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Barefoot exists to provide youth workers with effective ministry tools and resources. Our deepest desire with the Immerse Journal is to partner with you 
in guiding students into spiritual formation for the mission of God. This is why we have sought content that ensues the shaping of the whole of a youth 
worker’s life. We believe that if your life is being transformed, you will be able to aid in the transformation of others.





Mike is in his 35th year in youth ministry and serves as president and CEO of Youthfront. Youthfront is a 

community committed to creating holistic, missional environments for Christian formation. Mike also serves 

as the executive editor of Immerse: A Journal of Faith, Life and Youth Ministry, is an elder in his church, 

serves on several boards and is an adjunct professor at Nazarene Theological Seminary in Kansas City. His 

current book is Presence Centered Youth Ministry: Guiding Students into Spiritual Formation (InterVarsity 

Press). Mike and his wife, Vicki, live in Blue Springs, Missouri, a suburb of Kansas City. They have two sons, 

a daughter, a daughter-in-law, a son-in-law and a granddaughter.

Last summer my wife and I went to Barcelona, 
Spain. We spent a lot of time exploring the architec-
tural masterpieces created by Antoni Gaudi. Gaudi 
was a Catalan Spanish architect who lived from 
1852 to 1926. His architectural work was driven by 
his passion for nature and his Christian faith. In fact, 
he's often referred to as "God's architect." 

His most famous work, the Sagrada Familia basilica, 
is absolutely one of the most beautiful, breathtaking 
and God-glorifying man-made structures I have ever 
seen (and I’ve visited architectural wonders in more 
than 60 countries). Generations of Spanish families 
have worked on Gaudi’s magnum opus. Construc-
tion began nearly 130 years ago with the current 
completion date set for 2026. Antoni Gaudi reached 
a point (in 1911) in his productive life in which he 
ceased all other projects except for his work on La 
Sagrada Familia. 
 
Gaudi had worked on La Sagrada Familia for 43 
years when he tragically died after being hit by a 
trolley. Well before his death, Gaudi was aware that 
he would never complete the basilica’s construc-
tion. In fact, it was less than 25 percent complete  
when Gaudi died. The goal for completion of the 
basilica (consecrated as a minor basilica by Pope 
Benedict XVI on November 7, 2010) is 2026, which 
would be the hundredth anniversary of his death. 
Even though Gaudi knew he would not see the 
completion of his masterpiece, he worked dili-
gently to lay out specific details for every phase of  
the completion.
 
We live in a culture that values mobility. We  
consider it a right to be able to move wherever we 
want, whenever we want. We have grown compla-
cent, accustomed to church environments where 
we feel no remorse over changing congregations 
when things aren’t going the way we want. In a 
youth ministry world that seems way too comfort-

able with the idea of a youth worker serving in 
five, six, seven or more places in a cycle of con-
stant change, I thank God for the kind of Christian  
vision demonstrated by Gaudi and the construc-
tion of La Sagrada Familia, which is situated in 
geographic particularity, transcending the bounds 
of people’s own personal lives and lifetimes.

I hope that one of the dynamics that emerges 
through the Immerse Journal and the Immerse 
community of youth workers is a rethinking of 
the importance of place, space and time. I hope 
that deeper theological reflection about youth 
ministry, spiritual formation and vibrant Chris-
tian community results in a counter-narrative to 
a quick-result-focused church environment that 
devalues rootedness. 

God’s days are infinite, and our days are finite. 
Wisdom results when a youth worker is able to 
hold in tension the importance of numbering our 
days while at the same time rejoicing within those 
days, knowing by faith that the work of our hands 
can be established within God’s infinite plan. But 
we must be patient, and we must be rooted.

Teach us, dear Lord, to number our days; 
that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom. 
Oh, satisfy us early with thy mercy, that we 
may rejoice and be glad all of our days. And 
let the beauty of the Lord our God be upon 
us; and establish thou the work of our hands. 
And let the beauty of the Lord our God be 
upon us; and establish thou the work of our 
hands, dear Lord. –Psalm 90:12-17

Mike King | Executive Editor
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Or so it seems whenever I (Kara) ask youth leaders to 
describe the gospel to a roomful of their colleagues. 
As soon as I ask for volunteers to share their own 
description of the gospel, heads bow and eyes look 
down at the carpet.  

No, it’s not because they are deep in prayer. 

It’s because they are desperately trying to avoid look-
ing me in the eye, fearing that if no one volunteers, I 
might call on them. 
 
How do you define the gospel?

It’s a question we ask regularly when we speak about 
sticky faith, a major research initiative designed to 
identify steps that help kids continue on the path of 
a long-term relationship with Jesus. To try to under-
stand students’ view of the gospel and the effects of 
that view on their faith both now and in the future, we 
studied 500 youth group graduates—kids like yours—
as they transitioned to college. During the course of 
our research, we became aware that when it comes 
to sticky faith, there is nothing more important than 
students’ view of the gospel. 

The gospel is not an easy term to define. If it were easy 
to define, then it wouldn’t be God-sized.
 
And yet as leaders—not to mention followers of Jesus 
—we need to keep wrestling with the meaning of the 
gospel until we pin down some answers. Our lack of 
clarity about the good news is mirrored—and magni-
fied—in our students.
 
Or, as it’s been rightly said about preaching, a mist in 
the pulpit becomes a fog in the pew. Because of that, 
it’s important that we understand and then bridge the 
gap between students’ truncated view of the gospel 
and Scripture’s expansive view of the good news.
 

The Red Bull Rip-Off
Many of our kids—even those who have grown up in 
church—have surprising views of what it means to be 
a Christian.

You might think that asking college juniors who are 
youth group alum to define what it means to be a Chris-
tian would get you pretty straightforward answers.  
You would be wrong.

Of the 168 youth group graduates who answered our 
question, 35 percent gave an answer that didn’t men-
tion Jesus at all. Granted, two-thirds of the kids who 

didn’t mention Jesus did mention God, but the number 
of youth who define Christianity without any reference 
to Jesus remains disturbing.

The most dominant theme in youth group graduates’ 
descriptions of being a Christian was that it meant 

“loving others.” Certainly, that is a major theme of  
Jesus’ teaching. In fact, Jesus declared that “Love your 
neighbor as yourself” was the second most important 
commandment (Matthew 22:39). But it comes after the 
first and greatest commandment, which is to “Love 
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37).

Even most atheist teens think it’s a good idea to love  
other people. And they are right. It is. But true sticky  
faith demands a bigger, Jesus-centered view of the 
gospel.

High school students seem to have embraced a  
Red Bull gospel. 
We found that the average youth group graduate 
drinks more alcohol and has more sex in college than 
they did in high school. That shouldn’t surprise you. 
That finding in and of itself is not worth a major grant 
and six years of research.
 
But here’s some data that is. We also looked at the 
rate of increase in alcohol and sex in different types of 
students. Guess which type of kids showed the great-
est rate of increase in drinking alcohol and engaging 
in sexually risky behaviors as they bridged from high 
school to college?
 
The teetotalers.1
 
Yes, it’s the kids who didn’t drink or have sex at all in 
high school who get to college and come undone. 

Many of the kids who said yes and no at the right times 
during high school had what we at the Fuller Youth 
Institute call a Red Bull view of the gospel. After all, 
Red Bull’s sugar and caffeine (as well as some other 
ingredients we can’t decipher) can get you through a 
few tough hours. But eventually you crash. And crash 
hard.
  
Similarly, our youth group kids often have a Red Bull 
experience of the gospel. It’s a gospel that is potent 
enough to help them make the right decision at a Fri-
day night party in high school, but the Red Bull gos-
pel and the support of other Red Bull gospel followers 
isn’t powerful enough to foster long-term faith. 

The carpet suddenly looks so fascinating.
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Many youth group kids have adopted the gospel  
of sin management. 
As we tell those same youth workers who stare at the 
carpet when we ask them to describe the gospel, many 
youth group kids have a superficial view of the gospel. 
They view the gospel like a jacket that they can take 
on and off based on what they feel like doing that day. 
If they’re going to church or hanging out with Chris-
tians, they put on their Jesus jacket. If they’re headed 
to a party or drifting toward spiritual apathy, they toss 
that Jesus jacket into a corner. 

Our kids can stuff the gospel into a corner for many 
reasons, one of which is that they have somehow 
picked up that following Jesus means following a list 
of what to do and what not to do. 

Do go to church and youth group as often as possible, 
read your Bible, pray, give money, share your faith, get 
good grades, respect elders, spend spring break on a 
mission trip, be a good kid.

Do not watch the wrong movies, drink, do drugs, have 
sex, talk back, swear, hang out with the wrong crowd, 
go to Cancun for spring break, go to parties. 

If students aren’t good at following these lists, then 
this gospel isn’t only unappealing—it’s irrelevant.

For many of our youth group kids, the gospel has been 
shrunk down to fit inside the small box of what Dallas 
Willard calls the “gospel of sin management.”2 In this 
gospel focused on behaviors, we’ve sadly let the gos-
pel deteriorate into a list of good virtues, and then we 
slap Bible verses on them. We don’t blame them for 
tossing that gospel aside. Wouldn’t you do the same?
 

The Gospel à la Paul
This gospel of sin management couldn’t be further 
from the gospel described by the apostle Paul in his 
epistles. One of Paul’s pointed and concise explana-
tions of the gospel in practice is in Galatians, espe-
cially the fifth chapter. 

The first verse of Galatians 5, the crescendo of Paul’s 
argument that has been building throughout his letter, 
is considered by some to be the summative verse of all 
of Paul’s writings: “It is for freedom that Christ has set 
us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be 
burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” 

In a surprising twist, the types of slavery that Paul 
goes on to describe aren’t the typical forms of slavery 
that we and our students might assume (e.g., all those 

“don’t” behaviors we talked about earlier). Ironically, 
Paul championed freedom from something that, up 

until that time, had been encouraged as a virtuous, 
even necessary, religious rite: circumcision.3 

Paul jumps into the debate over this controversial 
Jewish rite feet first and aligns with the Gentile con-
verts who don’t think they need to be circumcised to 
follow Jesus. In doing so, Paul uses the rift in Galatia 
to demonstrate God’s intent and plan for his people 
since the beginning: It is not the work we do that 
makes us pure enough to please and come close to a 
holy God but what God has done and continues to do 
in and through us. 

Paul describes our role in this in Galatians 5:5: “It is 
by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righ-
teousness for which we hope.” In other words, it is 
God’s job to work in us and to present us as righteous, 
and it is our job to learn to trust God and let the pro-
cess proceed. God is the one doing the work; our part 
is to trust.

Paul’s point in Galatians 5:6 that “For in Christ Jesus 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any val-
ue” is not limited to circumcision, or any of the other 
ancient Hebrew rituals. It also applies to our—and our 
students’—more contemporary attempts to climb the 
ladder of righteousness on our own through our self-
imposed gospel of sin management. 

When we teach a faith that is more concerned with 
working than trusting, kids might actually feel like 
they can sustain this performance style of Christianity 
(often motivated by a desire to please adults) based on 
how well they “live” the gospel…for a season.

But this gospel of sin management can only last so 
long. When kids inevitably reach the awareness—
through failure, pain, insecurity or inner wrestling—
that they do not have the power, capacity or even in-
terest in keeping the faith treadmill going, they put 
their faith aside. 
 

Teaching the Sticky Gospel
With a bit of thoughtful preparation, you can create 
space for the Holy Spirit to deepen your students’ 
love for the gospel every time you teach. 

Explain your terms. 
When students hear you talk about the Lamb of God 
or sanctification (which are both biblical terms) but 
don’t know what those words mean, they conclude 
that either they are stupid or their faith is incom-
prehensible. If being at your youth ministry makes 
students feel stupid, they are not going to want to 
stay around for long (would you?). If they conclude 
Christianity is over their heads, then they’ll be less 



likely to engage in personal study and ownership of 
their beliefs, both of which are key steps in the path 
to internalized faith.
 
One night after youth group, Jim Candy, the pastor 
of family life ministries at Menlo Park Presbyterian 
Church, debriefed the meeting with his adult leader-
ship team and worship interns. That night they had 
led their students in a worship song that proclaimed 

“Hosannah” multiple times. Jim wondered aloud with 
his adult leaders if their students knew what this 
word meant. All the adults said they were sure the 
students knew its definition.
 
Then Jim asked those same adults to explain what it 
meant. None of them could do it.
 
The point is pretty clear: Sticky faith means explaining  
to your students—and adults, for that matter—the 
meaning of important theological terms. 

Teach with an understanding of the context of 
Scripture’s imperatives. 
In the midst of my (Kara’s) search to understand the 
gospel, I printed out all of Paul’s epistles and read 
through them in one sitting, looking for connections 
between all God has done for us and all God wants us 
to do to show our trust in him. 

Interestingly, Paul’s epistles by and large follow a 
pattern of starting with all God has done for us and 
then ending with the imperatives—the commands—
of what we are to do in return. Reformation scholar 
Michael Horton describes this progression as moving 
from the indicative to the imperative.4 In grammar, the 
indicative mood describes a state of being; in the case 
of Paul’s letters, it often occurs in the earlier chapters 
when Paul describes who we are in Christ. Having  
established who we are in Christ, we are then able to 
move into the imperative mood—meaning verb tenses 
that carry a sense of command. 

When we teach, we often gravitate to texts at the end of 
Paul’s letters—to those meaty commands we want our 
students to follow. The problem with starting there is 
that that’s not where Paul starts. Paul wants his readers  
(both individually and corporately) to marinate in 
the power of trusting in God before calling them to  
fiery obedience. 

Last year our youth ministry taught a series on  
Ephesians. I (Kara) volunteered to teach the Sunday 
morning lesson on Ephesians 5:21-33 and Paul’s now 
controversial passage about submission to one another 
in marriage. The other leaders seemed pretty pleased 
that I had volunteered. No one else was exactly begging 
to teach that particular passage.

At the start of my lesson, I walked students through 
Ephesians 2:1-10, pointing out that all of our life, as 
well as any impetus we have to obey God, flows from 
our acceptance of God’s grace and our resultant trust. 
This trust in God’s grace fuels our obedience and  
motivates our lives to be great big thank-you notes 
back to God for all he has already done for us. 

That morning I did tackle Paul’s teaching on sub-
mission but not before I felt students understood  
Ephesians 2 as its precursor. 

When you teach, how do you frame your invitations 
to obey God’s commands? If I was a teenager hearing 
your talk, would I think I was supposed to obey God 
because God said so? Or would I know that my obedi-
ence flowed out of my trust and the Holy Spirit’s work 
in and through me? 

Engage students in case studies that help them  
figure out what it means to trust God. 
More and more, colleges and graduate schools are 
adopting case studies as a central tool to help students 
learn and apply their new insights.5 And for good rea-
son. Case studies help students vicariously live out 
the principles you’re discussing by applying them to 
situations they are likely to face.
 
In order to help students grasp what it means to 
trust God, create case studies set in school, home or 
social situations. While they can be about any topic, 
the most interesting case studies are those involving 
complex scenarios, such as how to respond to a friend 
who is unsure about his or her sexual orientation, 
what friendships with non-believers should look like 
or whether it’s okay to go to a party with alcohol if you 
don’t drink. Regardless of the plotline, invite students 
to discuss a few key questions:

 
this situation?

 
others involved?

 
situation? Is that bad?

this? What might God’s perspective be?

Trust as an ongoing teaching theme. 
Even Jesus had to repeat things over and over and 
over and over. So, in the midst of your teaching topics, 
dream with students about what it means to trust God.
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More Caught Than Taught
When the students in our survey were college seniors, 
we asked them how their participation in their youth 
group had shaped them—both then and now. Youth 
group activities were rarely mentioned. Youth group 
talks were mentioned even less.
 
