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Introduction
I write this article as a youth ministry practitioner and a teacher of youth ministry in Canada. The 
church in Canada, as well the United States to our south, is in a crisis because of a failure to retain 
young people. A quarter of a century ago, American historian Mark Senter called for a ‘revolution’ 
in youth ministry and urged a ‘total restructuring’ in our methodology. Citing the coming changes 
that would impact young people, he wrote, ‘continued modifications of the current system simply 
will not keep up with the changes in the world in which we live’ (Senter 1992:29). Twenty years 
later, Mike Yaconelli, co-founder of the influential Youth Specialties, a major youth ministry 
resource for training and publishing youth ministry resources in the United States, stated, ‘youth 
ministry as an experiment has failed’, and, ‘the success of youth ministry in this country is an 
illusion … very little youth ministry has a lasting impact on students’. His contention was that we 
need to ‘completely change the way we do youth ministry in America’ (Yaconelli 2003).

While Senter and Yaconelli’s sentiments may not have been widely popular in 2003, they are now 
being reiterated from a number of youth ministry writers. Mark Oestreicher, the former head of 
Youth Specialties, echoes Yaconelli’s words, stating that youth ministers in North America are 
‘failing at our calling’ and we need ‘an epochal shift in our assumptions, approaches, models and 
methods’ (Oestreicher 2008:20). Others are joining Oestreicher in calling for a rethink in North 
American youth ministry strategy. Andrew Zirschky (2012) claims that youth ministry is ‘broken’ 
and asserts that:

Despite all the guidance we’ve received from educators and psychologists, it’s clear that it’s not working. 
Teenagers come to church in droves to play games and hear a Bible lesson, but then they walk away from 
the faith. (n. p.) 

Mike King urges the need to critique our practices ‘out of love for the church and a desire for it to 
be truly evangelical’ (King 2006:26). Chris Folmsbee has called for a ‘reculturing of youth ministry’ 
(Folmsbee 2006:16). Finally, Andy Root has sounded an alarm, citing anthropologists who observe 
that a ‘community’s health can be assessed by the well-being of its children’ (Root 2011:16). Root 
says, ‘Given the continued hemorrhaging of young people from American churches, Christian 
communities have cause for concern’ (Root 2011:16). There seems to be a general consensus that 
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youth ministry in North America is in crisis because of the 
inability to produce long-term members. Kinnaman has 
called the present time a ‘critical point in the life of the North 
American church’ (Kinnaman 2011:13). He has critiqued the 
modern church saying, in our rapidly changing culture the 
paradigms and assumptions that guide our thinking in youth 
ministry are ‘rooted in modern, mechanistic, and mass 
production paradigms’ (Kinnaman 2011:13). What does it 
mean for modern youth ministry to drop these ‘mass 
production paradigms’ and adopt a new strategy?

The research problem that I wish to address in this article is 
the connection between our retention (the loss of youth from 
our church) and our commitment to attracting newcomers at 
the expense of spiritual practices. In other words, is there a 
connection between the programme we use to attract youth 
from outside of the church and the loss of youth from inside 
of the church? It is my belief that because of a number of 
factors we have adopted a methodology that actually works 
against producing young people in the church who will stay 
long term. While this article deals with the church in North 
America, the issues addressed are relevant to the wider 
church across the globe.

The crisis facing North American 
youth ministry
The numbers of young people in the church have been 
consistently declining, and there does not appear to be a 
reversal of this in the near future. The Barna Group has 
documented diminishing attendance among youth in the 
churches of the United States. Their findings show that only 
one-fifth of the people in their 20s have maintained a level 
of spiritual activity consistent with their high school 
experiences (Barna Group 2006). Kinnaman claims that of 
those people who had a Christian background as a youth, 
59% report that they had or have ‘dropped out of attending 
church, after going regularly’. His research has found that 
57% of people who were active in Christian fellowship 
during their youth say they are less active in church today 
compared to when they were aged 15 years (Kinnaman 
2011:23). According to LifeWay Research and Ministry 
Development, an organisation that represents the sizable 
Southern Baptist Convention in the United States, as teens 
grow older, their frequency of attendance drops (LifeWay 
2007). Krejcir (2007) notes that the:

[P]roportion of the population that is Protestant has declined 
markedly in recent decades while the proportion of the 
population that is not affiliated with any particular religion has 
increased significantly. (n. p.)

