Contemplative Youth Ministry Notes
The contemplative approach to youth ministry is about creating space for God. The roots of the term “contemplation” are found in the Latin word “con-“ meaning “with” and “templum” referring to the “temple.” The act of contemplation was to mark out sacred space for careful observation. To contemplate God is to be “with God in the temple,” to be in God’s space and attend to God’s holy presence. Every one of the elements of contemplative ministry point to the ways in which we are called to make space for intimacy with God in our lives, our churches, and our ministries with young persons. That space is created in order to attend to and discern God’s presence and respond to God’s call faithfully and obediently. This is the heart of all authentic ministry, but especially youth ministry which is so often tempted to “fill up” time and space with noise, entertainment, and words about God that may not really lead to deeper relationship with God.

The foundation of all Christian life is found in SABBATH. For those in youth ministry, this implies creating space exclusively for God in our lives which first means our daily and weekly schedules. If we are too busy to find time to rest in God’s presence then we are too busy. We are called us to a “sacred balance” between work and rest in a culture that is clearly hyperactive and over-busy and modelling that balance for our young people. The commitment to PRAYER is about creating space for God in our very selves – opening our minds, hearts, souls and bodies to the power of God’s love and allowing that love to transform us more fully into the likeness of Christ. As Christians, Jesus calls us to create this space together with others in COVENANT COMMUNITY where we live the mystery of “church” in communion with one another and practice the disciplines of the spiritual life that Christ taught us. Sabbath, prayer, and community are the foundation of our ministry to young people, a ministry of presence and ACCOMPANIMENT in which we are called to make a space for them in our lives and to help them create space for God in their lives. Together with them, we are called to DISCERNMENT, a process of creating space to listen for God’s call to us as a church. God’s call to witness and minister in the Spirit is an invitation to all of God’s people and we focus on HOSPITALITY as an imperative to create space for young people and their many gifts in the church, to advocate for them in finding their place as fellow ministers of the Gospel in the world. Finally, we create space for God in the world through CONTEMPLATIVE ACTION. This is action that flows from attending, discerning and responding faithfully with young people to the needs of a broken world.

Our goal is to foster Christian communities that are attentive to God’s presence, discerning of the Spirit and who accompany young people into the way of Jesus. Our mission is founded on the biblical vision of the human person who is created in the image and likeness of God and whose deepest longing is for  communion with God and others in love. In response to Christ’s invitation to abide in him (John 15:4), we believe that the central purpose of youth ministry is to open the minds and hearts of young persons to an intimate relationship with God in Christ through the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit. We seek to fulfil our mission through retreats, workshops, training events, written materials, and relationships that promote a contemplative approach to youth discipleship. The contemplative approach to youth ministry is based on a Christian community’s commitment to cultivate attentiveness to God’s Presence in the lives of young people and is supported in the following seven ways:

SABBATH

A contemplative approach to youth ministry is grounded in a Christian community committed to the sacred balance between work and rest. Just as Jesus led a life with times for rest, solitude and silence (Mt 14:22-23), we also are committed to helping Christian communities find rest and balance in a hyperactive culture. A life that honours Sabbath rest helps us to be more in touch with our heart and soul, more aware of the Spirit of God and more available for relationships of love. Youth blossom in the midst of adults who know how to savour life through a Sabbath rhythm of rest, work and play. As youth leaders we will seek to maintain this sacred balance in their own lives and ministry.
PRAYER

A contemplative approach to youth ministry is rooted in desire for intimacy with God in Christ through a life of prayer. Just as Jesus’ life and ministry were grounded in a desire to be in complete union with God (Mk 6:46; Jn 17:1ff), we also seek to ground all life and ministry in a prayerful relationship with God in Christ. We practice and teach many forms of prayer but are particularly committed to regular periods of contemplative prayer in order to be healed, inspired and guided by the power of the Holy Spirit. Contemplative prayer invites us to attend to God’s mystical presence dwelling silently within the depths of our hearts opening our whole being to ongoing conversion and freeing us for an ever deepening awareness of that Presence in all persons, things, and events of our lives. As youth leaders we will seek to practice contemplative prayer with scripture each day as well as at regular times with their community. 
COVENANT COMMUNITY

A contemplative approach to youth ministry is practiced within a covenant community of Christian disciples. Just as Jesus called and ministered with others in a community of spiritual companions (Mt 10:1-4), we also encourage, support and practice small covenant groups who sense a common call to spiritual growth through Christian living and ministry to young people. These groups offer prophetic witness to a way of life that is creatively resistant to the seductions of the market culture and the dullness that can inhabit Christian institutions. As youth leaders we will commit to meeting regularly in covenant communities for sharing, prayer, scripture study and discernment in the service of their ministry to young people.