What was mentioned was the legacy of youth lead-
ers—a legacy derived not from what the leaders said 
or even what they did but from who they were. Your 
own passion for trusting God will be more caught 
than taught. Students emulate better than they listen. 
As you live out your trust-centered faith, your life 
will never be static, stale or boring. You will be disap-
pointed, discouraged and maybe even thrown around 
a bit at times. But as you faithfully hold on to the God 
who has taken hold of you, the life you live and model 
will be a beacon of hope and direction that no Red 
Bull gospel can hope to achieve. As you trust the gos-
pel, and the Lord who saves, students catch on and 
fall in love with Jesus too. 

This article is adapted from the newly released Sticky Faith 
(Zondervan, 2011).

1. Krista M. Kubiak Crotty, Spirituality, Religiosity, and Risk  
Behaviors in High School Seniors Transitioning to College 
(Psy.D. dissertation, Azusa Pacific University, 2009).

2. Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (New York: HarperCol-
lins, 1998), 41.

3. The history of circumcision dates back to the opening chapters 
of Scripture. In Genesis 17, God initiated a covenant with Abra-
ham, the patriarch of the Hebrews; Abraham’s part of the cov-
enant included: “Every male among you shall be circumcised” 
(v. 10).

4. Michael Horton, “Union with Christ,” 1992, http://www.moner-
gism.com/thethreshold/articles/questions/horton/union.html. 

5. Thanks to Meredith Miller for her collaboration on implications 
for teaching kids the Sticky Gospel.

Kara Powell, PhD, is the executive director of the Fuller Youth  
Institute (see fulleryouthinstitute.org) and a faculty member at  
Fuller Seminary. As a youth ministry veteran of more than 20  
years, she speaks regularly at youth ministry conferences and has  
authored or co-authored a number of books, including Sticky 
Faith (see stickyfaith.org).
 
Brad M. Griffin is the associate director of the Fuller Youth Insti-
tute, where he gets to develop research-based training for youth 
workers. After more than 15 years in youth ministry, he now vol-
unteers in student and worship ministries and is the co-author of 
Sticky Faith.

Chap Clark, PhD, is the associate provost for regional campuses 
and special projects and professor of youth, family and culture 
at Fuller Theological Seminary. Chap’s books, articles and videos 
focus primarily on relationships. Among his books are Hurt and 
Hurt 2.0; Disconnected: Parenting Teens in a MySpace World (co-
authored with his wife, Dee); and Deep Justice in a Broken World. 

When you’re teaching about money, ask: What does 
it look like to trust God and give lavishly to the child 
our ministry has adopted through Compassion Inter-
national or World Vision?

When you’re inviting students to go to Guatemala for 
a weeklong summer mission trip, ask: What does it 
look like to trust God with your time and the money 
you were hoping to earn that week at your job?

When you’re talking about social networking, ask: 
What does it look like to trust God with the number 
and type of folks you friend?

When you’re discussing partying, ask: What does it 
look like to trust God with your weekend plans as well 
as your friendships when it seems like everyone is  
going to that Friday night party that is bound to get 
out of control?

Unlock students’ imaginations and dreams about 
trust. You’ll likely end up surprised by their creativity 
and their courage.

Teach about recovery and repentance. 
Your students—either before or after graduation—are 
going to blow it. They will make choices that they re-
gret and commit sins that surprise even themselves. 
The question is not if but when.

When students (or adults, for that matter) are living 
with the gospel of sin management, their faith isn’t 
large enough to handle those mistakes. They’ve blown 
it. They might as well toss in the towel. As a result, 
they run away from both God and faith community—
just when they desperately need both.

The gospel of trust is big enough to handle sin. Your 
job is to help students know that. Your role as their 
teacher is to let them know ahead of time that if Jesus 
can’t handle a little partying, we all need a new Jesus. 

To help students understand that the love of Jesus 
(as well as youth ministry) is bigger than their sins, 
one youth ministry hung a large board on their youth 
room wall with the phrase “Nothing can separate you 
from the love of God…Romans 8” plastered across the 
top. Using different pieces of torn construction paper, 
students were invited to anonymously write whatever 
they wanted. What emerged were confessions, hurts, 
resentments, failures and questions. For the weeks 
that the board remained on the wall, their youth pas-
tor periodically referred to the board as a place to start 
writing, and she also encouraged students to share 
what they wrote with one of the youth leaders. 
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BY MARK YACONELLI

It was the last Saturday of November, and we’d begun 
the day in our living room within a wide circle of ex-
tended family. After prayers, blessings and hugs, the men 
and Noah, my son, left the others and drove 30 miles 
up into the Siskiyou and Cascade mountain ranges that 
collide along the Oregon-California state border. While 
the men unpacked, Frank, an old family friend, accom-
panied Noah to the highest mountain peak within the 
Greenspring wilderness. They followed deer trails and 

logging roads while mulling over Noah’s hopes and fears 
about entering his teenage years. When they reached the 
summit, the autumn sun was an orange poppy, wilting 
across waves of firs, pines and rusted oak trees. They 
paused to take in the descending sky. Then Frank em-
braced my boy, handed him a journal full of soul-search-
ing questions and spoke the final instructions, “When 
night falls and the stars begin to shine, look for a fire; 
then make your way. We’ll be waiting.”
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On that clear November afternoon, Noah sat on the moun-
tain and reflected on his childhood—what he would leave 
behind, what he would keep with him—then wrote out his 
prayer for the coming year. He set his book down, sat on the 
highest rock he could find and silently waited for the stars 
to appear. 

The sky darkened, and Noah strained his eyes across the 
rolling forest, unsure which direction to look, certain the fire 
would be difficult to discern. What he didn’t know was that 
the light would be unmistakable. A group of us had found a 
slash pile left by loggers that was as big as a three-bedroom 
house. As the first stars appeared we eagerly tossed burn-
ing paper into the dried Manzanita branches, sage brush and 
pine boughs until the crusted sap and dried leaves ruptured 
into flames that reached more than 70 feet high. 

An hour later we whooped and hollered as Noah came out 
from the shadows of the trees and entered the great circle 
of light from the roaring bonfire. We embraced him, sat him 
down near the warmth of the fire and handed the hungry boy 
a plate of meat and potatoes. “I’m glad to see you guys,” were 
the first words he spoke. 

That night the men took turns around the circle sharing the 
difficulties, pleasures and lessons learned from their own 
adolescent years. The stories, for the most part, were dark—
broken families, physical and emotional abuse, traumatic ac-
cidents, thoughts of suicide, loneliness, heartbreak and de-
pression. Noah, whose childhood had been emotionally safe 
and loving, had no filter for the raw pain the men disclosed. 

As the night deepened, I watched Noah withdraw into him-
self. After a while he stopped making eye contact, and as 
the stories continued to darken, he pulled his knees in close 
to his chest. By the time we came to the last story, Noah 
was visibly sick, his head bowed, his hands clenching his  
stomach. As the last man quieted, Noah walked to the edge 
of the clearing and began to retch. 

I knew immediately what was happening. The stories were 
too raw, too full of suffering. Noah was innocent. He had 
no way to integrate the hurt and confusion, no way to hold 
the unresolved pain. “Maybe it’s food poisoning,” one 
man offered. But I knew different. It was the exposure to  
human suffering. We packed up our things and made our 
way through the dark woods while Noah stopped from time 
to time to get sick. When we reached the cabin, I felt anxious 
and protective. “That’s all for tonight,” I announced. 

Noah and I withdrew into a small bedroom with a bunk bed. 
Noah lay silent on the upper bunk, curled in a fetal posi-
tion. I lay beneath him, unable to sleep, fearing this initiation 
had overwhelmed him. Outside our room, the men gathered 
around the fireplace. The walls were thin and the surround-
ing forest silent, so their voices were audible. For some  
reason the conversation turned to stories of death, grief and 

funerals. Already anxious about Noah’s disposition, I prayed 
the men would cease their dark conversation, knowing Noah 
was also listening and that the more he listened, the more 
sick we both felt.

It wasn’t until the early hours of the morning that the men 
finally retired and Noah drifted to sleep. In the quiet that fol-
lowed, I sat and thought about what I had done. Unwittingly, 
I had exposed my son to the intimate reality of suffering, and 
I knew that his body, heart, spirit and mind were reeling. I 
felt swallowed by anxiety, the same anxiety I had felt those 
first nights after Noah was born, when I lay awake listening 
to his breathing, feeling powerless to keep him safe. 

It was just after sunrise when I heard Noah making his way 
down the bunk ladder. “How are you, son?” I asked. 

“I feel good.” 

Relieved, I sat up and looked the boy over. “Really? You  
feel well?” 

“Yeah, Dad. Do you want to play ping-pong?” While the rest 
of the men slept, we walked through the brisk morning air 
to the cookhouse, where we’d spied an old ping-pong table. 
We played, and my heart was full of laughter as I glimpsed 
Noah’s boyish smile. We returned to the cabin, where we 
found our group fixing the morning’s breakfast.

We ate, packed the truck and, before descending the moun-
tains, the men encircled Noah and one by one gave him 
a blessing. We drove down into town and arrived at our 
church, where Noah’s mother, aunts, cousins and grand-
mothers greeted him in the parking lot with hugs and kisses. 
We entered the church, and just after the call to worship, 
Noah stood and read the day’s scripture and opening prayer. 
At the close of the service he was baptized, and, as is our 
tradition, the pastor walked Noah slowly through the con-
gregation as we sang, “I was there to hear your borning cry, 
I’ll be there when you are old, I rejoiced the day you were 
baptized to see your life unfold.” 

Around the pews Noah walked with great emotion as peo-
ple stepped into the aisle to reach out and greet him with, 

“Welcome home.” At one point his shy, two-year-old cousin 
Easton noticed the emotion in Noah’s eyes, leaned out of his 
mother’s arms, wrapped his hands around Noah’s neck and 
pressed his face against Noah’s cheek. Immediately Noah 
began to cry. Watching my son weep, my wife and I fell to 
pieces. Had this been too hard on him? Was this the right 
thing to do? We were full of uncertainty.

It was a year later that I sat with an old friend who was ex-
perienced in Native American initiation ceremonies. I told 
Michael about my experience with Noah. When I got to the 
part about the men’s talk of suffering and Noah’s sickness, 
Michael nodded his head knowingly and said, “Sounds like 
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the Spirit took over.” I looked at him questioningly. 

“You wanted a safe passage for your son. You tried to control 
all the variables. You wanted a symbolic act, but the Spirit 
intervened. A young man’s passage is always an awakening 
to suffering, learning to face and hold suffering. It’s about 
the parents’ suffering as well—the parents learning to let go 
and trust their son, trust the larger community and trust God. 
This is what Mary ponders when Jesus escapes his family 
and sits with the elders in the temple as a young boy. This 
is what you were forced to ponder as well. Do you know the 
original meaning of the word initiation? It means entrance or 
beginning. This is his beginning into the work and suffering 
of adulthood. This is your entrance into the powerlessness 
you will now experience as he moves out from underneath 
your wing.” 

Two years after Noah was baptized, I was back on the 
same mountain, with many of the same men, except our 
plans, once again, were hijacked by the Spirit. My sons’ 
birthdays are within a few days of one another, so again it 
was November. This particular year, however, the weather 
was turbulent. For two weeks, we’d had a series of storms 
that layered nearly a foot of snow across the mountains. 
Worried Route 66 would be impassable, we’d rounded up 
trucks and tire chains. With limited visibility, we made 
it up the twisting mountain road to the cabin. Once we 
arrived, we soon realized it was impossible to see, much 
less drive on, the logging roads that led back into the 
Greenspring mountains. So we improvised. 

I called my friend Doug, who has lived on the Greensprings 
for more than 30 years. Doug told me it was too dangerous to 
take Joseph up to the summit. He suggested we take the boy 
two miles up a road that branched off from the highway, to a 
place where our family had lived for a year when Joseph was 
six years old. The site seemed ideal. Joseph would spend 
the afternoon in the woods then make the journey down the 
country road to where we men would gather just across the 
empty highway.

We drove Joseph through the deep, virgin snow and left him 
in a cluster of Douglas fir trees next to a creek where he once 
played as a child. It was early afternoon, and the snow fell 
like lamb’s wool from the gray sky. The woods were silent 
except for the creek creeping beneath a blanket of snow.  
Joseph was given a notebook for reflection and left to sit and 
pray among the trees. We hugged him then gave him the 
instructions, “When night falls, follow the road back to the 
highway and look for a fire. We’ll be waiting.”

Five hours later, we were surrounded by darkness. The men 
and I stood in a circle and watched as Doug sloshed die-
sel fuel across a frayed, upturned tweed couch that leaned, 
shipwreck-style, atop a mound of discarded wood and mill 
ends. With careful tending, we managed to coax the fire to 

life. Each man stood stranded on rocks, trying to keep his 
feet out of the moat of melted snow around the bonfire.

An hour after building the fire, my father-in-law spoke up. 
“Shouldn’t he be here by now?” By Doug’s calculations,  
Joseph should have taken an hour to walk the two-mile 
road. The night was dark and the snow as thick as fog. It was  
possible he had taken a wrong turn, become disoriented and 
headed up some driveway to a mountain cabin or followed  
a logger’s switchback into the mountains. 

“Should we look for him?” his godfather asked. 

“You know, they spotted a mountain lion just a half mile from 
here,” my friend offered unhelpfully. 

Resisting the fear I felt welling inside, knowing that the 
struggle and anxiety were part of the ritual, I tried to calm 
the group and myself. “He’ll be here. The snow’s thick on 
the road. It’s just taking longer than we estimated.” 

Another 40 minutes passed. The phone rang. I reached in 
my pocket, upset that I’d left my ringer on. It was my wife. I 
knew she was worried by the storm and wanted assurance 
that Joseph was safe, but what could I tell her? I switched it 
off. A minute later my brother-in-law’s phone rang. “Don’t 
answer it,” I called across the fire. “She’ll only be more 
frightened if she hears he’s not here.” 

Jack looked at me and shrugged. “She’s my sister. I have  
to answer.” 

He picked up the phone, and we all listened. “No, he’s not 
here. No, we’re not searching. Yeah, it’s still snowing.” Jack 
pulled the phone from his ear. “She wants to talk to you.” 

I took the phone. Her voice was tight, frightened. I listened 
to my wife’s anxiety. I felt my own fears rising up, but some-
thing deep within told me this was part of it. This was the 
Spirit, allowing us to feel the fear and pain of letting go, of 
trusting our son, of trusting God, of knowing that Joseph is 
growing up and will enter many situations we can’t control 
or manage. “Listen,” I said as calmly as I could. “He’s a smart 
kid. He’s strong. This is part of what’s to come. We need to 
wait and trust.” 

Jill was uncertain, and so was I. I promised her if he didn’t 
show up in 30 minutes, we’d start searching. 

We waited. It had been dark for nearly three hours. Joseph 
was two hours past the time we had calculated. My father-in-
law spoke. “Isn’t there a millpond next to the highway? It’s 
covered by snow. It probably looks like a vacant field. Joseph 
might’ve tried to cross it and fallen in.” 

Now the group was alarmed and began to analyze the pos-

Initiation
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sibility of Joseph falling into the pond. Some left the fire and 
tried to peer across the darkness. Other men tried to assess 
whether the pond would be frozen enough for Joseph to 
walk out to its center, where he’d be endangered. 

Half the group had resolved to go out and search for my son, 
but for some reason, for some unexplainable reason, my 
heart was full of trust. I trusted Joseph. Despite the knowl-
edge that things go wrong, kids get hurt, tragedy happens, 
still I trusted. Remembering the words of my friend Michael, 
I trusted that the fear and the unknowing were part of the 
change that was taking place. This was the initiation. 

“Let’s stay here.” I said as firmly as I could. “He’ll make it.” 
The men went silent. Thirty minutes passed. The phone  
began to ring. 

“It’s Jill!” my father-in-law announced. 

I walked over to the phone, carefully preparing my words, 
when someone cried out, “There he is!” We looked across 
the mill yard and saw a tall, dark outline leaning forward 
into the wind and falling snow. He was about a hundred 
yards from us, moving slowly, his legs calf-deep in white. 