Clark notes that the regular Canadian church attendance rate 
for people aged 15–24 years was 34% in 1988. By 1998, when 
they were 25–34 years old, the rate had dropped 10% points 
to 24% (Clark 2000:23). Statistics from the Pew Research 
Centre show that for young people raised in the church, 44% 
now claim to be ‘currently unaffiliated with any particular 
religion’ (Pew 2008:29).

The recent Hemorrhaging Faith study of almost 3000 young 
people by the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada has pointed 
out the ineffectiveness of the Canadian Church to hold onto 
its youth. The survey reports that only one in five youth who 
attended a Catholic or Mainline Protestant church from 1980 
to 1999 still attend church. According to their research, 
evangelical churches have more success but still have 50% of 
their youth dropping out of church affiliation. Furthermore, 
the authors state that young people are dropping out of 
church before they leave high school. Their results found that 
‘the decline in attendance between childhood and the teen 
years is greater than the subsequent decline between the teen 
years and young adulthood’ (Penner et al. 2011:21). This 
study also showed that not only are youth dropping out of 
the church in North America but they are also tending not to 
return to it once they are older. In Canada, those who leave 
the church of their youth do not move onto another Christian 
church. In fact, ‘the majority are identifying as atheist, 
agnostic, spiritual or none’ (Penner et al. 2011:25). In the 
United States, this trend is similar. The Barna Group’s 
research claims that only one-third of parents in their 20s 
regularly go to church with their children. This is compared 
to two-fifths of parents in their 30s and one-half of those 
parents who are 40 or older (Barna Group 2006). This indicates 
that adults who were involved in youth group when they 
were younger are not returning to church.

It has been my experience in three decades of youth ministry 
that the observations above are indeed true; we are failing at 
producing longevity when it comes to the Christian faith. 
The recent Hemorrhaging Faith report has provided clear data 
showing this to be true of youth ministry in Canada. The 
theme of this article comes out of this experience and seeks to 
ask a very specific question: Is there a connection between the 
failure to produce longevity in the lives of Christian young 
people and the means we have used to attract these youth 
(those both inside and outside the church) to our youth 
programmes? It is also my belief that, while much of the 
research that I have cited comes from North America, the 
findings are relevant to other parts of the world as well.

A brief history of modern youth 
ministry in North America
North American youth ministry has long been characterised 
by a focus on entertainment and the pursuit of fun to attract 
non-Christian young people. It is the norm that youth group 
must have fun as this will attract unchurched youth to the 
church. In addition to attracting the unbeliever, fun is seen as 
an essential component to engage with, and ministry to, 
those youth already in attendance. Jacober (2011) has noted:

We have been taught both formally and through expectations of 
the church (or parachurch or other Christian organizations) that 
it is better to throw a good party with a lot of adolescents than to 
intentionally enter into ministry with one. (p. 9)

Creasy Dean describes much of youth ministry as a ‘diner 
theology: a bargain religion, cheap but satisfying, whose 
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gods require little in the way of fidelity or sacrifice 
(Dean 2010:10)’. Urbanski (2000) reflects these sentiments 
saying:

To just about everybody- save for those of you reading these 
words- the youth ministry job description must look like a piece 
of cake: Hang out with the kids, order pizza, play some games, 
sing some songs, etc. etc. (p. 1)

Jeff Anderle (1995), in an article written almost 20 years ago, 
sums up the crisis he and others were facing:

