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Abstract 
 

 Using the Success Case Method developed by Robert Brinkerhoff, the survey and 

interviews revealed a direct correlation between the amount of time spent in an 

adolescent’s environment and the quality of the conversations and interaction between 

ministry students and the young person. The core of this study revolves around ministry 

students who took the ML336 Relational Ministry course at Kuyper College and 

implemented the practices taught in the course. I wanted to know what correlation exists, 

if any, between the amount of time spent in the adolescent world and the depth of the 

relationship between the adolescent and the ministry student. To do that, I looked at who 

had experienced success in building relationships with adolescents by implementing the 

practices and procedures discussed in class and the impact on their respective ministries 

to adolescents and their families. The outcomes will be pedagogical suggestions for the 

course and content revisions to improve the impact of the relational ministry course for 

future students, as well as suggestions for parents and the church about how adults can 

earn the right to be heard and develop deep and meaningful relationships. 

My research consisted of inviting seventy-eight students who graduated from 

Kuyper College from 2008 to 2014 with a Youth Ministry degree to take a survey 

focusing on relational ministry. All youth ministry majors are required to take ML336 

Relationship Ministry in order to graduate. Of the seventy-eight students who were 

invited to take the survey, thirty students completed the survey. I then chose nine 

graduates to interview who experienced the greatest success revealed in the survey as 

directed by the Success Case Method. I also interviewed three other students who 

struggled with devoting the time they wanted to toward building relationships with 
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adolescents so I could learn what barriers exist for graduates who were unable to spend 

the time that is necessary to develop deep and meaningful relationships with the 

adolescents they serve.  

  Students identified five factors that contributed to deeper relationships with 

adolescents. First, those who spend a minimum of ten hours a week to as much as twenty-

five hours a week had significantly deeper relationships with the students they serve. 

Freeing up time in the youth workers’ schedules to do the necessary work of going and 

building a relationship with adolescents is the single most important change that needs to 

take place in our churches, parachurches and mission organizations. Second, developing a 

commitment to place will ensure that relationships will exist for the long haul. If 

adolescents see ministry leaders, parents and adults around for long periods, they will be 

more apt to be open and trust them with issues they are facing. Third, critical to that 

commitment is significant support from the senior leadership. Fourth, presence in the 

adolescent world matters. Staff, volunteers and parents need to be deliberate about 

staying present in adolescents’ lives. Showing up builds credibility. Finally, developing a 

team of volunteers who “get” what it means to “go” is critical to reaching the vast array 

of adolescents.   

Using the Success Case Method, I will assess my course and identify key factors 

that promote pacing presence that can be embraced by youth ministry leaders, volunteers, 

church leaders, parents and others who work with adolescents in how to build caring, 

loving, long-term relationships. I will also address the barriers, both structural and 

attitudinal, that prevent students from moving meaningfully in the lives of the adolescents 

they serve.  
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 Chapter 1: What in the World is Going On in There? 

Adolescence has become a long and drawn out stage of life. What used to be a 

short time of transition from childhood to adulthood where the adolescents would gain 

clear understanding of their identities and be given skills to help them discern their 

calling in life, has become a decade or more of confusion and misdirection that neither 

provides identity for the adolescent nor a clear sense of calling and purpose for their role 

in society. Most sociologists agree that adolescence has grown on both ends of the 

chronological spectrum. What used to be a brief time of transition from childhood to 

adulthood (age thirteen to seventeen) has grown to starting as early as age ten years and 

lasting into the late twenties. This expansion of adolescence is an indication that our 

young people may be struggling to develop into mature adults.   

