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Background 
 
The development of this model for doing youth ministry was supported by 
a Steely Internship at Pullen Memorial Baptist Church. The project was 
originally a response to the specific challenge of getting and keeping good 
volunteers to work in Pullen’s youth program. (Acknowledging J.K. 
Rowling, its initial working title was “The Care and Feeding of Magical 
Youth Workers.”) The hope was to articulate a way of doing ministry with 
young people that offered a rewarding, energizing, even transformative, 
experience to those who work with youth, and consequently then to the 
youth themselves.  
 
As the work progressed, I realized that many elements of a youth program 
impact whether or not it is nurturing to the youth workers.  Therefore the 
scope of the model now addresses a broader discussion of youth 
programming, including ideas about curriculum and how we welcome 
guests. Many of the elements addressed here incorporate ideas and 
practices that are already in place at Pullen and in most cases no 
distinction has been made between the existing and new ideas. 
 
I’m extremely grateful to the staff at Pullen, particularly Brian Ammons, the 
Minister to Youth and Young Adults and Nancy Petty, pastor, for their 
support throughout this project. It has been an amazing opportunity to get 
to spend time thinking, talking and writing about this subject that is so dear 
to me. I’m also grateful to the youth volunteers at Pullen and to the youth 
ministers outside Pullen who have shared stories of their experiences with 
their ministry. 
 
It is hoped that this document will offer ideas and encouragement toward 
imagining what’s possible for our youth programs, our youth, and for the 
world. We never know who might be in that room of youth – a future Martin 
Luther King, Jr or Eleanor Roosevelt, a future gentle school teacher or 
visionary artist. May our time with the young people in our lives increase 
the chance that the world will get to see their magnificent potential unfold 
and get to receive the benefits of the fullness of each of their gifts. 
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Part One – Overview 
 
What Makes a Vibrant Youth Program? 
 
When I contemplated what I personally needed as a youth leader, the 
general answer was “a vibrant youth program of which I'm proud to be a 
part.” Specific attributes that comprised a healthy vibrant program seemed 
to be the following: 
 

• a framework that names and moves us toward taking in the riches 
around us (a flower, a child's laughter, music, warmth from the sun) 
and giving back to the world from the resulting feeling of abundance; 

• a welcoming community that treasures and affirms the value of every 
person that comes in contact with the program; 

• “tools” for living that help youth know themselves, honor the 
complexity found in themselves and others, and expose them to new 
ideas that open possibilities for future exploration; and 

• fun and fellowship. 
 
This framework assumes a benevolent animating presence permeating 
every inch of the universe. When we can imagine this vibrating “love 
energy” that we might call God or Love or All That Is as an integral part of 
every atom in creation, we can more easily feel nurtured, even to 
overflowing, by sights, sounds, smells around us. Everything becomes a 
reminder of connectedness and the variety of God expressions possible. 
This awareness can be a powerful antidote to the stresses and despair 
associated with our regular lives. Living in it, we can trust that we are all 
mystical beings, with direct experience of the divine as close to us as our 
next breath or heartbeat. 
 
The goal of the youth program I 
visualize would be to expand each 
person's ability to recognize this 
presence and their own distinctive 
“openings” to it.  The program 
would use art, music, 
contemplation, conversation, 
movement and time in nature as 
gateways, and it would encourage 
youth to share stories of what 
they've experienced and maybe 
hadn't named as ‘God.'   

I guess the reason I didn’t “believe” 
was because, I didn’t feel the presence of 
God, and I really didn’t even know what it felt 
like.  But that night while lying with all of my 
friends under the dark sky engulfed in stars I 
felt it.  It’s hard for me to describe the feeling, 
but it’s like there was something out there 
that wanted us to be together in that 
moment.  Then I realized that all of my life I 
had felt that presence but never gave it any 
thought.  I had felt it while worshiping at the 
services at Baptist Youth Camp, I felt it when 
I was spending time with my family, and I felt 
it when I was just hanging out with friends in 
the youth room. 
 
Peter Baynes, Youth Sunday 2004 
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Our current culture doesn’t usually provide us with much encouragement 
to live fully into our amazing selves, but church is an ideal setting for this 
unfolding to be fostered.  It provides the consistent community needed for 
remembering that you are precious and beloved in the face of many 
influences claiming otherwise. 
 
The contribution of a spirit of playfulness, adventure and silliness shouldn’t 
be underestimated for youth or adults. It can be easier to let new ideas in 
or try new things when we loosen up some on images of how we see 
ourselves and hope to be seen by others. Purple wigs, goofy dancing, silly 
skits can be surprising glue for a community, as well as giving a physical 
outlet to any stresses or anxieties. 
 
