Relational Ministry
The Program vs. Relationship Debate
This is one of the oldest debates in youth ministry circles. Are programmes still relevant for youth ministry in the third millennium? Should we should stop all our programmes and build relationships with people? Are our programmes actually hindering more than helping efforts at making disciples of all nations? Let me suggest some guidelines for the debate:

1. Programmes can take the place of passion for God

The New Testament believers naturally witnessed to the lost and regularly gathered to worship with other believers. Their hearts were so full of the reality of the presence of Christ that they did not need too much exhorting to engage in outwards expressions of the faith. Could it be that many of us have lost our passion for God and are simply going through the motions - doing instead of being church. If we could recover our first love, fall in love with God all over again, we just might find that we recover something of the enthusiasm and joy we had when we first followed Christ. We need to stop hiding behind programmes and make it our aim to encounter God and minister out of the overflow of that relationship.

2. Programmes are mistakenly used to create lifestyle

The church in recent years, having realised that people are not living as true believers, has designed programmes for every aspect of ministry and Christian living. There are no shortage of courses, seminars and training programmes to attend. But, if we are honest, maybe we could conclude that they are not as effective as they could be. The latest training programme to get believers to evangelise their lost friends does not seem to be creating believers who live a lifestyle of evangelism. Could it be that we have things all back to front? If we could help people to engage with God, gain a heart for the things that He is passionate about, they would start to live a new lifestyle that s truly Christian. Then when they join a programme they will be ministering out of a full-heart and won't be seminar or programme junkies - ever attending, but never changing.

3. Programmes could actually hinder personal ministry

As we have set up programmes for each area of ministry, we may have taken ministry out of the hands of the majority of Christians. Could it be that our evangelistic programmes are causing people to sit back with clear consciences - reasoning something like: "Well, I'll just leave the evangelising up to the evangelism team"? Now, I am sure that many would agree that not everyone is equally gifted in the body of Christ. We are not all called to do the same work in the fulfilment of the Great Commission, but there is a danger that the very programmes which were designed to mobilise the saints could be causing them to watch passively from the sidelines. Further, those of us involved in running the programmes can become so burnt out as we seek to start and perpetuate the programmes that we loose our passion for God and end up unable to help people connect with God.

4. Programmes should assist the process of ministry

So often programmes are viewed as the shortcut to ministry success. If we could just get Alpha up and running in our church we would not need to worry about the area of evangelism anymore. Unfortunately, this type of thinking makes us forget that moving churched people through salvation and on into spiritual maturity is a long-term process. Events and programmes should be used to assist the process and not replace nor shortcut it. When people realise that as they live out the fulfilment of the Great Commission, the church will periodically provide training or events that will assist them in their task of personal disciplemaking. When the responsibility for fulfilling the great commission is shared and owned among members of the body of Christ, and not allowed to land in the lap of the professionals, then programmes could be viewed as part of the process.

5. Programmes should have a short shelf life

Each programme needs a specific goal, and it should de designed to equip people for ministry and not do ministry for them. Part of our goal planning should include setting a duration period for the programme. We need some indication of how long we see the programme running for. As a church, we do not have a good track record with ending programmes. They tend to be in existence long after their effectiveness has come to an end. Maybe all our programmes need an expiry date, like a sachet of milk, to warn us that they can't be used indefinitely. It will take courage to end programmes, but better to do so before they have reached expiry date, than when no one is attending nor benefiting from attending.

6. Programmes should create experiences in which people connect with God

Someone has written about the importance of creating memories more than meetings. As Christians we tend to be frightened of the word "experience". Yet, unless we develop events in which people experience the reality of the presence of God and genuine community, our programmes will never have the kind of impact on people that we need them to have. The early church so encountered God in their times of corporate worship, that when unbelievers attended they would fall down and realise that they were in God's presence. As a worship leader I often find myself wrestling with the question like, "How can I create an environment in which people will encounter God and not just sing and speak about Him?" While it may be difficult to "get God to show up to bless my programme each time", surely it is His intention to make Himself known in the congregation? Until unbelievers genuinely encounter God in our church services they will go away empty and unmoved by the event.

