, Presbyterian Church (USA), the Episcopal Church, and the United
Church of Christ are declining.  Even the Southern Baptist Convention admitted this year
that they’re losing members.  Free (aka, “low”) church evangelical churches have been
able to stave off the decline, at least for now, but I am convinced that their troubles lie in
the near future.

Of course, there are many reasons that we’re in the state we’re in.  Changes in
demographics, politics, and technology have all contributed.  But I actually think that the
success of relational youth ministry has greatly damaged the (adult) church.

But take a little trip with me, back in time.  It’s the mid-1980s, and I’m in high school.
My experience of church includes worship with my parents, to be sure – the organ,
ministers in robes, and long, flowery prayers.  But the heart of my experience of church is
the youth ministry, and that includes Sunday night gatherings with 200 kids in a youth
room.  In a totally relaxed and pretty rambunctious environment, we sang music that we



liked, led by a six-piece rock band.  The talks by the youth pastor were hilarious, and
relevant, and then we broke into small groups with our adult leaders to discuss the talk,
check-in with one another, and pray for one another’s needs.  This is a very different
experience than the Sunday morning worship, and one that resonates with my experience
of being a teenager.

Then, add to that, retreats, mission trips, summer camp, high adventure trips, lock-ins,
and various spontaneous gatherings that often resulted in hilarious pranks that my friends
and I still regale one another with to this day.

I’m a GenXer, and that was my experience of church in middle school and high school.
It was awesome, and it was very different than my parents’ experience of church when
they were growing up.  Youth group in the 1950s simply wasn’t that different from adult
church.

But in the three decades between my parents adolescent journey and mine, there was a
seismic shift in the way that youth ministry was done.  Pioneered by Youth for Christ and
Young Life and Youth Specialties, relational youth ministry is what shaped me.  It was
invented between my parents’ teen years and mine.

The issue here is that my parents really didn’t have much of a culture shift going from
youth ministry to adult church, because they simply weren’t that different.  I, on the other
hand, had a major culture change to deal with.  I was expected to go from a fun, relaxed,
egalitarian environment to a staid, formal, top-down church experience.

Of course, I wasn’t the only one.  There are millions of GenXers who’ve had the same
experience.  In fact, this experience began with the tail end of the Baby Boomers, and it
led a Chicago-area youth pastor named Bill Hybels to start a church in a theater in 1975.
While Willow Creek was an affront to many traditionally-minded evangelicals, it felt just
right to Baby Boomers who’d grown up in Young Life.

And it worked.  Across the country, preachers shed their robes and business suits, they
preached in the vernacular, they mothballed the organ and brought in guitars and drums.
Worship – at least in some corners of American Protestantism – started looking a lot like
youth group.

But a lot of other aspects of this version of church, which came to be known as “seeker
sensitive,” retained the forms and structures of traditional churches.  Clergy were still
ordained, and they were the only ones who could preach the sermon and preside over
communion.  In many ways, the seeker church was even more “traditional” in its
conservative theology, with many churches in that category restricting the preaching act
to men alone.

Meanwhile, mainline churches were making advances in some areas – letting women
preach, exploring new theologies – but their church structures and bureaucracies only
reified.  Kids like me grew up with a great deal of responsibility and leadership in our



youth groups, only to discover that we didn’t get to do many of the sacred activities in
adult church without jumping through many hoops, including seminary and ordination.

These are some of the pressures, I suggest, that have led to the burgeoning relational
ecclesiology of the ECM.

What Is Relational Ecclesiology?

German theologian, Jürgen Moltmann, introduces the phrase “relational ecclesiology”
early in his book, The Church in the Power of the Spirit.  He writes that “no ecclesiology
can stand on its own feet.  The doctrine of the church must, as it were, evolve of itself
from christology and eschatology, that is, from insight into the trinitarian history of
God’s dealings with the world.”2

“The church cannot understand itself simply from itself alone,” he continues, “It can only
truly comprehend its mission and its meaning, its roles and its functions in relation to
others.”3

By “relational ecclesiology,” Moltmann means that the church is defined by its
relationships: to God’s trinitarian history, to other doctrines, and to other institutions and
movements in the world.  The strength of this position is that “it leads to an
understanding of the living nature of the church.”