For five years I followed the typical youth group structure- 
singing, crowd breakers, entertaining activities. We even spent a 
little time talking about Christ. But sometime between wiping 
egg off the floor from our latest gag and dreaming of the Video 
Toaster that would catapult me into big time youth ministry, the 
question hit me: What am I doing? I realized our youth program 
wasn’t imparting to kids the essentials for their spiritual growth. 
Even I related with Christ as though he were a vaguely 
remembered distant relative rather than an energizing friend. 
Our program based ministry, since it did little to change kids, 
had burned me out. (p. 14)

Note especially Anderle’s understanding of a typical youth 
group structure: ‘… singing, crowd breakers, entertaining 
activities. We even spent a little time talking about Christ’. 
Fun activities appear to have been generally accepted as the 
standard approach to youth ministry programming. It is time 
that we must ask the questions: Where did this understanding 
of youth ministry come from? And, is this a helpful picture of 
youth ministry in today’s world? To answer these questions, 
an examination of our past is a necessary and helpful key to 
understanding our present crisis.

North American youth ministry in the 1930s and 1940s 
underwent a seismic shift as two major organisations were 
formed with the desire to reach those outside of the church. 
This desire led to the utilisation of entertainment rather than 
Christian practices. These organisations – Youth for Christ 
and Young Life – have profoundly shaped much of our 
understanding, structure and operation of youth ministry. 
They have also helped to shape the strategy of dividing of 
evangelism and discipleship that has had a major impact on 
modern youth ministry. To understand the formation of these 
organisations, it will be helpful to first understand the impact 
of radio.

Hart has stated that, as far back as the First Great Awakening 
in America, evangelical Christians have shown ‘an ability for 
exploiting new communications technology and business 
practices to advance religion’ (Hart 2002:174–175). Ward 
adds that ‘twentieth-century American religious cultural 
phenomena, from evangelical celebrities to evangelical 
music, are hardly comprehensible without religious radio’ 
(Ward 2013:102). In the early 20th century, the emergence of 
radio as a common form of communication and entertainment 
is one key factor in the quest to understand the development 
of modern youth ministry. One of the main reasons for this is 
simply the availability and rapid increase in ownership of 
radios in American households. In the 1930s, two-thirds of 

American households owned a radio, and by 1940, the figure 
had risen to over 80% (Sterling & Kittross 1978:533). Radio 
had an impact not only on North American culture generally 
but also on Christian evangelism. Christians who were 
involved in evangelism were quick to discover radio as a 
means to amplify their message to a wider audience. More 
importantly people were not only listening to the radio but 
also listening to programmes of high quality. This resulted in 
some Christian evangelists believing that secular radio had 
set a high standard of entertainment that must be met if one 
was to reach the youth of the day. Carpenter notes that Billy 
Graham was influenced by radio announcers mimicking 
‘their timing and timeliness with his own passion to save lost 
souls’ (Carpenter 1990:217).

Torrey Johnson, the first leader of Youth for Christ and a key 
figure in the development of youth ministry in the 20th 
century, wrote: ‘Isn’t radio part of every youngster’s 
environment today? Furthermore, doesn’t the world present 
its best via radio?’ (Johnson & Cook 1944:37). In his mind, 
this meant that any attempts to evangelise youth had to be of 
the same quality as the entertainment the world provided. 
Johnson would urge evangelists to understand this high 
standard and to figure out what type of events youth would 
attend. Speaking of evangelistic gatherings, he wrote: ‘Dare 
to offer them something shoddy, and they’ll shun your 
meeting’ (Johnson & Cook 1944:36).