“Tell Jill he’s here,” I called to my father-in-law. We stood, re-
lieved and smiling, at the edge of the fire as Joseph shuffled 
toward us. He entered the firelight, and we noticed his pant 
legs were soaked, but his face beamed. 

He raised his hands in victory. “I made it!” he announced. 
One by one we embraced him and patted him on the back. 
Then we anxiously waited to hear his story. 

“I could hardly see the road through the snowfall. I walked 
with my head down, trying to make sure I didn’t go off the 
road. It was silent, but every once in a while I heard this 
small sound of rattling keys. Every step I took, I heard 
these keys rattling behind me until I knew someone with 
a keychain was following me. I prayed and prayed for God 
to protect me. Eventually I got the courage to stop and turn 
around, but as soon as I did, the noise stopped, and the per-
son following me stayed still, just out of sight. At one point I 
got scared and started running. I ran and ran, but I could hear 
the keys jangling faster, as if the other person was running 
too. Through the trees I saw the lights of a ranch house and 
decided to turn and ask for help. I ran across this field, and 
then all of a sudden I fell. I fell into this ditch, some irriga-
tion ditch that was waist deep with water. Still frightened 
and shocked by the freezing water, I quickly climbed up the 
bank. As I climbed out, I noticed my zipper on my jacket 
made the same noise as the rattling keys. Then I realized 
what was happening. There was no one after me. It was just 
the sound of my zipper jangling as I walked. It took me a 
while to find the road back to the highway, but eventually I 
did. I walked the rest of the way thinking about how I had 

created my own fear and how I’d almost seriously hurt my-
self running from it. I started to get really cold, but then I saw 
that fire glowing through the trees, and I just started smiling, 
knowing that all of you were waiting.” 

We went back to the cabin, and Joseph peeled off his wet 
clothes and sat in front of the fireplace while we roasted 
meat and potatoes. He sat and listened as the men told sto-
ries from their own teen years, stories of heartbreak, fear and 
uncertainty. Joseph listened carefully, but he was so grateful 
to be dry and safe that the suffering stories didn’t seem to 
disturb him like they had Noah. 

After each man had said his piece, Joseph asked if we could 
play some music. We broke out guitars and harmonicas, 
mandolins and violins, drums and ukuleles and belted out 
the words to the Waterboy’s “Fisherman’s Blues”: 

And I know I will be loosened, 
from the bonds that hold me fast, 
and the chains all around me
will fall away at last 
and on that grand and fateful day 
I will take thee in my hand 
I will ride on a train 
I will be the fisherman 
With light in my head 
You in my arms... 

The next morning the sun was shining, and the world was 
thick and white. We chained up the trucks and made the 
slow trek out of the mountains and down into town, where 
once again our extended family met us at the entrance to 
the church. Joseph was mobbed with kisses from his mother, 
and then he went and sat in the first pew between his sister 
and brother. 

At the close of the service, he went to the piano and played 
a song he had composed for the occasion. He sat in a red 
dress shirt with a black vest and black pants, his hair wild 
and wiry. His song began with a childlike melody that grew 
in complexity, speed and power. He pressed his foot down 
on the brass pedals and pounded out a cascade of chords, 
letting his right hand improvise various runs across the up-
per register. 

He played and played, and as he played I began to weep—
with gratitude that Joseph was safe, with gratitude that God 
had given me this boy who was now on his way to becom-
ing a man, with gratitude that the Spirit was teaching me to 
resist the fear of adolescence, to trust that the sons we had 
raised would grow into men who can carry suffering, who 
can face fear, who can be trusted to find their way home.

Mark Yaconelli is a youth worker, author, retreat leader, storyteller and the 
founding director of "The Hearth: Real Stories by Regular Folks" in Ashland, 
Oregon, where he lives with his wife and three children.
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I think the memories that are most poignant to me are 
not of great talks given by my youth pastor but of 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 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 The Breakfast 
Club but without Principal Vernon.

That’s because my youth group was pretty egalitarian. 
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 un-
der withering assault lately, 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 in that form of ministry is a conversion 
experience. In other words, the youth director be-
friends 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 minis-
try 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 areas to gathering quotes from 
bus companies. 

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. 
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 open 
to all.
 
These emphases on 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 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.

How We Got Here
Many people have written about the decline of main-
line Christianity in the 21st century. You’ve heard this 
before: 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 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 tech-
nology have all contributed. But I actually think that 
the success of relational youth ministry has greatly 
damaged the (adult) church. 
 
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 
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with 200 kids in a youth room. In a totally relaxed and 
pretty rambunctious environment, we sang music 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 dis-
cuss the talk, check in with one another and pray for 
one another’s needs. This is a different experience from 
the Sunday morning worship and one that resonates 
with my experience of being a teenager. Add to that 
retreats, mission trips, summer camp, high-adventure 
trips, lock-ins and 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 from my parents’ experi-
ence 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’ adoles-
cent journey and mine, there was a seismic shift in the 
way youth ministry was done. Pioneered by Youth for 
Christ and Young Life and Youth Specialties, relation-
al youth ministry is what shaped me. It was invented 
in the years between my parents’ teen years and mine.

The issue here is that my parents really didn’t have 
much of a cultural shift going from youth ministry to 
adult church because they simply weren’t that differ-
ent. I, on the other hand, had a major cultural change 
to deal with. I was expected to go from a fun, relaxed, 
everyone-is-equal environment to a staid, formal, 
top-down experience.
 
Of course, I wasn’t the only one. There are millions 
of GenXers who had the same experience. In fact, this 
experience began with the tail end of the Baby Boom-
ers, 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 church-

es. 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 preach-
ing to men alone.
 
Meanwhile, mainline churches were making advances  
in some areas—letting women preach, exploring new 
theologies—but their church structures and bureau-
cracies only solidified. 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 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 chris-
tology 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 com-
prehend 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. 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 be-
long 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.

In other words, under a relational ecclesiology, the 
church is understood as a network of relationships, 

How Youth Ministry Made Me Emergent
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primarily the relationship that people who constitute 
the church have to God through Christ and the rela-
tionship that they have to one another in Christ.
 
Of course, the church has always been rife with rela-
tionships. 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 be-
ing grown like a culture. The movement is imperfect. 
We’ve got a long way to go, but we are making headway 
into a new form of being church—one that I think will 
be 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 over-
emphasize this point: We do not worship in this way 
as an outreach strategy; we’re not trying to get young 
adults 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 other-
wise, 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 reconcilia-
tion. 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 righ-
teousness of God.

If reconciliation is the core of the gospel, the found-
ers 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. 

Other churches in the ECM have similarly embraced 
relational practices that embody relational ecclesiol-
ogy. 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. Danielle Shroyer leads the congregation of 
Journey in Dallas in sermons that are as much conver-
sation 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 outgrew youth camp 
years earlier.

Youth Ministry and the Future  
of Relational Ecclesiology
I’m actually unsure of the future of the ECM. It’s pos-
sible 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 de-
sire for relational ecclesiology will only increase. In 
the words of Linus Torvalds, inventor of Linux, “The 
future is open source everything.” And the church 
definitely falls in the category of “everything.” People 
have more and more autonomy in their lives, and peo-
ple 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 apprecia-
tion for an approach to ministry that is open, partici-
patory and relational.
 
Just as my youth pastor planted the seed of relational 
ecclesiology in me 30 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. 

Tony Jones is the author of many books, including Postmodern Youth 
Ministry and most 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.
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2. The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution to  
    Messianic Ecclesiology.
3. The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution to  
    Messianic Ecclesiology.
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I’m haunted by two realities.
First, I am perplexed by the inverse relationship be-
tween the amount of money spent investing in youth 
ministry and the rapid decline in youth involvement 
in the church over the past 20 years. Second, each 
Friday morning at 6:00 a.m. an alarm goes off on my 
iPhone, and I can’t figure out which app is the culprit.
 
Ultimately, both are problems of technology. The latter  
is merely an annoyance I could cure if I’d drop the 
device in the toilet. The former is the fault of a horrid 
strategy invested and reinvested upon by a fundamen-
tal misunderstanding of the gospel message.
 
The personal computer revolution spawned the emer-
gence of two conflicting philosophies of intellectual 
property within computer software development. 
Monolithic companies like IBM, Texas Instruments 
and Hewlett-Packard foresaw their long-term future in 
controlling both the software and hardware environ-
ments of the personal computer with intellectual-prop-
erty-right laws. Their business model was wrapped up 
in and ultimately hindered by a need to own all the 
patents for code and hardware that made computers 
useful to their buyers.
 
Common sense of the day told them that if they could 
own the code, they could own the market. In their 
eyes, computers belonged in the hands of the elite. 
Their lack of vision kept computers at university  
campuses, government offices, laboratories and large 
private industries.
 
Into that environment came a new breed of computer 
enthusiasts with a dramatically different perspective. 
In the late 1970s and 1980s, people like Bill Gates, 
Steve Wozniak, Steve Jobs and Paul Allen entered the 
scene as philosophical heretics.
 
Born out of the movement we now label as hackers, 
they recognized that unlimited creative kinetic energy 
would be unleashed if they unmarried software devel-
opment from intellectual-property rights. Unleashed 
upon the world, they believed the personal computer 
would change everything again and again.
 
Early customers of both Microsoft and Apple were 
hobbyists who were constantly building and discov-
ering based on the knowledge of others. As they wrote 
code or even constructed semiconductors collab-
oratively, they borrowed ideas and innovation from 

others in this new hacker community. Bypassing  
the structure required by intellectual-property rights 
(patents, copyrights) cut development time while  
simultaneously spurring on new iterations.
 
These early software engineers readily and freely 
shared their code with one another. In fact, in 1979, 
when Bill Gates began to ask for payment for BASIC 
(a precursor to Windows), he dealt with amazing flack 
from hobbyists who demanded that code continue to 
be free forever.
 
On through the generation-long history of software 
development this difference has continued. Hobby-
ists begin work on a project in a collaborative, open-
source manner. These open-source projects explode 
in growth because they don’t have anything to hold 
them back. But eventually those people need to get 
paid and form companies. And the need to make 
money also means the need to protect an income 
stream through intellectual property law, patents, 
copyrights and royalties.

Everywhere you look in the technology field, you see 
this division. On the one side you have industry, their 
patents, copyrights, fiscal overhead, lawyers—and 
flat-lined growth. On the other side, you have the bor-
derline anarchists, convinced that ideas are free, so 
they should be freely accessible to anyone who wants 
them—and unstoppable growth.

Jesus Was the Steve Wozniak  
of His Day
In some ways Jesus introduced a philosophy that was 
strikingly similar to that of Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Paul 
Allen and Steve Wozniak.
 
The gospel narrative documents battles caused by 
Jesus’ introduction of a philosophically open-source 
heresy into the closed Jewish system.
 
Even Jesus’ disciples wrestled with his strategy. In their 
minds, the only way to create and sustain a religion 
was to rule by force of law. To the contrary, Jesus recog-
nized that the only strategy that could grow infinitely, 
in spite of every attempt to control it, was a revolution  
of the heart that gave every person equal and free  
access to the Father.
 
Luke 5 is an example of this. Surrounded by reli-
gious leaders and teachers of the law, Jesus teaches 
at a man’s home. Less educated people from the com-
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munity have heard that Jesus is not just a powerful 
teacher on the law of Moses; he has the power to heal 
physical ailments. Excited by the reality that Jesus 
doesn’t just preach intellectual freedom but can actu-
ally relieve physical problems, some friends bring a 
paralyzed man to see Jesus.
 
The room where Jesus is teaching has become so 
full of religious people that this group of men can’t 
squeeze their friend through the crowd. Undeterred 
and thirsty for healing for their friend, they find a hole 
in the roof and lower the man through the ceiling. 
 
The scene is shocking in its symbolism, isn’t it?
 
The teachers of the law see their acquisition of knowl-
edge as more important than physical application of 
the teaching for the paralytic. They care more about 
hearing a great teaching than actually helping those 
around them. As the helpless man makes his appear-
ance from the rafters, you can imagine the sneers, 
jeers, snickers and glares from the religious elite. 
 
Yet Jesus sees their actions not with disdain but rec-
ognition of their faith. They have just broken cultural 
and physical barriers in order to bring their friend to 
Jesus’ attention. In their eyes, Jesus is the only option 
their friend has left. No room full of religious men will 
deter them from their task!

When Jesus saw their faith, he said, 
“Friend, your sins are forgiven.”
The Pharisees and the teachers of the law 
began thinking to themselves, “Who is 
this fellow who speaks blasphemy? Who 
can forgive sins but God alone?”
Jesus knew what they were thinking 
and asked, “Why are you thinking these 
things in your hearts? Which is easier: to 
say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get 
up and walk’? But I want you to know that 
the Son of Man has authority on earth to 
forgive sins.” So he said to the paralyzed 
man, “I tell you, get up, take your mat 
and go home.” Immediately he stood up 
in front of them, took what he had been 
lying on and went home praising God. 
Everyone was amazed and gave praise to 
God. They were filled with awe and said, 
“We have seen remarkable things today.”  
–Luke 5:20-25, NIV

Why are they amazed? Because in their eyes the for-

giveness of sins is an institutional right. None of the 
other rabbis claim to forgive sins; Jesus has clearly 
committed a grave cultural taboo. But in the same 
action he indisputably validates his words with the 
miraculous healing of the man. Culturally, Jesus has 
done what the religious people would not (or could 
not). He interrupts his talking about good news for the 
sake of being good news.
 
Yet, Jesus’ offenses were more than merely cultural be-
cause they set legal precedent. The temple owned the 
legal rights to those activities. In order to have one's 
sins atoned for, one went to the temple, stood in line, 
waited one’s turn and offered a sacrifice according  
to the teaching of the Rabbi one followed. 
 
This was the correct and acceptable way for sins to 
be forgiven within this closed system. One couldn’t 
possibly be cleansed just because one had faith. Jesus’ 
way was silly in their eyes. More to the point: Jesus’ 
way removed their power.
 
The life of Christ culminated in his atoning action on 
the cross in which he liberated access to the Father 
from the legal and cultural controls of a proprietary 
system maintained by the prevailing temple poli-
tics. Further, he provided access to God for everyone 
through a new and radically open system.
 
As Jesus breathed his last, the veil of proprietary  
access to the mercy seat of God was literally torn in 
two. With Jesus’ death, the open-source gospel was 
born. This gave birth to a brand-new and dangerous 
virus that the book of Acts documents.
 
Instead of having to come from a Judaic background, 
meet temple requirements and other cultural ele-
ments, Jesus swung the door wide open to anyone 
who would put their faith in him. His words, tete-
lestai, weren’t just a symbol that his life was fulfilled. 
He was declaring with that word that the power of the 
old, proprietary system was officially over.
 
Unleashed, this new movement exploded onto the 
scene. No force could stamp out this open and free 
insurgence of the heart. In fact, the more force ap-
plied, the more it validated the core message of the 
movement’s need for freedom and liberation from 
old proprietary controls. 
 
And it grew. Oh, did it grow!
 
Within years of the ascension of Jesus, this toddler 
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church began to teeter totter between an open-source 
philosophy with freedom at its core and the old  
habits of a proprietary system that limited access and 
exchanged trust for control.
 
In Acts 11, the apostles wrestle through this as they 
come to terms with the cultural ramifications of an 
open-source gospel. From a historically Jewish root, 
the question cuts to the cultural fabric of the move-
ment: Do you have to be a Jew first and then give your 
heart to Jesus, or can you bypass entry into Judaism 
and come straight into relationship with Jesus?

That’s a technology question as much as a religious 
question on two levels. First, up until that point, to be 
identified as a Jewish man, one had to be circumcised. 
Second, as the gospel spread beyond Jews in Israel 
and outside to Judaizers and Gentiles throughout Asia 
Minor and the Roman territories, they were forced to 
look at hindrances of the gospel within existing social 
structures.
 
This forced the question: Do people of Jewish decent 
have a patent on access to the Jewish God?
 