ACCOMPANIMENT

A contemplative approach to youth ministry is focused on discipleship through the accompaniment of young people. Just as Jesus sought to form disciples through a relationship of love and an invitation to follow Him (Mt. 4:18ff), we also seek to initiate young persons into mature Christian faith through relationships with elders who join them in living the way of authentic discipleship. Young people are searching for spiritual guides who are alive in Christ to help reveal to them their deepest identity and beauty as beloved daughters and sons of God and to assist them in discerning their unique gifts and vocation in the service of God’s reign. As youth leaders we will seek to be compassionate elders in the faith who seek out regular accompaniment for themselves and who actively model the disciplines, virtues and fruits of the spiritual life. We will offer youth friendship, guidance and listening hearts as they make the passage through adolescence into spiritual maturity, “to the measure of the full stature of Christ.” (Ephesians 4:13)

DISCERNMENT

A contemplative approach to youth ministry is guided by discernment. Just as Jesus prayed to know and follow God’s desire (Lk 22:39ff.), we also seek to discern and respond faithfully to the call of the Holy Spirit in our lives and ministry with youth. We practice and teach the disciplines of individual and group discernment so as to be fully available and responsive to the movement of God’s grace in our covenant communities, allowing anxiety-driven youth ministry to become Spirit-led youth ministry. As youth leaders we will seek to learn and practice the spiritual disciplines of discernment as the basis for opening, listening and responding to God’s call in youth ministry.

HOSPITALITY

A contemplative approach to youth ministry seeks to welcome, bless and joyfully integrate all young people into the whole church community. Just as Jesus exhorted his disciples to “let the children come” (Mk 9:35ff; 10:13ff), we also seek the full inclusion of young people and the many gifts they bring into every dimension of church life: worship, teaching, proclamation, fellowship and service. Young persons often suffer marginalization in the church and the pain of not feeling accepted and appreciated for who they are. As youth leaders we will seek not only to accompany young people individually on the way of Jesus, but also to advocate for them in finding their place as fellow ministers of the gospel in the larger community of the church and its mission in the world.

CONTEMPLATIVE ACTION

A contemplative approach to youth ministry seeks to engage youth and adults in prophetic and creative actions of justice in the world. Just as Jesus came out of prayer and solitude to heal the sick and be-friend the outcast (Lk 4:18-19), so we also seek to cooperate with the Holy Spirit in living lives rooted in the Beatitudes, witnessing to God’s love though lives of compassionate service and solidarity with the poor. Communal practices of Sabbath, prayer, discernment and accompaniment find their fulfilment in actions that make visible the forgiveness, mercy, and peace of God in the world. As youth leaders we will seek to support young people and adults in living lives that seek first God’s righteousness and that are creatively and courageously resistant to the powers and principalities that oppress life.

Help with Being present to Young People:

We will develop a practice to remind themselves to be contemplatively present to young people. Each leader will carry a wallet-sized card with the following words: “When encountering young people . . .

SEE - Just look at the young person. See them as they really are. Allow yourself to be in wonder at their presence.

HEAR - Just listen to the young person. Listen without waiting to speak. Listen without thinking about how to respond. Keep the microphone directed away from you. Be present to their words. Be present to the thoughts and emotions that their words contain.

BE MOVED - Open your heart to the young person. Turn your attention away from your own problems and anxieties. Allow yourself to be moved by the young person’s situation. What are they feeling? What is their struggle? Receive their sorrow, joy, confusion or anger. Allow compassion to arise in you.

SHOW KINDNESS - Respond to their needs. Love them through your actions. Write them notes. Invite them to dinner. Help them with school projects. Bring them snacks. Give them a ride. Listen to them. Let them know the Gospel without using words.

DELIGHT IN THEM - Enjoy being in the presence of young people. In all your interactions with young people—seeing, hearing, acting—have a sense of delight. Smile at them. Laugh with them. Savor their presence. Love them. Let them know they are enjoyed and a gift to this planet.
Of course true contemplative presence does not go only one way. When we practice prayerful presence to young people we can’t help but allow ourselves to become transparent. On the other side of the card that Project partners carry are these words: 

“When young people encounter you, Be Seen. Be Heard. Let Them Be Moved. Receive Their Kindness. Let them Delight in You. “ When we seek to be present to God within a young person, we too are drawn out to be our authentic selves. There is an invitation to be known. It is this mutuality of presence that creates space for the Holy Spirit to move and work. It is this delight in each other that creates an atmosphere of mutual growth and transformation. This is how Jesus relates to people. He sees them, hears them, receives them and enjoys them. In turn, we then are able to see, hear, and know Christ’s presence and power in our lives.
Longing of Youth
There are three longings that youth bring to adults:

1. Home. They want people who offer roots. A social environment where someone knows the boundaries, where there is a commitment to relationship long-term, a place where they are known, where they have a “historic” identity. Relationships that are stable and not subject to the swirling transformations that surround them (and envelop them) in other youth/school environments. As they stretch towards adulthood they want to be treated less and less as friends and more and more as peers. They seek relationships and social settings that hold traditions, history, and stability. They want a home that will hold the rules even when young people push them. 
2. Acceptance. Young people are looking for adults who won't judge them who will treat them as an equal.
In other words adults who will “love others as they love themselves.” Acceptance is important because adolescents are in a vulnerable place. They are leaving the ignorance and innocence of childhood and seeking to create an adult identity. They are experimenting with identity and struggling to become themselves. Mostly adolescents experience adults as judgmental and critical, What would it be like for the church to be a place of acceptance for teens? Who love teens just as they are in the midst of their transformation?

