
 

Youth Ministry  
Counselor 101 
A practical guide to share why you ministry matters 
and how you can make a lasting difference in the 
lives of young people 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*The circle above is an artistic expression of the song Draw the Circle Wide by 
Mark Miller – It emphasizes the mission of the church to be fully inclusive to all 
people, particular those who are so often excluded by the church. Our circle 
continues to get wide as we allow more people into our community of faith. 
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Why Youth Ministry Matters & 
Why Youth Counselors Matter 

1

Youth ministry matters because young people 
matter; their stories matter; their lives matter. 

As a counselor in youth ministry, you have an 
opportunity to make a real and lasting difference 
in the lives of people. Being a youth volunteer is 
not about making sure enough adults are present 
to handle all the youth, or about getting snacks, 
driving them places, cleaning up the youth room, 
and so on. Those things happen for sure, but you 
are not simply a volunteer, but a mentor. You 
invest your time, your energy, your heart into their 
lives. You celebrate their joys and cry with them 
when they are hurting. You show up every week 
and every month to be a presence in their lives, 
to be someone they can count on, someone 
they can be themselves with, someone they can 
be accepted by, someone who can love them, 
someone who models and shows them the way 
of Christ.  

I think God created each of us with deep 
longings. We all long to receive unconditional 
love and being accepted for who we are. We all 
long to belong in community and deep 
relationships with others. We all long for our lives 
to have purpose and meaning, to make a 
difference. I believe youth ministry can offer this 
to all youth. We can create a ministry that boldly 
welcomes all youth into a loving, supportive, and 
inclusive community, and offer ways for youth to 
lead, serve, and make a true difference in the 
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world. At the same time, I believe youth ministry 
offers all volunteers a chance to experience God 
meeting our deepest human needs. We can 
have community with each other as a youth 
ministry team that is passionate about caring for 
young people. We can model and cultivate 
community and a sense of belonging. We can 
have purpose because we can be the person 
and influence in someone’s life that God uses to 
forever change them.  

One thing I love about youth ministry is that you 
can be fully creative. If you have an idea, you 
can try it! Sometimes in the church we get stuck 
in a routine and a constant pattern. Yet, in youth 
ministry we are not stuck to a tradition but can 
continually try new things in the areas of worship, 
small groups, discipleship, fellowship, and mission. 

Youth ministry has the possibility to change the 
world. There are many teens and young people 
out there. We can provide a place for youth to 
experience hope, to find rest in the midst of busy 
lives, to find adults to care for them, to mentor 
them, model for them a way of love and life.  

The only limits we have in youth ministry are those 
we place on ourselves. Youth ministry matters 
because youth matter. Youth counselors matter 
because it’s a calling, not a job and it’s an 
opportunity to pour yourself out in ministry to 
young people. What you do matters! 



 

3 

Helping Hurting Kids 
No one is immune to escaping pain and hurt in this life and our youth face a 
plethora of issues ranging from: face full of pimples, conflict within friendships, a 
parent leaving the home through divorce, the workaholic dad, non nurturing mom, 
being compared to others, someone taking advantage of them sexually, physically, 
emotionally, or spiritually, the pressure to perform, to look put together, peer 
pressure, bullying, not being accepted for who they are, afraid to share who they 
are, etc… 

Youth are hurting and as youth workers we have a calling and a responsibility. You 
have been called by God to invest in the lives of teenagers and that means that 
we enter into their messiness and pain. In order for us to be in true ministry with 
hurting youth we have to live in a way that invites them to share their pain with us. 
Fellow youth worker Meagan Hutchinson offers four actions that can help youth be 
comfortable sharing their pain with us so that we can respond with God’s 
unconditional love. 

1) Have respect for teens. Their thoughts and feelings matter and many 
youth feel that adults don’t give due concern or credit to their thoughts 
and feelings. Respect means we believe in them, we trust them, we 
communicate they are loved and worth listening to. Their story matters, 
their hurt matters, their dreams matter, their struggles matter 

2) Be a safe place. Hutchinson shares that we don’t minister out of our hurt, 
but we minister out of our healing. We only share and say what is helpful 
towards healing and wholeness.  

3) Create a safe place. Develop guidelines for sharing in the youth group. 
Honor confidentiality; keep sharing on thoughts and feelings; make sure 
youth don’t interrupt each other; support and care for one another 
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4) Commit to the long haul. Our culture 
glorifies busyness and as a result many 
youth today are abandon by busy adults, 
either physically or emotionally. Youth 
need multiple adults in their lives to come 
alongside them and stick with them 
through the long haul 

Hutchinson reminds us that listening is the language 
of love. May these 4 action steps guide you to be a 
loving and listening presence in their lives. 

Dr. Marv Penner invites us to consider that today kids 
are hurting much more deeply than probably they 
or us are willing to acknowledge. Many put up walls 
and are just trying to survive. When youth 
experience deep pain, if they do not have healthy 
channels to express their heart and find healing, 
then they might go to extreme ends to deal with the 
pain.  

Penner teaches us that the deepest pain that youth 
feel is most often from a relationship that has been 
broken (betrayed, abuse, neglect, abandonment 
has been experienced). Youth experience pain 
through two primary sources: bad things happen to 
them as a result of other people’s actions (family 
issues, abused, bullied) or pain from personal 
choices that the youth has made. Many times a 
youth may make bad decisions that hurt them 
because pain and bad things have already been 
happening in their life and it becomes a way to 
cope.  

