Ministering to Teens

In contemplative youth ministry, the role of the youth worker is that of a Spiritual Director who listens and looks for signs of God in the experience of others. God is the real director of the youth soul – our role is to notice, to point out, to help when asked and to avoid relying on our own skills and learning. There are three movements to spiritual directing: (1) Noticing – helping youth become more aware of their experience of God. (2) Naming – helping youth find language and theology for their experience of God. (3) Nurturing – helping youth develop practises and disciplines to deepen their relationship with God.

1. Noticing
People want to meet God for themselves. We need to help youth open their eyes and ears to the work of God in their lives. God is at work in youth – we attend to them like watchmen anticipating the morning. We encourage them to look for God, to listen to God, to reach out and seek God with all their heart, mind, soul and strength. We must help youth see that the experience of God is quite ordinary and even common: (a) Jesus is present when 2 or 3 are gathered; (b) God is love, so he is there in every expression of love; (c) moments of joy, patience and kindness are experiences of the Holy Spirit; and (d) people in the New Testament met Jesus while they were working, eating, praying, conversing and travelling. How do we help youth recognise that Jesus is near?

A. We Point. We point to moments when God is near: when God is doing something in their lives, when the fruit of the Spirit is present in them, when they are living for Jesus. We keep on doing this until they start to notice it for themselves. 

B. We Question. We can ask, “How is God present?” or “Where did you notice God at work this week?” This reminds youth that God is with them; it shows them that they have the capacity to notice God; it helps them reflect on what they believe; and it helps them develop their sensitivity to God. The end result will be that youth become partners in their Christian faith.

C. We Invite. We create settings in which youth are invited to explore their experience and relationships with God through creative prayer, walking prayer, awareness examen, silent prayer and contemplative prayer.

D. We Create Circumstances. We help youth see that their lives have already begun, that their decisions matter, that their lives have meaning and that they can bring care and change into the world right now. We must give them an opportunity to serve and to make a difference. In these circumstances we can ask: “How is God present here?” 

2. Naming 

The New Testament authors had to put into words their experience of the mystery of God in Jesus. We do this with youth by first creating settings in which they notice God’s presence and love and then we help them find words for their experience. An experience must be named or marked in some way or it will be lost. We help youth locate their experience of God within the language and experience of the Christian faith. The main skill required here is to learn when to listen and when to talk. Presence and listening must precede speaking or teaching. How do we help youth find words for their experience of God?

A. Who do you say I am? We create an encounter or experience and then ask youth who God is to them. We give them journals to write down answers to questions like: Who is this God that you have experienced or are struggling to experience? How are you like or unlike Jesus?

B. Storytelling. We must let the lives of young people be marinated in the stories of the Bible. We want them to enter in the stories to deepen their experience of God.

C. Testimony. We must let youth hear the stories of other Christians who follow Jesus. They need to hear about adult Christians who have struggled to make sense of tragedy, sin and temptation. This will help them find words and expressions for their struggles and experiences.

D. Beyond words. We can also name experiences with actions or symbols. We could have them find an object in nature that expresses something specific that God is doing in them or teaching them.

3. Nurturing

Once we help youth notice and name their relationship with God, how do we create a ministry program that nurtures and deepens that relationship? As we notice how God is moving in our ministry, what causes youth to become responsive to God, and what needs and hurts are coming to the surface, we must listen and talk to discern these experiences of God. Then we can respond with programs or activities that grow out of the needs of youth and the movement of the Holy Spirit. It will take prayer, discernment, patience and creativity.

We must notice how God is uniquely present in our midst and then trust our gifts, prayer life and capacity to create an effective youth ministry. We notice how God is breaking into the life of our young people and we create programs and curriculum that follows the life that arises in the ministry. 

A contemplative ministry does not entail teaching youth to become contemplatives. It entails a leadership committed to a contemplative process of its own that enables them to see ways of crafting programmatic action that authentically participates with God in nurturing faith and life in young people.