3. Blessing. Young people want to be empowered. They want adults to help them identify their gifts and support them in their expression. They want to be blessed in who they are becoming. They want to be encouraged and given permission to try new things. 
What’s important to youth is a sense of open transparency (“equality”) among adult members. Youth can’t be expected to be receptive to adult experience (and beliefs) if adults don’t also offer (and model) the same vulnerability and openness. Youth can’t be expected to “convert” to adult beliefs and practices if adults aren’t willing to be equally (and respectfully) vulnerable to youth experience. This kind of vulnerability from adults also gives adults opportunity to see blind spots, grow and be challenged from youth.

Increasing Youth in our Group

Increasing the numbers of kids in a youth group is not difficult. Many churches have succeeded in this task. Often, these churches imitate the activities of the culture and appease adolescent (human) appetites and desires for entertainment. The methods are simple--food, entertainment, exotic trips, adventurous outings, social opportunities with peers, etc. All of these gather kids, but the question is “for what purpose?” All of these methods will attract kids but won’t establish or develop any lasting commitment to the church or the Christian faith. As I stated during our conversations, youth are seeking (at an increasing internal level) adults who are alive. Adults who possess a way to stay alive in a culture that increasingly reduces life to passive consumption.
A Biblical image for youth ministry

Mark 10:13-16: People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.” And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them.
People desire good things for their children. Jesus longs to bless you and your young people. Jesus’ gifts of grace and blessing are abundant, available, open and present. They are not open to select, well-trained, well-educated specialists. The Spirit of Christ doesn’t need to be carefully measured and doled out to appropriate seekers. Jesus simply says, “Here I am…available, present, longing to be with you in this moment, right now…even as you read these words.” His invitation isn’t for us to send our children to him…it’s deeper than that. He asks us to come ourselves. We ones who must know the way to Jesus. We are the ones who carry them to him. are the one’s who will share in the blessing. Receive your children. Receive embrace. Receive the gift of your own longings and frustrations.
Processes for Ministry:
1. Calling of the youth ministry team
2. The group meeting process (liturgy for discernment)
3. Volunteer retreats
The one unique gift that the church offers to people is spiritual living - more specifically, life within the Spirit of Jesus. Life that is in deep relationship with God, self and others. Life in which the world is enchanted with God’s Spirit. Life that is meaningful and hopeful.  

Our key question is: How do we awaken people to the Presence of God? Our approach is similar to what happens when people cross the street: Stop. Look. Listen. Then Go. Most of what we will do with people is to help them stop…..slow down…sit in silence. Then look. Notice what’s going on outside and inside of you. Listen. Pay attention to how the Spirit is moving and the presence of others. And finally go. Move in response to what you notice, what you see, how the Holy Spirit is calling you to live and serve.
As we create space and time for people to rest, to sit in silence, to pray, to talk in spiritual direction people will begin to notice how tired they are, they will feel the inertia of their lives, their emotions will catch up to them and they will began to see more clearly how they are living and serving.

Contemporary Models of Youth Ministry

The models that churches most often employ function around professionals, products and programs.  They are all substitutes for direct relationships between the adult members of the congregation and their youth.  
The first model is the professional youth minister.  This is the model that most churches desire for their young people.  Churches seek some, hip, ‘youth-friendly,’ young-adult who will run the whole youth program.  This youth minister will ‘be’ the youth ministry.  They’re expected to be fully responsible for the spiritual lives of the youth absolving the congregation of any responsibility.  They’re supposed to be the professional so everyone else backs off.  They’re almost always isolated, working alone they rarely have a chance to be among the adult congregations.  These people quickly burnout under the isolation and expectations from the adult congregation.  
The second model is the program.  This is usually a series of events that are supposed to attract teens and keep them interested in the Church.  Often this involves lots of entertainment: ski-trips, rafting trips, water-parks, video-nights, pizza parties, dances, etc. Again the expectations of adults are minimal: drive the vans and supply the food. Sometimes these programs can have spiritual content mixed-in…a speaker at the rafting retreat. But often the kids are focused primarily on the exciting activity. These programs can attract kids but as soon as the excitement fades so do the young people. Kids who are spiritually formed in these action-packed events often disappear once they enter adulthood.  Most often because they’ve been formed in a youth program that presents a very different form of Christianity from the church.  
The third model is the product. This usually involves buying a denominational curriculum, a video series, some youth ministry Sunday school kit, etc.  The emphasis is on some pre-packaged purchased material item that will do the work of youth formation for you.  Again there is very little expectation placed on the adult congregation.  Books and products in youth ministry are now written to be so user-friendly that you don’t even have to be a Christian to use them.  Most products now have scripts that you read to the kids so that any adult can pick them up and use them without having to expose their own beliefs/struggles.  Kids pick up on the fact that adults are relying on a video or a product and they take the same distant attitude toward the faith that is being presented.

