What Joes a
Youth Group Do?

Whart About Programs?
There is a good deal of talk today about the demise of program-

oriented ministry. An alternative such as people-oriented planning or
some type of more personal-sounding model is usually suggested. The
issue here is an important one and needs to be clearly stated.

We all have, do, and will continue to do programs! Whatever name
we give to our focus for gathering youth—people-oriented, worship-
centered, discipleshipfocused, need-based, ministry-motivated, or
Christ-centered—the basic fact remains that most result in some form
of program.

However, whenever planning is focused on filling a block of time
with lots of activity for the sake of activity, giving little consideration to
whom we're dealing with and what we're trying to accomplish, it
becomes unlikely that spiritual growth will occur. This kind of fuzzy
focus results in less-than-productive ministry programs. Conversely.
when planning is done with prayerful consideration of the needs of
youth from a Christian perspective, the program can become & ministry
opportunity to help youth grow as disciples.

What Should Happen When Youth Meet?

Youth Leadership

A youth group should be a place where youth develop leadership
skills. The emphasis is on helping youth learn and practice leadership
skills, rather than on creating and implementing good programs. The
process is more important than the product. One reason many youth
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op out of youth ministry may be that they are not being challenged

or trusted to be leaders.

Sanctuary
Youth ministry should provide a safe space for youth to talk to each

other. Just as play is the “work™ of children, talking is the work of youth.
This should be a place where youth can wrestle with new and old val-
ues, roles, and beliefs. John Wesley spoke of holy conversation or
Christian conferencing as a means of receiving God's grace.

Every youth gathering event would benefit from including structured
and unstructured time.As explained above, time for talking is crucial. There
should be enough unstructured time to allow youth to talk freely, yet
enough structured time so that youth can focus their talk on a selected
topic or experience, Well-prepared structured time helps youth sense that

something important is happening.

When Do Groups Meet?

Effective UMY groups meet regulardy, preferably weekly, for specific
events chosen by the group members to suit their particular needs and
schedules. Sunday evening is one typical time. However, other groups meet
on weeknights or on Saturday afternoons. Don't be afraid to experiment
with times.As ministries grow, there may be several different gatherings of
youth for different reasons in any given week. Gatherings could include a
Wednesday night Bible study, a Monday moring breakfast praver group, a
Sunday afternoon music/drama group, or a Tuesday after-school tutoring
program. All should target different youth interested in different Christian
themes with varying goals. Whatever the time, reason, or audience, choose
to meet the interests of those interested, and you will accomplish what

you have planned.

Age-level [roupings

If possible, a congregation’s ministry with youth should provide at
least two age-level groups (traditionally junior high and senior high).
Concerns, interest, and abilities vary greatly from the youngest seventh
grader to the most marure twelfth grader Attempting to combine a wide
age range into one group usually will result in losing participants.
Churches with large numbers of youth and a variety of programs may
require three or more groups for cffective ministry.
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Junior high youth usually will be denied cpportunities for leader-
ship development if they are in the same group with senior high
youth. By having their own group, junior highs will gain the confi-
dence and skill to reach their potential as leaders. Your senior high
ministries will benefit as junior highs, with exposure to ieadership in
their own setting, graduate into the senior high group.

Try to work toward at least two groups before it seems necessary,
even if there are only two youth at each age level. Each ministry can
then grow by fostering the specific interests and abilitics of the younger
and older youth. If you have small numbers of youth, consider joining
forces with a neighboring church or with a cluster of churches in order
to have two age groups. Effective ministries have existed with no more
than six to twelve active participants split into separate learning times
while still doing other activitics together as one larger group.

Look to community school structures for guidance on how to group
youth. Grade divisions in your schools suggest a logical way to organize
youth ministries along age-level lines, For example, if you have a middle
school that groups sixth and seventh graders together, that grouping
might work well for your church.

What Should We Do?

Traditionally youth ministry was organized to address ministry
through five areas. These categorics could be woven into cach gather-
ing in small ways or, taken one by one, could become the focus of an
entire gathering,.

1. Fellowship—times to get to know, interact with, and care for one
another.
. Service—times to live our faith in the congregation and community.
. Worship—times to praise God.
Study/Discussion—times to reflect together on the content and
meaning of the gospel and other chosen topics.
5. Outreach—times to reach out to others in order to be a growing
community of believers,
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These areas are still helpful as building blocks for discipleship, giving
yvouth a varicty of opportunities to express their response to God’s
grace. Attention to these areas can yield a balanced and healthy overall
ministry.
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Common Components of Youth Meetings

Every congregation will have its own approach to its youth ministries.
vou will need to evaluate the strengths and gifts of your congregation,
consider the needs of your youth, and craft a style all your own. This is the
peauty of how God moves in our various communities and of what God
leads us to be and do.The following are offered only as components of a
suggested schedule. Putting them together in helpful and creative ways
that fit your arena is still a task that needs to be addressed by all involved

in the youth ministry of your church.

1. Gathering Time (about 10 minutes)

People tend to trickle into events, and youth are no different. This
makes beginning a key activity on time difficult. As soon as you start
something, invariably a few morc kids show up.The new ones don't
know what’s going on, and if you try to stick them quickly into the
activity, it can mean restarting or confusing what is already happen-
ing. Combat this by planning 2 brief gathering activity that allows
people to drift in without complicating things for the ones who are
already present.

