
CONCLUSION 
 

 When I beginning to see the finish line of the Doctor of Ministry journey, friends 
of mine began to inquisitively and persistently nag me regarding my final project.  They 
knew that I was a practical individual…someone who was not necessarily wired up for 
writing something that was only going to sit in some computer file, library shelf, or 
academic data base.  I kept hearing the same questions, “what is the gist of your final 
project” and “who will want to read it?”  Good questions for anyone dipping their toes 
into the waters of literature of any genre.  I put those questions to intense thought.  I 
simply do not want to impress (if that is even possible) people whom I admire and respect 
in academia that need to accept this project as a means of completing a degree program.  I 
would be humbly pleased if that were to happen but my expectations are a bit more 
realistic.  Yet, I would hope that someone outside of the University system would see that 
there are some issues that are being raised in this project and my attempt to “take the ball” 
of the conversation regarding youth ministry praxis to another realm.  I deeply desire to 
put some “fuel on the fire” and to contribute to what is occurring across churches and 
programs throughout the United States, Canada, and other countries that are facing similar 
matters.   
 
 As this project comes to a close, I would like to specifically address those people 
and organizations that are heavily invested in the ministry to and with youth.  The 
problem in ministry that initiated this process is one that is very serious.  Although temped 
to sit on the laurels of perceived ministry success in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, 
research is uncovering the stench of impeding quandaries.  Current praxis, though 
seemingly fruitful, is not producing the kind of Christ-followers who will still be on the 
playing field of faith and ministry when it really matters most – when students are 
reaching the years of young adulthood and are in the process of owning their faith, living 
it out in actual choices that will impact their lives for years to come, and having to come 
into full frontal by the pressures of a secularistic culture that can “pick off” even the 
seemingly most faithful (i.e. Matthew 13 and the parable of the sower).    
 
 If we are going to rely on PURELY large gatherings, flashy programs, astounding 
media presentations, or big named “speakers for hire” who have been published or 
publically admired to be able to be the litmus tests for ministry success, we are missing 
the boat.  These programs might have numbers, may be published, may have leaders who 
appear in journals, radio or magazines, may host conferences to share their “secrets”, and 
may garner national (if not international) attention…but there is no longer term impact.  
Every young person is susceptible to hype and something that is popular.  In addition, 
every teenager can become a “victim” of shortsighted success.  Youth Workers, you are 
not pop stars.  Size, in this instance, does NOT matter.  What does not matter is whether 
you lead a group of 5, 50, 500 or 5000.  If you have the size, do not get proud about it.  If 
you do not have the “big” group, do not get discouraged.  What matters in student 
ministry is whether the Kingdom of God is flourishing in and through the life of those 
teens that are within your ministry sphere in a manner that will continue to bear fruit for 
decades to come.  You need to focus on some different issues. 



 For example, a good place to start is to ask, “what is my goal”?  Is your ministry’s 
objective just to get kids into the church youth group or to a conference center where they 
can get saved?  If so, let me be blunt…your aspirations are too limited.  Permit me to state 
it this way – if you get them into the church and active in the course of their high school 
years through of your ministry, your leadership, your program, or your church…who will 
get the credit?  And what will you care after they have left your ministry nest to emerge 
into a culture that you may or may not have prepared them for without you?  You had 
them on your ministry’s roles; they were part of the numbers and your success…what will 
happen to them now?  I believe that your ministry intention should be focused not only 
getting them through high school “fired up for Jesus” but rather your goal should be, 
“what are they going to look like, act like, be like when they are 25 or 26 years old?”  Will 
they still be on the track for the Kingdom?  Will they be difference makers for the 
Kingdom still?  Will they have a worldview set by the biblical story, will they be making 
their decisions, choosing a mate, looking for a job, acting in the world, stewarding their 
resources as a faithful person in the Kingdom OR will they be a statistic?  Will they 
simply be another “church dropout” or labeled by their peers and marginalized as a 
“backslider”, or someone who attempts to be a closet syncretist having a little Jesus mixed 
in with the other ingredients of life?  Will they not be serious about their commitment to 
Christ and only be more interested when all the wheels have come off their life or when 
they have their own kids who, like one 30 year old told me, need “a little religion”?  Will 
they filter back to the church after years of living for themselves only to say, “I tried Jesus 
when I was a kid…I went to church all the time…but then I went to college and lived my 
own life and found out that I was OK on my own until the wheels fell off”?   
 
