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Chapter 14

Tough Talk about Teen Ministry

While many of us are not directly involved in teen ministry, we are all heavily involved in parent ministry. It is our responsibility as fathers and mothers to train our youth.  Therefore, it is crucial that we be significantly involved in providing ongoing, hands-on direction to our teens’ youth ministries.


Josh McDowell, who has probably spoken to more college students about Christ than any other man alive, is simply adamant about this.

“I would fire all of the church youth pastors in this country,” he said.  “Form a dads committee.  Then rehire those same youth pastors to work for the dads.  And help train and equip our youth, under the fathers’ guidance and supervision.”

There’s a boatload of wisdom in what he says.  I have my own strong opinions on the topic of parents and teen ministries.  I believe there are 5 common approaches to youth ministry that ultimately destine it to failure, no matter how well intentioned the goal.  The good news is, failure doesn’t have to be an option.  I believe the solution is simple: significant parental involvement, particularly involvement by fathers.

Here then are those 5 misguided approaches, followed by my opinions on each.  I want to stress at the outset that my opinions are just that: opinions.  (But then I want to stress that there’s a lot of hard-earned, school-of-hard-knocks experience behind those “opinions” – experience in successfully fathering and pastoring many teens and in mentoring many other fathers and pastors of teens – so I hope you’ll hear me out!)

1. Any youth or teen ministry that does not involve dads in a critical leadership role is destined to fail.  
John Meyer and I were recently talking about the different kinds of dads that we often see in Christian community.  They seem to fall into three categories:

· Great dads have great expectations for their kids.

· Average dads have average expectations for their kids.

· Many dads just don’t want to be bothered.

Dads, we cannot afford to be like the guy who just doesn’t want to be bothered with being involved with his teens.  (Kind of like when we didn’t want to be bothered with a dirty diaper.)  Well, we could avoid the issue then, but we can’t avoid it now.  Now that our kids are older, we just can’t ignore reality and run off to the office.  The chickens have a way of “coming home to roost,” as they say.  We need to have great expectations for our sons and daughters and to actively see that they live up to their potential with all that is in us.

Let’s face it – we parents basically see our kids 24/7.  We know how they’re really doing.  We know how they act when they get up in the morning and what they’re like when they’re in one of their moods.  We’re the main recipients of their stinky attitudes – that is, right up until they “pull their act together,” hop out of the car all smiles and run off to see their friends.

Because we parents know the real score, we have the best opportunity to help our kids.  That’s why it’s critical that we dads are actively involved in teen ministry, lest we passively encourage a kind of hypocrisy in our teens.  

There is nothing better than a group of dads leading together the youth of a church.  Of course we will always welcome and work with quality college age men and women who desire to work with teens.  But it is so much healthier for those young college age men and women to be working under the direction and supervision of a “committee of dads”.

Since all successful teen ministry must ultimately connect with the parents of those teens - we need to stand ready as dads, and not just sit on the sidelines.  We need to initiate and get involved, lest we become a critic. And we parents are the best ones to help build connections between these two age groups.     
2. Any youth or teen ministry that smacks of a homeschool-based model is destined to fail – especially if it ignores the mission of the church to reach people outside its circles.

Dads, we need to get our kids ready for the real world.  They have to be able to “run with the big dogs,” so to speak. We pray to be able to have an impact for Christ in our towns and cities – and the people in these same towns and cities, by and large, send their kids to the public high schools. 

Our kids must be able to function effectively for God in the real world.  That is, they must be able to keep their eyes on their Savior and keep their noses clean.  Remain a witness.  Maybe not a perfect witness, but a witness out there in this lost world.  They must learn how to remain on mission without losing their own souls in the process.

Can our home-schooled youth handle the less-sheltered environment of the public school?  If not, we dads need to seriously ask ourselves, “Why not?”  Then we need to buckle down and work overtime with them on specific areas they need to develop in until we’re convinced that they have what it takes.
3. Any youth or teen ministry that relies excessively on older youth as leaders – without dads involved – is destined to fail.

Let’s be honest, men.  Twenty-year-olds make great “big brothers,” but they can’t be the point men.  It’s just too easy for someone barely past his teenage years, someone alone in leadership, to side with a teen against a parent – whether consciously or not.

We’re all thankful for those committed Christian men and women in their 20’s who are not only tremendous workers, but also tremendous examples to our teens.  I personally rely on several of them for help in our youth ministry and I thank God for each of them.  But we dads are the seasoned veterans.  We are the ones who have the authority, the spiritual maturity and the life experience to help shape and guide the youth entrusted to us.  We dads need to be the point men!