In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Youth for Christ and Young 
Life, two prominent parachurch youth ministries, were 
formed that utilised entertainment as a prominent feature in 
their evangelistic endeavours. These two movements are 
pivotal to understanding the development of modern youth 
ministry. The direct influence of these two parachurch youth 
ministries is paramount for an examination of modern youth 
ministry trends and programming strategies. Borgman calls 
Young Life’s influence on contemporary youth ministry both 
‘broad and unmistakable’ (Borgman 1987:69). Senter agrees, 
stating that ‘churches have flattered the movement by 
imitating its strategies and methods’ (Senter 1992:22). Jay 
Kesler, the former president of Youth for Christ USA., 
comments: ‘There are very few things done in youth work 
that were not pioneered in Youth for Christ or Young Life – be 
it in Christian camping, various small group activities or 
music’ (Schultz 1985:22).

While the constraints of this article forbid a full treatment of 
these two organisations, there are a few key areas that must 
be examined. The first is the motto of Youth for Christ: 
‘geared to the times and anchored to the rock’. This simple 
motto reflected the methodology of this organisation: preach 
the message of Christ (‘the rock’); however, use culturally 
relevant and appropriate ways to do so. The backbone of 
Youth for Christ was the Saturday evening rally. Designed for 
those outside of the church, it was organised with a 
programme that, in Shelley’s (1986) words, consisted of:

[L]ively gospel music, personal testimonies from athletes, civic 
leaders or military heroes and a brief sermon, climaxing with a 
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gospel invitation to receive Jesus Christ as personal Savior. This 
was revivalism tailored to youth. (p. 49)

The programmes often included entertaining acts such as 
magic, a talented whistler and musical oddities such as saws 
and single-string oil cans (Shelley 1986:49). In addition to an 
entertaining programme, the leaders on stage themselves 
were entertaining, wearing, according to Hefley, ‘brashy’ 
wide ties and even ties with battery-powered lights that 
would blink along with choruses such as ‘This Little Light of 
Mine’ (Hefley 1970:14). What could be considered an 
extreme example was ‘MacArthur the Gospel Horse’, who 
knelt before a cross during singing, moved his jaws and 
would answer Bible questions via tapping a hoof (Hefley 
1970:17).

While Youth for Christ was forming, another organisation, 
Young Life, was founded by Jim Rayburn. Rayburn’s 
influence cannot be overstated with Senter, describing 
Rayburn’s youth ministry strategy as fundamentally 
different from anything that had preceded it (Senter 
2010:218). There are a number of areas where Rayburn’s 
ministry is still felt in youth ministry today, primarily, his 
desire to reach young people outside of the church. He 
would do this by befriending unchurched youth with the 
hope of presenting the Christian faith in a way that was 
enjoyable and full of zeal (Meredith 1978:20–21). His goal 
was to remove the impression that church was, in his words, 
‘boring’ (Rayburn 1984:62). Rayburn is widely known for the 
phrase, ‘It’s a sin to bore a kid with the gospel’ as it was 
Rayburn’s view that kids should have ‘one heck of a good 
time’ while hearing about Jesus (Meredith 1978:72). Meredith, 
in her study of Young Life, says that in this movement’s 
youth gathering, ‘entertainment was a key thing in 
proclaiming the gospel, it was a spiritual matter’ (Meredith 
1978:72). This concept of fun and entertainment in relation to 
evangelism became a key idea in Young Life’s ministry 
strategy (Meredith 1978:72).

The influence of these two organisations has widely impacted 
evangelism. Both of these organisations have, at their heart, 
what Ladd and Mathisen refer to as a revivalist mindset, that 
is, the desire for conversion and the evangelisation of 
unchurched youth (Ladd & Mathisen 1999:233). This has 
caused a shift in the minds of many youth leaders to see 
youth group as a place for the unchurched youth rather than 
a gathering of like-minded Christian young people. In 
addition, Bergler notes that these two groups ‘set the pattern’ 
for modern youth ministry with a programme of songs, 
games, skits and entertainment followed by more serious 
segments such as a talk or Bible study that are packaged with 
humour, stories and personal testimonies. He notes that this 
pattern appeals to the desire that youth have for fun and 
belonging (Bergler 2012:220). Bergler comments that the 
leaders of Youth for Christ promised teenagers that they 
could ‘have fun, be popular, and save the world at the same 
time’ (Bergler 2012:148). In fact, Bergler (2012:151) uses the 
term ‘fun consecration’ when describing the organisation.