 For me, I was excited about numbers for a long time until years later, as I was 
pastoring churches and talking to adults who had once been active in youth programs, I 
saw the hurt, confusion, disorientation, and disillusionment.  I cannot tell you how many 
times I heard the phrase, “Jesus just didn’t work in the real world”.  It was then that I 
began to realize that all those years of speaking to “felt needs”, having fun activities, great 
camps, teaching on the evils of sex, drugs, rock music, and keeping parents and church 
leaders happy because their kids were in church, did not lead to long term faithfulness. 
 
 So, this is what you have to do.  First of all, know the culture.  In fact, be a student 
of the culture.  Know the playing field (as was discussed in Section One of this project).  
Come to your own conclusions…you be the expert.  You know your teens…you are 
familiar with your context and community.  You do not need a conference to tell you how 
to do successful ministry in your arena.  Conferences have their place for sharing vision 
and critically viewing possible effective praxis.  Even so, success is not measured in 
Kingdom work by what motivates the organizers of conferences.  You are the indigenous 
leader in your mission field…you decide on how to be infiltrate the culture and context of 
your students in a subversive and God-honoring manner. 
 
 Secondly, do not rely on supposedly “tried and true” praxis.  Youth Ministry in the 
21st century is a relatively young movement…the people who “wrote the book” on so-
called successful paradigms are still alive (and making money off book sales and 
conferences).  You look over what your responsibility is…what your setting is…what 



your community is like…and then start to ask yourself about what your prime objectives 
will be.  I pray, despite the fact that it WILL hurt short-term success; a long-term strategy 
will serve the Kingdom of God better.  Your numbers, the invitations to speak at 
conferences, your book deals, the admiration of your pastor and/or church might not be 
there…but if you are preparing students for a life-long call and response to effectiveness 
in the Kingdom, then you are on the right track.   
 
 Remember, pastors and church leaders LOVE to talk about their youth ministry’s 
perceived success.  It is a feather in their ministry cap!  In many instances, they are simply 
more shortsighted than many of the paradigms that are in existence.  Big numbers look 
good on pastoral and denominational reports.  If you have a group of teenagers for whom 
you are responsible, then have a new paradigm.  Look not at numbers of participants but 
those who you are building into life-long servants of the King.  In other words, “let them 
have it”.  Do not shy away from depth of biblical and theological exposure, emotional 
challenge, communal experience, liminal struggles, missional living, personal brokenness, 
or sharing for their adherence the full weight of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.  
Push them…if they say, “it’s too hard”…then push them harder, in love.  C.S. Lewis’ 
words have hung on my heart since I was a young follower of Jesus.  The first book I read 
as a young Christian was Mere Christianity…for over 40 years I have not been able to 
ignore these phrases: 

 
If Christianity only means one more bit of good advice, then Christianity is of no 
importance.  There has been no lack of good advice for the last four thousand years.  A 
bit more makes no difference.1 

 
Christ says ‘Give me all.  I don’t want so much of your time and so much of your 
money and so much of your work: I want you.  I have not come to torment your natural 
self, but to kill it.  No half-measures are any good.  I don’t want to cut off a branch here 
and a branch there, I want to have the whole tree down.  I don’t want to drill the tooth, 
or crown it, or stop it, but to have it out.  Hand over the whole natural self, all the 
desires which you think innocent as well as the ones you think wicked – the whole 
outfit.  I will give you a new self instead.  In fact, I will give you Myself: my own will 
shall become yours.2 

 
…let Him work at the right part of us.  It is the difference between paint, which is 
merely laid on the surface, and a dye or stain which soaks right through.  He never 
talked vague, idealistic gas.  When He said, “Be perfect”, He meant it.3 

 
If conversion to Christianity makes no improvement in a man’s outward actions-if he 
continues to be just as snobbish or spiteful or envious or ambitious as he was before-
then I think we must suspect that his “conversion” was largely imaginary: and after 
one’s original conversion, every time one thinks one has made an advance, that is the 

                                                 
 1 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 157 
 2 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 169. 
 3 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 170. 



test to apply.  Fine feelings, new insights, greater interest in “religion” mean nothing 
unless they make our actual behavior better…Christ told us to just by results.  A tree is 
known by its fruit; or, as they say, the proof of the pudding is in the eating.329 
 

 Youth ministries focused primarily on “getting them saved” most of the time avoid 
the hard issues of the molding and shaping of hearts and personalities…the frustrations of 
liminality and the perceived lack of “ministry focus” that accompanies missional 
living…the challenges of raw emotion and personal brokenness…the discomfort of 
having students even think about living without “their” church…the possibilities that 
some of the so-called “fringe” teens might actually develop into the type of Christ-
follower who sets the world on its feet.  We spend too much time on that which is popular, 
easy, flashy, and pragmatic.   
 