Whether or not the youth experiences hurt from 
others hurting them or from decisions they have 
made themselves, Penner reminds us that Jesus 
dealt with both types of people and pain. “He loved 
them as they were, but refused to leave them as 
they were,” and that is our call as well.  

God created us all with a deep hunger and longing 
to be loved for who we are (unconditionally), to 
know that our life has purpose and that it matters, 
and to belong. Many issues youth face can come 
from a lack of one or more of these areas being met 
in their lives. Part of our role as youth workers is to 
embody a way of living that extends unconditional 
love, life in the community, and striving towards a life 
of purpose to all of our youth and to our ministry.  

Many times if we are truly listening and attentive we 
can begin to see that there are deeper issues at 
play. Penner shares with us that “when kids treat us 
(adults) with disrespect and call us stupid, we need 
to remember and recognize there is something 
deeper beneath the surface.” It can very hard to 
have patience in these moments, but when we offer 
grace and unconditionally love to the youth who is  

“If we don’t 
intentionally do 

something for hurting 
kids, then who will?” 

Megan Hutchinson  

being a pain in the you know what to us, we 
begin to break down the walls and barriers they 
put up. When we respond to their disrespect with 
unconditional love we can be invited into their 
true reality, hear their story, and be a comforting 
and healing presence. This does not mean we let 
them walk over us, but that we balance the line 
of discipline and grace, so that the youth doesn’t 
hear the same message at church they get every 
where else that says “What is wrong with you? 

Dr. Penner shares that the ways we can help kids 
who are hurting is to become an adult they can 
trust and respect. He shares that kids are looking 
for adults who are: available, authentic, and 
accepting 

Available – make room and time in your 
hearts and calendars. Many youth 
experience adults who are not interested 
or accessible. It’s very possible most teens 
are not used to adults who want to spent 
time with them, get to know them, and 
care for them 

Authentic – a lot of youth assume that 
adults are insincere. Let us be different 
and true 

Accepting – many youth feel adults are 
judgmental, will jump to conclusions, will 
not understand, and so on. What they truly 
need to know is that no matter what, we 
will accept them, for God has accepted 
them.  
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Madeline L’Engle 
Many youth have nowhere to turn and many institutions have failed youth, even the church. But this is a 
great opportunity to reclaim our calling and to be the people who journey with youth through the joy and 
darkest places of their lives. If we don’t journey with them, then who will?  

We can offer students our lives as examples (of how the gospel has changed us and gives us hope), we can 
offer our ears, our heart, our time and our care.  

Penner offers 4 skills for how we can effectively care for hurting youth by extending L.O.V.E. 

Listen carefully – listen with our ears, eyes, and heart. Notice the words they are not saying, listen to 
the silence; listen to their body language. Listen actively – be impacted by what they are saying, 
respond positively to what they are saying. Listen prayerfully. 

What can we Offer? – We can offer our time to meet with them, to make sure their story is told. We 
can offer prayer, wisdom, to journey with them, to not give up on them 

Validation – we can validate their sacred worth as God’s beloved daughters and son, we validate 
how important they are to us and validate their story and their courage to share 

Explore next steps – what are the next steps for them, both immediate and long term? What are 
possible outcomes and obstacles? Empower them through their sense of choice and expect God to 
show up 

 
What matters most is that our youth know they are loved by God and have a caring group of adults who are 
there for them. Offer your presence, your ears, your heart, your time and God’s love. Journey with youth 
through the good and the bad, the beautiful and the messy. Do this together as youth counselors and a 
ministry team. There is no need to do this ministry alone. Carry each other. May the youth in this town know 
there is a place that all youth can come and turn to when life hurts to see that God heals.  
 
 
Some books that can be helpful in counseling and understanding issues teens face: 
 
Counseling Troubled Youth – Robert Dykstra (Dykstra writes a lot on counseling and youth ministry. He is a professor at 
Princeton Theological Seminary. Check out some of his writings) 
 
Series: What Do I Do When: Teenagers Deal with Death, Teenagers are Depressed and Contemplate Suicide, Teenagers 
are Victims of Abuse, Teenagers Struggle with Eating Disorders, and Teenagers Encounter Bullying and Violence – Dr. 
Steven Gerali 
 
Counseling Troubled Teens and Their Families – Andrew Weaver, John Preston, and Leigh Jerome 
Emergency Response Handbook for Youth Ministry – by Group Publishing   
The Youth Workers Guide to Helping Teens in Crisis – Rich Van Pelt and Jim Hancock 
 

   “ In a very real sense, not one of us is qualified.  
But it seems that God continually chooses the most 
unqualified to do His work, to bear His glory. If we’re 
qualified, we tend to think that we’ve done the job 
ourselves. If we’re forced to accept our evident lack of 
qualification, then there’s no danger that we’ll confuse 
God’s work with our own, God’s glory with our own.” 
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Youth Ministry Slices: 
Not a Whole Pie Worth of Thoughts, but a Slice 

1

Youth Culture: 
It’s important we know some things about youth 
culture. What bands/songs are the youth listening too? 
What movies and/or TV shows do they watch? What 
video games are they into? What sort of things do they 
like to do for fun? What clubs/activities are they into? 