Youth specialties
The methodology set into place by Youth for Christ and 
Young Life would be taken a step further by two key youth 
leaders in the 1960s: Wayne Rice and Mike Yaconelli. Rice 
and Yaconelli, who initially worked for Youth for Christ, 
began their widespread influence by selling books filled with 
ideas for a weekly youth group gathering. The popularity of 
these books would lead to the formation of Youth Specialties, 
a company devoted to the resourcing, training and spiritual 
care of youth leaders and one that would be, to the present 
day, a major influence in youth ministry in North America. 
Senter states that their ‘visibility, creativity, and insights in 
the world of youth ministry soon made them a part of a 
newly established power block’ (Senter 2010:251). Rice 
comments that although their business started ‘on a whim’, it 
grew to ‘become one of the largest providers of youth 
ministry training and resources in the world’ (Rice 2010:16).

In Rice’s Youth for Christ experience, anything that was 
entertaining could be used to attract young people. Leaders 
used a variety of entertaining skills and music, including 
stand-up comedy, magic and ventriloquism. All of these were 
to ‘have more tricks of the trade at their disposal for keeping 
kids’ attention’ (Rice 2010:63). Rice’s experience, along with 
Yaconelli, was built on the understanding that youth ministry 
was all about ‘finding ways to reach unchurched teens with 
the good news about Jesus’ (Rice 2010:64). This necessitated, 
in their minds, the need for attractive, entertaining 
programme ideas.

Rice and Yaconelli’s impact on modern youth ministry in 
North America cannot be overstated. Cusick claims that the 
impact of Youth Specialties is immense servicing over 70 000 
organisations, including the YMCA, Boy Scouts of America, 
the United States Air Force, the Salvation Army and 
thousands of churches (Cusick 1995:67). One writer has 
called their influence ‘staggering, impacting hundreds of 
thousands of youth leaders all across the globe’ (Webster 
2003), with another claiming that ‘Youth Specialties not only 
changed youth ministry but created modern youth ministry 
as we know it’ (Jones 2009).

It is evident from the study of Youth for Christ, Young Life 
and Youth Specialties that their strategy was to focus on the 
evangelisation of those outside of the church. This 
methodology was built on the desire to attract young people 
through anything deemed to be culturally relevant and 
alluring. This methodology has been called ‘attractional 
ministry’. Frost and Hirsch define attractional ministry as ‘an 
approach to Christian mission which the church develops 
programmes, meetings, services, or other products in order 
to attract unbelievers in the influence of the Christian 
community’ (Frost & Hirsch 2013:273). It is their view that 
the church relies on this model as the main approach to 
attracting new members to join its ranks. In youth ministry, 
this is seen in the fact that what is used to reach the 
unchurched must be relevant to them, attractive, and bring 
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them to a setting where they can hear a Christian message 
that gives them the opportunity to respond. It is also reflected 
in the commonplace use of games as a major part of our 
programme content.

It has been my observation that, while the methodology of 
our past has deeply shaped our commitment to reaching 
outsiders through ‘fun’, most youth leaders simply do not 
run an evangelistic gathering alone. Many youth leaders see 
the need to have some other programme committed to 
building strong disciples. This can either be on another night 
of the week (i.e. Friday night is evangelism, Wednesday night 
is discipleship) or, more commonly, it is simply seen in a 
weekly gathering that has been referred to as ‘the cocktail’, 
with one part ‘fun’ (to reach out) and one part ‘serious’ (to 
build up) (Moser 2004). The former programme (one night 
evangelistic, one night discipleship) is part of a youth 
ministry strategy advocated by systems such as Duffy 
Robbins’ Funnel or Doug Fields’ baseball diamond. In these 
systems, youth are moved from one programme to another 
with increasing spiritual content and an increased depth of 
spiritual maturity. The latter programme (‘the cocktail’) is 
run mainly because of a lack of means. To run multiple 
programmes requires more resources than many churches 
can afford.