A relational ecclesiology understands the church to be constituted by its
existence-in-relationship:

• The relationship of the church to Christ and Christ to the church;

• The relationships of the human beings who belong to the church,
especially as they are bound to one another by the Holy Spirit;

• The relationship of the Christian church to the other religions and
belief systems of the world;

• The relationship of the church of the present to the church of the
past;

• The relationship of the church of the present to the eschatological
church of the future.
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In other words, under a relational ecclesiology the church is understood as a network of
relationships, primarily the relationship of people who constitute the church have to God
through Christ, and the relationship that they have to one another in Christ.

Of course, the church has always been rife with relationships.  The difference is that, in
the perspective of relational ecclesiology, the church is understood to be defined by those
relationships.

Relational Ecclesiology in the Emerging Church Movement

In my book, The Church Is Flat, I propose that the ECM is a Petri dish in which
relational ecclesiology is being grown like a culture.  The movement, in my estimation, is
imperfect.  We’ve got a long way to go, at Solomon’s Porch and elsewhere, but we are
making headway into a new form of being church – one that I think will be very
attractive to those of us who grew up in relational youth ministry.

As mentioned above, Solomon’s Porch has a bit of a youth group feel on Sunday night.
But I cannot overemphasize this point: we do not worship in this way as an outreach
strategy; we’re not trying to get young adults from our gentrified South Minneapolis
neighborhood to join our church (though we’re glad when they do).

Instead, the patterns of our life together have been dictated by our convictions,
theological and otherwise, about what Christianity is really all about.  For instance, we sit
on couches in the round because we consider Paul’s call to reconciliation in 2 Corinthians
5: 16-21 to be the very core of the gospel:

So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once
regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer.  Therefore, if anyone is in Christ,
the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!  All this is from
God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of
reconciliation:  that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not
counting people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of
reconciliation.  We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were
making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled
to God.  God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God.

If reconciliation is the core of the gospel, the founders of Solomon’s Porch figured that
the furniture and the organization of that furniture in our worship space should serve as a
catalyst for reconciliation.

If you were outfitting a new youth room for your church, it wouldn’t make any sense to
put in pews, and organize them in rows.  It made just as little sense for the founders of
Solomon’s Porch to use pews, so they didn’t.



Other churches in the ECM have similarly embraced relational practices that embody a
relational ecclesiology.  At House for All Sinners and Saints in Denver, the Lutheran
liturgy serves as the framework for the Sunday gathering, but that liturgy is also turned
on its head.  And their monthly Beer ’n’ Hymns gathering is little more than a camp sing-
along (with lager instead of s’mores).  Danielle Shroyer leads the congregation of
Journey in Dallas in sermons that are as much conversation as they are traditional
preaching.

Even the Wild Goose Festival, held earlier this year in North Carolina, had the feel of a
youth camp, even though the 1,700 of us there had outgrown youth camp years earlier.

Youth Ministry and the Future of Relational Ecclesiology

I’m actually unsure of the future of the ECM.  It’s possible that we are forging a way
ahead that will last and grow.  On the other hand, it’s possible that the ECM is merely a
transitional moment between the church that is dying and the church that is being born.

What I’m absolutely sure of, however, is that the desire for relational ecclesiology will
only increase.  In the words of Linus Torvalds, inventor of Linux, “The future is open
source everything.”  And the church, well it definitely falls in the category of
“everything.”

People have more and more autonomy in their lives, and people are going to demand
more of a voice in the church.  Those of us who were given a voice in youth group will
be particularly demanding.

And this will not just be bottom-up.  Those of us who were, or are, youth workers have
gained an appreciation for an approach to ministry that is open, participatory, relational.

Just as my youth pastor planted the seed of relational ecclesiology in me thirty years ago,
you are planting it in the students with whom you work.  And, in the increasingly
participatory culture in which we live, they’re only going to expect more of this when
they move into “adult church” in the coming years.

You’d better watch out – they might ask you to be their pastor.
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recently, The Church Is Flat: The Relational Ecclesiology of the Emerging Church
Movement.  He is the theologian in residence at Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis, and he
is a collaborator on the re:form curriculum from sparkhouse.  You can find him at
http://tonyj.net.