Obviously we will never be able to fully know 
everything about youth culture, or everything that 
every youth is into. But if we can begin to know a little; 
it offers a great starting place for conversations and 
makes deeper connections. It shows we are interested 
in them and know a little bit about what is important to 
them. It also helps us know what messages our youth 
are receiving and what is influencing them. Check out 
the Center for Parent Youth Understanding for info on 
youth culture: cpyu.org  

Being a Disciplee and a Discipler: 
Youth ministry has to focus on discipleship. As a 
counselor you have a crucial role in discipleship. You 
are helping the youth become followers of Christ. This 
means that you are continuing on the path of 
discipleship. You are continuing to grow in your faith, 
and to grow in your commitment and love of God and 
love of neighbor. It’s important you find ways to feed 
your own soul and do that, which nourishes you, even if 
it means less time with the youth ministry. You need to 
have the Holy Spirit fill your cup, so that the Holy Spirit 
can move through you to fill the cup of others. Don’t 
neglect your own spiritual formation. Allow the Spirit to 
lead you and use you to raise a youth group of people 
committed to following Christ.  

Vocation: 
Youth ministry is not only about middle school and high 
school years. It is about equipping youth to be life long 
followers of Jesus Christ. Obviously, this is much easier 
said than done, but this is our hope. We seek to 
provide the space and tools for youth to develop their 
own faith so that when they leave the youth group 
they don’t leave their faith. Part of this is our 
responsibility to help youth think about their career as a 
vocation and calling. All of us are called by God to be 
apart of God’s ministry and work in the world. This 
doesn’t mean that everyone needs to work in a 
church or a non-profit. We need committed people of 
faith everywhere bearing witness to God’s love 
through word & deed ushering in the Kingdom of God. 

We should help youth discover where their passions are 
and how they can meet people’s needs. We can shift 
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the conversation from “what do you want to be when 
you get older?” to “What kind of person do you want to 
be?” If they want to be a teacher, nurse, veterinarian, or 
business person, that’s great! We should help them ask 
“What kind of teacher do I want to be?” What kind of 
nurse or veterinarian does God want me to be? How 
does God want me to run my business?” 

Spiritual Practices:  
Spiritual disciplines or practices are incredibly important in 
the life of a Christ-follower. Youth ministry should allow 
youth to practice many different types of spiritual 
disciplines to find the ones they can most connect with 
God in. We should help them learn and cultivate several 
to be a part of their every day and weekly lives, so that as 
they graduate high school they can continue to live out 
these spiritual practices and continue to grow, 
encounter, and serve God. It takes 21 days to develop a 
habit. Youth ministry can offer some guides for youth to 
take one 21-day challenge at a time to make spiritual 
disciplines become a habit. 

The Drawing Board: 
Many times in youth ministry I feel I am always coming 
back to the drawing board. No week or youth group 
gathering is ever the same. There is no set formula for 
success. Be willing and ready to get back to the drawing 
board to keep praying and thinking of ways to connect 
the youth to God. When you get discouraged, know you 
are not alone. Never stop trying new things, because one 
day you will find something that works for your particular 
group. There are limitless ways to see God in our lives and 
in the world. The drawing board reminds us that anything 
can be written, anything can be tried, anything can stick. 
Faith and ministry don’t need to become a routine where 
we just go through the motions. Allow yourself the grace 
and freedom that if something doesn’t work know that 
it’s ok and you can try something new. Always be open 
to new ideas and to know that many might not work, but 
that’s ok. There is something beautiful in the freedom to 
be creative and try new things.  
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Youth Ministry & The Five Cries of Youth 

1

In the 1970’s Merton Strommen wrote a book titled Five 
Cries of Youth in response to his research with 
thousands of churched and unchurched teenagers. 
Granted this book was written decades ago but I 
believe these 5 cries still apply very much to teenagers 
today. They are not simply expressions of a generation, 
but I believe expressions from the core of who we all 
are and areas many of us struggle with. The five cries 
help us in youth ministry begin to lay a foundation for 
our ministry that speaks to the core of these issues.  

The first cry is self-hatred (loneliness). Studies today 
show that even in our culture of social media and 
constant connection, we are actually becoming more 
distant in our relationships with one another. In 
becoming more connected we are actually 
becoming less connected and youth in particular are 
having trouble learning how to talk and act in personal 
relationships. On top of this, many people struggle with 
loneliness, not having enough friends, trying to fit in, 
longing to be accepted and to have a supportive 
community where you can be yourself in. A model of 
ministry suggested to speak to this first cry is called 
Friendship Ministry. Through small groups, youth are 
able to develop true friendships with one another and 
healthy relationships with caring adults. Small groups 
can provide a more comfortable space and setting for 
youth to feel encouraged to share their thoughts as 
well as their lives. Small groups, especially when they 
meet outside of the church, can help students relax 
more as they enter into and learn about true human 
community that God designed us for. We were not 
created to be alone. 