Basically three of these approaches are taken from our secular culture…they are no different than how young people are approached in the rest of the world.
Our desire is to shift from an emphasis on busyness, movement, activity, teaching, to a place of listening, discernment, being, walking with people in their spiritual journey, noticing God’s activity.

It isn’t a “program.”  It is about a different attitude to life and ministry. It is about noticing God in all the experiences of ministry. Naming God in these experiences and nurturing our relationship with God.

Distinctives of our Ministry

Here are some of the distinctives we are seeking to build into our ministry:

1. Attention to God

The key is learning to listen to God. Through silence, spiritual direction, and a focus on contemplative listening to others we will began to listen in a totally different way. We will listen for God in others, listen between the words, actions and experiences with others to hear how God is present. We need to center ourselves in God so that we can be present to God in all that we do. Only when we are centered can we turn outward to others. It is only as we center ourselves in God that we can I began to reach out to others.  
We will be ‘re-sourcing’: which involves shifting the current source of youth ministry from anxiety about teenagers, entertainment, and knee-jerk consumerism to an attentiveness to the Presence of God within the congregation. In other words instead of the youth minister, the program or the curriculum as the focal point of the ministry we wanted people to be focused on the Presence of God. Our first task will be to help people see where their energy and attention is focused, to help them become aware of the destructive models of ministry that they are engaged in. The second task is to help people re-direct their attention to the dynamic Presence of God within their own life and the life of their community and youth ministry. We call this approach to ministry ‘a contemplative approach.’ We call it that because the focus of the ministry is on attending to God, developing a deepening awareness of God in the midst of the ministry, within the youth, within the life of those who engage in ministry. And we will find that when we give people permission to attend to God they will feel renewed. 
To help people ‘attend to God’ we will rely on the tested tools of the Christian spiritual life. Spirituality is about paying attention to experience, particularly our experience of the Holy. So we will use tools that help people pay attention to their experience of God within their lives and ministry contexts. These tools include the Sabbath practices of time, silence, rest, and prayer. We will also engage people in regular spiritual direction so that they have the experience of being heard and companioned in their discovery of the sacred within their experience. We will also emphasize contemplative forms of prayer. Prayer that is focused on being in the Presence of God, resting in God, opening and becoming aware of God. 
By continually engaging people in practices of presence and by continually asking people to notice the presence of the Holy within their ministry and personal life we will invite people to experience God’s nearness. This will change how people do ministry: the isolation that leaders normally experience will be shattered. This sense that we are not alone and that God is really with us will bring about new questions: rather than: ‘What am I suppose to do to make this ministry happen?’ the focus will shift to: ‘What is God up to?’ and ‘How can I stay close to what God is doing?’  ‘How do I help?’
2. Community

The structure of our youth ministry approach will be communal. One of the ways in which we will counter the isolation that most youth ministers and kids experience in church is to encourage a youth ministry structure that is grounded in spiritual community. We will spend time together in contemplative prayer and attentiveness to God, we will ask our congregation to call together a group of church members who will form an intentional spiritual community whose mission is to minister with youth. In other words, the youth ministry will take place in the context of a spiritual community. We will view this community as the “ritual elders”, the people who will accompany the young people on their journey in becoming adult Christians. This community will develop strong relationships, pray, discern and serve together in youth ministry.  The community will represent the congregation so it will need to have young and old, parents and single adults, etc. The leadership group is really about spiritual growth and not just doing church business. Our calling process will focus on prayer and discernment. From the very start these people will be asked to participate in a group that is going to build relationships, listen in prayer, pray for each other and serve together. 

3. Discernment

We will teach the leaders a meeting process (called “A Liturgy for Discernment”).  It is a seven-step process that the ministry team engages in each time they meet. The first step is “ritual.”  When the group first gathers they participate in some ritual that reminds the group that they are gathered in the presence of God.  This might be lighting a candle, singing a song, silent prayer, etc. The second step is “relationship.”  The group takes time for everyone to check-in. Basically the question is “How are you?”  And each person takes a couple of minutes to share what’s going on in their life without interruption. The third step is “receiving.”  The group engages in a form of contemplative prayer.  They alternate each week between lectio divina and the Ignatian Awareness Examen.  This prayer is done for about ten to fifteen minutes in silence.  The prayer is followed by the fourth step, “ruminating.” Basically everyone goes around and shares what they noticed in the prayer.  After this is the fifth step, “reflecting.”  The group reflects on the way in which God is calling them to serve. This is the moment of discernment. Basically the group discusses the following questions, “Given what we’ve shared and prayed what is God’s call to us?” They talk for fifteen minutes or so.  They then move to the sixth step, “Responding” in which they address whatever business items they need to look at.  Finally they move to the seventh step, “Return.” In which they close the group in some form of verbal prayer.

