Youth Ministry Manifesto

Christians who are dedicated to reaching out to students and their families need to be asking some tough questions. Despite lots of conferences and resources, many youth ministries don’t appear to be as successful as they should be. 

Here are some tough questions that we should be asking… 
· What are the objectives of student ministry?

· When a student graduates and moves on from the youth ministry at your church what do you want them to have discovered? On the inside, what should they look like? 

These are the questions that youth pastors and volunteers struggle with on a regular basis even if they don’t know it. In the middle of all the activity, many youth workers and pastors struggle to discover where God wants them to take students. If people have no destination in mind, then they will end up wherever life and momentum takes them. But if leaders have specific goals in mind, they can help steer students in the right direction. 


The following realities will help churches craft the practical goals and steps necessary to impact our students with the fullness of the life that is found only in Jesus Christ. 

REALITIES

1. Discipleship is a journey not a destination. This means that student ministry with a real eternal impact will take a while to develop. There are no quick fixes when it comes to discipleship. Leaders should be committed for the long haul. This means that we will believe in God’s transforming power even when youth stray from God’s path. This means that we will commit to walk a while alongside a youth and be a constant source of inspiration and encouragement.

2. Every student starts at a different spot and has different obstacles in their way. As a result, it may be hard if not impossible to get every student to the same point by the time they graduate from student ministries. 
3. It takes a village to raise a warrior. Each student will take unique one-on-one mentoring, which can only happen as the Church takes responsibility for the next generation. This can only be achieved by a community of believers not just a youth pastor and a handful of leaders. 
4. Goals should be directional in nature not hard, fast points of destination. The arrows and squares view of ministry defines how we should always encourage students to keep on walking toward The Light. 
5. Many ministries have failed because they have been man-centered not God-centered. In a self-centered culture one of the most important realities to transfer to the next generation is that living for God is the best way to live.
6. Youth ministry can never be more cool than the machine that produces pop culture and contemporary trends. MTV will always be on the cutting edge. But the church can be the most real thing in the lives of youth where they discover their identity and freedom from the mess of this world. The church is the only place where youth can discover their eternal destiny. 
7. Youth ministry always involves family ministry because students do not live in a vacuum. Family situations are one of the biggest areas of influence in their lives. This is true even if their family has abandoned them or they don’t see their family very much. 
8. If churches do not give youth an opportunity to lead and do things, the world will. Giving students access to ministry opportunities is a key to helping them discover a passion for the ways of God. 
9. Students crave spiritual growth because that is how God designed each one of us. This is true even for those who claim to prefer spending lots of time in a virtual world or getting wrapped up in today’s consumer culture. 
10. More than setting rules and making sure that they are followed, youth ministry should teach students how to joyfully involve God in their decisions and learn how to make wise choices on their own. 
11. Love wins in the end. Effective youth ministry starts with listening and loving youth right where they are at. But true love does not leave them there. It gently calls them to some place better. 
12. True discipleship shows up in the little things, such as personal health habits, being courteous to strangers, words we say, etc.  
13. The biggest reason for so many problems today in Christian youth is that fathers have not taken their God-given role seriously and led their families in what it means to know and love God. 

14. Motive matters to God. In today’s society, many people focus more on the results than the motive. Results matter little to God if the motive is not right. 
15. Manipulation and guilt are bad ministry tools. No matter how hard you try, people can only be disciples of Jesus if they want to be. 
16. Ministries that do not set standards will have participants that do whatever they want. Church discipline is much easier when everyone knows what is expected of them before they take leadership positions. 

17. Celebration and rites of passage help youth enjoy and discover their journey as a Christian.
GOALS/OBJECTIVES

Each student is on a journey. And there are three main planes where the journey takes place. These planes consist of the three parts of a person – body, soul and spirit. Holistic development as a disciple should occur in all three areas, because one area affects the others. If you neglect the spirit, the soul and the body will be impacted. Vice versa is true too.


What then should be the goals of youth ministry in the context of family ministry? How would Jesus go about bringing the kingdom down to this culture?  


Jesus gave the Church a Great Commission. Our call is to make disciples. This goes beyond simple verbal converts or attendees. Disciples reflect the glory of God in their everyday life. Discipleship occurs in community, but it must happen in the individual. A disciple will live according to God’s Word and will bear fruit in his/her life. Disciples can be easily identified by their love for God and one another. Obedience and dedication are the hallmarks of a disciple. Empowered by Gods Spirit and the work of Christ on the cross, a disciple will make following Jesus the highest priority in his/her life. 