The second cry is psychological orphans (family 
trouble). It seems that more and more children and 
youth are growing up experiencing deep pain in their 
families. Whether it is abuse, neglect, abandonment, 
divorce, an absent parent, parents who work too 
much, and so on, there are many issues teens face in 
the home today. A model of ministry that is helpful here 
is Family Ministry. Youth ministry is ministry to the whole 
family. We can help build a supportive, encouraging, 
and loving community between parents in the church. 
We work with parents and youth to build trust, 
understand each other and communicate in healthy 
ways. We help provide ways for parents to model faith 
and help their children grow spiritually. The church also 
becomes an extended family for each youth, so that 
every youth has multiple adults in their lives caring for 
them and modeling discipleship. It is a shared ministry 
for all of us.  
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The third cry is social protest (outrage). Youth don’t 
understand why the world is the way it is. Why does evil 
seem to always win? Youth are becoming socially 
aware of the injustices in our world and know that God 
has called us to something different. The ministry 
needed here is Social Ministries. Here youth can learn 
about social issues, can serve people in our 
communities, become friends with those who are 
hurting, make changes in their school, grow in 
compassion for others, advocate for justice, and join in 
God’s work around the world.  

The fourth cry is prejudice (closed minds). Youth are 
learning to think and see in new ways 
developmentally. Sometimes it can be hard for them 
to see why those who are labeled as different are still 
just as valued and loved by God and should be by all 
of us. The ministry needed here is Educational Ministries. 
Educational ministries can help confront stereotypes, 
offer reflection, open the door for honest conversation 
around difficult, but important topics. We can learn to 
see people as how God sees them and to look at the 
consequences to others and to ourselves if we treat 
people with prejudice. Educational ministries share the 
power of an open mind and share that we should all 
learn from each other and especially learn from our 
differences.  

The fifth cry is joy. We are all searching for joy. This does 
not mean happiness, for joy can happen when life is 
not happy. Joy is about hope that life can be better, 
that this world can be different because of Christ. Joy is 
the hope that our lives matter, that we are in 
relationships with other people to care for and to be 
cared for, and joy is found in deep connection to our 
Creator. The ministry needed here is Church Ministry, 
“where youth can find their identity in God (personal) 
with others (through activities) and with themselves 
(where they can grow). Youth ministry should never be 
boring. It should be a place where youth can connect 
with God in deep joy to our souls, make deep 
friendships, have places to serve and join in God’s 
mission in the world, and to allow God to speak and 
move into all the cries of our hearts and lives with 
God’s gentle grace. 

Youth ministry cannot be a singular focus. As Stommen 
says “Youth post five basic needs or value-orientations, 
requiring five distinct accents in a youth ministry.  

Perhaps a question when planning any type of event in 
youth ministry, is “Will it allow space for God to speak 
into and meet them in their needs?” 
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Nine Important Areas of Focus 
I want to briefly highlight what I believe to be 9 key areas of focus for youth ministry. 

Discipleship – through Bible studies, small groups, worship, service, community, we 
help students grow in their faith and take ownership of their faith. We move them 
towards them growing in their faith on their own, not being dependent upon a 
program. They receive and they give. We provide them the tools and space to 
become life long followers of Christ. Not attendees of a program but an active and 
vibrant faith that becomes their own and carries them through life.  

Community – we are created to be in relationships with one another. Christian 
community is essential as we support, encourage, and sustain one another through 
all of life. This happens in small groups and worship, and it happens while sharing a 
meal together, playing games and at the bowling ally. It’s vital we provide space 
for relationships to be built with each other and with Christ-following adults.  

Social Holiness – our Wesleyan heritage has a foundational emphasis on social 
holiness/social justice. Youth ministry should introduce youth to ministry is that cares 
for those often ignored and also works to eradicate the systems that keep people 
marginalized. Youth ministry should also aim to be advocates for all youth in our 
community and world 

Vocation/Calling – youth ministry should work to create a culture and space where 
are youth are always listening for the call of God in their lives. How do we help our 
youth see faith as something that is foundational to their identity and life’s work? 

Worship is a big part of our faith. Youth learn about the importance of worshiping 
together with our family of faith. We encounter God through song, prayer, scripture, 
the sacraments, giving, artistic expression and so much more. 

Student Ownership – part of discipleship means giving the youth the opportunity to 
take ownership of the youth ministry and lead. Leading can come in many ways 
such as: a small group, Bible study, retreat, mission day, or the direction of the youth 
ministry. It’s important we create a culture where youth are invited and allowed to 
run with a vision God gives them.  

Parents – youth ministry is a shared ministry. Parents play the most important role in 
the spiritual lives of their children. Partnering with parents to help them build 
community and support with one another while providing resources to equip and 
support them and finding space to listen to their needs and concerns.  

Counselors – a youth ministry team is essential. Multiple voices, perspectives and 
ideas are crucial for a fruitful ministry. It truly is a ministry team and through shared 
learning and growth we can make a lasting difference in the lives of youth.  

Pastoral Care – Our youth experience a world of hurt, rejection, trying to fit in, and 
many other obstacles and we are called to reflect God’s care to them in the midst 
of their hurt. You don’t have to be a pastor to provide pastoral care. It’s important 
we build deep relationships with our youth so they know they can come to us and 
share their hurt and we can listen, care for and point to the Healer 
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Prayer 

Prayer changes us. Not only can we pray for the youth and 
their parents, but we can provide creative prayer challenges 
to the whole church. In the fall you could begin with 30 days 
of prayer for the schools. Connect one youth with one adult in 
the church and have the adult pray for them for 90 days 
anonymously. At the end have the adult take them out to 
lunch.  Invite youth to different ways to pray. Bathe the youth 
ministry in constant supplication and trust into God’s hands 

Connecting with Schools 

Find ways we can support school clubs, groups, band, and 
sports teams. Or think of ways we can provide after school 
tutoring, or provide meals for students on free/reduced lunch 
during the night and/or weekend at our church. In what ways 
can we partner with the school to meet the needs of youth 
and helped them feel loved? 