So, should we place a moratorium on programmes and spend out time in relationships with unbelievers and believers? Somehow I don't think that such simplistic or dualistic thinking is the answer, but we do need to critically evaluate our programmes. We need to be challenged to develop a level of intimacy with God that will be the driving-force behind our ministry. If we can share Christ with the lost because we are passionate to lead others into an intimate relationship with Father God - then we won’t need to be told to make contact and evangelise our spiritually lost friends. If we practise spiritual disciplines that help us to experience God we will naturally want to share them with other believers. Everything we do must aim at helping people live and act Christianly in the world in which they live. Further, evangelism and Christian nurture must be put back into the hands of God's people. God has called us who are leaders to equip His people for works of service, yet we so often find ourselves, and a small handful of helpers, struggling to do the ministry with our limited resources. May God lead us to creatively find the balance between relationships and programmes.

Towards a Relational Approach to Youth Ministry

What does a relational approach to youth ministry looks like? A few year back, a youth specialist from the States, Ron Hutchcraft, visited South Africa and for the first time I encountered a youth worker who had allowed the concept of relationships to affect his whole approach to youth ministry. The following insights are drawn from a conference he presented and from his book: The Battle for a Generation, (Moody Press, 1996).

Ron's emphasis on relationships is evidenced in the whole of his ministry philosophy and strategy. For him the secret of youth ministry is relationships (he stressed at the conference that youth today value relationships over everything else); he advocated that we need to develop significant relationships with youth who will not darken the door of a church; that we present Christ in a relational way; and then engage in relational follow-up with them. Let's unpack each aspect further:

1. Understanding Youth Relationally

When he described this generation of young people he placed relationships at the top of the list: (1) Relationship matter the most; (2) Acceptance is their deciding factor; (3) Pain is their driver; (4) Anger is rising; (5) Hardness comes sooner; (6) Music is huge; (7) "True" doesn't matter; (8) There are no boundaries; (9) They want authority; (10) Their now matters more than the future; (11) Sex is expected; and (12) They are spiritual seekers.

2. Contacting Youth Relationally

Before evangelising youth, Ron suggests that we build meaningful relationships with them. To do this he urged leaders to: (1) Follow the leader (namely Jesus Christ who set an example of establishing significant relationships with people); (2) Take the initiative (don't wait for youth to approach you – go to them and start a friendship); (3) Express interest in them (find something they are doing and show genuine interest in it); (4) Focus on them (let them be the focus of your interaction – don’t talk about your world as much as about theirs); (5) Affirm them (encourage them for something they are doing – youth need to be noticed); (6) Serve them (find ways to help them with their interests); (7) Learn from them (take the attitude of a learner and let them teach you something – taking the learner position will allow them to feel significant as your teacher); (8) Trust them (show them that you believe in them); (9) Challenge them (call them to greater heights in the areas in which they are showing interest); and (10) Don't disappoint them (be careful not to promise what you cannot deliver – never let them down!).

3. Evangelising Youth Relationally

As we get to the stage where youth open up to us and we have an opportunity to share the gospel with them, we must use a relationship-based approach to share the gospel with them. Many gospel presentations state the key aspects of the Gospel, but Ron has developed a truly relational gospel presentation (see a full version at his website:  http://www.gospelcom.net/rhm/yours/yours4a.htm):  There is a relationship that: (1) You're supposed to have - Colossians 1:16 (you were created for Christ, by Christ – he wants to enter into a love relationship with you); (2) You don't have - Isaiah 59:2; Romans 6:23 (sin has robbed you of intimacy with God by separating you from him); (3) You can have - 1 Peter 3:18; Ephesians 2:9 (Christ, through his death on the cross has provided everything you need to be restored into relationship with God); and (4) You must choose - John 3:16 (you are not automatically in a relationship until you accept what Christ did for you on the cross).