 So, review your goals and objectives.  If your objective is that you begin to 
seriously consider building a paradigm around two questions: 

 
1.  What are we calling teenagers into? 
2.  What will they look like when they are 25 years of age? 

 
As I said, salvation, if all you mean is giving them their “ticket to heaven”, is too narrow 
of a goal.  Any youth worker can put together some program, event or presentation that 
can “bring a student to their knees”.  The challenge is – forming them in followers and 
disciples and seeing them become the contemporary incarnation of the presence of God 
and His Kingdom in their world.  Below is a quick illustration of what youth workers face.   

 
Clarification of where students are NOW 

And what they might “look like” as fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ 
 

12 - 18 years old       25-27 years old 
 
They fend for selves      They are growing in Jesus 
They believe, “me now”      Their lives are centered in community 
They want instant gratification     They faithfully steward resources 
They are products of overstressed parents    They have a worshipful heart 
They are stressed too - got to keep up or “IT’S OVER”   They are serving out of giftedness 
They are optimistic about the future but do not envision life-long faith They have a passion for the Church 
Fearful of spiritual matters      They are “looking” like Jesus 
Jesus is irrelevant       They are serving others 
Jesus is only a convenience      Making God-honoring choices 
They exhibit a lack of respect for others     They have humble and tender hearts 
They define success = getting now and in the future   They have a passion for the lost 
They are bombarded with negative images    They have a compassion for the poor 
They are materialistically blessed     They have a biblical worldview  
They have an entitlement mentality          
Their values are governed by coolness, tolerance, and political correctness  (you fill in the blanks with others) 
Their heroes are celebrities so they want to be in limelight and live hedonistic lifestyles 
 
(You fill in the blanks with others) 
 

                                                 
 329 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 171. 



 The question is – how are you going to be instrumental in ministry to move them 
from the left to the right?  Once you have wrestled with that question, then start to piece 
together a vision for Student Ministry.  Keep a compelling picture of the future that 
coalesces you and your students to a common cause.  Be clear on who you as a faith 
community are and what you are becoming.  Stake a claim - believe in the spiritual, 
intellectual, emotional and relational potential of every student.  Trust in the leadership 
integrity that is modeled and mentored by adults who are passionate, gifted and called to 
lead students to full devotion to Jesus Christ.  Communicate that it is normative for every 
person to be a difference maker for the Kingdom.  Have a paradigm that is not 
ecclesiocentric or clergycentric but theocentric and missiocentric.  Define “church” for 
them as a “people sent” not as a vendor of religious goods and services…share with them 
that it is a people not a just a place.  Teach them humble servanthood and what it means to 
serve their friends, family, neighborhood, and the world.  Demonstrate through your life 
that belief is not about some sort of cognitive buzz but a transformational encounter.  Help 
them to understand the miraculous depth, challenge and complexity of the biblical 
narrative.  Experience with them the importance of worship not from a narrowly defined 
denominational paradigm.  Lead them to a community oriented understanding of spiritual 
development.  Instruct them via lesson and example that it is at times preferable to be in 
solitude instead of being a relationship addict.  Demonstrate that it is sometimes better to 
submit to other’s wisdom than it is to complain and argue.  Show them that it is better to 
learn how to interpret and invade culture than to demonize and hide from it.  Instead of 
saying, “this is what the bible says”, ask them about their experience and then help them 
practically search the scriptures for how God would critique their life and give them to 
power to live a new experience. Enable them to believe that the Gospel is not just a 
message to be proclaimed but also is a call to participation in what God is doing in the 
world and in people’s lives.  The Kingdom is not just about the benefits that come with 
believing God but it is action that God plans once people answer the call and follow Jesus.  
The Gospel is more about revolution than marketing.  Jesus calls his people not to “reach 
out” but to go!  
 
 There is always more to cover.  I know that more should be written.  Yet, every 
journey has to come to an oasis of peace and a place where new learnings be not only 
assimilated but also contemplated.  Let your soul ruminate on some of the thoughts you 
have read.  Let the Spirit speak to you for a few moments.  I believe you will hear 
something that will not only keep your heart alive for the Kingdom but will also 
impassion you to keep praying and dreaming about faithfulness in life and ministry.  If 
this project gave you a cup of water from which to find refreshment, a quenching for 
some thirst, or simply a moment to pause, then so be it.  God bless you as you continue to 
lead young people into being the difference makers God has created and gifted them to be 
for His and His Kingdom’s glory!  