Emerging adulthood, a term used to describe the later stage of adolescence, is a 

challenging time for those who are in it. Experts in the field of adolescence, such as Chap 

Clark, Walt Mueller and Kara Powell, say this challenging stage is a result of the 

abandonment that many early adolescents experience as a result of parents, adults and the 

church not attending to the needs of youth. Erik Erikson’s Psychodynamic Theory asserts 

that life is a series of crises, and if each crisis is not met during the life cycle stage the 

individual is in, then the crisis continues during the ensuing life cycle stage.1 Therefore, if 

early adolescents are experiencing abandonment during a stage when relationships with 

adults and especially parents matters significantly then changes need to be made in how 

adults and parents engage with adolescence. However, factors in our culture push against 

such engagement. This chapter will describe the current landscape of adolescent 

                                                           
1 Michael J. Anthony. Introducing Christian Education. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001, 64. 
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relationships to adults while identifying the factors that disrupt adult engagement with 

adolescents, including the influence of technology. Adolescent abandonment has reached 

a level of epidemic proportions that requires adults, parents and the church to step in with 

a ministry of presence that not only demonstrates care and nurture but provides a clear 

sense of identity in Christ and pursuit of a purpose that fulfills God’s calling in the 

adolescent’s life. The first step in addressing the issue is understanding the problem. 

The Problem 

Adolescents live in a state of ambiguity with the adults in their lives wanting to 

provide a level of certainty or protection. Ideally, the very thing adults want to provide 

may be preventing the adolescents from growing into adult followers of Christ and 

servants of his kingdom’s purposes. As parents, we have been charged by God to “train 

up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it” 

(Proverbs 22:6). I believe we have substituted the idea of training and developing with 

the concept of protecting or sheltering. Too many parents are over protective, meaning 

they do not want their child to experience pain or failure. Hence, every kid gets a trophy. 

However, it is often the case that, the most significant lessons in life come through 

failure, just ask inventor Thomas Edison, singer John Legend or anyone close to you in 

your family. If parents are preventing their kids from failing, then they are depriving 

them of some of the most significant learning opportunities life provides.  

In Growing Young, Kara Powell, Jake Mulder and Brad Griffin describe a young 

girl, Sarah, who attempts to take her life but fortunately was unsuccessful. The church 

she attended did not judge her nor did it minimize her pain. Sarah’s faith grew 

significantly when her congregation rallied and walked with her through her pain. It is 
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not the absence of struggling young people that sets caring churches apart, but rather 

“when young people fall, the faith community is there to help them find their footing and 

then walk with them on the quest to know and express who they are.”2 Growing churches 

provide the necessary environment for healing and restoration.  

 Adolescents have so much to offer society, but the path that many parents and 

other adults have chosen have caused a delay in discovery of their purpose and 

productivity in society. Most biblical commentaries describe the disciples that Jesus 

poured most of his training efforts into as teenagers by today’s standards. Though a 

teenager during Jesus’s day would have been very different from the teenager of today, 

perhaps we should give more credit and attention to the teenager of today as Jesus did in 

his day.  We as parents and adults can learn a lot from the way Jesus related to his 

disciples and other people while he was physically present with them. Jesus stayed with 

the woman caught in adultery and did not abandon her when others wanted to destroy her 

(John 8), a very radical event in his day. He stayed in the mess of what was going on in 

Matthew the tax collector’s life; he even went to his house for dinner (Matthew 9), not 

something a religious leader during his time would regularly do. He stayed when he 

could have turned away not wanting anything to do with the disruption of the two blind 

men that followed him on his journey (Matthew 9). Jesus made himself available when 

all the other religious leaders kept their distance at the invitation to eat his flesh (John 6). 

He never baulked at an opportunity nor did he run from the establishment when 

Nicodemus came to visit him (John 3); Jesus was always willing to meet people where 

they were at. He met the sinner and the saint on their terms, and he loved them too much 

                                                           
2 Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, and Brad Griffin. Growing Young: To Help Young People Discover and Love 
Your Church. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book, 2016, 103. 
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to leave them there. His disciples got to be there for all these events and witnessed how 

well he loved by staying in the mix of what people were going through.  

Today’s youth need adult followers of Christ willing to stay in the mess of their 

lives by loving them and equipping them to be who God has called them to be. By being 

in relationship with adolescents, adult followers of Christ get the privilege of walking 

with adolescents, training them to be disciples of Jesus Christ and growing themselves by 

serving others. Again, drawing on Powell, Mulder and Griffin, “Churches that grow 

young recognize that the absence of caring adults and healthy families is the Achilles’ 

heel that thwarts young people’s ultimate quest for a tribe.”3 It is time for parents, 

teachers, coaches and other adults to recommit their lives to their roles as parents, 

equippers, and trainers of adolescents who walk with adolescents as they attempt to find 

their identity and discover their purpose as followers of Jesus Christ.  