There ought to be a concern in the use of worldly attraction. 
This, in turn, leads to the division of evangelism and 
discipleship which is a division of our identity and our 
mission. That is, who we are and what we do.

Our identity and our mission
At the heart of our understanding of youth ministry must be 
a theological reflection built around two questions, one of 
identity (Who are we?) and the other of mission (What is our 
task?). Because of the influences of the last century, youth 
ministry has now separated these two when it comes to 
programming. On the one hand, the typical youth programme 
regards itself as a Christian group typified by following Jesus 
and those qualities that would normally be seen to be 
‘Christian’ (e.g. faith, love and hope). In addition, it hopes to 
produce spiritual maturity through disciplines such as 
prayer and Bible study, as spiritual maturity is the desired 
identity. However, what has often consumed these groups is 
a desire to grow numerically, which thus becomes their 
mission. In attractional programming, we see mission 
divorced from identity, that is, we employ methods of 
reaching the lost that do not reflect our identity as the body 
of Christ on earth. For example, reflect on a youth ministry 
promotional video or clip that you may have recently seen. Is 
it built on Christian practices and activities that typify a 
Christian gathering (Bible reading, prayer or songs of 
praise)? Or, does it show a group of youth running around 
engaged in some energetic activity? The goal of this article is 
not to espouse a dour youth ministry, but rather to point out 
that the identity of youth ministry has shifted from spiritual 
characteristics and pursuits to those deemed culturally 
attractive at any given time.

In addition to this, many groups have struggled with the 
balance of ‘preservation’ and ‘propagation’ (Nel 2015:116). 
That is, they fail to move beyond their mission (the desire to 
reach the unchurched) to a development of their identity, that 
is, a Christian youth group characterised by the mores and 
practices of the Kingdom of God. In other words, the mission 
of reaching the lost has ‘won out’ over identity (spiritual 
maturity). It is my belief that this failure to understand the 
relationship between our identity and mission has been a key 
factor in the decline in youth ministry.

The church must be a place that is, by its very nature, 
missional (Nel 2018:23). Grenz states that our identity is ‘led 
by the Spirit’ and ‘participates together in the fellowship of 
the Triune God’. This missional identity, Grenz says, is the 
foundation for our ministry in the world (Grenz 1998:217). 
The ministry of evangelism and discipleship, like all the 
various ministries of the church, must form a ‘whole and 
beautiful unity’ that furthers the ‘communication of the 
gospel in service of God, one another, and the world’ (Nel 
2015:78). In doing so, they must be connected, without 
prioritising one over another. Armstrong agrees, calling us to 
see that evangelism is at the heart of our mission – it is not 
something we do, but rather who we are (Armstrong 1979:66). 
Bosch’s insights here are helpful as he encourages the 
Christian community to see that it is in mission where we 
find our true identity, as we bring the message of new life and 
salvation to this world (Bosch 1991:83).

There must no longer be a perceived split between who we 
are and what we do. It is ineffective to divorce our desire to 
reach out and our core identity as disciples of Jesus who 
pursue spiritual maturity. Whether it is a programme that 
runs on two nights or a cocktail, there must be a merging of 
evangelism and discipleship. In addition, our identity 
(disciples of Jesus Christ) is also our great strength in 
reaching those outside of the church. Think of it this way; if 
a cricket team desires to grow, what should it do well? The 
answer ought to be, play cricket! We find ourselves, however, 
in a situation where we are not only failing to keep our 
youth in the church but also failing to promote effectively 
who we are.

