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Adult - Centered Youth Minist ry 
David Alan Black 

 
Youth leader, stop and think. Please. Take an honest , object ive look at  your 
teenagers. I n all candor, do you really need m ore program s, m ore bells and whist les, 
or  m ore act ivit ies? How about  integrat ing your teens into the total life of the church? 
And, while you’re at  it ,  why not  concent rate your full,  undivided at tent ion on holding 
them  responsible and accountable for their at t itudes and behaviors? For sure, som e 
people won’t  understand. But  on the other hand, you will reap som e am azing and 
rewarding dividends.  
 
Need a place to start? Here’s how. I  want  to challenge you to “notch it  up”  as you 
direct  your youth program s. A t ruly biblical and Christ -driven approach can and m ust  
form  the core for a revolut ion in youth m inist ry today. And that  core is this:  the 
overall object ive in youth work m ust  be to lead teenagers to Christ ian m aturity (1 
Tim  4: 12) . I f you are not  leading them  to m ature Christ ian adulthood, you m ay have 
a youth “program ,”  but  you are not  accom plishing God’s object ive for t eens. 
 
To m ake what  I  have to say st ick, I  will be brief and to the point . Leading teenagers 
to Christ ian m aturity involves at  least  three basic com m itm ents on your part .   

 
1. Resist  the tem ptat ion to give in t o those who would espouse an “adolescent ”  
approach to youth m inist ry .   
 
As I  pointed out  in The Myth of Adolescence,  adolescence in our society has becom e 
a wait ing period of leisure with few responsibilit ies and lit t le or no m eaningful contact  
with adults. This isolat ion from  adults is one of the m ost  harm ful developm ents of 
adolescence and has provided a breeding ground for  the ram pant  feeling of 
alienat ion am ong our youth today.  
 
The way you can tell that  som eone believes in an adolescent  approach to youth 
m inist ry is by the program s they develop to segregate youth from  adults. Most  youth 
m inist ries have their own Sunday School, youth m issions, youth sm all groups, youth 
worship, youth evangelism  team s, youth choir, youth discipleship program s, youth 
ret reats, and youth out ings. Youth leaders that  have swallowed the m yth of 
adolescence assum e that  by isolat ing the youth into their own independent  subgroup 
in the church they will be bet ter  able to inst ill in them  Christ ian values.  
 
The t ruth is that  this solut ion is worse than the original problem . Studies have shown 
that  m ost  teens lose interest  in church during the eleventh and twelfth grades. This 
is because they have been “entertained”  by their youth leaders, but  nobody has ever  
integrated them  into the real life of the church (which involves responsibilit y, not  j ust  
fun and gam es) . So focus on helping young people m ake the t ransit ion from  
childhood into adulthood spir itually, em ot ionally, and m entally. 
 
2. I ntegrate teens with adults in every typical church set t ing.   
 
Please do not  overlook this step!  As one experienced youth pastor has writ ten (Mark 
DeVries, Fam ily-Based Youth Minist ry  [ Downers Grove:  IVP, 1994]  p. 49) :  
“Teenagers will not  learn the skills required of m ature adults in a peer-centered 
youth Sunday-school class. They will not  learn these skills by talking with their 
fr iends. The process occurs as the less m ature repeatedly have opportunity to 
observe, dialogue and collaborate with the m ore m ature.”   
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Youth can and should:  
 

• at tend “adult ”  Sunday school. 
• read Scripture during the worship service. 
• lead in prayer. 
• usher and pass out  bullet ins. 
• sing with the adult  choir. 
• help with teaching Sunday school. 
• serve as greeters at  church funct ions. 
• sit  on com m it tees in the church. 
• work in Vacat ion Bible School. 
• volunteer t o serve m eals to shut - ins. 
• prepare care packages for the needy. 
• do door- to-door witnessing. 
• go on m issions t r ips with other adults. 
• adopt  a grandparent  (an elderly person in the church) . 
• visit  nursing hom es. 
• visit  children’s hospital. 
• set  up a local food pant ry.  
• plan and lead worship. 

 
Don’t  deny young people this kind of involvem ent  with adults.  I f you do, you will be 
sending your t eenagers into the world m entally, socially, and m orally unprepared for  
the challenges of adulthood. I f they relate only to their peers, they will rem ain 
t rapped in im m aturity. On the other hand, young people who have been fort ified with 
significant  adult  relat ionships are consistent ly the ones who exhibit  responsible 
behavior and who are able to resist  involvem ent  in negat ive behaviors such as 
rebellion, drug abuse, and prom iscuity. Thus, the m ost  im portant  foundat ion a youth 
m inist ry can have in its work with teens is providing them  with opportunit ies for 
significant  dialogue and relat ionships with m ature Christ ian adults. This is especially 
im portant  for those teens who do not  com e from  Christ ian hom es and who therefore 
need a circle of adult  Christ ians to m odel the Christ ian life for them .  
 