Terms and Definitions 

In order to be clear to whom I am speaking about throughout this document the 

following terms are defined.  

-Students: Any reference to students will be referring to those students who have 

taken the ML336 Relational Ministry course at Kuyper College. (Prior to 2018 the course 

code is ED/YM336 Relational Ministry). 

 -Adolescence / youth / emerging adults: Though each have their own 

characteristics, they are considered a whole for this project.  Adolescence has evolved 

from a relatively short period of four years to as much as twenty years, some experts 

                                                           
3 Ibid., 107. 
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contend.4 For the purpose of this project the full spectrum of youth, adolescence and 

emerging adults (this twenty-year period) will be the period used when referring to 

adolescence.  

-Ministry leaders: This category can include youth leaders, volunteers, church and 

parachurch staff and volunteers, as well as pastoral staff and adult leaders. 

Descriptive-Empirical Task 

“What in the world is going on in there?” My brothers and I used to hear this 

question a lot from my parents as we played every imaginable sport you can think of in 

our living room. Richard R. Osmer’s practical theology begins with this same question.  

The question “What is going on?” characterizes the descriptive-empirical task, which 

intends to, in Osmer’s words, “gather information that helps us discern patterns and 

dynamics in particular episodes, situations, or contexts. Ultimately, the descriptive-

empirical task of practical theology interpretation is grounded in a spirituality of 

presence. It is a matter of attending to what is going on in the lives of individuals, 

families, and communities.”5  

What Is Going On Socially? 

Youth ministry leaders must wonder about adolescents asking, “What is going 

on?” Previous paradigms for youth ministry do not fit today’s youth ministry because the 

social context has shifted right under our feet (especially related to digital culture and its 

                                                           
4 Adolescence starts early and lasts a long time. The total time between the onset of puberty and the clearly 
embraced adult identity can now be a much as twenty years. If we still think of youth or adolescence as a 
relatively short period of transition in a person’s life, our perception is out of step with reality. Thomas 
Bergler, From Here to Eternity: Overcoming the Juvenilization of American Christianity. Grand Rapids, 
MI: WM.B. Erdman’s Publishing, 2014, 4. 
 
5 Richard R. Osmer. Practical Theology: An Introduction. Eerdmans Publishing, 2008, 4. 
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impact on relationships, resolving conflicts, experiencing intimacy, disseminating 

information, etc.) I’ll cover this more in depth later. For now, what is going on socially 

also points us in the direction of family values and aspirations.  

Growing up within the family structure seems to have gotten far more 

complicated. Television shows that depicted the “ideal” family and the issues that 

families experience are very different today than they were back in the 70s, 80s and 90s 

with different values and aspiration than today. Ozzie and Harriett, Leave It to Beaver, 

and the Andy Griffith Show were wholesome depictions of the traditional family and had 

a purpose to point out moral values and clean living. Though his single father was raising 

Opie from the Andy Griffith Show, the community took a role in assisting Andy, such as 

his Aunt Bee. Church and faith communities were part of the lifestyle of these shows and 

these times. There seemed to be a clear rightness to life and a clear wrongness that was 

communicated by the parents and adults involved in the lives of young people in a white, 

middle-class American family. This clarity has become less apparent in today’s family 

and adolescent world. Current shows, like Modern Family, Blackish, and the Family Guy, 

depict a very different set of values and aspirations for adolescents growing up in a 

broader context in today’s America. 

What Is Going On Internally? 

G. Stanley Hall’s characterization of adolescence as a period of “storm and 

stress”6 is supported by anyone working in the adolescent environment. Adolescence is 

                                                           
6 Storm and stress is characterized as a period of adolescence in which teenagers are in conflict with 
parents, are moody, and engage in risky behavior. The storm side of the hypothesis refers to a decrease in 
self-control in adolescents versus the stress side relating to the increase in sensitivity to various arousing 
stimuli.  Romeo Vitelli, “Storming in Adulthood.” Psychology Today (September 30, 2013), 1. 
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fraught with new and uncomfortable experiences where the adolescent feels isolated and 

feels like everyone is watching them make some of the biggest mistakes of their lives. 