Partnering with Parents 

Youth ministry is a shared ministry with parents. How can we 
come alongside parents to provide resources, to encourage 
them in spiritually leading their kids, help them build 
community with each other, and listen to their needs and 
discern how the church can best support and assist them? 

Behind the Scenes Work 

A lot of youth ministry work is behind the scenes. Consider 
helping out with planning the details and logistics for events 
such as driving, making sure enough adults are there, 
communicating events, getting youth sign ups, fundraising, 
booking reservations, getting food for events, and so on. Pick 
an area that you can offer help in that is interesting to you.  

Engaging the Community 

Partner with non-profits in the community to serve 
marginalized youth. Share space with other community 
groups to show your support and co-working spirit to serve the 
youth in our community. Let changing the lives of youth for 
the glory of God be a community collaborative effort. It takes 
a village! 

Ways Volunteers Can Serve in Youth Ministry 
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Mentoring/Leading/Modeling 

It’s not just about being a volunteer, but truly being a mentor 
and investing your life into a teens’ life. We can be positive 
examples of someone living out their faith in Christ, and can 
be that presence in their lives that they can come to for 
guidance and listening. Don’t just show up at youth group, 
show up in their lives, and pour yourself out in ministry to teens.  

Leading a Small Group 

Small groups can provide a great way for youth to feel 
comfortable in sharing. It can build deep and authentic 
community and allow youth a space to share the reality of 
their lives and to search for God in the midst of it. Consider 
leading a small group of the youth to provide a place 
where they belong and receive unconditional love 

Showing Up 

One of the most impact things we can do in youth ministry is 
simply showing up. Showing up at youth group every week or 
every month shows our commitment to the youth and that we 
see them as important. We show up at events important to 
them: sports games, plays, musical events, etc… And we 
show up in all seasons of life for them – when life is great and 
when life really hurts 

Advocacy 

Youth ministry should not be limited to our local church or 
community. If our heart is for youth then we should join in 
advocacy around issues that affect youth all around the 
world. We can use our voices and join movements to end 
human trafficking, the school to prison pipeline, bullying, 
poverty, lack of education, etc… Work for social change to 
better the lives of youth all around the world 

Worship, Service, Discipleship, Fellowship Planning 

Do you like to dream and plan? Work with other members of 
the youth ministry team to plan experiential worship services, 
life transforming mission opportunities, Bible studies, retreats, 
small groups, creative ways for youth to grow in their faith, 
and fun community building activities. The ability to be 
creative is endless! If you have an idea, try it out! 

Ways Volunteers Can Serve in Youth Ministry 
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Creative Worship Design 

There is no rule that says worship has to be the same every 
week. Think of ways you can be creative to invite the youth 
into a divine space to encounter God in multiple ways. 
Creative worship is best designed with multiple voices coming 
together. Think of what the youth group needs, then pray and 
think of how you can creatively offer a space for youth to 
encounter God 

Being an Angel  

Send b-day cards to youth, post cards or letters to check 
up on them. Make cookies for them during times of big 
tests. Send random notes or gifts of encouragement to 
youth throughout the year to let them that people love 
them and are thinking about them.  

ABL – Always Be Learning 

In any topic we will never know all there is to know! Keep 
learning about youth ministry. Read books, magazine articles, 
and check out websites. Learn about youth culture, best 
practices in youth ministry, youth group ideas, what is going 
on in the life of teenager in today’s world, etc… To be 
leading & growing means we need to always need to be 
learning 

Provide Resources 

When youth want to grow in their faith they may not know 
where to begin. Provide Bible studies to meet them where 
they are. Provide opportunities, places, & trips they can go to 
grow and learn about the areas they desire to grow in. If you 
can, preview any resources first, so that you know they are in 
line with the theology you are trying to communicate.  

Provide Opportunities  

Provide ways for youth to grow in their faith through multiple 
avenues, provide different opportunities to experience God 
through serving, provide ways for youth to continue building 
relationships with each other. Creativity is endless, allow 
youth to have experiences that can be life transforming.  

Ways Volunteers Can Serve in Youth Ministry 
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A Eucharistic Practice of Youth Ministry 

1

One of the most beautiful things about being 
United Methodist is our proclamation of the Open 
Table. In Communion, we believe the table is 
Christ’s table and Christ invites all. Christ invites all 
people to the feast, to receive grace, to be 
accepted, to be filled, all are welcome, and 
there are no restrictions. This is a beautiful portrait 
of grace.  

Holy Communion has countless theological 
hopes and proclamations. There are elements of 
community, servanthood, mystery, love, 
discipleship, grace and renewal. Communion is 
about God’s act of self-giving and Jesus 
modeling for us a life of sacrifice and serving. The 
Table can be a place for reconciliation as in the 
words of hymn For Everyone Born, A Place at the 
Table: young and old, woman and man, just and 
unjust.  