4. Nurturing Youth Relationally

Finally, when it comes to following these youth up after they have accepted Christ he suggests we use the same relational approach. We will help them to grow in their relationship with Christ not by doing a knowledge-dump on them; but by teaching them relational skills whereby they learn how to: (1) Read what God has written (youth must learn how to connect with God though His Word); (2) Talk to God (youth need to learn how to communicate with God through prayer); (3) Be with God's friends (youth need to understand the value of meeting with other believers and using their spiritual gifts); (4) Do what pleases God (youth must learn how to make moral decision that please God); and (5) Talk about their relationship (youth need to learn skills to help them lead their friends to Christ) (see his website for further details on relational follow-up: http://www.gospelcom.net/rhm/yours/nextstp.htm).

Dr Bruce Wilkinson, in The Seven Laws of the Teacher, presents a five-step process designed to help us develop people. First, you examine the person. You watch what’s going on and find a moment that you think you can use to blossom someone. Second, you expose whatever it is that the person did. You describe the action taken, the thing accomplished, the goal achieved. Then pause. Third, you express how you feel about what the person just did. You tell what emotion the action triggered in you. Then pause again. Fourth, give the person a desirable picture of what their future could be like. Tell them what you expect of them in the coming days. Once more, pause. Last, to make sure the expectation hits the heart and stays there, move over and make appropriate physical contact with them: Endear. 
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Developing Facilitating Relationships

One of the primary ways in which leaders are involved in the lives of youth is through the developing of facilitating relationships: these are relationships in which the leader is able to positively impact the life of youth for Christ and provide help in times of need. 

Leaders can respond to youth who make a self-revealing statement about themselves in one of four ways: (1) giving advice (this communicates that the leader has the answer and that the young person must do what they say - as a result the advice giver is seen to be strong while the youth is weak or inadequate); 

(2) reassuring (this is similar to advice giving and it fails to take what youth say seriously); 

(3) understanding (here leaders express a desire to understand, they ask questions to invite further communication); 

(4) self-revealing while understanding invites youth to come closer, self-revealing takes the leader one step closer to youth by showing that their share similar experiences and feelings about life. 

There are times when different responses are necessary by youth leaders tend to respond primarily with advice and reassurance which are the least facilitating in terms of relationship building.

The four responses can be illustrated by a simple analogy of a young person in a canoe heading for a waterfall without a paddle. The advice giver is war up the shore shouting through a megaphone; the reassurer is on the beach, seated and relaxed, looking over their shoulder, the understander has waded into the water with a rope that is too short, while the self-revealer has swum out and is seated in the boat with the person who called for help.
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Which response will best facilitate communication - which will keep the person sharing? When leaders talk down to youth (as in advice giving and reassuring) they stop talking. The best approach is to speak on the same level as the person (this is understanding or self-revealing).

An objection may be raised at this point. How can leaders help youth if they admit weaknesses and failing? While self-revealing involves an admission of weakness this does not mean that it will necessarily destroy confidence in the leader. Leaders are at the same time both justified and sinners. Walking in the light involves an honest recognition of who we are - we must confess and not hide the fact that we are sinners, yet we are saints. It is the same as a pastor admitting their struggles and victories or like a parent apologising and asking forgiveness of their child. 

Self-revealing involves exposing humanness and identifying with youth. Here we meet youth person-to-person, rather than as superior-to-subordinate and step into the same canoe with them. But we come with a paddle - an awareness that Christ is our hope for life and eternity.

The leader who is wrapped up in their own strengths, hiding weaknesses, appears different from those who are burdened with a consciousness of needs and failures. By the difference they stimulate despair. I think you ought to know, dear brothers, about the hard time we went through in Asia. We were really crushed and overwhelmed, and feared we would never live through it. We felt we were doomed to die and saw how powerless we were to help ourselves; but that was good, for then we put everything into the hands of God, who alone could save us, for he can even raise the dead."(2 Corinthians 1:8‑9).
How do we engage in self-revealing? We search our own experiences of life to find common ground - an area where we can share as a human being the feelings and needs of another person.
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