4. Any youth or teen ministry that does not have a strong emphasis on equipping our youth to share their faith with their peers in their high school is destined to fail.

Dads, we need to ensure that our kids are equipped to pass on their faith.  Have our teens in high school learned to stand their ground, to reach out and make friends and to lead that occasional classmate to Christ?  Can they speak about their faith one-on-one – and more importantly, will they do it? 

Our kids are not really equipped if they are not sharing their faith one-on-one in natural situations like after school, over a coke, during the noon hour, etc.  If we are relying solely on group activities in a church teen ministry context for our teen evangelism – and that is the extent of how we’re “equipping” our youth – then we have failed. 

Our teens need to see that when they are sharing their faith – seemingly all alone – they are stepping into a greater relationship, a very personal kind of relationship with their Savior. In those times, they are really not alone – God is with them and they are actually multiplying their lives into the lives of other people.

Just two nights ago, my daughter’s classmate and her mother were killed in a tragic accident just a block from our house, right out here in the country.  The next day another friend of my daughter – who was also a friend of the girl who was killed – prayed to receive Christ with my sophomore, right there after school.

There is nothing quite like having enough guts to speak about your faith to a peer one-on-one.  When we’re willing to speak for Him apart from the safety of our friends, it reveals who we really are.  It separates the men from the boys, the women from the girls.  There is no substitute for our teens having the fundamental perspective ingrained in their lives that they are God’s workers in God’s field – whether they are surrounded by likeminded peers or standing alone for their beliefs. 

5. Any youth or teen ministry that does not involve a significant amount of service – one where our teens are asked to genuinely work hard and not just sit around and talk – is destined to fail.

Dads, we need to instill a strong work ethic in our kids.  Do we insist that they work hard enough and long enough to know what it really means to break a sweat?  Do we require genuine studying, where they are truly applying themselves with concentrated focus – whether they are smart or not?  When we come together at church, are they right alongside us working and helping to build God’s kingdom – or are they just watching?  Are they serving their fellow man or just talking with their friends?

Service is our Lord’s way.  He who chose to wash the disciples’ feet demonstrated to us that serving is how His kingdom is truly advanced.  Our youth need to “own” this truth, to internalize it.  They need to understand that the kingdom of God is not advanced through mere talking.  Our teens can easily believe the lie that all they need to advance God’s kingdom is a microphone and an electric guitar.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  He is the one who promised that as we lose our lives on a daily basis in the service of others – we truly find life.
“But He said, ‘On the contrary, blessed are those who hear the word of God, 

and do it.’”



 

– Luke 11:28

Pat Sokoll, commenting on a local church’s responsibility to plan and think through their teen ministry, has said the following:  

“It is very important to clearly define the outcome goals for your teen ministry.  It is possible to have a teen ministry of 200 plus teens attending weekly, see several, or even dozens saved every year, get rave reviews from students and many parents, and still be a failure.  Success and failure must ultimately be decided according to the specific goals that the fathers have decided on.”

“If a student ministry is church-based and designed to help parents bring their teen age children progressively to full maturity, the outcomes must reflect a balanced, Biblical goal - for their conduct and character.  Excitement, cultural relevance and even numerical fruit must be kept in careful balance with the primary goal of helping students understand, embrace and live out biblical truths, commands and convictions.”  

He goes on to state a few specific outcomes that he is working to see established in the lives of his local church’s teens.  

· Be in healthy relationships with the authorities in their lives.

· Relate to and appreciate all ages and levels of maturity – especially in their own family and with their own siblings.

· Empower them to own and contribute to the larger vision of the local church.  

· Respect and look to those who are older in the faith.

· Have the attitude and actions of a producer, rather then a consumer.

· And understand and embrace the Core Values of our association of churches.

Here are three questions I  pose to every parent.  Neva and I have each had to search our heart with these three questions, many times.

A.  Do we want to win? (with every child)  


B.  Are we willing to do whatever it takes?


C.  Will we allow ourselves to be turned away?

While we’re on the topic of teen ministries, I just want to interject a thought about insisting on right behavior.  As many of you know, our movement has a strong and vibrant heritage of successfully reaching young people for Christ.  Many of you reading this book right now are products of that exceptional vision and focus.  In fact, many of you first embraced Christ yourselves in your teen years or early 20’s because of the dedicated witness and exemplary life of one of your peers in Great Commission.