This storm is occurring where there is little observation of what is going on, such as in 

the local high school or middle school lunchrooms, campuses and neighborhoods. The 

Netflix series, Thirteen, unraveled the story of a young teenager who committed suicide 

and described all the factors involved on audio tapes before taking her life. Earlier 

movies, like Mean Girls depict life in a high school where the social order gets disrupted 

and shows the harsh reality of the storm and stress adolescents are experiencing. More 

recent films, like Eighth Grade, demonstrate that the situation has not changed but moved 

to an earlier stage of adolescence. The stress could not be more real.  

Where are the umbrellas, rain suits or shelters to help the adolescent weather the 

storm? Some safeguards are needed but processing the challenges that come during the 

storms is vital to the growth that is provides. Eugene Peterson says, adolescence is, by 

definition, maladjustment. And getting adjusted is a strenuous and often noisy process.”7  

The stress can be overwhelming to the adolescent, who desperately asks if anyone know 

him or her, if anyone cares, if anyone will help, if anyone will be present in his or her 

storm.  

Chap Clark, previous chair of the Christian Discipleship department and Professor 

of Practical Theology and Youth, Family and Culture at Fuller Theological Seminary, 

now lead pastor at St. Andrews Presbyterian Church in Newport Beach, CA, 

acknowledges the limited understanding of adolescence: “This foggy view of the period 

has given rise to much adult ambivalence and (some would say) systemic neglect.  We 

                                                           
7 Walt Mueller. The Space Between: A Parent’s Guide to Teenage Development. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2009. 16. 
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simply have not agreed on who or what we are dealing with, and it is therefore easier to 

turn away from the unique needs of this population.”8 Parents, teachers, and the church 

have turned away, and because of this abandonment, we have seen a rise in adolescent 

delinquency and a hindering of emotional and spiritual maturity.  Clark notes in his book, 

Hurt, 

This concept of systemic abandonment became a major theme in Patricia 
Hersch’s groundbreaking study, A Tribe Apart, (1998) in which she 
concluded, ‘The adolescents of the nineties are more isolated and more 
unsupervised than any other generation.’ Over the course of this study, I not 
only came to agree with these assertions but also experience firsthand their 
stark reality. ‘A tribe apart’ is more than just a title of a book; it is a vivid 
and intensely accurate description of modern middle adolescents. The 
young have not arrogantly turned their backs on the adult world. Rather, 
they have been forced by a personal sense of abandonment to band together 
and create their own world—separate, semi-secret, and vastly different from 
the world around them.9  
 

Much of this abandonment is a result of the lifestyle that much of middle class American 

families have adopted. Rarely do you find a stay-at-home mom or dad raising the kids.  

Most Middle Class American homes have both parents working which created the latch 

key kid concept back in the 70s and 80s. Nothing has changed this wave over the last 

twenty years. If anything the abandonment and isolation has grown or expanded, just as 

adolescence has grown and expanded. Why is this happening? Why have adults 

abandoned their role as parents that have pushed adolescents to separate and create a 

semi-secret “adolescent culture” around them? How have they become more isolated and 

more unsupervised? What in the world is going on? 

 

                                                           
8 Ibid. 15. 
  
9 Chap Clark. Hurt: Inside the World of Today’s Teenagers. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004, 44.  
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What Is Going On Culturally? 

Parents have a difficult job in today’s highly affluent and materialistic society. 

Parents and youth want it all, and they want it now. Madison Avenue commercials have 

made this abundantly clear and equally likely to blame for the abandonment that 

adolescence is experiencing. Due to society’s creation of systematic abandonment, 

adolescents in middle class America are lacking clear direction of the stages of life that 

used to be readily recognized in our culture. Adolescents may be told what they need to 

do, but there are few examples of how to move from one stage of development to 

another. As stated earlier, Erik Erickson in his Psychodynamic Theory identifies life as a 

series of crises that must be resolved in order to move in a healthy way through the 

lifecycle. If a crisis is not resolved, the individual carries the crisis into the next stage of 

life causing much confusion in the process.  A critical developmental stage in 

adolescence is establishing one’s identity.  Erikson describes this crisis as Group Identity 

verses Alienation for the early adolescent: “During the initial years of adolescence 

(twelve to eighteen years), one confronts a new psychosocial conflict in which pressures 

to ally oneself with specific groups and to learn to be comfortable functioning as a 

member of a group are major preoccupations.”10 This search is all about belonging, 

which shapes the adolescent identity.   