Peter concludes:

So if God gave them the same gift he gave 
us who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, 
who was I to think that I could stand in 
God’s way? ”When they heard this, they 
had no further objections and praised God, 
saying, “So then, even to Gentiles God has 
granted repentance that leads to life.” 
Acts 11:17-18

As a result of this clarifying decision and others like it, 
the gospel continued to spread throughout the world. 
Within a generation, Jesus’ free and open gospel had 
metastasized to Ethiopia, India, the Balkans, the Ger-
manic tribes, England and Spain. Geographically, the 
message of Christ replicated more during this time 
than at any other time since.
 
Yet, just like technology companies of today, as the 
church widened, it wrestled with the realities of  
its growth. 

One Downside of  
Open Source is Quality
Anyone who has worked with open-source software 
knows that the biggest weakness to a truly open system 

is quality control. While it’s great to employ dozens of 
widely scattered developers to work on complex prob-
lems together, it is also nearly impossible to require 
that these volunteers use agreed-upon standards. The 
end result is that the projects often work well in some 
instances while operating horribly in others. 
 
The same is true in the church. The solution to our 
problems today cannot be the dissolution of paid 
staff. It can’t be the closing of seminaries. It can’t be 
the rejection of public proclamation of God’s Word. 
To do so would lack intelligence. All controls are not 
growth-limiting controls. One of the primary things 
Paul, Peter and Barnabus dealt with in a truly open-
source time was heresy. 
 
In order to have quality control of the message, they 
saw fit to put proprietary controls within the structure 
of the church (as documented in the Pauline epistles). 
The byproduct of that was a more pure message, but it 
came at the cost of hindered growth.
 
Again and again, church history teaches us that the gos-
pel has spread like wildfire in low-control, high-trust  
environments while it has struggled under high- 
control, low-trust systems of governance.
 
Conversely, the organized church has grown in its 
controls to the point where growth was choked out. 
Then control was lost completely and relinquished as 
people embraced an open-source, low-control philos-
ophy. But the cycle repeated, only to again grow to the 
point where the organization seemed like it needed 
some controls, which stopped growth.
 
This merry-go-round has spun for millennia. And, as 
many have noted before, we are now feeling the fall-
out of a dizzying level of control in the church today. 

The Church is Run by Professionals 
and Missing Culture
You can’t own the gospel. It doesn’t belong to the church. 
It’s too wild to be contained within an institution. 
 
Just like you can’t truly own an idea, you can’t own 
love, forgiveness of sin or grace.
 
The people have voted with their feet. They ac-
knowledge that there is no power in a gospel message  
revolving around building up an organization. They 
flee a hopeless gospel wrapped in a staff’s desperate 
need to make budget. They recognize that a gospel 
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limited to a Sunday morning experience is missing 
the miraculous power documented in the New Tes-
tament, and they're hearing testimony too in other 
parts of our world today.
 
And yet, the institution blames those who have left 
instead of its own strategy? At the end of the day, 
they’ve left because we’ve replaced the power of the 
Jesus with a program named after Jesus.
 
Why do we do that? Because we’ve forgotten that the 
message is free and available to all. In order to make a 
living, we need more control than that.

This is where we find ourselves today. While the 
Western church reaches a declining percentage of the 
population under these controls, the church spreads 

like wildfire in places with little control. In February 
2010, while doing earthquake relief in Port-au-Prince, 
Haiti, I heard testimony after testimony from survivors 
who had put their trust in Christ while fleeing col-
lapsing buildings. In the rumble of the day, they heard 
the Holy Spirit’s voice. They didn’t need a pastor  
or a program or a revival. The Spirit moved, and they 
responded. When we asked them if they had connected  
with a church they nearly universally told me they 
had found good churches in their neighborhoods that 
were feeding, clothing and housing them. 
 
The church in America is on the decline. While we 
invest billions in technologies like programs and 
staff, we live in the denial of the inverse relationship  
between the amount of money we spend and the 
amount of people we reach. The more we spend, the 



fewer we reach. So what do we do? We invest more 
money in feeding the problem when the best thing we 
could do is withdraw funding. Unleash controls so 
the church can grow again.
 
If I were to suggest that the most important thing a 
church could do for the spread of the gospel in its 
community is stop preaching, repurpose the paid staff 
and start implementing the last 50 years of sermons 
by becoming good news in your neighborhood, you’d 
declare me a heretic. And you’d accuse me of hating 
the local church. But what if that is what is required 
to reach people? Would you be willing to love the 
church that much? Even if it cost you your job?
 
The gospel of Jesus, the forgiveness of sins and the 
overturning of Satan’s dominion over the planet is 
ultimately an open system. It is our addiction to a 
closed, proprietary system in which few people have 
access, control or power that must be released in order 
for the gospel to once again become prevalent.

Embrace the Priesthood  
of All Believers
We need brave men and women to publicly state the 
obvious: The current strategy isn’t working. It’s not a 
liberal thing. It’s not a conservative thing. It’s not an 
emergent thing. It’s not an old-fashioned thing. It’s not 
modern. It’s not postmodern.
 
It is the church in our country, universally failing to  
reach more than 10 percent of the population with the  
good news of Jesus Christ. We don’t need a new  
program; we need to re-embrace the priesthood of  
all believers. 
 
There is no hope that a staff-led church can reach 
your community. The hope of the world is not that we  
finance more and bigger churches with more refined 
experts. It is the opposite.

The hope of the world lies in individuals and fami-
lies embracing a simple strategy of neighbors loving 
neighbors. As we the body of Christ—messy, broken 
and dependent—embrace our role as the God-or-
dained priests on our block, the church can get back 
to the designed multiplication strategy.

Overcoming the Strategic Blunder—
the Apple Way
Astute readers will recognize a problem in my  

assertion that proprietary systems ultimately lead to 
stymied growth, lack of innovation and ultimately 
despair. They will point to a modern example. Apple 
Computer is a company that has maintained strict 
proprietary control while simultaneously unleashing 
kinetic creative energy. In fact, Apple is the richest 
company in the world right now. 
 
But their growth only came after their near-death ex-
perience in the 1990s. As they grew through the 1980s, 
they fell into the same problems of IBM, Hewlett-
Packard and Texas Instruments. The Apple computers  
of the early to mid-1990s were beautiful machines 
with very little and highly expensive software. They 
bought into the lie that, to sustain growth, they needed  
proprietary software and hardware development. 
 
And it nearly killed them. That’s when they stumbled 
upon the philosophy that allows soaring profits today. 
They evolved their philosophy to create a proprietary 
platform upon which others could build. It started 
with the iPod and iTunes, which led to the iPhone 
and its app store. (Now iPad & Mac have their own 
versions, as well.) By avoiding either extreme, this hy-
brid of open-source and proprietary system allowed 
for quality control while simultaneously fostering 
an environment that unleashed developers to create  
applications that met Apple’s strict quality require-
ments while making the Apple experience better.
 
Might I suggest a similar resolution for the church? 
There are movements today that embrace the whole-
sale rejection of the institutionalized church for the 
sake of openness and freedom. I think that’s unbiblical. 
To paraphrase Augustine, while the church has been a 
whore, she is still my mother. I can’t leave her any more 
than I could leave my own mother. Instead, let’s help 
the church embrace a hybrid new philosophy.
 
The current situation necessitates change. At the very 
core, we need to re-embrace the open-source style that 
Jesus fostered and see our place as creating a platform 
where people of all walks of life can live out good 
news in their neighborhoods.

After nearly a decade in the local church, Adam now spends his 
time instigating a revolution in youth ministry through writing, 
consulting and innovating new stuff with The Youth Cartel. Kris-
ten and Adam have been married more than 14 years and live in 
the San Diego neighborhood of Rolando with their three rowdy 
children, Megan, Paul and Jackson. 
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When I was 12, I knew that if my relationship with 
God was going to grow, I needed to “read my Bible 
and pray.” Somehow, via the mystery of the teenage 
mind, by 19, I thought I had gotten the prayer thing 
down. However, by age 23, I believe I had set a world 
record for the number of times falling asleep during 
prayer in a given year. I needed help. My heart longed 
to draw near to God and have a vibrant prayer life. 
Nevertheless, the confidence of my 19-year-old self 
was no longer able to shield me from the realization 
that something was simply not working. 
 
I had sectioned off a significant amount of time to pray 
daily. I worked out a fairly predictable liturgy. First, I 
sat on the floor of my room and began to pray, with no 
real plan other than I knew I wanted to worship God 
and intercede for him to do great things through my 
life and my community. Soon I found myself kneeling 
beside my bed. A short while later, I rested my elbows 
on the edge of my bed. Then my head glided into the 
support of my hands. Pretty soon, while still kneeling  
on the floor, my entire upper body, arms and head 
were spread out across the mattress. An hour and a 
half later, I shook myself out of slumber to realize it 
was time for class, and off I went. 

The picture from an internal view wasn’t much pret-
tier—smatterings of disconnected 20-second prayers 
tossed between a montage of to-do lists, recollections 
of the previous day, rehearsals for the coming day, 
daydreams of nonexistent days and stupefied silence; 
not the silence of quiet contemplation but the silence 
of simply not knowing what to say. That was what it 
was like, at least until I fell asleep.
 
I had a vision, a passion to be a person of prayer; some-
one who was close to God and someone God could 
use significantly to touch the lives of others. Not only 
did I have a vision that captured me, I had intention. 
I prioritized and blocked out time in my daily sched-
ule to make myself available to God and seek him in 
prayer. But my passion and intent were not enough, 
and I knew it. 

In all of my Christian experience, church services, 
Sunday school, VBS, Bible studies and a few years at 
a Christian college, I had only been told that I needed 
to pray. I had never been taught how to pray. I had read 
a fair amount on prayer as well, but most of it was 
page after page telling me why I should pray or what 
the result would be. I still lacked a tangible model or  
example to point me forward. As you might guess, 
finding my own way in prayer was about as success-

ful as this suburban New Jersey boy might have been 
finding his way through a thick jungle with nothing 
more than a machete. I needed help, and I found it in 
the place I least expected.

Discovering Written Prayers
I grew up in a standard non-denominational evan-
gelical church context, where church was structured: 
hymn, welcome, hymn, prayer by the pastor, sermon, 
hymn. Over time, that transitioned to a few contem-
porary praise songs (with maybe a hymn thrown 
in) and a sermon. I was thoroughly indoctrinated 
through a multi-front attack that anything Catholic 
or Catholic-ish was inherently bad. It was religion 
and not a relationship. They worshiped statues and 
other gods. It was stuffy and not heartfelt. After all, 
I was told, they read their prayers off of a sheet of 
paper, rather than just talking to God like a friend. 

Of course I fully believed this categorical dismissal of 
15 centuries of church history (plus the subsequent  
histories of the Roman, Orthodox and Anglican 
churches), convinced of the superiority and exclusivity  
of my form of spirituality. Eventually, however, two 
things began to happen. 

First, it dawned on me that, if the quality of conver-
sation in my present prayer life was replicated in a 
human relationship, it would be a dismal friendship. 
Second, I began to feel an inexplicable desire, an in-
ward drawing, to be connected to the larger church, 
both geographically and historically. I wanted to be 
part of the Christianity I knew was much, much larger  
than what I had known.
 
When these two shifts took place, I was increasingly 
free to explore and receive help from other streams 
within the vast Christian tradition. I began to experi-
ment with different modes of prayer that Christians 
have used for centuries. In particular, one that seemed 
so offensive to me initially turned out to be so very 
fruitful: using prewritten prayers.

Written Prayers in Church History
The practice of using written prayer in Christian 
worship developed from the Jewish services of 
prayer belonging to the synagogue and the temple. 
They incorporated prayers such as the Shema (Hear, 
O Israel…), the Amidah (a set of 18 blessings and 
intercessions), the Aaronic Blessing (the Lord bless 
you and keep you…), as well as the biblical Psalms. 
What we notice from these early starting points is 
that prayer is conceived of not primarily as the fruit 

Likewise  the  Spirit  helps  us  in  our  weakness;  for  we  do  not  know  how  to  pray  as  we  ought.  
-Romans  8:26

28    IMMERSE



IMMERSE    29

of one’s spontaneous individuality but as participa-
tion in the community’s shared prewritten models 
of prayer.
 
This also is the method of prayer Jesus himself teaches  
his disciples. In Luke’s account of Jesus giving his dis-
ciples The Lord’s Prayer, he records Jesus as saying,  

“Whenever you pray, say: ‘Father…’” (Luke 11:2). New 
Testament scholar Tom Wright describes this as a 
practice that was common among Jewish teachers in 
the time of Jesus, that of giving one’s disciples “a form 
of words which they could learn and use.”1 

The specific language of Luke’s account also implies 
that these words were meant to be repeated  as a specif-
ic, set prayer form.2 Early Christians who likely knew 
the apostles in the flesh also understood Jesus’ teaching 
in this way. The Didache, a document that dates from 
the late first century or early second century, says: 

Do not pray like the hypocrites, but as the Lord  
commanded in his gospel, thus pray: “Our Father…”
Three times a day, pray in this way. (Didache 8.2)

This practice of a thrice-daily recitation of The Lord’s 
Prayer was also encouraged by other early Christian 
writers, such as Tertullian (d. 220), Hippolytus (170 – 
235) and Jerome (347-420).3 The continuation and de-
velopment of the practice of praying the pre-composed 
prayers of the community can be further seen in hints 
throughout church history, such as Egeria’s accounts 
of prayer services in Jerusalem during the 4th century 
and the Rule of St. Benedict from the 6th century but 
comes to full flower in books dedicated to the practice 
of prayer, such as the breviaries of the 11th century  
onward, the various lay devotionals known as “books 
of hours” from the 13th century on and the Book of 
Common Prayer in 1549.

Throughout the overwhelming majority of church 
history, prayer did not primarily mean my personal 
prayer but rather the prayer of the church. It was com-
mon prayer—prayer which, even when I am praying 
by myself, means I am participating in the church’s 
corporate prayer. It is within the larger context of the 
church’s prayer that the individual’s personal prayer 
finds meaning, breadth and significance. 

I discovered, perhaps despite myself, that the long his-
tory of Christian written prayer was a treasure waiting 
to be unearthed. Not only did those who pass on this 
heritage know what they were doing, but they struck 
gold while doing it. This is why hundreds of—more 
than a thousand—years later, people are still praying 
the prayers they wrote, prayed and passed down.
 

How Written Prayers Help Us
Today, it is remarkably easy to join in their prayer, 

uniting with believers all over the world and through-
out history by participating in the church’s treasury 
of written prayer. As I have joined in that common 
prayer over the years, I learned a number of ways the 
prayer of the church helps us connect with God and 
cultivate a dynamic and deep relationship with him.

Written prayers teach us how to pray. Most people 
learned to write by copying letters printed in a book 
or even tracing over them. We learned math by re-
peating times tables over and over until they were 
automatic. Using written prayers works in the same 
way. We trace over the prayers of the saints, and 
over time, they become a part of us.

Written prayers prime the pump. They solve the di-
lemma of what to say while praying. Instead of star-
ing off into space or daydreaming during our prayer 
time, we can use written prayers to get us started.

Written prayers remind us what “we ought to pray.” 
When left to our own devices, we could easily pray 
only for that which immediately concerns us, like 
a “tyranny of the urgent,” only in prayer. As C.S. 
Lewis says, “The crisis of the present moment will 
always loom largest. Isn’t there a danger that our 
great, permanent, objective necessities—often more 
important—may get crowded out?”4

Written prayers infuse our prayer lives with rich 
biblical and theological content. My own spontane-
ous prayer can only possibly be filled with whatever 
biblical content I have in retrievable memory and 
am able to string together into coherent sentences 
on the fly. Written prayers make instantly accessible 
a rich depth of content in prayer without requiring 
any ingenuity on my part.