Most approaches to youth ministry never test the spirits to see what is driving their ministry.  Is the Holy Spirit calling them to run the all night pizza extravaganza?  Or is this the spirit of the culture, the spirit of anxiety over the low numbers of kids in attendance, etc.  The question is why do we do what we do in youth ministry?  What drives us?  And where is God in all of this?  If you are going to discern what the Holy Spirit is asking of you in your ministry then you have to slow down.  You have to pay attention to the kids, to your own experience.  You have to listen to the kids and to the other volunteers.  You have to pray.  You have to listen in prayer.  You have to talk, read scripture and pay attention to the fruits of your ministry.  This takes all the attention off of you and places it on the activity of the Holy Spirit.  What is God up to?  What are we called to do?  How do we stay faithful to that?  This is what the process invites, this is the kind of focus and conversation that the process facilitates.  

4. Accompaniment
We believe that youth are in transition. They are moving from childhood to adulthood. In more traditional societies this passage would last a week, a month…maybe a year.  But in Western society we’ve created this long eight, ten, maybe fifteen-year time of passage. Youth ministry is about accompanying young people through this rite of passage. It is about being in relationship with young people as they move from childhood to adulthood. In this passage the church invites young people into the sacred practices and teachings of the Christian community. We mid-wife young people into faithful adulthood. 

Accompaniment is a conscious effort to attend to the need of the young person for help and support in making the “passage” through adolescence to adulthood. There are five movements to it: (1) Seeing and being seen, (2) Hearing and being hear, (3) Moving and being moved, (4) Acting with kindness and being acted upon with kindness, and (5) Delighting in and being delighted in. 
What about the relationship between adults and youth? 

First of all there is a growing awareness among the adults that they are not finished yet as Christians. In other words, as they pray and share in their ministry teams, they go through this process of becoming aware or awake to their own spiritual growth. They recognize their own questions and doubts. The faith becomes alive and growing, which, by the way, makes them more interesting to young people. This means that they no longer see themselves as the “experts” or “answer-people.” They begin to realize that they are on the same journey with young people; they are still growing, still learning, still stretching. The only difference between the adults and the young people is that the adults have been on the road longer and have some wisdom from the road to offer. But the trip is still new, still mysterious, there is still lots to learn. The power differences are the same as they are in other ministries…the same power differentiation that you’ll find in any adult led ministry, but there is a spiritual mutuality, a recognition that we’re in this together.  This creates a deeper respect between the leaders and the youth.  

Second, the adults are engaged in the youth ministry as a part of their own spiritual formation.  So they come to the ministry different.  They come looking to be transformed by their relationships with youth.  Not onlu is the youth ministry a place where youth are encountering God, but it is also a context for the leader’s formation. This means they approach youth differently. The youth and the work with youth are opportunities of Divine in breaking, situations where the leaders expect to encounter the presence of God. 

Thirdly, the ministry team is really functioning as the “ritual elders,” or in Paul’s language, the “stewards of the mysteries.”  They’re tending the Spirit, they’re keeping the sacred dimension of the Christian faith alive and available through their own prayer and relationship building.  They are tending the Christian experience so they have something to model and pass on to the youth.  They’re practicing the “way of Jesus” so they can be guides and teachers.  

What does it mean to “accompany” young people?

Firstly, accompaniment means you’re committed to being in relationship with the young people.  You’re sharing the same road.  Headed in the same direction.  
Secondly, accompaniment means being a second pair of eyes and ears.  I’m here for you to help you watch and listen, to help reflect who you are becoming and the ways in which the Spirit is becoming alive in you.  In other words I’m doing what a good spiritual director does.  I’m witnessing to your development as a person and helping you notice your gifts and where you seem most transparent to the Spirit of Christ.  
Thirdly, accompaniment involves being a guide.  I’m going to invite you into the experiences, practices and teachings that I’ve learned are most important for staying alive.  I’m going to engage you in the Christian mysteries and then be available to you as you ask questions, share your experience, etc.  The fourth meaning of accompaniment is to expect growth.  You realize you have much to learn.  You expect to be transformed in the relationship, to be vulnerable to the ways in which the youth are ministering to you.

5. The Way of Jesus
What will our ministry look like?

First, it will be a youth ministry with many adults. These adults would be a diverse group that represents the church. These adults would be authentically struggling with their faith in authentic relationships with youth.  These adults would be (appropriately) transparent, exposing how they process their faith, not just their answers to Christianity’s top ten questions.  You would also notice that these adults were consciously practicing the very faith they were trying to transmit--that they were in community with one another, praying together, and serving together.  

Secondly, you would be invited into a mystical awareness of faith.  All of our churches were trained in engaging youth in mystical forms of prayer, prayer exercises that invite young people to notice and name their experience of God.  Almost all of our churches spend five to forty-five minutes at each youth gathering in some form of contemplative or mystical prayer.  This is a new development in youth ministry because it allows young people to be spiritually empowered, they are given permission to explore and name their experience of God in the midst of the community.  The are allowed to participate in the mystical element of the faith.  In this way Christianity is no longer limited to the intellect-- doctrine and theological statements.  Youth are invited into the primal Christian experiences that inspire all of our doctrines and theological musings.