As a movement, we have always “set the bar high” in our commitment to exhibit right behavior in all of our relationships, whether we’re with our friends, our parents, our professors, our employers, or members of the opposite sex.

However, with so many new teens coming through our doors and swelling the ranks of our youth ministries – young teens from dysfunctional homes who don’t share our standards – it can be tempting to relax a bit from insisting on right behavior in order to be more “winsome.”  Nothing could be farther from the truth!

Youth group is exactly the place where we should be reminding everyone – teens and parents alike – about our standards and guidelines on proper behavior, especially between the guys and the gals.  Because our society has such low standards, that is all the more reason why we need to be training God’s high standards into our youth at every opportunity.  We can keep the bar high and still be gracious and effective with newcomers.  If anything, the high level of respect in our relationships will make the Gospel even more attractive.

On fun, friends and free time

As long as we’re on the topic of right behavior, let me ask you a question.  Why are we giving our teens so much free time to be with their friends, even their Christian friends?  

It takes a lot of time for kids just to go to school and study and get their grades.  I’m convinced that the biggest mistake many parents make when their teens get a little older is to let them walk out the front door way too often.

The bottom line is, if we want our children to excel in school and be prepared for the future, they’re going to have to do their homework – whether it comes easy for them or not.  And we’re going to have to limit their school activities and, yes, sometimes even their church activities.  They can’t do everything.  


Many times I’ve been asked, “How often do you let your kids leave the house?  How many activities are they involved in?”  My first reaction is to feel a little defensive, because I haven’t let them be out and about that much.   

“But what about their school friends?” parents ask.  “What about their Christian friends?  What about church activities and youth group?”

Like I said, I can feel defensive at times.  


But if we want our kids to get ahead in life, we will insist upon building a strong work ethic into them during their high school years.  Life is primarily a lot of hard work, and we can encourage a real passion for work or we can just let them be lazy.  The comic strip Zits is one of my favorites, but the teenage boy who is the central figure is probably the laziest young guy I have ever laughed at.  We can’t afford to be raising comic strip characters.


“Fatherhood has been known to transform even the toughest and most resilient into a quivering mass.”                                

 - Marcus Jacob Goldman


Many teen ministries in America today rely on excessive amounts of fun to keep youth engaged.  We need to guard against this kind of “fun first” thinking that can gradually seep into our own thinking and homes.

 “Ah, we just need to let them have fun while they’re young,” some folks say.  Well, I consider myself a fun-loving kind of guy.  (How did Steve Martin and Dan Akroyd put it in that skit they used to do many years ago?  “We’re just a couple of wild and crazy guys!”)  

Well, we Whitneys are too.  I sure don’t need to work at encouraging my kids to let loose and have fun.  That comes pretty naturally to this bunch.  Every member of the Whitney clan has his or her own wild and crazy side.  

But as parents we have to resist the notion that our chief purpose in life is to make sure that our kids are happy.  On the contrary, our chief purpose in life as it relates to our kids is to make sure that they succeed in these growing-up years and become productive Christian adults.    


“My father gave me the greatest gift anyone could give another person.  He believed in me.”           

 - Jim Valvano, former North Carolina State basketball coach
For further study:


In the appendix of my book and also posted on our web site as article # 16, are two additional pieces, outlining a typical, church-based, father-led, teen ministry.  The first is entitled, Purpose, Plan, and Standards.  

It is a one-page document and highlights the main elements for what I believe constitutes a successful, high school, church-based, father-led, teen ministry.  The church is Summitview and it is located in Loveland, Colorado.  They have an exciting teen ministry and a lot of dads are involved.  


The second is entitled, Plan of Action.  In a little more detail it reviews the five crucial elements of a successful church-based, father-led, high school teen ministry.  This also is a very clear and doable plan.  Both are pretty good.  The example church here is Prairie View Community Church located in Parker, Colorado.  

Chapter 14 – Discussion Questions

1.  Are you giving your teen too much “free time” to be with their friends, even Christian friends?  How do you gauge how much is too much?

2.  How do you react to the following statement at the end of this chapter?

“…As parents we have to resist the notion that our chief purpose in life is to make sure that our kids are happy.  On the contrary, our chief purpose in life as it relates to our kids is to make sure that they succeed in these growing-up years and become productive Christian adults.”

3.  From the chapter, discuss with your spouse the following three questions:  Do we want to win? (with every child)   Are we willing to do whatever it takes?  Will we allow ourselves to be turned away?

