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Best Practices in Ministry with Youth: What Do Youthworkers Say? 
By Rev. Terry B. Carty and members of the YouthWorker  Movement 

 
Facts from a recent United Methodist News Service article by Linda Green: 
¥ According to an Aug. 6 article in USA Today, about one in four Protestant young people 

have left the church. 
¥ Based on a survey by Lifeway Research of Protestants between the ages of 18 to 30, seven 

in 10 who attended church regularly in high school had quit attending by age 23. Thirty-four 
percent had not returned, even sporadically, by age 30. 

¥ Among dropouts, 97 percent cited life changes such as a move. Fifty-eight percent were 
unhappy with the people or pastor at church, and 52 percent had religious, ethical or political 
reasons for quitting. 

 
The following is a summary of responses from youthworkers who were asked: What are current 
Òbest practicesÓ that can make churches more effective at helping young people relate to faith in 
Christ. Respondents included experienced youthworkers, new youthworkers, parents, pastors, 
Christian educators, social workers, campus ministers, and professors. 
 
What should churches conti nue doing? 
 
Accept the ongoing challenge to Òmake disciples.Ó This includes helping youth discover their 
own personal gifts and how God is calling them into a life of service/ministry. 
 
Continue JesusÕ emphasis on the making what we believe the same as the way we live. PS. 
That was John WesleyÕs emphasis too. Youth want to know how to live. 
 
Churches must be the true example of what they teach and uphold it in their own personal lives. 
Youth already know how to clique up and cater to the money and power. 
 
Churches should continue trying to reach youth.  Your technology may be out of date, you might 
have folks whoÕve never heard of an iPod, but a willing heart goes a very long way and youth 
recognize that.  DonÕt give up them! 
 
The pastorÕs support of youth ministry is #1 essential to success Ð this is includes verbal, 
physical and spiritual support. The pastor should be the first line of training for all adults who 
work with youth. 
 
Second to this is the involvement of the whole congregation in the youth ministry effort. 
 
Church should literally keep youth in front of the congregation: 

Youth should hold leadership positions within the youth program and in the larger 
congregation (positions on Admin. And/or Church Council). 

Youth should provide leadership in worship as musicians, readers, offering prayers, etc. 
Youth should be fully integrated into the life and ministry of the Church. 

 
Always have devotion and allow time for them to give their responses to the scripture and how it 
applies to them presently, be personal by using personal experience as a new believer or young 
person with discretion, meet them at their level of understanding but giving opportunity for 
growth.  Just because they are young does not mean that they always need 
the milk of the word, but sometimes they also need meat. 
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Once something is started with the youth be consistent in keeping it going at the same time on 
the same day.  Young people need consistency. 
 
Take youth group traditions seriously. Adult leaders sometimes decide to drop a program 
thinking that most people will not care Ð but there may be a youth who has been counting on 
that senior trip or mission experience for years. When changing traditional programs, be sure to 
work with each individual to fulfill dreams and expectations even if it requires individualized 
effort. 
 
Churches should continually place an emphasis on youth.  A church that doesnÕt is not looking 
forward. 
 
Churches should continue (or start) encouraging their students to attend UM colleges and 
universities (provide $1000 scholarships; participate in UMLS or Dollars for Scholars programs). 
 
Group activities need to be planned in collaboration with the young people themselves. 
 
Make the meeting fun.  You can share the gospel and have fun at the same time. And it is O.K. 
to have some activities purely for fun. We do this but in every meeting we find some time to 
share why we are all together Ð the love of God that brings us the three themes for our program  
Ð Faith É Fun É Friends. 
 
What should churches stop doing? 
 
Stop fearing the questions young people ask. The church and its members need the challenge 
to their beliefs that are offered in the questions of young people. The young should help answer 
their own questions. 
 
At all costs avoid "sudden changes in leadership" typically as a result of an administrative 
decision. Regardless of promotion or termination, it is a severe blow. Consider lengthy contracts 
w/penalties for early departure and if a termination is necessary to exhaust all avenues of 
support to allow for completion of the contract. Insuring a graduated good-bye, as well as an 
opportunity to role model support to "the fallen" is essential. Thousands of "change" studies that 
tell us how traumatizing these events are. There is little justification for not making that a priority 
in any kind of administrative decision. 
 
Stop limiting activities to Òwhat weÕve always doneÓ.  Only offering the same activities year after 
year becomes boring not just to the youth but to the volunteers. 
 
Stop making their time together "just fun".  The youth need to understand that Christ is not all 
serious but that having a relationship with Christ is.  The Church is not there to be caretakers 
but teachers and examples of the Word. 
 
Stop expecting youth workers to be the only ones involved in youth ministry.  
 
Stop treating the youth ministry like it is completely separate from the other ministries of the 
church.  
 
Stop looking at numbers as the only way to determine a successful ministry 
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What should churches star t doing? 
 
Start thinking outside the box.  Take youth group outside the walls of the church.  Whenever I 
poll the kids on what they want to do the overwhelming response is service to the community. 
 
Start thinking about each and every youth Ð not just the youth group. Many congregation donÕt 
even have a youth group, but they can have a vital ministry with youth. 
 
Treat youth like you treat grown-ups, and help them mature spiritually. Think of spiritual growth 
as a lifelong process toward holy living (John Wesley). Ministry with youth must be continuous 
with ministry with the other age groups. 
 
Intentionally disciple youth and be involved in their lives. This is done in groups and 
relationships where accountability is emphasized. 
 