Identity is closely tied to a sense of belonging.  Who am I? and Where do I 

belong? are two crucial questions that need resolution or direction during this crisis.  The 

adolescent experiences alienation when they don’t feel they belong to their peer group. 

This alienation continues in the later adolescence stage characterized as Individual 

                                                           
10 Michael J. Anthony. Introducing Christian Education. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001. 65. 
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Identity versus Identity Confusion. During this stage, the adolescent struggles to not only 

secure a clear identity but also a clear direction with one’s purpose in life. Without this 

sense of belonging and direction, one’s individuality of adulthood is arrested, and 

according to Michael J. Anthony, Professor of Christian Education at Biola University’s 

Talbot School of Theology, cultural shifts are intensifying the task: “With the ever 

increasing choices and life roles that are facing the later adolescent today and taking into 

consideration that more adolescents are living at home longer than ever before as well as 

delaying many of the decision related to education, vocation, and marriage, the issue of 

identity is probably more important today than it was in the past.”11 Hence, scholars have 

identified a new developmental stage called Emerging Adulthood. Emerging Adults 

could be a new title of Erikson’s Later Adolescence stage: however, it now extends to a 

much later age as some characterize emerging adults into their early thirties. Christian 

Smith and his team concluded that emerging adulthood means 

Not making commitments, not putting down roots, not setting a definite 
course for the long term. The period of emerging adults is about 
experimenting, exploring, experiencing, preparing, anticipating, having fun 
and hopefully not screwing thing up too badly in the meantime. Emerging 
adulthood entails few significant obligations, relatively little accountability 
to others, and (for those with the means) plenty of interesting detours and 
escape hatches. It is a time of limbo, of transition, of being neither a teen 
nor a real adult.12  

 

Thomas Bergler writes in his book, The Juvenilization of American Christianity, that 

Emerging Adults has become the new term for the person in the lengthened period of 

adolescence. Bergler goes on to say that  

                                                           
11 Ibid., 66. 
 
12 Christian Smith with Kari Christoffersen, Hilary Davidson and Patricia Snell Herzog, Lost in 
Translation: The Dark Side of Emerging Adulthood. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011, 231-32.  
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The result is a life stage that is beset with problems, losses, and even 
tragic outcomes, but populated by people who put a bold face on matters 
and insist that they have ‘no regrets.’ In particular, Christian Smith and 
his research team with the National Study on Youth and Religion, found 
that American society is not preparing young people to become healthy, 
productive adults in five important areas of life: moral reasoning, higher 
life purpose, substance use, sexuality, and civic engagement.  The five 
key transitions that used to mark the beginning of full adulthood – 
finishing school, moving away from home, getting a job, getting married, 
and having children – are happening later in life for more and more 
people.13  
 

Bergler continues to explain that the pressures of adulthood are different today 

from years past. Many adolescents and emerging adults who can’t take the pressure or 

“stand on their own” fall into serious problems like depression, suicide, addictions or 

crime. The fact that such problems are widespread even among the advantaged in 

American society suggest that the process of growing toward healthy, mature adulthood 

may be more than just difficult. It might be broken altogether. The fact that more than 

50% of marriages, Christian or not, end in divorce speaks to this brokenness all too 

clearly. When there is disunity at home between the adults, how is their role of raising 

their children toward mature adulthood not effected or broken?  