Wilhoit urges us to see that an effective ministry philosophy 
must be shaped through a careful study of Scripture and 
continually re-evaluated in light of a constant study of the 
Word of God (Wilhoit 1991:69). Root echoes this, noting that 
the normative texts of the Christian tradition are essential in 
our theological thinking (Root & Creasy Dean 2011:43–44). 
Stated simply, one of the key factors that precipitated the 
crisis in youth ministry in North America was the failure to 
build lasting Christian maturity into the lives of young 
people. Dean and Foster offer a stinging rebuke of modern 
youth ministry practices, claiming they have been inadequate 
in helping young Christians to become spiritually mature. 
They claim that instead of meeting the spiritual needs of 
young people and providing avenues that promote maturity, 
we have provided entertainment in its place. They believe 
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that while youth are looking for something or someone that 
is ‘capable of turning their lives inside out and their world 
upside down’, we have ‘offered them pizza instead’ (Dean & 
Foster 1998:9).

This is an area where we must think carefully about the 
interplay between our culture and our theology. Youth 
ministry has failed to live out its theology in modern culture. 
If one holds to a position of ‘evangelism as the priority’ as the 
Attractional Model of youth ministry advocates, it must not 
be to the neglect of building the faith of young people who 
are already in the church, as well as those newcomers we 
successfully reach.

Towards a new way of thinking 
about youth ministry
Richard Osmer urges us to see a partnership between ‘divine 
disclosure’ (God’s word) and our own ‘shaping of this 
word’. A ‘prophetic discernment’, according to Osmer, is 
needed to critique our inherited theologies and also to 
interpret the vagaries of the culture we are operating in 
(Osmer 2008:134–135). This concept of examining our 
inherited theologies as we apply them to our ethics and 
practice will allow us to continue to apply scripture to our 
cultural contexts without losing our way to our theological 
or ideological biases. With this, Osmer encourages a constant 
questioning of our own theological interpretations and how 
they are operating – successfully or unsuccessfully in our 
culture. It is my belief that given the new cultural forces at 
work, forces such as the availability of sophisticated and 
easily accessible entertainment must cause us to revisit our 
assumptions, and assumptions such as ‘entertainment will 
be effective in reaching young people with the gospel of 
Jesus Christ’.

Root has exhorted us to reflect on ‘the layered meaning of a 
performance in a context’ (Root 2007:58). Like all crises, this 
one is many-layered. However, as we peel back these layers, 
we must be prepared to thoughtfully adopt strategies that 
can reverse our crisis. Many practitioners of youth ministry 
in Canada and the United States have a number of deeply 
held theological assumptions that have directed the way we 
perform youth ministry. As I have pointed out earlier in this 
article, these assumptions have not come about by chance – 
they are a direct result of our history. However, they must be 
reflected on critically, especially in light of the crisis facing 
the church in North America.

As the modern church ‘peels back the layers’ of our work 
with youth, we must reflect and rethink our attachment to 
our past and the movements that have continued to shape 
modern practice. Much earlier in this article, I noted Senter’s 
challenge for a ‘revolution’ in the way we understand youth 
ministry, and it is an imperative that we must heed; it is my 
belief that we must restructure the way we think about youth 
ministry. As we head towards a conclusion of this article, a 
question must be asked, Does attractional youth ministry, 

combined the division of evangelism and discipleship, work 
against producing those elements of youth ministry that will 
result in positive long-term results?

One key area that this article has sought to raise is how youth 
ministry engages missionally with those outside of the 
church. It is clear from our history that youth ministry has, 
since the late 1930s, been interested in reaching those who do 
not attend church. However, our missional focus must come 
from and be deeply connected to our identity as God’s 
people. We are indeed ‘God’s search parties’ (Nel 2015:38) 
and this springs from living out our identity as God’s 
kingdom. This ought to be seen in activities that spring from 
this identity, spiritual practices such as prayer, Bible study 
and evangelism rather than those activities deemed culturally 
attractive. It is my belief that we are simply not skilled 
enough to compete with the world. In addition, I wonder if 
our commitment to attractional youth ministry has 
undermined our effectiveness rather than enhanced it. Would 
it be better to run a programme that, while designed to reach 
the non-Christian, is built on activities, spiritual disciplines 
and community development that ‘cuts with the grain’ of our 
identity rather than against it?