This is what happens when it’s Christ table, 
people who we would not invite, are invited to 
the table to receive grace 

Communion is also counter-cultural. In the midst 
of living in world that demands perfection and 
rarely forgives, Jesus invites us imperfect people 
to receive restoration and wholeness.  

A Eucharistic understanding and practice of 
youth ministry helps youth see the value that they 
intrinsically have, not in a self-help kind of way, 
but how they are viewed through the eyes of 
God. It expresses our desire to see all youth know 
they are welcome and invited into the life of the 
church and youth group: the youth who is 
cutting, the youth who has questions about their 
sexuality, the youth whose parents are going 
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through a divorce, the youth who has a healthy 
family, the youth who is popular, the youth who is 
bullied, the youth who has no friends, the youth 
who has it all together, the youth who has 
countless opportunities, the youth whose family is 
poor, youth who are of different cultural 
backgrounds and different ethnicities, the youth 
who everyone else thinks is weird. All are 
welcome and invited into God’s story and God’s 
family. 

One question this begs youth leaders to ask: Who 
is not at the table? Who are the youth in our 
community who are not present in our youth 
ministry? Who don’t know they are invited? Who 
don’t know they would be truly welcomed? Who 
have been denied access to the table in the 
past? How can we be in ministry to them? 

The beauty of Communion is that it doesn’t just 
stop at acceptance and welcome, but an 
invitation to a story, to a life transformed. In the 
feast with his disciples, Jesus reminds them, and 
us, that to be the greatest is to be the one who 
serves. Jesus welcomes us to the table to 
transform our lives through grace and equip us to 
not pursue greatness as the world sees it, but to 
be servants of God’s kingdom and to show that a 
new world is possible (Luke 22). 

While there is so much more we could say, I hope 
we can begin to see the need for a Eucharistic 
and theological practice of youth ministry that 
truly embodies God’s embrace of all people and 
in partnership with the Holy Spirit equips us all for 
life long serving that reflects the example Jesus 
modeled for us. 
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Prayer As Foundation for YM 
Prayer is an essential practice and foundation of the Christian faith. When it comes to ministry, 
continuing on the work and ministry of Jesus Christ in the world, there is no possible way we can 
do this without prayer. Ministry is a partnership with the Holy Spirit and prayer helps align our 
lives, our heart, and our work with the Spirit.  

In the book of James we read “The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. Elijah, was a 
human being like us, and he prayed reverently that it might not rain and for three years and six 
months it did not rain. Then prayed again, and the heaven gave rain and the earth yielded its 
harvest.” (James 5:16-18) Elijah is well known prophet from the Old Testament. Perhaps James 
new our tendency to idolize certain heroes of the faith and to place so much people on such high 
pedestals that we never amount to the kind of spiritual and social impact that they had. James 
encourages in two ways: that we see the power and effectiveness of true prayer from Elijah’s 
example, and that we need to remember that Elijah was a human and person just like us. There 
wasn’t something special that Elijah had that we don’t. Our prayer can be just as powerful and 
effective. The prayer of the righteous, as we are through Christ, can have profound impact and 
true change in the lives of our youth, our communities and our ministries.  

As Methodists, we believe God is constantly at work in our lives and in the world. When we pray 
it’s as if we are accepting God’s invitation to work together and join in a new story of purpose 
and meaning. Scripture shows us that God primarily works in the world through the church, 
through us. If we neglect the spiritual practice of prayer then it seems that we are trying to do 
ministry with out God, through the power of ourselves. When we pray we acknowledge that we 
can’t do it by ourselves, and that we don’t want to. Prayer invites us to align ourselves to the heart 
of God.  

If we are going to be a people of faith and people in ministry, then we must continually join 
together both privately and communally to lift up the youth, the church, the community and the 
world in our prayers, asking for God to do the impossible and believing it can happen. We need to 
pray for God to fill us, restore us, and renew us so as to live through us as we pour ourselves into 
the youth and the church.  

Prayer is not only speaking and listening, but a way of living. We can offer our lives and our 
work in ministry as expressions of prayer to God. May the way we live, move, breathe, dream and 
work in our lives, our faith, and in youth ministry be a prayer expressed in faithfulness, sincerity, 
and passion that seeks to bless God and change the lives of youth for the kingdom of God.  
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Moralistic Therapeutic Deism 

Several years ago sociologist Christian Smith 
released the National Study on Youth and Religion. 
This study has revealed very important information 
about the faith of young people.  

Kenda Creasy Dean, professor at Princeton 
Theological Seminary, was a part of this study and 
helping us interpret these findings of this study 
through a theological and ministerial point of view. 
What was revealed through this study is that the 
primary faith of teenagers is what is known as 
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism. This is a faith that is 
based on the following premises: (1) A god exists 
who created and ordered the world and watches 
over human life on earth. (2) God wants people to 
be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in 
the Bible and by most world religions. (3) The central 
goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about 
oneself. (4) God does not need to be particularly 
involved in one’s life except when God is needed to 
resolve a problem. (5) Good people go to heaven 
when they die. 
 