Thirdly, you would encounter a youth ministry that is focused on spiritual practice.  Young people would not only be learning the Bible and the teachings of their denomination but also practicing some of the disciplines of faith that encourage the same life-rhythms found in Jesus’ life.  So you may encounter churches in which kids practice regular periods of silence, journaling, Biblical meditation, and regular prayer retreats, as well as service, regular attendance in worship, relationship building with outsiders, and a deepening commitment to community.  These practices encourage the rhythms of relationship in the life of Jesus—love of God, and love for others as you love yourself.  

They will still be fun and games, curriculums, dynamic youth leaders -- all the “stuff” that you find in other youth ministries, but the difference is that these are not the focal point, the forming center of the youth ministries.
What we hope you would encounter as a young person in one of these churches is “the way of Jesus.”  By that we mean the rhythm or way of life that Jesus was practicing--a way that involves mind, body, soul and heart.  This happens by being within a community of people who invite you to join them in practices that teach and encourage you to love God and love others as you love yourself.  This is a move away from youth ministry as simply transmission of information, or youth ministry as entertainment, it’s about learning a way to live in the world.

We want to give young people the space and opportunity to notice God in their lives. To create exercises where kids can notice God creates a sense of wonder. Where they think, “Perhaps my daily experiences are connected to God?”  Asking kids to notice their experience of God also creates freedom and eliminates pressure. Maybe you notice God and maybe you don’t. Finally, allowing kids to notice God creates opportunities for personal validation. It says, “I want to hear what you have to say about your experience.”  Each person is valued. Simply asking “What did you notice?” will cause youth and adults to see God in their ordinary days.  
The Challenges of This New Approach

This is counter-cultural – it requires time - time to pray - time for relationships with young people - time for spiritual community. Nobody has time in our culture- especially for kids. This form of ministry also requires community. The ministry comes out of a community of adults and as they spend time together conflicts will emerge, people won’t always like each other, there will be power plays and heated disagreements. But Christian community is not about liking one another - it’s about a commitment to loving one another.”  That’s difficult.  

The other difficulty is many pastors get threatened by lay people and youth ministers acting as their own religious interpreters - by inviting lay people to contemplative prayer and discernment.  Youth are also allowed to do this kind of listening and speaking…this can be threatening…especially if the youth and youth ministry team is hearing something different than the leadership.  The youth group may begin to engage in a way of living, or spiritual disciplines that the adult congregation doesn’t embrace…so there could be tension.

Finally, this way of ministry requires a new kind of youth minister. Someone who can facilitate relationships between adults and youth.  Many times youth ministers are chosen because they can relate to kids not adults…so they have difficulty sharing the ministry with adults. They prefer to do it all themselves.

So what kind of soil does a church need for this ministry to take root in? We need a church that desires to be a spiritual community and we need pastors who desire to be spiritual leaders. In other words, a community of people who seek to grow in relationship with God and others. A place ripe for relationships. This is what kids are seeking--relationships with God, each other and the adult community.  If you don’t have people interested in spiritual community this will never take root.  If you have pastors who are formed as CEO’s and don’t see themselves as spiritual leaders…this will eventually be squashed.
A New Approach to Meeting Youth Needs
In order to develop a new approach to youth ministry, youth ministers need to transform themselves first — they can no longer just read from the curriculum. Our focus is on helping adults pay attention to kids. We wanted to help the adults slow down and see the kids as persons in their own right and as people who are seeking spiritual companions.

Youth are interested in contemplative practices, but they must be introduced to these practices, and encouraged along the way by adults who themselves are willing to share their own experiences of prayerful meditation and scriptural reflection. When we begin to work with adults who will in turn work with youth, we will find that many of them will express their own sense of being spiritually dry or burned out. Slowing down to become contemplative will not come easily, but once people allow the Spirit to awaken in them a new sense of God’s activity in their lives, and to spend time in silence and awareness of their vocation to minister, they will begin to experience what they themselves will refer to as a conversion. They will understand God and their faith and their ministry in a whole new way.” It is when that happens within the adults that they then can become companions to youth in their spiritual seeking.

We will expose youth to the contemplative dimension of Christian faith through engaging and mentoring them in a variety of spiritual exercises such as lectio divina, meditation, healing services, the Jesus prayer, chanting, and the awareness examen..