Consider Jesus’ call to make disciples,  here are the primary goals for student and family ministry as I see it: 

· Answer the Great Commission by making disciples who will live as Jesus instructed with God’s power to God’s glory.

· Developing a deeper bond as a community of love and truth. People are drawn to Christ by seeing His love lived out among God’s people. Love will lead people to be honest with each other and tear down the religious walls of judgmental attitudes, hypocrisy and pride. Real love can only be found in truth. Local churches must become safe places to be real about the struggles of life and the big questions that face us all.

· Overcome by the love and goodness of God, a disciple will desire to share the life of Christ and the Gospel with others. This will naturally flow out of a deep and personal relationship as well as the example set by the community of faith. Disciples replicate and make more disciples because that is what Jesus said to do.    

· Disciples know how to live because they are people of the Word. More than just knowing facts, they have been cut apart and made whole again by the transforming power of God’s Word. 

· Becoming Spirit-led children of God who realize their identity in Christ.

· Developing as people who pray and regularly seek God’s guidance.

· Growing as people who worship God in how they live in the physical world and carry out their everyday lives. Becoming people who honor God in the little things. 

TRANSFORMATION STEPS

The above goals may seem like a good destination for many Christian leaders. These lofty goals let us know where we should be directing our students and their families. But how do we get there? Well, there is no twelve step program to transformation. 
The elements tend to be the same for each of us. But the ingredients may be mixed in different orders and amounts. The dish may be cooked in different ways to come out with the final product. But these are some of the foundational ingredients of transformation. 

· Repentance from dead works. This involves more than just saying that we are sorry. True repentance is marked by a change in direction. It requires honesty and the courage to accept that we can only be the people that God has called us to be by His work in us and not our own efforts. 

· Praying the Word and listening to hear what the Spirit would say to us. This generation fears silence, but it is what they need most. Silence helps us hear God amidst the glut of voices in the world today.

· Giving away what they have. There is freedom and growth in being a generous person. Learning how to be happy with less can help set this generation free from the idols of consumerism. 

· Putting God first aligns everything else in the proper order. Many students live each day with their priorities messed up. Students should stop more to check their motives and ask why they do the things that they do.

· Getting a high percentage of students involved in regular small groups with peers. Small group involvement helps students grow, become connected in community and provides a safe place for students to process their journey.

· Challenge students to develop spiritual discipline. This starts by calling some students to become leaders and then holding them to a higher standard. This requires balanced church discipline and encouragement from adult leaders. 

· Personal mentoring of key students. It’s just impossible to actively disciple every student who walks through the door. At the very least, adult leaders should actively target and spend personal time mentoring leaders and those students with strong leadership potential. This should be coordinated as best as possible although this will not be a rigid program or system of discipleship. 

· Inviting and involving more adults to spend time with one student that is not a direct part of their own family.

· Giving students more opportunities to lead and serve. Adult leaders should do less and provide more space for students to minister. This requires allowing for mistakes and a lower grade of ministry while students learn on the job. Find places where students can serve and impact the church at large.

· Rewarding students who walk in the right direction with unforgettable experiences, celebrations and rites of passage. 

· Doing fewer big events and things that require lot of staff planning. This will allow adult leaders and church staff to focus more on individual students than events. 

· Missions and outreach experiences that can help students discover the joy of serving others. 

· Providing more interactive opportunities and learning at youth events that require students to be involved and not just simply listen to what others are saying. 

· Encourage youth to grow in the Spirit and receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Teach and encourage them to seek spiritual gifts and use them to honor God.

· Have fun because that is why God made so many good things to enjoy.


It would be impossible to tackle the above list all at once. These ideas should be followed as the Spirit leads. And they are merely a place to start as the youth ministry leadership team seeks to develop a clear path for the future. 

You may want to strive for one transformation vehicle at once. Or, instead of having adult leaders focus on a particular task, maybe you should consider having some of them focus on goals. For example, a leader could focus on developing a deeper sense of prayer in the youth instead of organizing a monthly prayer gathering for the youth. While the leader may choose a regular prayer gathering as the best vehicle to guide the goal, the goal remains the focal point and not the activity. In this case, the activity is just a tool to bring about the desired result in the lives of students. 


I humbly submit these ideas as things to consider as you develop a road map for student spiritual formation. May God give you the grace to tackle the challenges that He sets before you. 
Godspeed,

Chaille Brindley 