With the above comments in mind, there are a number of 
areas the church will need to address. The first one is 
obviously that of youth ministry identity. The church must 
ask, ‘What ought to be the identity of our youth group?’ It is 
my belief that youth ministry in North American has an 
identity that has bound itself to a ‘vicious cycle’ that produces 
a lack of retention. What I mean is that what is used to attract 
young people, namely entertainment and games, has 
produced a group with the identity of people who come for 
entertainment and games. This leads to a deficiency in the 
spiritual development of its members and a paucity of those 
factors that promote longevity in the Christian life – factors 
such as prayer and Bible reading. This will then lead back to 
a lack of retention in the programme.

Another issue that the church should reflect on is the youth 
(and youth group’s) relationship with the larger church body. 
How does the church connect its young people into the life of 
the congregation? This is an important question. How does 
the church be ‘youth-friendly’ without compromising core 
values or adopting gimmickry? I am reminded of one church 
elder who bemoaned the fact that the church regarded its 
young people as ‘accessories’ rather than integral members 
of the church, not to mention the very future of the church. 
One issue for the church to consider is the need to move 
away from any programme that constructs a youth ministry 
as a separate entity that has little to no involvement with the 
life of the other congregants. Rather, it should be seen as the 
youth arm of the church.

For this to happen, the youth group must focus on those 
features that the church is committed to, features such  
as effective Christian living, spiritual maturity and  
spiritual disciplines. If these are manifested in a way that is 
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‘youth-friendly’, they may also be evangelistically effective. 
A focus on Christian practices will also make the transition 
from youth group to church an easier one as they will be 
characterised by the same practices.

My reading of history leads me to wonder if, in our dedication 
to the pursuit of those outside of the church, we have 
neglected the spiritual development of the young person 
who is already in the church. There has been, in essence, a 
‘reaching around’ of this young person to attract a young 
person outside of the church, often at the expense of those 
whom we already have. In the end, we are now in a position 
where many groups do not attract and do not keep.

I have stated earlier that Osmer has challenged us to question 
how our own theological interpretations are operating in our 
culture. Are they successful or unsuccessful? With this in 
mind, I am left to wonder about the inherent drop-in nature 
that accompanies many attractional youth ministries – it 
certainly follows a programme that divides evangelism from 
discipleship. If the target audience decides that what is 
offered is not attractive, they simply do not need to come. 
Therefore, does a youth ministry that is attractional inhibit 
the development of community because of this ‘drop-in 
nature?’ Furthermore, in lieu of a very ‘busy’ modern society, 
is there now a new entry-level needed, that is, the need for a 
commitment mindset? Does the person outside of the church 
need to be convinced of the benefits of ‘putting aside other 
things’ (such as sports) to explore the youth ministry 
programme instead? If so, the splitting of evangelism and 
discipleship will prove to be unhelpful. The church must 
focus instead on a commitment mindset that will aid in the 
development of community.

Conclusion
I do not wish to provide a band-aid solution to a complex 
problem. However, for the church to reverse the crisis in 
retention, the solution may simply lie in being the church. 
Our strength is in being who we are – disciples of Jesus 
Christ. In the Scriptures, we see an intimate connection 
between our identity (and the core practices that go with 
this identity) and numerical growth. John 13:35 tells us that 
if we are loving (identity), all will know we are disciples of 
Jesus (mission). In Matthew 5:13–16, we are told that if we 
are holy (identity), people will see this holiness and praise 
our heavenly Father (mission). Peter 3:15 tells us that if we 
are characterised by Jesus living in our hearts (identity), we 
must be prepared to speak about our hope (mission).
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