The Place of Sabbath

Sabbath is a time set apart for paying attention to God.  In a perfect world, we would live “Sabbath lives” where we pay attention to the presence of God in everything we do and in everyone we encounter during a day. Because we do live in a society that insinuates “doing nothing” as wasted time, we must set aside a time as “Sabbath time.” When we get a taste of the sweet nectar of resting in God’s presence, we become more diligent to return to that place of rest. Sabbath is an intentional slowing down both of my external life and my mental being.
I read a book entitled Sabbath by Wayne Muller.  In the book he makes a number of suggestions for stopping and slowing down.  Now every time I come to a stop light instead of being anxious about when the light is going to change I notice my breathing and just take three slow breaths, in and out.  During this last Christmas shopping season every time I was in a huge line instead of getting frustrated I stopped and looked around.  I purposely slow down and ask myself, “What can I notice and receive around me?”  This slowing down has transformed how I identify myself, how I operate and how I think.  I’ve turned into someone who looks for opportunities for reflection, for silence, to stop…before this kind of slowing down and noticing would’ve made me much more anxious.

I’ve been a Benedictine Oblate in a community in Pecos, New Mexico for a number of years now, and that’s really where my sense of time shifted.  In the monastery time has a sacred quality.  Time is cleansing in Pecos.  It’s a grace of God, a gift of God.  There is time to work, time to worship and time to do nothing.  When someone comes to visit the community we try and engage him or her in this new sense of time as soon as they arrive.  The first thing we tell people on retreat is to go for forty-five minutes sit by the river that flows on the edge of the monastery.  When they come back we ask them, “What did you hear?”  Usually what they notice has to do with a sense of slowing down, of entering a different sense of time.
Our students are invited out of their hectic schedule and expectations into a time of just “being.”  I hope that it will (1) give students permission to rest; (2) open their ears to the Word and or Presence of God, and (3) give them tools and encouragement to help them find ways to experience A & B each day. One blessing that has come unexpectantly is that fringe kids have found it to be a safe entry into the group. They find that they can participate without having to “find their niche” and are invited to share in the activity only as they are comfortable.
Attending to the Presence of God
The distinctive aim of our contemplative approach to ministry is to emphasise the practices of attending to God’s presence, discerning God’s Spirit, and responding to that Spirit in obedience and trust. Our intention is to find a way of modeling a way of life in Jesus that is authentic, compelling and attractive to young people, initiating them into this way of life and accompanying them as they attempt to live it in their own circumstances. The notion of spiritual direction will be introduced as a core component of the our vision and formation process.

We must re-frame the problem of youth ministry by focusing not on reaching youth but by challenging the adult leaders of churches to look at their own lives in Christ and ponder whether they have a way of life that is genuinely attractive to young persons searching for healing, hospitality, and inspiring role models who accept them as they are. Our guiding belief is that all Christian life and ministry needs to be attentive first to God’s presence within us, between us, and around us. Attention to God’s presence leads to a deepening awareness of God’s love and peace which gradually frees us from anxiety and distraction. It is this love and peace that we radiate as ministers that is attractive enough to ground youth ministry. We will introduce youth to Lectio Divina as a core discipline in the contemplative approach to youth ministry. Lectio is an ancient and powerful way of practicing attention to God’s Word and Presence that enables ministers to re-source and re-ground their witness from anxiety to prayerful attentiveness to God’s presence in us and in our young people.

How do we understand the concept of contemplation? There are two experiences and understandings of the term. Contemplation can be defined generally as the opening of the mind, heart, soul and body to a deepening awareness of God’s presence and God’s love. This opening can occur spontaneously at any moment as a free gift of the Spirit but the tradition also recognizes a second more technical understanding of the term. This refers to the necessity of practicing disciplines that dispose the self more intentionally to receive the gift of contemplative awareness.  The disciplines of silence, solitude, and unceasing prayer are ways of opening and deepening awareness of God’s presence and freeing attention for “taking a long loving look at the real.” Contemplation in this sense refers to a particular form of prayer in which persons simply rest in God’s presence in silence and stillness to prepare their hearts to receive a deepening sense of and continual attentiveness to God’s presence at all times. 

There is a connection between contemplation and self-awareness. They are integral to one another as contemplation involves an encounter with and exchange of love in which we discover our identity as beloved children of God but also our darkness, anguish, and fear. The challenge of contemplation is to grow not only in God-awareness but in self-awareness and self-acceptance. Young persons are drawn to adults who know and love themselves. 
Spiritual disciplines are practices that create space and free attention and awareness from addictions, compulsions, and illusions to more fully focus on the self, the other, and God in the Spirit of love. Solitude creates space around the person from others for the self to awaken to God’s presence. Silence creates space within the person for a deepening awareness of God’s presence. The practice of prayer involves active listening and responding to God’s inner voice of Love addressing each person uniquely and individually. It is a way of emptying and making space for the “true self” in the midst of all the voices and compulsive patterns of the “false self.”
Commitments Required of Leaders

There are three commitments that we make: Firstly, we will invited our leaders to practise contemplative prayer for at least ten minutes a day as a way of centering and grounding themselves in God’s presence. Secondly, we will encourage them to find a spiritual director in their local area and enter into a regular spiritual direction (at least once a month). Finally, we will aske them to complete a simple exercise every month called a “lectio on youth ministry.” Building on their understanding of lectio divina as attending to the word of God, they will be asked to attend to where God is speaking within the context of a youth ministry meeting, to reflect on this as a form of lectio and to share these reflections with us on a regular basis.