 
The Basic Shifts 
 
Three shifts in the expectations and culture of youth work are needed to 
create this type of youth program. The first involves moving away from 
asking for volunteers to please “help” to offering an opportunity for adults 
to discern and respond to a feeling of “call” to be involved in the unfolding 
lives of young people. Volunteering because you’re needed to fill a spot is 
very different from finding and using an opportunity to express your 
particular gifts and hopes for making the world a better place. 
 
The second shift is closely related to the first as it addresses the impact on 
the youth worker of doing the work. A good model of youth ministry would 
offer work that enriches and energizes the youth workers (and youth 
minister!) rather than work that often makes them feel tired or 
overwhelmed. Ideally, involvement in youth ministry would provide a much 
needed refuge from the busy, outer/material/consumptive environment 
most of us live in. 
 
The third and possibly most important shift involves challenging the 
assumption in the larger community that youth work needs to be 
entertaining (or the youth won’t want to come) and needs to convey certain 
information (or the parents won’t think the youth are “getting anything” 
worthwhile) and expecting rather that youth work can lay the groundwork 
for experiencing the vibrant connectedness of all creation.  Mystics of all 
ages affirm that these experiences of oneness invariably open us to 
profound feelings of compassion, tranquility and generosity. This is 
important for all communities of faith, but it is essential for young people 
putting together their images of themselves and the world. 
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Some Existing Challenges 
 
While Pullen’s youth program is exciting and strong in many ways, there 
remain some frustrations and challenges. The particular ones listed here 
came from observations and experience at Pullen, but conversations with 
leaders of other churches confirmed that they are often universal.  
 

• Welcoming and including new youth or others who do not have their 
primary social group within the church. 

• Building community among leaders when leaders are balancing other 
time commitments, including work and family. 

• Overcoming a youth culture that values abandoning religion more 
than cultivating an authentic spiritual life. 

• Deepening one’s spiritual life despite conflicts of time and attention. 
• Building relationships with youth with such a big group (40-50 on 

Wednesday nights, the 6th/7th grade Sunday school class often has 20 
youth). 

• Recruiting enough volunteers. 
• Communicating adequately about programs and activities to all 

involved parties. 
• Finding/developing a good progressive church school curriculum for 

different youth age groups. 
• Finding ways to encourage, empower and provide space for youth 

workers to use more of their own creativity without asking for more of 
their time. 
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PART TWO - Structural Aspects to Support Program 
 
The structure supporting a vibrant program can take many forms. In this 
document, the aspects of this structure are divided into four sections: how 
the leaders gather; ideas for partnering; communication; and curriculum. 
Although they overlap some in description, each of the following activities 
contribute something distinct to the healthy functioning of the program by 
building confidence and community, deepening spiritual life, and offering 
tools and training for doing youth work.  
 
 
Leader gatherings 
 
It is essential that the leaders gather in ways that are nurturing and 
inspiring. It is sadly too easy to forget the amazing potential, even nobility, 
of the work we are doing together, and our gatherings provide an 
opportunity for many types of sustenance. (Imagine giving a small bow to 
each other any time we meet honoring the wonder of the gifts the other 
offers.)   
 
Ideally time together can always be opened and closed with recognition of 
the bigger mystery which enlivens us and all we do. Each of us 
experiences and images this Mystery differently and it can be exciting to 
vary the language or format of how we re-center ourselves in that 
presence. 
 
Gatherings also need to include opportunities to share what’s going on in 
each of our lives and in the lives of the youth so that we can stay 
connected with the larger issues that impact our work, and not be 
overwhelmed by their unspoken presence. This sharing works best 
following a time of introspection and prayerfulness. 
 
Some specific ideas of times and ways to gather include the following: 

• Overnight retreat prior to the beginning of the program year; 
• Day retreat midway through the program year; 
• Biweekly or monthly meetings, possibly including a meal, to use 

communal wisdom for problem solving; and 
• Optional Sabbath/credo/mindfulness groups for those leaders wanting 

to devote intentional time to their spiritual lives.  When even one of us 
experiences greater peace, we all benefit. 
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Partnering 
 
There are several specific partnerships that will help cultivate a more 
intimate environment in a large youth group setting. These relationships 
can help prevent a feeling of “falling through the cracks” for both the youth 
and adults. 
 
The first involves having rotating monthly prayer partners within the 
community of youth workers, 
including the youth minister. This 
can be done at each monthly 
meeting of the youth leaders by 
drawing names that are either 
shared or kept as secret prayer 
partners. The partner then can 
hold the specific joys and 
concerns, as well as role in the 
youth program, of their person in 
their thoughts and prayers 
throughout the month.  
 
In addition to the rotating partners, each new or new-ish youth worker 
needs to be partnered with an experienced youth leader to serve as a 
mentor.  Starting to do youth work can sometimes be overwhelming or 
intimidating and it’s very helpful to have a designated friend to call or get 
together with for informal information about anything related to the youth 
program. 
 