RELAX and focus on how we treat each other and the things that really matter like kindness and 
generosity and inclusion and doing good and learning to recognize who needs help and what 
helps! Do make kids their brother's keeper. Ð itÕs the fastest way in the world to end bullying and 
such. Youth group is family/community/small town where we all need each other. 
 
Invest in full-time youth workers.  
 
Present more than fun and ÒSunday school fluffÓ for a youth program. 
 
Get youth involved in the ministries of the church and in the local community 
 
Leadership 
¥ Churches should know what kind of youth leader they want to have leading their youth. They 

should think through the theological and ecclesiastical background of their applicants. They 
should rationally consider age and experience. This also means knowing the congregation 
and its needs well before deciding to bring aboard another staff member. 

¥ Churches need to start equipping their youth leaders with theological and practical 
education in the areas of Christian Education, listening skills, organization and 
administrative skills, and leadership training. Far too many of the youth leaders I know are 
great people who are passionate about young people but wholly unequipped to lead the 
ministry they are paid or asked to do. The demands of time, family, and life tend to make 
continued education a low priority. 

¥ It is time for the church to train youth to be leaders. For too long we have entertained youth 
and have not developed them as leaders. We have not trained workers to be leaders of 
youth. In far too many places the youth leader thinks he or she is the soul leader rather than 
helping to develop leadership with in youth workers and youth. 

¥ The Youth Minister should regularly engage with adults by leading / teaching adult Bible 
studies and other classes, etc.  The dividends are much greater spiritual and financial 
connection and support for the youth program from non-parents. 

¥ Effective adult leaders are good listeners. You will learn a great deal that helps you develop 
your program by listening to the youth talk with one another, perhaps during a craft activity 
or some event during which they are doing something rather than discussing. Our youth 
have shared many a good idea while working at a local soup kitchen feeding the homeless. 
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Teach 
¥ Find ways to help youth recognize GodÕs work in the world. The fundamental question of 

theology is literally ÒWhat is God doing in the world?Ó The fundamental question of Christian 
living is ÒWhat can I do to align my life with what God is doing?Ó 

¥ Create opportunities for youth to hear faith testimonies from adults - their parents, teachers 
and counselors, but also from members of their congregations they may not know.  One 
church uses "mentors" with confirmands, and does a "Circle of Faith" with senior highs, in 
which diverse guests from the congregation are interviewed by teams of youth about their 
faith journeys, followed by a group reflection. 

¥ Use Youth Disciple Bible Study. 
¥ Organize youth mission/study travel to the Holy Land.  Each participating youth should be 

asked to research one of the Biblical sites to be visited and, upon arrival there, give both a 
report and a devotional meditation on its significance. 

 
Worship 
¥ Churches should offer worship experiences where the direct aim is to connect young people 

with the ineffable, the holy and the mysterious. Don't be afraid of the Holy Spirit, but don't act 
like you can contain it, either. 

¥ Worship should be relevant to the life experiences of young people. Liturgy should mean 
something to them. Music should have real purpose (and be done well no matter what style 
it is). 

¥ Sermons (and other lessons in youth ministry) should focus on transformational living. 
¥ Avoid saying: 

o ÒYou ought toÓ Ð go for something they will want to do. 
o ÒYou owe HimÓ Ð while this is true, youth live almost completely in the present Ð 

events that happened centuries ago may not be as powerful for them right now as 
experiencing GodÕs relevance today. 

o ÒObeying will save you some painÓ Ð threat is not a good primary tool to encourage 
faith formation and Christian living. 

o ÒJesus is LordÓ Ð this holds little real meaning in todayÕs culture Ð youth are more 
likely to think of Jesus as friend, mentor, companion. Consider the place of the Holy 
Spirit in the Trinity for expressing these truths. 

¥ Have a time of worship during youth meetings.  The youth need to be exposed to worship of 
Christ just like they need to be exposed to prayer and the Bible.  Worship of Christ is a great 
way for the youth to be introduced to God's Holy Spirit and His working. 

 
Serve 
¥ Provide opportunities for youth to minister with local poor and homeless people on a regular 

basis in a way that allows personal contact between the youth and those they serve. 
Slopping food across a serving line at a shelter and going home doesn't cut it.  The key is to 
build relationships and let real ministry happen.  This benefits the teens, the people they 
serve, and has been known to transform entire churches.  It's a great way to get those teens 
on fringes to connect to something in the youth group. 

¥ Do outreach of any kind.  If the Church congregation is small and unable to afford larger 
outreach programs then they could do simple things like help the widows or elders in the 
church do yard work, cleaning or their home, or help clean the church, go to a local park and 
give out free water bottles in Christ name to people at the park. 

¥ Create opportunities for youth to engage in mission in the name of Christ, together with 
adults.  We attend summer "work camps" and "Wilderness Trail" hiking 
adventures. 
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What should churches not star t doing? 
 
Don't make the youth just about them and their needs. 
 
DonÕt follow all the latest fads and trends in ministry. 
 
DonÕt sacrifice quality programming for ÒfunÓ that merely drives up the numbers. 
 
DonÕt mistake entertainment for disciple-making ministry. 
 
DonÕt start doing just one thing to the exclusion of everything else Ð keep it balanced.  Yeah, 
community service activities are great and thatÕs what they want to do most of all.  But keep 
them interspersed with fun activities as well that are silly and just for the youth.  We try to do 
one service and one fun activity a month. 
 