In summary, youth ministry involves noticing God in ordinary experiences, naming God in that experience and nurturing their relationship with God through that experience.
Notice Name and Nurture

Because each congregation has to discover how these become the habits and practices in their unique story and location, let me offer a few thoughts about that from my own experience and from what we have learned in our looking. 

Congregations notice young people by keeping them in mind and in view, knowing they are there and doing the difficult, all-important work of becoming themselves. Noticing is taking an interest in what they need of their church family and imagining where and how space (in time, in the building, in the budget) can be made to assure their needs are met. Children are noticed when we pray for them by name, and when we show up at a track meet or a youth orchestra concert. 

To notice is to hear and overhear what is on their minds, to be available by e-mail, by telephone, for a walk, to share questions, celebrations, or just silliness. At times, teenagers are noticed best when you don't notice them-when they can trust you to be nearby, not hovering, but available, just in case. And sometimes they are noticed when you make them come along on a house call. 

When I taught at a boarding school, I was surprised at how certain these extraordinary students were that adults did not take them seriously. They were sure their choices mattered to grown-ups only when they went outside the lines. 

Sometimes to notice is to make it clear you value their input and honor their growth, to assure them their voices and issues are important to the whole church family. 

When we notice young people, we expect to see them around; their separate programs are not their only contact with us. They are noticed when we give them important things to do like read the Scripture in worship or offer grace over a meal. We notice them when we invite them into relationships. 

Naming is perhaps the most important of these, I think, sometimes anyway. This is where we put language to the experiences we are having, especially and particularly the language of our faith and of our story. All the teaching and formation we do is part of naming, but it is more than that. 

To name requires the ability to see things in two ways-as they are in ordinary reality, and as they may be in the alternate reality that God dreams of for Creation. This kind of two-step seeing is learned in the symbols of worship in the Scripture, in the sacraments, and in the hymns of faith. 

This naming also ascribes a value to their lives in the frame of God's love-this is where they are told that God speaks and speaks to all of us. This is where they learn to know the difference between the Good Shepherd's voice and other voices. It has become recognizable; the distinct differences of that voice get named. This is where pain can be felt and named without losing hope from our vocabulary. 

Nurture may be all the ways we find to do the naming and noticing and the ways we offer young people to experience themselves in the community of God's love and the ways we find to assist them. Mission trips that include making sense of all that happens in some reflective moment when it's all over is nurture. Finding funds to send a group of kids to an international gathering of Christian youth is nurture. Walking a picket line when our children take a moral stand is nurture. 

Young people hear the voice of Jesus when we make sure they know how to listen and prompt their faithful following. When they practice hearing the voice of the Good Shepherd, they learn to follow, and they follow in the freedom of the fold, the freedom of belonging to a people of faith with deep roots, the very roots that offer freedom. 

When they are prepared, they can live in the freedom of choosing faithfully. Like a jazz musician, the scales must be practiced and the harmonic structures memorized before you may be confident to improvise. Good improvisation is born of practice and purposed time. 

Young people who know the Good Shepherd's voice and "belong to (his) sheep" live in the freedom and confidence of the 23rd Psalm-which most of them have learned by heart and can shout with the psalmist, "The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want!" 

I haven't been able to shake this hymn. The words of Isaac Watts have been in my mind these last few days. I love this hymn: 

My Shepherd will supply my need: 

Jehovah is His Name; 

In pastures fresh He makes me feed, 

Beside the living stream. 

He brings my wandering spirit back 

When I forsake His ways, 

And leads me, for His mercy's sake, 

In paths of truth and grace. 

And that third verse: 

The sure provisions of my God 

Attend me all my days; 

O may Thy house be my abode, 

And all my work be praise. 

There would I find a settled rest, 

While others go and come; 

No more a stranger, nor a guest, 

But like a child at home. 

Young people who know the Good Shepherd's voice and belong to his sheep live in that freedom and that confidence. Amen.