3. Finally, reject  the m yth that  healthy developm ent  am ong youth requires a st rong 
break with their parents.   
 
Although peers exercise som e cont rol over a teen’s choice of dress, m usic, and 
entertainm ent , only when parents are ext rem ely negligent  do peers exercise m ore 
cont rol over the teen’s choice of beliefs and relat ional styles. I t  rem ains a fact  that  in 
the vast  m ajorit y of cases parents rem ain the single m ost  im portant  influence in the 
developm ent  of a teen’s character and personalit y. A recent  study showed that  
young people desire experiences with their parents (Journal of Research on 
Adolescence 1 [ 1991] ) . Specifically, the study concluded that  (1)  equat ing the youth 
years with inevitable rebellion is inaccurate;  (2)  the predictable disintegrat ion of 
parent - teen relat ionships is false;  and (3)  teens are m ore likely to support  parental 
values than to be in conflict  with them . This m eans that  m ore of our program s in 
church need to be designed for the youth them selves to serve and lead while 
providing them  with m ature m entors.  
 
To im plem ent  the above ideas, I  would suggest  that  youth leaders encourage 
parents to have a r ite of passage for their children when they turn twelve ( j ust  as I  
had with m y own sons) . To com plem ent  this, youth leaders can plan to have a 
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sim ilar cerem ony that  welcom es the youth into the “big”  church. Youth leaders 
them selves will have to redefine their m inist r ies. No longer will they be “youth 
pastors”  but  “pastors t o fam ilies,”  since their m ain st rategy will now be to assist  
parents in raising a new generat ion of cham pions for Christ .  
 
An adult - centered youth m inist ry is not  a program  to be added to a church’s 
educat ional m inist ry plan. I t  is a foundat ional m odel with one prim ary goal:  to equip 
all believers (youth included)  to grow toward m ature and responsible Christ ian 
adulthood. I f this is your first  priorit y, it  will radically affect  your philosophy of youth 
m inist ry. I nstead of t ry ing newer and newer gim micks to get  youth to at tend your 
“program s,”  and instead of t rying harder and harder to m ake t radit ional program s 
work, you will focus your efforts on those program s that  equip parents to nurture 
their children in the Christ ian faith and those that  give teens the opportunity to be 
with m ature adults.  
 
And rem em ber:  This is not  a “new”  m odel for  youth m inist ry. I t  is sim ply a return to 
God’s design for  the church. Jesus had no organizat ional chart  or  curriculum . His 
priorit y was to call his youthful disciples “ to be with him ”  (Mark 3: 14) . Jesus’ 
m inist ry was relat ional, and ours should be the sam e. The Christ ian faith becom es 
real to t eenagers when they see it  lived out  in real life situat ions.  
 
I n short ,  an adult - centered youth m inist ry is not  about  creat ing special program m ing 
for young people. The goal is to provide them  with the kind of foundat ional 
relat ionships with Christ ian adults that  will lead to spir itual m aturit y. I n so doing we 
seek especially to connect  youth from  non- t radit ional hom es (divorced, blended, 
etc.)  with adult  m entors. I f our youth m inist r ies are to becom e biblical and have a 
m eaningful im pact , they m ust  rej ect  the t radit ional m odel of highly program m ed 
act ivit ies and instead give the cent ral place to connect ing young people to m ature 
Christ ian adults.   
 
“But  are any churches actually im plem ent ing this m odel?”  The answer is Yes. One 
sterling exam ple is Hope Chapel in California. Rather than dividing up fam ilies and 
intent ionally segregat ing m eet ings and m inist r ies by age and m arital status, Hope 
Chapel is com m it ted to st rengthening fam ilies by keeping them  together as m uch as 
possible. As for teens, Hope Chapel has found that  when teenagers are t reated with 
the respect  and significance due to young adults, and are channeled toward m inist ry 
and not  the self-absorpt ion of im m aturity, they r ise to the occasion and spiritually 
flourish. Their teens funct ion in every possible posit ion of service. No act ivit ies are 
provided that  would group the young adults together for play or entertainm ent  or 
that  would reinforce to them  that  they have an ident it y separate from  the rest  of the 
adult  com m unity. I t  is not  the belief of Hope Chapel that  God does not  work in youth 
groups, but  rather that  he can accom plish the sam e m inist ry—and m uch, m uch 
m ore—when teens are elevated to their high calling within the general body of 
believers. 
 
During their teen years, when young adults are told they are not  needed by society,  
they have a special need to belong to a com m unity. Thus, while wait ing for “adult ”  
status as defined by their culture, they need to have a sense of belonging to a group 
of people they respect  and from  whom  they can receive recognit ion. I f adults m ake 
the church a com m unity to which young people want  to belong, they will be helping 
teenagers m ove m ore sm oothly into m ature adulthood. The Body of Christ  can be a 
significant  factor in the m oral and spir itual developm ent  of youth of any age. 
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