Written prayers are short and focused. This helps 
people engage with them over against the rambling 
or stream-of-consciousness praying that can easily 
occur when one person prays extemporaneously. So 
many topics are covered in no organized or coher-
ent fashion that it is nearly impossible to stay con-
nected, even for the person praying. The others at-
tempting to pray may zone out simply because they 
can’t keep track of what is said. Written prayers are 
shorter and to the point. They are unified around a 
coherent theme and with a specific objective. This 
helps either an individual or a group connect and 
agree with them.

Written prayers spare us from narcissism. We natu-
rally gravitate around our pet doctrines, ideas, pas-
sions and concerns. However, when we only enter-
tain and accept our own premises, we are moving 
into dangerous ground. If prayer only bears the mark 
of my uniqueness, it may keep me locked up in the 
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limits of that same uniqueness. Written prayers call 
us out beyond the confines of our limited under-
standing and perspective, to a participation in the 
thoughts, issues and concerns of the wider church.

Written prayers are easy and accessible. No spiritual 
acumen is needed, no special experience, talent, gift, 
anointing or education; simply the ability to read. 
You can be a complete novice in prayer or a veteran 
believer who is overwhelmed with frustration con-
cerning your prayer life and instantly enter into an 
incredibly rich prayer life. Written prayers are for  
everyone and immediately accessible.

Written prayers are unifying. Because they are so 
easy and accessible, they can be immediately unify-
ing for people of all different levels in experience of 
prayer. Everyone is on an equal playing field. There 
are no prayer “experts” who must lead the way as 
the novices sit in confused silence. All engage, all 
participate, all are one.

Written prayers help us relax. It is remarkable how 
much anxiety people have about what and how 
they pray and worship, not least in public. With 
written prayers, all you have to do is say the words 
that are already given to you, with no other expecta-
tions. You can spend less time worrying about what 
you are going to say, what other people are going 
to think about it, how to have a really good prayer, 
etc., and focus on actually praying and connecting 
with God.

Written prayers teach us grace. This is ironic, con-
sidering my previous opinion that written prayers 
were stiff and religious. In actuality, written prayers 
teach us that prayer is about God and not about our 
effort. I tried so hard to have a prayer life and felt 
so defeated. The church’s treasury of written and 
liturgical prayer is one of God’s greatest gifts to us. 
It is sheer grace that we can have such an easy entry 
point into prayer of unspeakable wealth and depth. 
Thus, prayer is not so much about how disciplined, 
spiritual, discerning, passionate, mature, etc., I am. 
It is about God’s grace freely given to us who are in 
such desperate need.

Using Written Prayers
I’m sure this all sounds wonderful, but the obvious 
question is, Where do I start? 

When I think of the church’s prayer resources, I think 
of at least four sets of literature from which one can 
begin to draw to deepen one’s personal experience of 
prayer.

The Psalms. These writings are the hymnal of the 
church and the synagogue. The Psalms contain an  
expansive, glorious and poignant vision of the people 
of God and their life with God. Earlier in my Chris-
tian life, I tended to avoid the Psalms because they 
are so negative—full of anger, sorrow, fear and pain. 
Throughout history, the Psalms have been the nucleus  
of Christian prayer. Early monastic communities  
devoted themselves to the recitation and singing of 
the entire book of Psalms. Some traditions record that 
it was common practice for individuals to recite the 
entire book of Psalms every day (see Rule of St. Bene-
dict 18). From that devotion to the Psalms grew the 
entire development of monastic prayer.

Practically, there are two general ways one can use the 
Psalms in prayer. 

First, consider praying or singing them word for word, 
from the beginning of a particular Psalm to the end. 
I personally like singing them, making up my own 
chant/tune as I go.

Second, try a more meditative approach. Dwell on a 
single verse for an extended period of time. Repeat 
the verse or phrase slowly several times. This often 
creates a springboard for spontaneous prayer, journal-
ing and adoring silence. After a short while, move on 
to the next verse and repeat the process. 

I personally like to combine the two. I use method 
one as my standard mode of singing the Psalms, but 
if a phrase particularly moves me, I switch over into 
mode two and dwell on that verse for a few minutes 
before moving on.

Prayers, songs and hymns from the rest of Scripture. This 
is similar to the Psalms, of course. The approach is 
the same; however, the material is drawn from every-
where else. 

This method can include the various hymns in Revela-
tion (1:5-7; 4:8; 5:9-10; 7:9-17); the prayers of the apostle  
Paul (Eph. 1:17ff.; 3:14ff; Phil. 1:9-11; Col. 1:9-12); 
The Lord’s Prayer, the Songs of Mary, Zechariah and 
Simeon in the Gospel of Luke (1:46-55, 68-79; 2:29-32); 
and any number of songs and lyric passages in the Old  
Testament (Ex. 15:1-18; Isa. 12:2-6; 55:6-13; 60:1ff).

Prayers from church history. There are thousands of 
prayers from all throughout church history that are 
easily accessible over the internet. Any or many of 
these can be used in our prayer times either word for 
word or interspersed with one’s own brief, sponta-
neous prayers. The following example is a beautiful 
prayer I love to pray slowly in order to center myself 
in Christ, the awareness of his presence with me and 



understanding  and  perspective,  to  a  participation  in  the  thoughts,  
issues  and  concerns  of  the  wider  church.
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that first one offer a lot more help; all you have to 
do is tell them what day and time it is, and they put 
everything in sequence - psalms, readings, prayers, 
everything. I’ve also included prayer from four dif-
ferent traditions—Anglican, Roman Catholic, Greek 
Orthodox and Celtic.

Pick one of these approaches and stick with it. Prayer 
doesn’t always work the best if we’re perpetually me-
andering around the salad bar, nibbling out of one 
bowl then moving on to the next. Prayer is some-
thing that shapes and forms us over months and years. 
This is part of the beauty of using written prayer. The 
church tapped into something that worked and stayed 
the course for centuries. 

We can only discover its sublimity as we partake, not 
as observers or visitors but as fully engaged mem-
bers. We will find it like the subtle power of a current 
flowing over jagged rock. At the passing of each day, 
nothing seems to happen, but as weeks and months 
unfold, the rocks will be polished smooth and, given  
enough time, will become a canyon—deep, serene 
and filled with unspeakable beauty.

http://richardliantonio.com/bcp 
(Anglican) http://haligweorc.org/breviary/index.php
(Anglican) http://missionstclare.com/
(Roman Catholic) http://universalis.com/
(Roman Catholic) http://breviary.net/
(Eastern Orthodox) http://goarch.org/chapel/liturgical_texts
(Celtic) http://northumbriacommunity.org/pray-the-daily-office

Richard Liantonio is a full-time intercessor at the International 
House of Prayer in Kansas City, where he has served for almost 
eight years. Originally from Princeton, New Jersey, he completed 
a B.A. in Bible from Houghton College and an M.A. in Theological 
Studies (Biblical Studies) from Nazarene Theological Seminary. He 
enjoys good conversation, drinking tea, and listening to classical 
music.

1. Tom Wright, Simply Christian (New York: Harper Collins, 2006), 
165. cf, N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1996), 169.

2. John Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:34, Word Biblical Commentary Vol. 
35b (Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1993) 612-3. Joel B. Green, Luke, 
New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 440.

3. Tertullian, On Prayer 25; Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 41;  
Jerome, Letter 107: To Laeta 9.

4. C. S. Lewis, Letters to Malcom: Chiefly on Prayer (New York:  
Harcourt, 2002), 12.

my life lived from him. It is part of a longer prayer of 
the Celtic tradition, attributed to Saint Patrick:

Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me,
Christ in me, Christ beneath me, Christ above me,
Christ on my right, Christ on my left,
Christ when I lie down, Christ when I sit down, 
Christ when I arise,
Christ in the heart of everyone who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks of me,
Christ in every eye that sees me,
Christ in every ear that hears me.

Another favorite prayer comes from the Roman Cath-
olic tradition and is one I often pray for myself, for 
friends, family and in ministry contexts. I love the 
dual image of the fire of God’s love filling the heart 
and the broken creation being renewed, restored and 
recreated by God’s life-giving presence:

Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your people, kin-
dle in us the fire of your love. Send forth your Spirit, 
and we shall be newly created, and you will renew the 
face of the earth. Amen.

Entire prayer liturgies. This fourth source are the prayer 
liturgies that developed from the ancient second-tem-
ple-period Jewish prayer services of the temple and 
synagogue, the worship of the apostolic church and 
the early monastic communities. Though they are  
designed for corporate services, they can also be used 
individually. While each tradition has its own nuances, 
they all incorporate psalms, hymns, scripture readings 
and prayers into a rhythmic structure that is shaped by 
the pattern of the church year. 

These prayer liturgies can get a little complicated  
because every day they require different psalms, 
readings, hymns, prayers, etc., to be plugged into the 
central prayer structure. Though it can be daunting 
at first, the complexity is well worth it because these 
prayer liturgies make available to us a depth and  
diversity of Scripture-saturated prayer that is  
remarkably rewarding.

Don’t be intimidated. I’ve included a number of web-
sites at the end of this article that take some of the 
guesswork out of using written prayers. The first one 
is a tutorial and gives you a general orientation to 
the Book of Common Prayer and helps with a step 
by step for how to use it. The websites following 
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You remember the Oscar-award-winning movie from 
the ’90s about the sports agent, played by Tom Cruise, 
who has the awakening that his profession is doing 
harm, that things have gotten out of control to such an 
extent that agents no longer serve the purposes of their 
clients. This awakening leads him to call the whole 
profession into question and to leave a successful  
firm to start all over.  
 
Every semester, I keep waiting for one of my MA or 
MDiv youth ministry students to do the same, to have 
their Jerry Maguire moment, to state loudly and pas-
sionately that they have come to the realization that 
youth ministry is hurting more than it is helping. That 
this profession called youth worker, youth pastor or 
youth director has gotten out of control and stopped 
serving young people (or worse, the ministry of God 
in the world). 
 
I fear this every semester, imagining what I’ll say, 
wondering if I need to defend this thing called youth 
ministry. I’ve given students plenty of chances to have 
this Jerry Maguire moment. I repeatedly say rhetori-
cally edgy things like, “Youth ministry doesn’t exist; it 
is not a biblical or theological concept. Rather, youth 
ministry is simply ministry, ministry human person to 
human person in search of God. Youth ministry only 
exists because of a cultural reality. It is a response to a 
societally/culturally created cohort.” 
 
After the initial shock of hearing that their graduate 
degrees will be in something that doesn’t really exist,  
most students actually agree. They recognize that 
youth ministry is a response to a cultural reality. They 
nod when I say that if there were no high school or no 
MTV, there would be no youth ministry. But still, no 
Jerry Maguire moments! 

Hurting How?
It may be overstating things to argue that youth min-
istry is doing harm. I actually don’t believe this. I 
think youth ministry, despite being often overlooked, 
may be doing more than any other form of ministry 
to actually change the church. 

But there is a problem that few of us have been willing 
to wrestle enough with, a problem for which youth 
ministry (and the church) is culpable—at least in 
part—in creating and, for sure, perpetuating. As more 
and more convincing theories come out of the social 

sciences, it becomes clear that marks of guilt have 
stained the hands of youth ministry. The problem is 
that youth ministry may be unwittingly participating 
in hurting young people. 

And hurting how? Youth ministry might be hurting 
young people by giving credence and power to the 
made-up category of “adolescence” by giving legiti-
macy to the perpetuation of the made-up life stage of 
teenage-hood. 

New and extensive studies by psychologists like  
Robert Epstein (Teen 2.0: Saving Our Children and 
Families from the Torment of Adolescence) and Joseph  
and Claudia Allen (Escaping The Endless Ado-
lescence), coupled with established arguments by  
historians like Joseph Kett (Rights of Passage), Harvey 
Graff (Conflicting Paths) and the more popular cultural  
critic Thomas Hine (The Rise and Fall of the American  
Teenager), have all argued quite convincingly that  
adolescence is an unnecessary cultural category. 

When you think about it, most cultural categories are 
made up in one form or another. But this made-up cat-
egory called adolescence, we’ve been told, is based in 
biology, in the natural unfolding of the human organism. 
It transcends just the cultural or societal. Just as no one 
can escape being an infant, so no one can escape being 
a teenager, being stressfully caught between being no  
longer a child and not yet an adult. 

Yet, this is the problem. It just so happens that this 
thing called adolescence isn’t a necessity, as we’ve 
been often told. Historians have shown that it didn’t 
exist pre-industrialization. There were only children 
and adults, and you were often considered an adult 
simply when you looked like an adult, when you could 
do the work of an adult. No one cared about age—some 
people didn’t even know their age. What mattered was 
your ability to take responsibility and function like an 
adult. At least in pre-industrial agrarian America, there 
was no magical passage that made you an adult, other 
than the ability to get your hands dirty and do work 
alongside fathers and mothers, uncles and aunts.

But this time between, this period of being in ado-
lescence, is filled with stress and storm; it’s filled 
with hormonal overload, right? It just so happens, so 
say the new studies done by psychologists, that this 
isn’t necessarily true either. It was G. Stanley Hall, a  

I'm waiting for the Jerry Maguire moment.
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psychologist, who both popularized the developmen-
tal distinction called adolescence and based it in a state 
of stress and storm produced by a hormonal overload 
that literally makes the people caught in the middle of 
it temporarily nuts, forcing them into a psychic break, 
for just a few years, just for their teenage years. 

Watching the craziness of young people’s behavior in 
burgeoning cities in the last decade of the 19th cen-
tury and drawing from a soon-to-be debunked evolu-
tion theory called ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny 
(see Epstein chapter five in Teen 2.0 for a discussion 
of this theory), Hall argued that adolescence was a 
developmentally unavoidable stage. He stated that 
everyone had to pass through this time and go crazy 
for a few years. Hall did not recognize that his theory 
was based in a time of great societal change and that, 
just decades earlier, this so-called stage had neither 
existed nor seemed necessary. 

So, even though Margaret Mead and others doubted 
Hall’s thesis from the start, it appeared that urban/
suburbanization and expansive (in size and reach) 
high schools gave the social credence (that Hall 
mistook for biological) to his theory. In other words, 
young people seemed to be acting crazy, seemed to be 
hormonally overloaded, giving legitimacy to Hall’s 
thesis. Young people then became self-fulfilling  
prophecies; they were told they were crazy and 
horny, so they acted that way. But the problem of 
adolescent behavior may have been the unnecessary 
category of adolescence itself. 

And unnecessary is now what psychologists are 
saying. Epstein and the Allens, among others, have 
actually shown that adolescence is not only unnec-
essary but is actually harming young people. They 
convincingly show that things like depression,  
suicide, delinquency and early pregnancy may have 
an overarching source in the unnecessary frustration 
of artificially being held back from being what their 
bodies and minds desire, from what others their own 
age, in decades past, would have had access to—the 
responsibilities of being an adult.

But, wait, what about their minds? Haven’t studies 
shown that the teenage brain is primitive and wholly 
underdeveloped compared to the adult brain? The  
Allens point out that many of these popular assertions 
have overstated the difference between adult and 
teenage brains.1 There is still much we don’t know. 
Plus, as brain science continues to develop, it is being 

shown that the brain is actually a social organ that 
literally changes as we interact with our environment, 
and changes rapidly.2 For instance, they have seen 
change in the surface of people’s brains who simply 
learn to juggle. So it shouldn’t surprise us that the 
teenage brain looks a certain way. The question is, has 
the brain made adolescence? Or has an unnecessary, 
culturally created category called adolescence made 
the brain? It appears it’s the latter.

The Guilt of the Church 
The church isn’t off the hook here. Our youth rooms, 
youth camps, youth services, youth directors and 
youth outreaches all show that we have been more 
than willing to prop up this made-up cultural category  
called adolescence. The church is not only guilty for 
helping legitimate this cultural category but also for 
helping create it in the first place. You could say that 
the church is to blame.