In a group with more than 15 or 20 youth, it is not possible for one minister 
to provide close relationships to that many youth and families. One solution 
is to have subgroups of youth assigned to each adult leader. giving each 
youth a chance to feel recognized and known, maybe even drawn out, in a 
way that is nurturing and empowering. This could involve learning about 
special interests or hobbies, strengths or challenges, maybe just asking 
how that test was or did you get to see your friend kinds of questions. Each 
youth worker would get a small group, probably spread across the age 
groups, and keep up with them in little ways over the course of the year. 
Specific ideas for conversations, prayer, and relationship building can be 
established at the beginning of each year, as well as a plan to add and 
take off youth during the year to be sure every youth has someone paying 
attention.  
 

I drew the name of someone I barely knew, 
but I found that over the next few weeks, he 
came into my thoughts quite frequently. I 
wondered about how he was doing, what 
joys and hardships he might be experiencing, 
I listened for news about/from him. I thought 
we had little in common, but eventually 
through this experience, I felt he was my kin. 
This was months ago but, still to this day, I 
feel connected to him differently. 
 
Santi Matthews, youth leader 
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A final looser partnering would address how visitors or new youth group 
members are welcomed. Each time a new youth attends Sunday or 
Wednesday night programming it would be great if they were greeted by 
the larger group with something lighthearted like, “HI SUSIE!” in unison, as 
well as given some kind of welcome gift. This could be a bookmark with 
youth artwork and a card with a general description of the vision and 
structure of the program. Ideally ideas for this gift could come from the 
youth themselves. If a visitor comes a second time they could be partnered 
with a youth in their age group for more casual information and 
companionship. Having a tangible activity related to each person’s visit 
might remind the youth to pay better attention outside of their familiar circle 
of friends. 
 
 
Communication 
 
Keeping all the people involved in a youth program informed about issues, 
events and programming is an essential part of a nurturing program. It 
could even be viewed as a physical form of the spiritual connectedness all 
creation shares. This communication can take many forms, including 
newsletters with youth contributions, regular emails to leaders, parent 
groups and committees, community bulletin boards, and directories. Some 
type of comment box that is always available would encourage people to 
share thoughts and ideas in an informal manner and keep communication 
going both ways. 
 
 
Curriculum 
 
In January 2005, the structure of Pullen’s youth program was reconfigured 
to better distinguish the goals of Sunday morning and Wednesday evening 
programming. Sunday morning will now focus on spiritual formation in 
each age group. Wednesday nights will focus on how we apply our faith in 
our lives. This clarification of goals was a great help to the Wednesday 
night planning team but confirmed what all three Sunday school teams had 
been experiencing – our current curriculum resources were not meeting 
the needs of our teachers or youth. This dilemma is echoed in many 
progressive faith communities. 
 
While no perfect curriculum exists, there are many excellent resources 
available and something like a “curriculum summit,” possibly including 
other churches, may be a good forum for combining the exciting pieces 
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together. The goal would be that over the seven years they spend in the 
youth program, each youth will be able to develop a life giving, well-
grounded, personal theology that can carry them into adulthood. They 
would gain familiarity with Pullen’s history and traditions as well as those of 
Baptists, Christians, and the many other possibilities for being a person of 
faith. Information on developmental stages and varieties of learning styles 
and personality types would ideally be incorporated into the planning. 
 
Making it possible to see God as an “infinite Love/Idea source of which we 
are an aspect” rather than having an external God that can be present or 
absent can be a big challenge. It will take great perseverance and 
creativity to develop curriculum that can overcome the skepticism and 
uncertainty within us. Fortunately this Love/Idea source can be counted on 
to be an active participant in meeting this challenge. Curriculum 
developers need only provide windows of opportunity, not answers. Youth 
can be encouraged to see for themselves how Spirit may be present in 
their lives, rather than taking someone else’s word for it. 
 
Specific examples of curriculum pieces could be hikes in silence to see a 
sunset, “listening” for what Spirit might be saying through a specific piece 
of art, music, nature or scripture at a particular time, making beaded prayer 
bracelets or telling a story with your body without using words. Maybe 
there could even be homework of looking for evidence of this God 
presence as Polly Berrien Berends suggests in Gently Lead: “Next time 
you feel afraid and don’t know what to do, remember God. Before you 
worry any more and before you ask your parents or your teacher or friends 
for help, get still and remember that God can help you. No matter what’s 
bothering you for just a minute be as calm as you can and listen. See if an 
idea comes. If an idea comes that you didn’t have before, you will know 
that God has spoken to you. And next week come back and tell us what 
happened.” 
 