On the surface this may not seem like an issue, but 
Dean calls MTD as a “water-down faith that portrays 
God as a ‘divine therapist’ whose chief goal is to 
boost people’s self esteem.” Dean continues by 
stating that MTD reduces Christian ethics to being 
nice (and neglects the gospel imperatives of 
sacrifice, justice, compassion, loving your enemies – 
which is harder than being nice), MTD is all about 
“me,” and my comfort and happiness. It is God 
being who I want God to be. Joy comes “sharing in 
the humanity of others – in both delights and 
suffering. MTD doesn’t have a place for this.” Dean 
shares other issues that MTD has in that it is feeble 
faith that cannot withstand “shipwreck” and that 
MTD offers very little hope. MTD views God being a 
giant butler in the sky, there when we want God to 
be there and there to give us what we want to 
make us happy.  
 
While we may lament, be confused, or even angry 
about the way MTD has invaded the faith of young 
people, this study reveals that youth have this as 
their faith because they learned it in the church. The 
church has lived into and taught a faith that is often 
about self-help, being nice, and not offending 
others. 
 
 
How do we respond? Kean shares a few possisibilites 
(though this is a deep topic and deserves a lot of 
exploring): missional imagination and getting 
radical. Young people today have a deep desire to 
make a difference in the world and yet, 

what Dean shares is that young people are 
not seeing the church as a place to live into 
the passions to make the world a better 
place. We need missional imagination that 
invites youth into the story of God, to live as 
passionate people who see God as a 
passionate God on the move, not a butler in 
the sky waiting for us to ask for more stuff. We 
also need to not be afraid to talk with 
empahses on scripture and theology. This 
study also revealed that many youth struggle 
to articulate their faith. We need to do 
radical acts of compassion, solidarity, and 
witnessing to the work of God, and when we 
do we need to name that our reasoning and 
“this is how Christians live in the world.” Dean 
says “if teens lack an articulate faith, it may 
be because the faith we have shown them is 
too spineless to merit much in the way of 
conversation.”  
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Youth Ministry Slices: 
Not a Whole Pie Worth of Thoughts, but a Slice 

1

Being a Peacemaker and Rejecting Violence 
Jesus said “blessed are the peacemakers, for they 
shall be called the children of god.” And yet our 
world is constantly filled with violence. Videos of 
violent fights trend online, it’s in our movies, songs, 
and we see it happening on a global scale. Part of 
our responsibility in youth ministry is to help youth 
envision a world where violence is not the norm, but 
instead the world is filled with peacemakers. We 
should dialogue on how events of laser tag, Nerf gun 
battles, and more can send messages that guns and 
violence are permissible. This is deep and complex 
issue and there are not easy answers, but we should 
at least have honest conversations about violence in 
the world and the call of Christ and to work towards 
the eradication of violence, especially the 
glorification of violence.  

Announcements as Opportunities for Spiritual Growth 
Announcement time in youth group is often a time 
when youth start zoning out. It can definitely be the 
“boring” time to many. Yet, one youth ministry 
leader training shared a simple and profound way to 
change our perspective on the sharing of 
announcements. If one of our roles in youth ministry 
is to help youth take steps of spiritual growth, then 
we can frame announcement time as a full menu of 
opportunities that we have provided for youth to do 
just that. Announcements aren’t made for the sake 
of making announcements, but to share opportunities 
for community, discipleship, and mission that were 
created specifically for the youth. As leaders we 
should be aware of all that is going on and help 
nudge the youth connect to these opportunities that 
were created for them.  

Youth Ministry as Experiment Lab 
One of the gifts youth ministry has, that most 
churches don’t possess is a willingness to try new 
things. While each youth group has some traditions, 
many of which are very meaningful, there is often a 
very open spirit to incorporate new ways of ministry. 
What would happen if we began to view youth 
ministry as an experiment lab? What if we saw youth 
ministry as a place where take risks and try new 
ways of engaging in ministry with teens? Not 
everything we try will work, and that’s ok! What if 
we pictured coming into a empty lab and we were 
given the freedom design, do experiments, and try 
out whatever we wanted to do. I believe youth 
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ministry offers this is a gift for the church. It can be a 
place of creativity, innovation, and passion.  

Global Youth Min 
John Wesley famously said, “I look upon the world as 
my parish.” He said this in response to some angry 
pastors who felt he was infringing on their congregation 
through his outdoor preaching. This belief of his stated 
that his understanding of ministry is not limited to a 
one place or even one congregation. Our ministry is to 
the whole world. What if we took this passion and 
understanding of ministry and applied it to youth 
ministry? What would it mean for us to build a youth 
ministry that has a global focus that worries and 
responds to issues that affect teenagers all around the 
world? The world is our parish means we can work to 
help youth develop and understanding of global 
servants of Christ who care about and travel to areas 
all over the world where there is need. And it can also 
mean that we care for teens, wherever they may be, 
who are facing difficult situations. God is not confined 
by the walls of the church, or by barriers of country 
boundaries. If the Spirit of God moves and breathes all 
through the world, in all persons, and in all situations, 
shouldn’t the church? And what better group to lead 
the way than the youth! 

Social Media 
Social media is a big part of young people’s lives. Sure, 
we could debate about the good or bad about social 
media and the amount of time youth are glued to 
screens. However, those debates won’t change reality. 
Though social media can’t and shouldn’t replace face-
to-face relationships, it does give us an incredible 
avenue to connect with youth. There are many creative 
ways that we can celebrate the fun in life, deepen 
community, and strengthen discipleship through social 
media in youth ministry. Youth today aren’t just 
watchers and recipients, but they are creators on social 
media. What if we give youth ownership of the youth 
group accounts? What if they aren’t just passive 
recipients of ministry, but co-creators with God in it? 
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Youth Are The Church of Today 
Role of the Congregation:  

Sometimes youth ministry is conveyed in the church as a ministry that is done by a 
handful of adults and at times is communicated as being pushed to the basement of the 
church so the adults can do “real faith and real church” without the young people 
getting in the way. How tragic these views are. Youth ministry is not a ministry of a select 
few, but is a ministry of the whole congregation. Youth are equally part of the life of the 
church, equally beloved by God and called by God to carry on the work of the church. 