Five Principles of Contemplative Action

There are five principles of contemplative action: the first is “doing nothing” which puts greater emphasis on deep listening and relationship with persons than manic activity and an over-packed schedule. The second is “inner freedom” and the empowerment that comes when the pastor lives out of a sense of truth rather than conformity and submission to external authority. The third is “fun” and the need to make space for joy, spontaneity and relaxation. The fourth is the principle of “yes” - the need to be open to risk. Finally, worship is the primary contemplative action in which we are invited to listen, serve, and respond to God and the richness of human life in all of its fullness. 
Summary of the Key Elements of Contemplative Ministry

The foundation of all Christian life is found in Sabbath. For those in youth ministry, this implies creating space exclusively for God in our lives, which means our daily and weekly schedules. We are called to a “sacred balance” between work and rest in a culture that is clearly hyperactive and over-busy and modeling that balance for our young people. The commitment to prayer is about creating space for God in our very selves – opening our minds, hearts, souls and bodies to the power of God’s love and allowing that love to transform us more fully into the likeness of Christ. As Christians, Jesus calls us to create this space together with others in covenant community where we live the mystery of “church” in communion and solidarity with one another and practice the disciplines of the spiritual life that Christ taught us. Sabbath, prayer, and community are the foundation of our ministry to young people, a ministry of presence and accompaniment in which we are called to create space for them in our lives and to help them create space for God in their lives.  Together with them, we are called to discernment, a process of creating space to listen for God’s call to us as a church. God’s call to witness and minister in the Spirit is an invitation to all of God’s people and focus on hospitality is an imperative to create space for young people and their many gifts in the church, as well as to advocate for them in finding their place as fellow ministers of the Gospel in the world. Finally, we are called to create space for God in the world through contemplative action. This is action that flows from attending, discerning and responding faithfully with young people to the needs of a broken world.
A New Model for Youth Ministry: Listening to the Presence of God

This model invites youth, adult leaders, and congregations to develop their own practices and sensibilities for discerning the presence of God. In the spiritual formation approach, youth ministry no longer centers around young, charismatic leaders and programming committees. Instead, the focus is on young people and adults together, persistently listening for the presence of God in their lives. The main problem is that often congregations don’t raise their own young people in the Church. They hire a youth minister, and often the main qualification is that the youth minister is young and energetic. And those can be the worst traits that you want to have in someone who is going to help pass on the faith. Often the person the church hires is very close in age to the people that he or she is supposed to mentor spiritually. The church will ask this person to develop a program for their young people, usually without any involvement from church members except, maybe, a few parents. So eventually you develop two congregations -- a youth congregation and an adult congregation, and what these young people learn is, “The only way I know how to relate to God is when there’s an exciting youth minister who calls me up all the time, who has these incredible camps, who takes me skiing and water sliding. Then, when I graduate from high school, there’s no one who’s calling me, there are no more exciting camps. So how do I find God in my own life without those programs?” That’s why it’s destructive. The issue is how we help kids locate their spiritual lives in their own ordinary, day-to-day settings, and how do we do that in the midst of a congregation, an inter-generational faith community. 
We’re developing mentorship communities where church members are in groups with three or four students and the church member along with the students identifies spiritual practices that they want to engage in. So if we’re talking about Jesus as servant, we say, “This month, we’re going to work on being servants. Each day I’m going to find one place where I’m going to serve somebody.” When they get back together,  the church member and the students reflect on how it went and on what other ways there might be of getting their spiritual lives engaged in the rest of their lives. It’s interesting because the adults in the congregation have to reflect on what their own Christian lives are about as they think about how to pass this on to our kids. And so a strong element in the program is that youth ministry becomes a setting where adults engage in their own Christian faith in the context of how God is present to the youth and in youth ministry.

We ask people to begin to develop a way of consciously reflecting on the presence of God in the midst of their ministry and in the midst of their lives. And people are excited to finally have someone give them permission to do that.
My experience is that people come to church expecting that kind of permission. They don’t get it, so they resign themselves to doing the work of the church without having the essence of the church. I mean, most churches are run like businesses. I don’t know anybody who actually wants to serve on a committee. But if you tell people, “We’d like you to be a member of a group where people explore how God is present in their lives and focus on their spiritual lives in the midst of, say,  mission, or in the midst of caring for our young people,” I find that far more inviting than just setting up business meetings.
I have a problem with the questions people are asking in youth ministry – or the questions they’re not asking. They’re mostly asking, “How do we keep our kids busy?” or “How do we come up with an activity that will keep our kids off the streets?’ or “How do we shape their moral development?” And those questions are not really what the church is called to do, which is to seek God and to find out how to develop a deeper intimacy with God and then how to transform that relationship in a way that we can go out and serve the world. It’s that question that really makes this project alive. And the process of listening and paying attention, asking the question and paying attention to how it’s answered. Those two things are at the core of it, and they should be consistent in any setting. 