After all, as historians like Phillip Aries argue, there 
wasn’t even a real concept of childhood in medieval 
Europe.3 It was Luther and the Protestant church that 
provided a new understanding of children as a gift of 
God and seeing your Christian vocation (your very 
service to God) as parenting them in love. From this 
theological assertion and ecclesial action the concept 
of the child (of childhood itself) transformed children 
from medieval, poor-sighted animals, to being seen, 
post-enlightenment, as innocent angels. Adolescence 
would become a parasite, feeding off the stage of 
childhood, which the church made possible.   

But, Kett explains, it wasn’t just childhood that the 
church helped create that makes it guilty but also the 
cultural entrenching of adolescence through church 
programs, clubs and events to evangelize them.4 See-
ing young people as crazed adolescents provided 
fodder for evangelistic mission (and eventually paid 
mission leaders) to go and save adolescents from 
themselves, through participation in church-based 
teenage holding pens and behavioral rehabilitators 
called youth groups, modeled after the age-specific 
educational system. 

So is it possible that youth ministry has been some-
thing created to address a make-believe reality? 
(Now, just because it is make believe doesn’t mean 
it isn’t powerful, especially when society constructs 
structures—like schools and niche marketing—to 
fortify the make-believe category. This makes youth 
ministry important.)

Youth Ministry Doesn't Exist
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Youth Ministry Moving Forward 
Youth ministry itself has started to wonder in the last 
handful of years why all of our best efforts haven’t 
necessarily worked; why, even with our best efforts, 
young people see little importance for the church 
other than to be nice and happy (see Dean, Almost 
Christian). But is our problem that we simply haven’t 
found the right program, teaching method or talented  
youth worker? Or could it be that our problem is  
adolescence itself? 

Might the problem be that the Christian faith is to be 
lived in the responsibility of discipleship that looks, 
at least in part, something like adulthood? And if 
young people are held out of adulthood even in their 
churches, then how can they possibly be disciples 
(who seek God by taking responsibility for neighbor 
and world), committing the whole of their lives to the 
action of God? After all, committing the whole of any-
thing is something adults do!

Epstein and others have called society to end the 
madness, to end this unnecessary category called 
adolescence. In his 500-plus-page book (Teen 2.0), 
Epstein makes a strong case for ending teenage-
hood, and he even suggests steps that can be taken. 
Yet, while being convinced by Epstein’s diagnosis, 
it is difficult to be hopeful for his perspective—not  
because it isn’t right or rich; simply because it feels 
impossible. Changing bureaucratic school systems, 
legal systems and marketing strategies seems like 
more than an uphill battle. It feels like a death march. 

But maybe this is where the church can act. If the 
church is partly responsible for creating adolescence, 
then maybe part of our job in the next several decades 
is to help destroy it. Unlike almost every other institu-
tion or cultural collective, the local congregation, if 
it had the will, could tomorrow take steps to see and 
include young people after puberty as adults in their 
communities. After all, in some traditions, we con-
firm young people sometime soon after puberty and 
then tell them after completion that they are now full 
(adult) members of the congregation. But, of course, 
this is just a wink, wink, for after confirmation we 
stick them in the holding pen of the youth room. 

But what might happen if we included them as adults, 
expected them to act and participate as adults? If our lo-
cal congregations began (even if it was only on Wednes-
day nights and Sunday mornings) treating young 

people as adults, it might have huge ramifications on 
the rest of society. It just might be that when Epstein 
and others call for the ending of adolescence, they’ve 
missed maybe the most powerful force in bringing this 
desire to fruition—religious communities. 

So does this mean that youth ministry is unneeded? 
That we should cut the budget by cutting loose the 
youth worker? I actually think it means the opposite. If 
the objective is to welcome and treat young people as 
adults and do this as a countercultural action, then we 
will need such people to advocate for the full participa-
tion of this people. We will need someone to continue 
to remind the congregation to see these young people 
not as crazed adolescents, as society continues to  
impose, but as young, responsible adults.5 And, of 
course, especially as the congregation functions coun-
terculturally, these young people will fail, falling into 
traps of adolescence (especially as the rest of society 
treats them as such). Therefore, it will be all the more 
important to have an advocate for the young. But at the 
end of the day, this advocate youth worker’s job is to 
have the theological depth and pastoral skill to invite 
young people to participate in faith as adults and for 
adults to see them as such.

So maybe the Jerry Maguire moment I’m looking for 
has nothing to do with ending youth ministry but, 
much like the movie itself did with sports agents, with 
re-working it, seeing youth ministry as working to end 
adolescence by invite young people to be adults in 
their communities of faith, to take responsibility for 
seeking God and loving their neighbors.    

1. Allen, Joseph & Allen, Claudia Worrell. Escaping the Endless Adolescence:  
How We Can Help Our Teenagers Grow Up Before They Grow Old (New York:  
Ballantine Books, 2009), see chapter two.

2. See Cozolino, Louis. The Neuroscience of Human Relationships: Attachment and  
the Developing Social Brain (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2006).  
And Siegel, Daniel J. The Developing Mind: How Relationships and the Brain  
Interact to Shape Who We Are (New York: The Guildford Press, 1999).

3. Aries, Philippe. Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life  
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1962).

4. Kett, Joseph F. Rites of Passage: Adolescence in America 1790 to the Present  
(New York: Basic Books, 1977), see chapter three.

5. Which, by the way, may be how we deal with the emergent adult phenomenon.  
Maybe they’re not in the church because we, like other institutions, refuse to see  
them as valuable, adult members of the congregation.

Andrew Root, PhD, is associate professor of youth and family ministry at 
Luther Seminary (St. Paul, MN). He’s the author of The Children of Divorce: 
The Loss of Family as the Loss of Being and The Theological Turn in Youth 
Ministry. For much more on the issues of young people and divorce, see 
this book.
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Discovering future leaders and helping them grow in their abilities to influence and guide others

Tim Keel

T H E R E  A N D  B A C K  A G A I N :

A Pastor's Tale 

In July 2009, I announced to Jacob's Well Church my de-
cision to resign after 11 years of leading the community. 
My family and I were heading to New Zealand, where I 
had accepted a two-year position as the senior fellow for 
congregational studies at Laidlaw College. 
 
Perhaps you can imagine how grueling this decision 
was. As the founding pastor of Jacob's Well, a com-
munity I couldn't love more, stepping away from the 
church was the hardest thing I have ever done. I don't 
think it is too dramatic to say that we grieved this  
decision the way we might grieve the death of a person 
we knew intimately and loved deeply. 
 
At the time I resigned, I shared that I had been struggling 
in my role for about three years, trying to figure out what 
was going on, trying to make adjustments where possible 
and all the while continuing to love serving God amidst 
this amazingly faithful community of people. Through 
conversations with people both inside and outside  
Jacob's Well, professional, personal and vocational coun-
seling and a great deal of personal reflection, I discerned 
three overlapping and interrelated phenomena that 
helped make sense of my struggle. 
 
First, I felt that my presence in the community in some 
ways inhibited the development of other leaders. For 
the community to mature in critical ways, I needed to 
be intentionally absent, or the institutional, relational 
and emotional habits would either default back to me 
or be seized by me, for any number of good and bad rea-
sons. The feeling of being needed, even indispensible, is 
something nearly all leaders like to experience regularly.  

Weaning oneself off of this avenue of finding significance 
is not an easy thing to do. 

Second, over time, fewer and fewer of my apostolic 
-entrepreneurial and academic-creative gifts were en-
gaged while the managerial and pastoral requirements 
of a growing church consistently demanded more and 
more of my attention. In the short term, I was happy to 
give that energy. But, over time, the activities that gave 
energy to me were slowly marginalized by those that 
took energy from me. 
 
The third and final struggle was that the relational, emo-
tional and physical wear and tear of 12 years of church 
leadership, through multiple stages of community 
growth, slowly took their toll on my heart, mind and 
body. I was thoroughly and deeply tired.
 
Though these struggles may have been understandable, I 
knew that for the long-term health and growth of myself 
and the church, something needed to change. If I didn't 
love the community and the chance to work out our sal-
vation together so deeply, it might have been a lot easier 
to make that change. 

Transitioning
I first met Meredith Wheeler when he was the pastor 
of a large church outside Philadelphia. He had heard 
me speak at a conference in San Diego. Following that 
session, we visited for a bit. I was surprised to meet 
him again, months later, in the foyer of Jacob's Well 
one Sunday evening before our worship gathering. 

"The Road goes ever on and on, down from the door where it began. Now far 
ahead the Road has gone, and I must follow, if I can, pursuing it with eager 
feet, until it joins some larger way where many paths and errands meet. And 
whither then? I cannot say." –J.R.R. Tolkien
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I believe he was on sabbatical at the time, traveling 
around the country to observe how different communi-
ties sought to be faithful to the gospel in our changing 
cultural context.

As I struggled to know how to respond to the challenges 
I faced at Jacob’s Well, Meredith and I reconnected. Over 
the last several years of his pastorate, he was also doing 
doctoral work at Temple University and the Wharton 
School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania. His 
research focused on conflict in leadership, particularly 
how institutions like congregations handle leadership 
transitions. As a result, Meredith was a great person to 
interact with, bringing to our conversations both a pastor's 
heart and a consultant's perspective. 
 
Meredith shared that leaders often sense two to three 
years before making a transition that their lives are 
not working and that change is needed. He told me 
that several factors make such changes complicated. 
The first is that leaders who think about leaving of-
ten feel like they are betraying people they care about 
deeply. Most leaders love what they do, and a large 
part of that is due to the significant relationships they 
have formed with the people of their communities.  
They are not just leaving jobs; they are saying goodbye 
to people with whom they have shared life and love 
very much. 
 
This reminds me of the confession the apostle Paul 
makes to the church at Thessalonica: "Because we loved 
you so much, we were delighted to share with you not 
only the gospel of God but our lives as well." It is not 
surprising that such a decision can and does feel like a 
sort of betrayal.
 
Another challenging issue is that many leaders  
immerse themselves so thoroughly in their work that 
their identities become synonymous with their roles. As 
a result, they have a hard time imagining themselves  
doing anything different: Even if I wanted to leave, what 
would I do? 
 
Meredith's description of these two factors helped me 
understand my own turmoil and why the process had 
been so confusing and protracted. With these insights I 
was also able to make sense of struggles I had witnessed 
other leaders having from afar and therefore make sense 
of my own struggles within that context.

That initial conversation led to many more, and in the in-
terim, Meredith had accepted a position in New Zealand. 
Eventually, he let me know about the open position at 
Laidlaw College, and we began to talk about the specifics 
of moving to New Zealand. This opportunity appealed to 

me for a number of reasons. I was excited for the chance to 
work with leaders in local churches as well as in the class-
room. I was also excited about the opportunity to help 
re-imagine how leaders are trained for ministry. Finally, 
I was curious about the world of academics. It had been 
more than a decade since I had graduated from seminary. 
I was hungry to explore academic life again.

Settled to Return
By July 2010, we had been in New Zealand six months 
and were beginning to feel settled. Yet, given our two-year 
contract, the question of what might happen next was nev-
er far from our minds. Numerous friends and colleagues 
in New Zealand expressed their hope that I might remain 
there. I was honored by that and already considering that 
possibility. However, I knew if I were going to stay, there 
would need to be some changes in my role at Laidlaw.
 
In September 2010, I had the opportunity to apply for  
the position of head of the School of Theology, Mission 
and Ministry. The decision to apply was not an easy one to  
make. One of the stipulations was a five-year commitment  
to the college. That raised the stakes considerably, since  
our oldest child would likely return to the United States 
for university within a year or two. While prepared for 
him go away to college, we weren't positive that we were 
ready for 8,000 miles of distance! It also meant that our 
youngest would spend his formative years in New Zea-
land. There was nothing wrong with that, but it was some-
thing, among numerous somethings, that we weighed as 
we contemplated our future.
 
I progressed through the different stages of the application 
and interview process. Though we were still not sure, it 
seemed like this might be what was next for us. During 
the last stages, though, it became clear for a host of differ-
ent reasons that some crucial aspects of the job were not a 
good fit for me. I was alternately confused, disappointed 
and relieved. We reminded ourselves that I had entered 
the process not to get a job but to discern what might be 
next. As a result of this process, we could now cross some-
thing off the list. 
 
Then, later that afternoon, I received an email from an el-
der at Jacob's Well. He asked if I might have time to talk. I 
replied that I did, and my phone rang five minutes later. I 
caught him up on what had been going on with our family 
and the process I had been involved in at Laidlaw. Then 
he asked if he might catch me up on some things related 
to Jacob's Well. 
 
He told me that the community had just come to the end 
of its process to hire a primary teaching pastor. However, 
it had not resulted in a decision to hire someone. Instead, 
the elders decided to pause and individually pursue ad-



ditional possible candidates. The reason he called was 
to ask if I was open to talking about returning to Jacob's 
Well in a radically re-conceived role. You can probably 
imagine how surprised I was to be asked this question—
especially so immediately after the events of the previ-
ous couple of days. What you might not imagine is how 
surprised I was at my answer. Had he asked me the same 
question, even a couple of days earlier, I would have said 
no. I simply had no sense that this was my path. Now I 
found myself excited in a way that I didn't understand 
but wanted to explore. I asked him for the job descrip-
tion, and when I had the chance to review it, I told him 
that I would be willing to talk about the possibility.
 
When I got home that night and shared the day's events  
with my family, it would be fair to say that every-
one was shocked, confused and excited—though not  
necessarily in that order. We began the process of  
discernment all over again. Over the next two months, I 
had a series of conversations with Jacob's Well’s elders.  
Those conversations culminated in my acceptance  
of their offer to return to Jacob's Well as the primary  
teaching pastor in a role very different from the one I  
had left. A radically re-conceived leadership structure  
and role would allow me to serve Jacob's Well in ways  
I am best suited to do while giving me the freedom 
to pursue my studies and engage larger issues related  
to leadership and the church.  

Restless Security
Looking back, I am amazed—stunned, really—that 
events unfolded the way they did. But what is more 
amazing to me are the shifts in perspective that the 
church and I have experienced. Without these shifts, 
we could have never arrived at the outcome we did. The 
church’s commitment to be present and patient in the 
face of uncertainty was a testament to their trust and 
dependence on God’s Spirit to faithfully guide them.
 
And what about the shift I’ve undergone? I am not sure 
I will ever fully understand it, but here is what I think 
might have happened. When we said farewell to family 
and friends and boarded the plane with a one-way ticket 
to New Zealand, we did not know if we would return. It 
might appear that our year and a half in New Zealand 
was a kind of extended vacation. But people who go on 
holiday, however long, do not weep when their plane 
leaves the ground. We left our home in the United States 
relinquishing any and all claims on security or control 
while anticipating what we hoped might become “the 
glorious brace of discovery,” as G.K. Chesterton puts it. 
 
At the time, I thought I had let go and done all the griev-
ing I needed to do, but I hadn’t. It wasn’t until I applied 
for the new position at Laidlaw that I realized I was still 

holding on, looking back, living in my past. Pursuing 
this opportunity, with its five-year commitment, forced 
me to finally face—and then let go of—my former life. 
Only then could I open up to the possibility of a real life 
again, in the present. I think such openness—though it 
costs you everything, devastating you to your core—in-
vites God to reach out to us from the future and pull us 
into the present, reborn from the death of our past.
 
But God doesn’t just wait for such an invitation. God’s 
love is too restless and creative. I believe God actively 
instigates the processes that ultimately make such 
an invitation possible. We are deeply paradoxical  
creatures with complex and many-layered hearts. Some-
times we deceive ourselves, and sometimes we are  
simply ignorant of the many currents that churn deep 
in our hearts. We rarely know what it is we truly want. 
But that may not always matter. While my heart may be  
inscrutable to me, it is not to God. God searches and 
knows my heart. And in that knowledge, God allows our 
hearts to be broken open, that we might discover who we 
truly are and find life anew. 
 
I wonder how often we miss out on the glorious expe-
rience of resurrection because we never let ourselves 
experience the devastating finality of death? Sometimes  
we have to call a dead thing dead—and then throw the 
lifeless bones into the desolate valley and wait. “Can 
these dry bones yet live?” God asks the prophet Ezekiel. 
The answer is yes but always—and only—on God’s terms. 
Death and resurrection are the pattern of life in God.
 