Part of the responsibility of the youth leaders is helping frame and shape the conversation 
around youth in the church. Youth should not be asked to only do stuff that no one else 
in the church wants to do: “oh lets get the youth to do it” as is often said. We need to 
prophetically remind people that youth are leaders in the church and their voice 
matters.  

Often we hear people say, well-meaningly I’m sure, that “the youth are the future of our 
church.” Part of that is true because the youth will be leaders in the church in the years 
to come, but this statement is deeply lacking a true expression of the role of youth. Youth 
are the church of today! They should have just as much say so about the direction the 
church is going and what ministries it seeks to carry out. When we say that “the youth are 
the future of the church” it conveys that their voices don’t really matter until they are 
older. It says “let the adults lead the church and you stay in the basement playing 
games.” The youth are leaders in today’s church!  

A speaker at the Forum on Youth Ministry at Princeton Seminary said that “to do youth 
ministry well, you have to do adult ministry well.” Isn’t that so true? We need adults who 
are growing in their faith, journeying on the road of discipleship, taking up their cross, and 
following Jesus with a love for God and neighbor shining through them to model for our 
youth what faith and discipleship looks like. Adults are constantly modeling what faith 
looks like lived our, whether for good or worse 

One role of youth leaders is that of an advocate. We have already read a little about our 
role advocates for youth in terms of global youth ministry and social advocacy, but we 
are also advocates for youth in the church. Most of the church doesn’t really know what 
is happening in the youth ministry, and often they don’t know the youth. It begins with us 
being advocates for the youth to the adults in all areas of the church: to tell their stories, 
to tell how our ministry is impacting lives through the Holy Spirit, and youth are often the 
most active group in the church in terms gathering together, going on retreats, serving 
throughout the year, and so much more. We are to advocate for the voices of the youth 
to be heard and for their presence to be truly a part of the direction of the church.  
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Covenant House 

Covenant House is working to end homelessness among 
youth. They offer housing, support services and advocacy for 
homeless, runaway and trafficked youth.  

World Vision 
World Vision works all over the world providing sustainable 
solutions to end poverty and poverty related challenges to 
children and youth and their communities. They provide 
numerous ways for people to get involved including child 
sponsorship, advocacy, and the 30 Hour Famine 

Trevor Project 
The Trevor Project provides crisis intervention and suicide 
prevention for LGBTQ youth. 

 

United We Dream 
United We Dream is the largest immigrant youth-led 
organization in the country. They organize and advocate for 
the dignity and fair treatment of immigrant youth and their 
families regardless of immigration status. 

  

Malala Fund – 
The Malala Fund helps advocate for and provide 
education to girls all over the world 

  

Groups That Invite Us Into Global Youth Ministry 



 

18 

  

Helpful Youth Ministry Resources  

1

Books: 

Missional Youth Ministry – Brian Kirk & Jacob 
Thome 

A Theological Journey Through Youth Ministry (4 
Book Series) – Andrew Root 

Almost Christian – Kenda Kreasy Dean 

Sustainable Youth Ministry – Mark Devries   

The Youth Workers Guide to Helping Teenagers in 
Crisis – Rich Van Pelt and Jim Hancock 

Postmodern Youth Ministry – Tony Jones  

Contemplative Youth Ministry – Mark Yaconelli 

 

Websites: 
downloadyouthministry.com (great place for 
affordable games, videos, curriculum, volunteer 
training, youth leader mentoring, parent 
resources, e-books, and more) 

Rethinkingyouthministry.com (great place for 
ideas and thoughts for a more progressive 
theology in youth ministry) 

Cpyu.org (helpful information about youth 
culture) 

Homeword.com (helpful articles for parents and 
families) 

Fulleryouthinstitute.org (helping teens develop life 
long faith) 
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Iym.ptsem.edu - Institute for Youth Ministry (a 
great voice in youth ministry with a strong 
emphasis on theology. Provides blogs, lectures, 
volunteer training, and events) 

Youthsphere.com (an affordable and very 
practical online 12-course youth ministry 
certificate program) 

Youthspecialities.com (Big name in youth ministry. 
Provides training events, big conferences, access 
to many books and articles) 

Waytolive.org (access to a free leaders guide to 
explore spiritual practices with youth) 

 

Spiritual Practices: 

On Our Way – edited by Dorothy Bass & Susan 
Briehl 

Soul Feast – Marjorie Thompson 

The Sacred Way – Tony Jones  

Imaginative Prayer for Youth Ministry – Jeannie 
Oestriecher and Larry Warner 

Sacred Space – Dan Kimball & Lilly Lewin 

Making a Mess and Meeting God – Mandy Smith 

Wonder, Fear, and Love: A Book of Prayers – Mark 
Yaconelli 

Liturgy of the Ordinary – Tish Harrison Warren 

 