Larger groups may offer several activity options, allowing youth to
self:select according to their own comfort level,

2. Announcement/Business (5 to 10 minutes)

This is the time to promote Upcoming €vents, IEport on past activity.
clarify who will do what at the next event, and so forth. Keep this short,
making sure it doesn't become your mazin purpose for gathering.

3. Main Program (up to 30 minutes)

When a program theme is selected, approach it in different ways
using different methods. Don't make the mistake of trying to focus on
several different ideas in the course of one program. Use recreation, dis-
cussions, Scripture, and so forth to highlight various aspects of one

main theme.

4. Movement (15 to 20 minutes)

Movement means activity, games, and fun. Don't make the mistake of
thinking movement only means playing a competitive game. Not all
people have been biessed with graceful athletic control of their bodies,
so consider how your selection will affect the participants. Perhaps pro-
viding concurrent alternatives can accommodate everyone's abilities.
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5. Devotions/Worship (5 to 20 minules)

The depth and length of this section is heavily dependent on the
faith maturity of your teens, Realize that your audience may change
from week to week as well. Some groups are singing groups, and
they enjoy the celebration of music or liturgical movement and look
forward to this part in their discipleship walk. Other groups simply
roll their eyes and wonder how long this will last. Don't force it;
work with it.

6. Meals (15 to 20 minutes)

Question: How long does it take an average reen to eat three slices
of pizza and find the bottom of his or her glass? About as long as it
took you to read that question! Feeding youth when they are in a
group is an option that should be thought through. Questions to ask:
“Is it necessary? When will the food be served? Who prepares, serves,

cleans up?”

A Typical Sunday Evening Schedule
Movement/Community Building/Gathering—20 minutes.
Program—30 minutes.

Joys and Concerns Prayer Circle—5 to 10 minutes.
Closing Worship or Meditation— 10 minutes,
Business—35 to 10 minutes.

UMY Benediction.

On:
Snack Supper for All Youth—15 to 20 minutes,
Around-the-Tables Activity and Singing~—10 to 15 minutes.
Program (separate for junior and senior high)—30 minutes.
Business—>5 to 10 minutes.
Closing Song and/or Praycr.
UMY Benediction,

Or:
Middle High Youth Meet—30 minutes,
Meal With All Youth—15 minutes,
Bricf Mixer With All Youth—30 minutes
Senior High Youth Meet—S5 to 10 minutes.
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These three cxamples assume that you have at least an bour and a half
for your UMY meeting. If you have less time, you will have to be more
sciective, Always allow adequaic time for the main activity (generaily
called the program), which focuses on the purpose of the gathering. Make
every effort to limit the business portion of the meeting to no more than
five or ten minutes. Lengthy business sessions are not compatible with
the purposes of United Methodist youth ministry.

Special Events

Occasionally a particular special event will dictate its own time frame,
perhaps excluding all parts of the regular schedule other than the program
itself. Such programs can provide variety and change, perhaps appealing to
youth who may not have attended your group previously. These programs
can be excellent opportunities for special invitations of outreach to new
and inactive group members. The following are just suggestions:

» Going to the local television or radio station and meeting with the
program director to discuss the standards that are considered when
a change is made in the schedule.

Attending a special worship in a different location, such as on top

of a mountain, in a boat, in a funeral home chapel, or around a fire.

» Planning an outdoor “Crazy Olympics” complete with teams, stream-
ers, funny events, gag prizes, and lots of laughs.

« Having a simulation activity that deals with values and decisionr-making

processes, followed by a discussion en what the participants learned as

they played.

Serving takcout barbecue chicken dinner as 2 fundraising event.

o Painting furniture and repairing toys for a church's weekday
preschool (if not your own, another church in the community).

» “Attacking” a selected area of your community with garbage bags to
pick up litter.

Planning a Session
Whether you are planning a special program or a regular UMY
meeting, the following questions are helpful.
> What is the program topic. and how will it be developed?
» How will we publicize and promote it?
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» Who is responsible for each aspect of the program?

+ Are the required resources on hand?

» Who will secure them?

« How much time will be needed for ¢ach part of the program?

» Has recreation been planned? Who is in charge?

« Is worship included? Who is in charge?

» What schedule (flexible, pleasc) do we need to follow?

» What announcements need to be made?

+ How will the session be guided?

+ How will the leadership be shared?

» Are the facilities in order (room arrangement, heating/cooling
requirements, supplies, and so forth)?

s Have all assignments been carricd out?

« Are there any other details that need to be handled?

« How will we evaluate this program? How will we know if our goals

were accomplished?

Combining Age Groups
For programs where all ages will be together:

+ Gear the comprehension level more toward the junior high youth
than the senior high youth. Some stretching is good for younger
youth, but comprehension expectations should be realistic.

« Select program topics with broad appeal. For example, a program
on colleges is not highly relevant to seventh and eighth graders.

» Adapt the total time spent on CoNtent sessions toward the junior
high youth’s capacity. Younger youth do not take so readily to hour-
long discussions.

* Use a variety of methods.

» Keep content on the more concrete side; junior high vouth usually
do not handle abstract discussions as well as senior high youth.

For programs where part of the presentation is made to the group as
a whole, with discussion taking place in two smaller groups divided
along age-level lines:
» Focus the content presentation at a ninth grade level.
s Devise separate questions for the groups, making them appropriate
for the different age levels.
o Have an adult advisor for each group.