Isn't it tempting to wish for the humane security of  
returning home without having to truly experience 
the fascinating terrors of going abroad? Don’t we  
always desire the consolation of heaven without the  
terror of the grave? However tempting it may be, I have  
learned that, unless we cast off from the proverbial  
shore, giving up the hope of sure return, we will never 
learn the lessons such experiences have to teach, nor 
will we know and experience the joy of restoration that 
comes after full surrender.

After spending 11 years as the founding pastor of Jacob's Well, 
Tim and his family moved to Auckland, New Zealand (January 
2010), where he was the senior fellow for congregational studies 
at Laidlaw College. He recently returned to Jacob's Well Church, 
where he is now the primary teaching pastor. Tim is married to 
Mimi, and they have three children: Mabry, Annelise and Blaise. 
He is the author of Intuitive Leadership: Embracing a Paradigm of 
Metaphor, Narrative, and Chaos (Baker, 2007) and a forthcoming 
volume on Ecclesiastes in the Resonate Bible Commentary series 
from Intervarsity Press.
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Why do we do justice? Why even talk about it? 

We do justice because we love Jesus. Justice flows 
out of a desire to love, serve and care about the same 
things Jesus lived and died for. Doing justice is an act 
of worship.
       
When we see an area of injustice or need, our first re-
sponse is often to get on a plane and travel overseas 
or reach into our wallets and send money. Although 
these responses are great, there are other ways to get 
involved, right where you are, with little or no money. 
We don’t have to send our students overseas to make 
a difference. Here are some easy things you can do to 
get your students involved in acts of justice.

Come Alongside
The easiest way to do justice in your community is to 
get involved in organizations that are already serving 
in your local community. Commit to coming alongside 
those organizations and helping them continue the 
work they’re already doing. Take one day a week or 
even one day a month to volunteer. We’ve taken stu-
dents to local rescue missions, where they serve food 
and talk with the clients for two hours. During these 
two hours, their eyes are opened and lives are changed. 

Fast
Approximately 25,000 people die each day from hun-
ger-related causes. There are hungry people in your 
city. Would you be willing to fast for a day and take 
the food you would normally eat and give it to the 
poor? This is a transforming act—you going hungry so 
the hungry can eat. 

I remember doing this with Emma, my eight-year-old 
daughter. We stood in the kitchen and made leftover 
turkey sandwiches, with lots of turkey and stuffing 
and even cut it into triangles. Then we grabbed nice 

napkins, some Cokes and some fruit and headed to 
downtown San Diego. It was great walking around 
with Emma, asking whom she felt Jesus wanted us to 
share food with. We ended up finding a man and giv-
ing him our food. He ate half of it and told us he was 
going to give the other half to a homeless friend of his. 
It was beautiful. 
 
What would this look like in your community if your 
entire youth group participated in this simple act 
once a week?

Tutor
There are 130 million kids in the world who don’t  
attend school. Take some time each week or each 
month to tutor at a center for children at risk, or 
take time each week to read to a younger sibling or 
relative in your family. Show them that reading and  
education are important and that you are interested 
in their learning. 

Rusty and Lynette are missionaries in Chiang Raii, 
Thailand. They work among the Akha people, who 
are continually oppressed and trafficked into sex 
slavery. Without an education, these young girls are 
vulnerable and susceptible to being taken. Rusty and 
Lynette have set up an organization called the Akha 
Youth Development Foundation to help educate these 
girls. As a result, they are staying in their villages, get-
ting good jobs and paving the way for the next genera-
tion of girls. You can read more at http://t-amf.org/.

Set an Alarm
Write down a few justice issues you care about, and 
set an alarm on your phone to go off at the same time 
every day. When you hear the alarm, pray through 
that list. Then post on Twitter or Facebook to remind 
others that there are people in our world living in ex-
treme poverty or slavery. This will bring awareness 
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to others of injustices in the world and get them in-
volved too. 

Go Without Water
Thirty thousand people die each week from water-
related disease, 90 percent of those under the age of 
five.1 For an entire day, don’t drink any liquid, take 
showers, wash the dishes or use water to brush your 
teeth or take your vitamins. Consume no water for 
anything until you wake up the following morning. 
This exercise demonstrates how much we use and 
take water for granted every day. At the end of the 
day, take all your recycled bottles, cash them in and 
donate the money to organizations like Charity Water, 
One Day’s Wages or Blood:Water Mission.2 

Worship for the Sick
How many people do you know who have died from a 
mosquito bite? Approximately 781,000 people, main-
ly under the age of five, die from malaria each year—
death by mosquito. 

One of the exercises we have done as a community 
is have a worship service where we talk on this issue. 
Periodically throughout the night, we push the sound 
of mosquito buzzing through the speakers and flash 
pictures of mosquitoes on the screen. As part of the 
gathering, we have two mosquito nets placed in dif-
ferent parts of the room. As people feel led, they come 
to the front and place notes with prayers or words of 
encouragement, change or rolled-up cash in the mos-
quito nets. Then, at the end of the night, we take all 
the money and notes and send it to organizations like 
Malaria No More.3

Educate
Read a book on slavery, poverty or trafficking and talk 
about how you can get involved in doing something 

as a group. Watch a documentary like Call & Response 
and then set up a screening with your church, school 
or community to teach others about areas of injustice. 

Many of these ideas come out of a book that Steps of 
Justice4 put out called The 30 Day’s Prayer & Action 
Guide. In the book, you are taken on a 30-day journey 
of learning about areas of injustice and then engaging 
in small steps to be the change both as an individual 
and as a group.  

These are just a few things you can do in order to be-
come more aware of injustice and get into God’s heart 
and mind on how you can be a conduit for change. 
It starts with knowing what God asks of us and then 
choosing to be obedient to his voice. God invites you 
to be part of his plan for bringing justice to the poor, 
oppressed and forgotten. What’s your next step?

1. Charity Water, “Why Water,” www.charitywater.com/whywater.
2. www.onedayswages.org/donate; http://www.bloodwatermission. 
    com/communitybuilder.
3. Malaria No More, http://www.malarianomore.org/get-involved.

4. Steps of Justice, http://www.stepsofjustice.org/the-calendar.

Phil Cunningham was born in Ireland and grew up in Canada. He’s 
worked with Youth With A Mission (YWAM) since 1994 and re-
cently co-founded Steps of Justice, an organization that facilitates 
tangible responses to global poverty and injustice from everyday 
people. He’s been married to Amy for the past 13 years, and they 
have three girls. He cares deeply about justice issues, Jesus and his 
wife’s Mexican spinach dip. Check out www.stepsofjustice.org for 
more info.
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There are 130 million kids in the world who don’t attend school. 
Seventy percent of them are girls. Take some time each week or 
each month to tutor at a center for children at risk, or take time 
each week to read to a younger sibling or relative in your family.



When I walked into the expansive, industrial room 
that is the Sparkhouse office, I felt exceptionally  
unprepared. It seemed as though everyone else in the 
room was a decorated theologian and had an exten-
sive bibliography of published work. I felt a good 10 
years younger than most of them as well. I was a recent 
seminary grad, just beginning my first job as a camp  
program director, who had fortuitously encountered 
one of the Sparkhouse editors at a conference. What 
qualified me to write curriculum for a well-known 
publishing house?

I quickly discovered that I wasn’t as underqualified 
as I felt. Turns out I knew more about teens and what 
it meant to write a good curriculum than I thought I 
did. I just had to be given the opportunity, in a setting 
where my experience and knowledge were respected. 
Even I was amazed at the result.

Be Not Afraid
Writing for re:form, a series of confirmation and Bible 
study curricula geared toward middle school and high 
school youth, brought up some significant memories. 

I remember my confirmation class. I remember  
sitting in a row behind smooth, beige folding tables 
with about five other seventh graders, facing a late-
middle-aged man in a suit writing carefully on a 
chalkboard. I remember being required to memorize 
Bible verses (I don’t remember the verses, though). I 
remember learning that Jesus’ name would really have 
been Joshua (probably the coolest thing we learned 
the whole time). And that’s about all I remember.
 
I do remember one night at youth group a few years 
later. The high school guy who always had a sarcastic  
remark about all the programming made an off-
handed comment about how much he disliked our 
Wednesday night youth classes. We all agreed, but 
we didn’t dare say anything. Comments like that 
were typically brushed off. But that night, our youth 
minister responded differently. “Okay, what would 
you rather do?”

It wasn’t a snarky, sarcastic response. He asked it ear-
nestly, and it caught us all off guard. We began to 
wonder, what would we rather do? 

That night, we were given permission to dream up 
Dayspring, a weekly youth-led worship service that’s 
still going on 10 years later. 
 
Something happened that night that simply didn’t 
happen in my confirmation class. It’s what we all 
want for our youth. We want them to feel like they 
belong and have a voice in the church. Until that hap-
pens, how can we expect them to take ownership of 
their faith?
 
If we want our students’ voices to be heard in the 
church, we have to be the first to listen. But we all 
have the same problem: We’re afraid of our students. 
We’re scared to death that they are going to ask ques-
tions we don’t have answers for. We’re afraid to bring 
up hot topics—and I don’t mean sex, drugs and Lady 
Gaga; we became comfortable with those topics years 
ago. (Truth is, they aren’t as edgy as we like to think 
they are.) 
 
Nope. Bigger issues. The LGBTQ issue. War. Hell. 
Muslims. Biblical inerrancy. Jesus’ divinity. Mastur-
bation. We might say our church leadership is the 
reason we don’t talk about them, but if we’re honest  
with ourselves, I think we’re more worried about 
what our kids will say. Or won’t say.
 
Admit it. It’s just flat out easier to put together a  
lesson plan and stick to that. It’s easier to stick to the 
three points we planned. It’s easier to toss in a game 
so they’ll think we’re cool. I once was given a Sunday 
school curriculum that had my entire lesson scripted. 
Sure, there were points when I was supposed to ask 
students questions and let them respond. But, regard-
less of their responses, there was a script to read. It 
didn’t matter what the kids said or asked; the “right” 
answer was found in that script. All the answers are 
there. Nothing to be afraid of, right? 

Melissa Cooper

Re:forming Confirmation
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What if instead we trusted students with their faith 
and waded through the waters of these issues with 
them, instead of ahead of them? What if we commit-
ted to tackle their questions in an environment where 
we all learn together?

RESPECT
As I began writing for re:form, I was wary; I knew I 
hated curriculum. I knew how bad it could be. But 
as the developers and editors introduced the concept, 
I realized something was different. This curriculum 
was more interested in the questions than the answers. 
This curriculum was more interested in students’ par-
ticipation in the learning process than in dictating 
what they were supposed to learn.

The problem is, scripted curricula focus more on 
where we’re trying to end up than how we’re getting 
there. So how do we get there? 

1| Respect your students. We must respect our youth 
enough to know that they are thinking beings, with 
greater cognitive ability than any other part of our  
society gives them credit for. We must respect our 
youth enough to allow them to tell us what they  
actually need, not just impose upon them what all the 
youth curricula and magazine articles we read tell us 
they need (so read this column with caution and a 
critical eye). We must actually listen to and hear what 
they have to say. If you don’t know it, admit it. Then 
find out together. Stop being afraid of looking vulner-
able or unprepared. Teenagers have great BS detectors. 
And, although it never feels like it in the moment, they 
will respect you so much more if you admit that you 
don’t know it all. But a simple “I don’t know” won’t 
cut it. Follow up with that teen or group of teens and 
seek answers together. 

2|Give kids permission. Not only should you not be 
afraid of your students, but also be sure they aren’t 
afraid of you. Create an environment in which kids 
feel they have permission to ask the tough questions, 
and help them find the answers (or the lack thereof). 
Take the time to answer the snarky kid’s questions. 
Sometimes snark disguises a real thirst for knowledge 
or discussion. If you choose to use curriculum, be 
sure you’re not afraid to go off the script. Even though 
re:form is created as an anti-curriculum, I hope youth 
leaders are not following it word for word. Don’t 
be afraid that you don’t know where the conversa-
tion will go. Remember, where you’re going is not as  
important as how you get there. Your willingness to 
leave the printed material will set the tone for kids 
feeling free to ask the tough questions.

3|Don’t be relevant to teen culture. Be relevant 
to teens. I haven’t kept up with popular music or 
watched MTV in years, but I am still able to create 
meaningful programming for youth. It’s about know-
ing them and their friends and families. It’s nice if you 
know all the lyrics to Ke$ha’s latest single, but that 
doesn’t matter if one of your eighth graders’ parents 
are getting divorced. Stop worrying about being cool. 
Talk to your youth about their actual lives on a regular 
basis and be relevant to that. 

4|Teach kids how to think, not what to think. In-
stead of telling them your opinions or revelations, 
help them sort through the questions you asked in 
order to come to your decisions. I know this is scary, 
because—gasp!—they may come to different conclu-
sions than you did. They may end up with different 
beliefs than you hold. It’s scary, and it’s frustrating, 
and it’s okay. That’s how you know you’ve done your 
job well: Your students are thinking for themselves. 

Students are Capable Theologians
I realize now that the editors at Sparkhouse had more 
faith in me than I had in myself. They weren’t afraid. 
They recognized that a long list of published work 
does not a writer make. They took a chance on me, 
and they’ve asked me to work on some other projects, 
so I guess the gamble paid off.

The same concept underlies the re:form curriculum: 
to acknowledge—without fear—that even teenagers 
are capable theologians when given the opportunity. 
It doesn’t take a fancy seminary degree or a lifetime of 
experience to know God intimately. The students in 
your ministry will be more prepared for high school, 
college and life in general, not because they have a 
stockpile of prepackaged answers to the hot-topic 
questions but because they will know how to listen 
and learn for themselves. They will be critical but 
open, knowledgeable but humble, faithful not fearful.

This week in youth group, commit to asking difficult 
questions you don’t have the answers for. Commit to 
reading a passage of Scripture with your students that 
makes you uncomfortable. Spend a lesson working 
through an answer with your students, not offering a 
prepackaged answer. Did the hair on the back of your 
neck just stand up?

Melissa is an ordained United Methodist minister serving as program co-
ordinator at the Life Enrichment Center in Fruitland Park, Florida. She has 
been working in ministry with young people since she was a young person 
herself, both in traditional church ministry and in camp and retreat settings. 
She has written for the re:form Traditions and re:form Ancestors curricula for 
Sparkhouse, the ecumenical publishing division of Augsburg Fortress. She 
is married to Will, and they both believe camp has the answers to all the 
world’s problems. You can follow her on Twitter (@revmelissa).
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One thing I have always hated about ministry is 
the expectation to appear perfectly fit—physically, 
emotionally and spiritually. I don’t know if this  
expectation has ever been real or if it has only been 
perceived. Regardless, it has wreaked havoc on my 
life and work over the years. There have been many 
moments when I did not feel as though I am fit for 
ministry. I have always longed to be an authentic and 
honest member of a Christian community, but I also 
feel as though I must appear above the fray, and in 
these moments I did not feel like I could be honest 
about my emotions or questions of faith. 

November 1997
It was snowing, and the roads were slick. I was run-
ning a little late on this particular Sunday morning 
but still had time to make it to church. I was still 
rather new to this job and eager to impress. A green 
sedan swerved in front of me to avoid an accident. 
I hit my brakes, lost control on the snowy highway 
and smashed into the center guardrail. The car was 
banged up. I was physically okay but felt angry,  
embarrassed, scared and not at all in the right frame 
of mind to be a happy, peaceful, competent, Christlike 
youth minister. Do I talk about what just happened on 
my way to church? Do I express my emotions? How 
can I approach my ministry in a way that is honest 
and vulnerable and not disembodied without becom-
ing a self-centered distraction?