An additional but essential element of this curriculum would be how to deal 
with the darkness and brokenness that is also always present in life. We all 
need help recognizing and putting in place resources for responding to 
sorrow, injustice and tragedy. Youth particularly need safe places to share 
fears, losses and pain. This kind of sharing reminds us that we are not the 
only ones who have made mistakes or suffered misfortune and we are not 
alone. 
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PART THREE - Inviting and Engaging Potential Youth Workers 

 
As the structure and content of the youth program becomes more life-
giving, more people will be drawn to expand their own spiritual journeys 
through involvement in the youth program. However, like the chicken and 
the egg, a solid core of enthusiastic youth workers is needed to create and 
then support this good structure and content. 
 
 
Youth Ministry and Spirituality Project 
 
An excellent process of discernment of a call to participate in 
contemplative youth ministry has been developed as part of the Lilly 
Endowment-funded “Youth Ministry and Spirituality Project,” or YMSP. This 
project was based at the San Francisco Theological Seminary and 
included a number of congregations and youth ministry organizations over 
its seven-year span of active work. An extensive collection of resources is 
now available at www.ymsp.org. Chris Copeland of Oakhurst Baptist 
Church in Decatur, Georgia was active in the project and has provided a 
number of resources to Pullen to use in its youth program. 
 
Ideally the process of inviting adults to discern what role if any they feel 
called to play within the youth program will be personal and spirit-filled. 
The YMSP model involves asking individuals and groups within the larger 
community to contemplate who might have gifts for this type of ministry 
and then taking time to have conversations with each person suggested. 
(See www.ymsp.org/resources/processes/calling_process.html for detailed 
information.)  
 
 
Getting the Word Out 
 
Complementing the YMSP process could be a kind of light-hearted 
spotlight on youth work (such as “ask not what you can do for your youth 
group, but what can your youth group do for you!”). There are many 
amazing benefits to doing youth work and it’s hard sometimes for people to 
get past their feelings of uncertainty about what hanging out with 
teenagers is really like. There could be articles in the newsletters, 
information tables set up, posters, testimonials, pages on the website, etc. 
to clarify the gifts people receive as youth workers as well as the many 
ways the world can be a better place because of their engagement in the 
program. 
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Information about the many ways to be connected within the program, 
available support (such as outlined in Part Two of this document), 
expected time commitments, and the many benefits of involvement could 
be circulated among the youth leaders, youth parents and staff, even the 
youth themselves. In this way all those who care personally about the 
future of the program can be advocates for its continued flourishing.  
 
 
Benefits to the Program and to the Youth Worker 
 
It is very common for potential volunteers with youth to doubt whether they 
have anything to offer. An unexpected benefit of talking to potential youth 
workers is the opportunity to remind them of how interesting and gifted 
they are, and how their particular gifts and life experience could enrich that 
of someone else. Some of the people who would make great youth leaders 
include: 

• people who make time for their playful side 
• people who get excited about their spiritual life 
• people who like to meet new people 
• parents of elementary school age kids who want to know what’s 

coming up 
• parents whose kids are grown and don’t want to let that wisdom go to 

waste 
• twenty and thirty somethings who have gained insight about 

themselves and the world that they could share while it’s “fresh” 
• older adults who have passed the time in their lives of individual 

striving and can share the benefits of their larger view 
• people who as youth had relationships with adults that were 

nourishing and meaningful 
• people who didn’t and know what a difference it would have made. 

 
Some of the gifts and benefits of doing youth work described by current 
youth leaders are: 
 

• getting to see youth grow up 
• experiencing my own gifts being drawn out and valued 
• getting to talk with people whose lives have been changed 
• time to play! 
• working with youth, I become lighter and sillier. It's wonderful to 

realize that in life, one can still be responsible, while having more fun. 
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• being with youth takes me back to my own youth (which was overall a 
painful time), but it gives me a healing compassion for myself at that 
time, a deep care for youth today, and a desire to make a difference. 

• the freedom to explore many different gifts 
• witnessing the openness, genuine nature and close friendships 

among the youth. They are an inspiration. 
• interacting with youth on retreats and special programming.  The 

week at Baptist Youth Camp left me less stressed, and more 
lighthearted for weeks. 

• being the adult they talk to when they don’t want to talk to their 
parents 

• just listening.  Youth have so much to say about faith, society, and 
values. 

• being part of a great community of adults. 
 
 
We never know when one conversation, one game of cards or one hike in 
the woods could make the difference in a youth feeling known or loved. 
Helping youth see themselves as precious, spiritually rich and connected, 
and confident of their distinct contribution to the world offers hope to all of 
us.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
Epilogue 
 
My hope is that this document will be a starting place for conversation and 
for imagining what is possible in children’s and youth ministry in faith 
communities. We are all Spirit-filled, even when we don’t recognize it, and 
our world is in desperate need of the brilliance of all our distinctive lights. 
 
 