March 2003
My son was just born. I’m a dad! The church has 
been gracious enough to grant me some paternity 
leave to be with my wife and new son. My life is 
full of joy, but I’m beginning to question my calling. 
Returning to work is difficult. It’s hard to focus when 
I only want to be with this new person in my life. I 
love my work—I think—but I don’t want to be work-
ing right now. I just want to sit and watch my son 
sleep and eat and discover his world. How can this 

new joy become something that deepens my call into 
ministry rather than away from it?

February 2004
Work has been busy lately, and I have not had a meal 
with my family in almost a week. It is Wednesday, and 
we are going to have a nice dinner before I run back 
to church for confirmation. The phone rings as we are 
sitting down; it’s Cassie. She is 16, and her boyfriend 
just dumped her. She doesn’t know what to do and 
needs someone to talk with right now. Whom should 
I neglect in this situation? My wife? My son? Cassie? 
Myself? When is it okay to say no when you are called 
to serve? When is it okay to pass one of your youth off 
to another adult?

May 2008
My son has been diagnosed with epilepsy. He’s been 
having seizures on and off for five years. We were pic-
nicking with some old college friends when he fell 
to the ground and seized. We have no idea if we will 
be able to control the seizures with medication. We 
have no idea how severe this will become. We have 
no idea how this will affect his life or ours. Will he be 
able to drive? Will he be able to learn to swim? Go to 
camp? Sleep over at a friend’s house? We are scared, 
heartbroken and angry. How do I continue to do min-
istry—or to teach others to do ministry—when I am 
angry with a God who allows these things to happen? 
How do I work within a church that has no answers?

In The Promise of Despair, Andrew Root encourages 
us not to avoid nihilism—our own or others’—but to 
see it as the place where ministry begins. He claims: 

“…our context is filled with nihilism, as is my being, 
with the hopelessness of death, with the fear of sep-
aration, with the impossibility that no one can save 
fathers from brain aneurysms or four-year-olds from 
cancer… But instead of starting with a critique and 
nostalgic wishes of a time before nihilism came into 

Jeremy Myers
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view, or trying to defend our revitalization from being seen as 
nihilistic, what if we simply started here? What if we sought 
God in the nothingness, in the kenosis, in the emptiness that 
the Philippians hymn tells us Jesus takes on? What if this is 
the most faithful way to be the people of God?”1

It is in these moments of fear, embarrassment, anger, compet-
ing commitments and doubt that we know what it means to 
be fully human. To be fully human is to be fully dependent 
upon God. The truth of the incarnation is not that we can 
become like God but rather that God becomes like us, for us. 
Being a person of faith or a person in ministry does not mean 
we are somehow more than human or closer to God. Christ 
frees us from our vain attempts to be like God and frees us to 
be human; to be eternally dependent upon God in the midst 
of self-doubt, failure, fear, embarrassment and loss of faith. 

I am coming to a place where this makes sense to me, where  
it is truly good news! For a long time I assumed the church  
hired me to be the perfect role model for their youth—and  
maybe they did. Sometimes I assume Augsburg College 
hired me to be the perfect example of a youth minister for 
their youth ministry students—and maybe they did. These 
expectations, whether real or perceived, do not make my  
trials or tribulations or flaws disappear. So I am beginning  
to learn to trust that Christ is present with me and for me  
in the midst of these expectations, trials, tribulations and  
nihilism, and I am beginning to teach others to express  
their own self-doubt, failure, fear and embarrassment in  
order to proclaim Christ’s presence in those places.

I will still ponder the questions I asked above on a daily  
basis as a nihilistic human in the hands of a living and lov-
ing God. I pray that your community of faith grants you per-
mission to be fully human—open about your fear, anger and 
doubt—so that Christ might truly find space to work in your 
life and ministry.

1. Andrew Root, The Promise of Despair: The Way of the Cross as the Way 
of the Church (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2010), xxvi-xxvii. 

Jeremy Myers teaches religion and youth ministry at Augsburg College in 
Minneapolis. He resides in St. Paul with his wife and two kids. He has re-
cently developed an addiction to the newest Battlestar Galactica series. He 
blogs at jeremypmyers.wordpress.com.
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For more than a decade I have noticed youth ministry 
shifting away from the attractional model, toward a 
focus on being formational and developmental. This 
is a refreshing shift, one that seems to be born out of 
a desire for lifelong change and growth. One of the 
dynamics that seems to be fueling this shift is youth 
workers’ belief that teenagers can embody and express 
a deep faith. Youth ministry is being viewed as more 
than just a hopeful tilling ground for future fruit; it 
is a community where lasting faith is being formed.  
Teenagers are surprising us and teaching us what gen-
uine, thoughtful and passionate faith looks like. 
 
Recently, I have noticed a resurgence of the term 
apprenticeship to describe the relational nature of 
faith formation. This suggests a coming-alongside-
as-we-go-through-life approach, most potent in one 
on one and in smaller groups. It’s encouraging to 
see churches becoming more aware of the necessity 
for life-on-life formation, exploring how they can 
provide youth with mentors and intergenerational 
experiences. Entire congregations are reawakening 
to the need to support and equip parents as models 
and faith formation leaders with their children.
 
The focus of spiritual formation should challenge 
us youth workers to create environments for learn-
ing and ministry with and alongside youth instead of 
creating programs for and to youth. This is a struggle 
for me. It is so much easier to teach to or at, provide 
activities for, give serving opportunities to and even 
create experiences for youth. These efforts are not 
inherently bad, but what if teenagers were involved 
along the way as co-creators, planners and teachers? 
 
The problem with ministry that is solely done to and 
for youth is that it perpetuates a disembodied expe-
rience of faith. We are subtly encouraging students 
to stand apart from our ministries (and perhaps 
their own faith) as consumers. Consumers evaluate 
from a distance, gobble up what they find entertain-

ing or personally useful and discard the rest. Bible 
knowledge becomes proverbialized and a tool used 
for personal growth. 
 
Faith formation done to and for students becomes 
a salad bar where they collect experiences based 
on feelings, personal preferences and cultural mes-
sages. Students are often left trying to sort through 
the points we made in our teaching, distilling them 
down to moral lessons in which they choose to adopt 
only the pieces that fit into their lives.
 
What is disheartening about ministry to and for stu-
dents is that it places us in a role where we feel that 
we must be skillful persuaders, convincing skeptical 
teens to adopt a countercultural message. We begin 
to feel like the defenders of faith, truth, the church, 
tradition, morality and all of Christianity. We worry 
that we must have all the answers. Ministry to and 
for students gives youth workers the impression that 
they are salespeople who must create compelling 
packages for teenagers to buy and wear. 
 
Some students will buy it, taking on what they per-
ceive to be the behaviors and language needed to wear 
such a faith. But, in the end, they often won’t own 
that faith. It’ll be a borrowed faith…from a parent  
or from us, outsourced for a while, tried on and test 
driven. That kind of faith risks being discarded for 
other, more compelling worldviews that seem to 
provide more compatible perspectives with their 
evolving worldviews. Christianity will be perceived 
as a set of behaviors and beliefs that students com-
pare and shop, holding them up against others. 
 
Trying on and testing faith is normal and necessary, 
especially in adolescence. The issue is not that teenag-
ers are testing their faith; it is what  they understand 
Christian faith to be. When ministry is done to and 
for you, it subtly communicates that Christianity is 
not something I participate in but rather something 
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I simply adhere to; students relate to it as something 
outside themselves. It is something static and lifeless; 
a set of beliefs and doctrine; a past story. 
 
Ministry with and alongside has the potential to in-
spire a different perspective, one that is living and 
dynamic. We reframe our understanding of the Bible 
as an ongoing narrative that includes us in God’s 
continuing restorative activity. Christianity becomes 
more than listening, accepting and evaluating faith’s 
usefulness. We begin to see God’s greater story for 
our own lives right now, embodied in one another. 
Being formed in our faith becomes an opportunity to 
explore what we believe and how it intersects with 
who we are becoming. Instead of faith being some-
thing that is presented to me, it is something that is 
lived next to me. Our students can see faith being 
worked out in real time in our lives as we sojourn 
with them.

The difference between ministry to and ministry 
with is more than semantics. It is about refocusing 
our role as youth workers, moving from experts and 
preachers to guides, encouragers and listeners. Cul-
tivating environments for spiritual formation often  
requires a re-culturing toward new expectations of 
co-learning, where everyone is inspired to look for 
the activity of God in their own lives and in the 
world that surrounds them. 
 
Some of the ways I have experimented with ministry 
with and alongside students include: 

a student brainstorm meeting, where we come up 
with teaching topics and activities. Students select 
ideas they have the most excitement for. They also 
identify activities they’ll volunteer to help lead.

-
sions. These are questions that allow for multiple 
answers and responses, such as, “What stood out 
to you about this passage?” and, “How does this 
story challenge you to live differently?” Conver-
gent questions are ones that try to elicit a specific 
response or answer. Divergent questions encourage 
dialogue that explores personal and shared meaning. 

throughout history who lived out their faith and 
made a difference in the world. Then students were 
given an opportunity to share their findings in the 
form of a story during a church service. 

I intentionally model using personal language 
like, “What I noticed is…” or, “This is challenging 
me to…” instead of, “What you should get out of 
this…” or, “We need to…” Personal language in-
vites transparency and builds safety; it helps us be 
less preachy and directive. 

-
ative project. Students presented their dreams 
for how they’d like to share in God’s restoration 
of our community, including specific action steps. 
Students came up with activities to serve latch-
key kids, feeding the homeless and even painted a 
mural on a rundown building.

 
me about God and reflecting God to me. Not only do 
I genuinely believe this, but as I have seen this build 
faith and expectancy in students, they begin to  
believe that God is reflected through their words  
and lives. 

 
of times a year I provide time for students to create 
a response to the questions, “Where are you see-
ing God’s activity in your life? …in our church? …
in your school? …in the world?” Students express 
their observations through drawings, journal  
entries and verbal sharing. 

As we gather youth together, we should explore what 
group apprenticeship might look like, worshiping,  
creating, sharing, laughing, learning and serving 
alongside one another. We must also commit to  
connecting students with caring, Christlike adults 
who will listen to them and impart life. We have 
the amazing privilege to come alongside and experi-
ence God with students, learning, growing and being 
transformed by our amazing Creator.

Michael Novelli helps ministries create effective environments for 
learning and faith formation. He is also a volunteer youth leader at 
Highland Avenue Church of the Brethren in Elgin, Illinois. Learn 
more about his ministry at echothestory.com.
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I get choked up when I watch marathon races.
 
As a runner, I find deep connection with people 
running many miles for long hours and finishing 
exhausted. It reminds me that some of our best hu-
man experiences are captured while we’re in motion. 
These are not the to-do list activities that crowd our 
lives as much as the regular rhythms that help us 
find a cadence through life’s journey. Often, calls for 
rhythm or balance default to practices that require a 
slower, more contemplative focus. However, I have 
noticed that, for many, a slower pace can spiral into 
an unhealthy and misinformed inactivity, all in the 
name of spirituality. 

Youth Ministry Movement
I wonder if youth ministries have bought into the idea 
that the Christian faith is only truly spiritual when 
spirituality is practiced in one’s head, on one’s butt. 
Think about the ways we tell students to connect with 
God. Read your Bible. Do a Bible study. Keep a prayer 
journal. Sit in a circle. Think about your life. Listen to 
a sermon. Be still. 

While important, these approaches to soul care situ-
ate in the cerebral at the expense of the rest of the 
body and, in my estimation, contribute to a false, 
Platonically  informed dichotomy that pits secular 
motion against sacred stillness. 
 
What if we recognized movement as sacred? What if 
active expression actually contributes to one’s trans-
formation? Historically, we recognize that the move-
ments of receiving baptism, sharing communion, 
serving others, walking the labyrinth or embarking on 
a pilgrimage have grounded people’s meaning making 
for centuries. Movement matters, and maybe it’s time 
for a little more, not less.
 

Rethinking movement may require us to consider 
whether or how we promote a movement-less spiri-
tuality, unknowingly separating the spiritual from 
the active. It can happen at youth group, when we 
ask students play the (active) game before everyone 
sits (still) to listen to the message. It can happen at 
the retreat, when we wear students out (through  
activities) at the beginning of the retreat so that they sit 
(still) around the campfire for the spiritual stuff. It can 
happen when we pit school activities (sports, drama, 
band, etc.) as the archenemies of youth group when it 
is likely that students are not choosing between secu-
lar and spiritual but between forms of worship and 
meaning making. Hence, school activities and youth 
group may not be enemies but friends.
 
Further, look around church this Sunday. When’s 
the last time you encouraged skipping in the hallway  
(maybe kids are on to something)? When’s the last time 

Steve Argue

Soul-Care Sweat
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you allowed running around the sanctuary (props to 
middle schoolers!)? The typical reaction of adults is to 
enforce “sit still” and “be quiet.” Maybe young people 
are not disturbing the worship service. Maybe we are, 
as we short circuit their making meaning in those very 
moments. In the name of order or program, might we 
unknowingly be teaching a motionless spirituality?

Youth Worker Movement
Second (and closer to home), might youth workers be-
lieve and perpetuate a sedentary spirituality because 
youth workers themselves live sedentary lives? We’re 
not only teaching a motionless spirituality; we’re 
modeling it.
 
Barbra Brown Taylor reminds us that, “In a world of 
too much information about almost everything, bodily 
practices can provide great relief… In a world where 
faith is often construed as a way of thinking, bodily 
practices remind the willing that faith is a way of life.1

 
Sedentary lives affect us, affect our spirituality and 
affect our soul care. We are born to run, made to move, 
created for expression, placed in a world that’s tactile, 
in need of exploring and involvement. Maybe that’s 
why I tear up when watching marathons. They’re 
likely running for something, running from some-
thing, running for someone, working something out 
in their lives. Sweating, straining, pushing, extending, 
wondering if they’re going to make it. And the only 
way they’ll know they’ll make it is by doing it, not 
thinking about it. 

I find that the true appreciators of any activity are  
not the ones who read about it but who have been 
there themselves. Action draws people toward each 
other, connecting them not merely through cerebral 
belief systems but through motion, challenge and  
experiences.

So, each day, I choose to join in this holy practice of 
movement. I lace up and hit the road. I commit to 

sweat; to raise my heart rate; to step out into a bigger 
world in order to remember who I am and where I live. 
I hear my breath, I push myself farther, I get in touch 
with my body, I pass people, I feel the hills, dodge 
cars, avoid dogs, I think and remember and pray and 
think some more and work things out. The world 
often looks different when I return to the spot from 
where I started.
 
I’ve discovered that when I run, it is not a form of 
escape; rather, it demands all my attention. I leave the 
headphones at home, resisting the temptation to dis-
tract myself from me or my world. I have discovered 
that fatigue, pain, sweat, breathing and an increased 
heart rate are friends that remind me of the joys and 
limitations that come with being human and finding 
solidarity with others.
 
So put this down. Take a walk. Skip down the hall. 
Ride your bike up a hill. Dance. Lace up your running 
shoes. Sweat. Live. Give. Be. Worship. 

Be moved by others running their human race. For, 
as Taylor reminds us with a quote from Thich Nhat 
Hanh, “The miracle is not to walk on water but on the 
earth.”2 If we choose, we can experience this miracle 
each day.

1. Taylor, B. B. (2009). An Altar in the World. New York:  
HarperOne. p. xvi.

2. Taylor, B. B. (2009). An Altar in the World. New York:  
HarperOne, p. 53.

Steve is the life development director at Mars Hill in Grand  
Rapids, MI. He has been involved in youth ministry for the past 
16 years as a youth pastor, trainer, consultant, speaker and writer. 
In addition to his role at Mars Hill, he teaches adjunct seminary 
courses on youth ministry and is a doctoral student at Michigan 
State University, studying emerging adulthood, teaching/learning 
and spirituality.

Sedentary lives a!ect us, a!ect our spirituality and a!ect our soul 
care. We are born to run, made to move, created for expression, placed 
in a world that’s tactile, in need of exploring and involvement.
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