Increased brokenness in homes speaks to the need to have a broader community 

of adults involved in raising up our youth. The family is spread out all over the state, 

country and in some cases, all over the world. The church, made up of people living in 

closer proximity than the extended family, has become the surrogate extended family for 

many in American culture.  Even then, many churches are anything but neighborhood 

churches where such roles could be more easily extended. The idea of driving across 

                                                           
13 Thomas Bergler. From Here to Eternity: Overcoming the Juvenilization of American Christianity. Grand 
Rapids, MI: WM.B. Erdman’s Publishing, 2014, 6-7. 
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town to church is not uncommon for most churchgoers. Nevertheless, the church has 

become the surrogate family in many of these circumstances where adults can step in to 

play extended family roles. Unfortunately, many adolescents have left this key resource 

for getting help and navigating these challenges by leaving the church altogether. So 

again, I ask, why is this happening? What in the world is going on? 

What Is Going On In The Church? 

David Kinnaman, author and researcher with the George Barna Organization, 

along with Gabe Lyons, conducted a study on why emerging adults have left the Church. 

Those that left were once considered “insiders,” meaning those who grew up going to 

church and have remained. This is in contrast to “outsiders,” those who were never part 

of a believing community. Many adolescents grow up going to church with their families 

but leave the church during their college years. In decades past, college students would 

return to the church after starting a family. That is no longer happening. What is going on 

in the church that is causing many adolescents and emerging adults to dismiss the church 

as a significant influence in their lives? Kinnaman’s research revealed 

Three primary reasons that Busters and Mosaic (Generations) outsiders feel 
hostile toward Christians, and especially conservative Christians, is not 
because of any specific theological perspective. What they react negatively 
to is our “swagger,” how we go about things and the sense of self-
importance we project (we, being insiders) … We have become famous for 
what we oppose, rather than who we are for.14  
 

Insider’s posture has to be more intent on listening to those who have left or are not part 

of a believing community rather than telling. Listening happens in the context of 

relationship and respect. I believe this problem is directly related to the lack of presence 

                                                           
14 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons. Unchristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About 
Christianity. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 24. Italics added. 
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with those in this stage of life. The church is spouting a position on various matters apart 

from a caring committed relationship. We have failed being present in the midst of the 

journey that those outside the church are experiencing. Kinnaman goes on to say,  

In our national surveys, we found the three most common perceptions of 
present-day Christianity are antihomosexual, judgmental, and hypocritical. 
These big three are followed by the following negative perceptions, 
embraced by a majority of young adults: old-fashioned, too involved in 
politics, out of touch with reality, insensitive to others, boring, not accepting 
of other faiths, and confusing.  Only a small percentage of outsiders strongly 
believe that the labels “respect, love, hope, and trust” describe Christianity. 
Modern-day Christianity no longer seems Christian. Outsiders told us that 
the underlying concern of Christians often seems more about being right 
than about listening.15 
 

Sadly, the research seems all too accurate. The perception is all about telling versus 

listening. The critical assumption made by the church is that adolescents will listen 

without a relationship. That is simply not going to happen. Respect, love, hope and trust 

that Kinnaman speaks about as a small percentage of the perception come only in the 

context of relationship.  The more positive characteristics accurately describe 

relationships where each learns to listen well to one another.  

Listening well to another’s story is a critical component of communicating love 

and respect. Too many people are in a rush to communicate what is on their minds before 

taking the time to listen what the other person is saying or going through. Listening well 

takes time to hear the other person out so that they feel heard. Feeling heard is one of the 

key hallmarks of a solid, caring and mature relationship. Richard Dunn, Shaping the 

Spiritual Life of Students declares, “Nothing affirms an adolescent like an adult who 

                                                           
15 Ibid., 25-27. 
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persists in listening to understand.”16 He goes on to explain that the goal of a relationship 

needs to be about listening to the heart of the adolescent and not saying the right thing. 

When it comes to adolescence, it takes an enormous amount of listening to be invited to 

the table of most adolescent lives. In order to listen well, one needs to establish a sense of 

care through hours of being present with adolescents.  

It is no wonder that outsiders only see the church as hostile if all it is doing is 

spouting rules and standards apart from relationships. Adolescents cringe from being 

talked at versus being listened to. Hence, the reason Kinnaman’s research should 

motivate the church to take a different approach with reaching today’s adolescents and 

emerging adults. I will speak more about the approach I believe we should be taking in 

the next chapter. I would contend that the church could be a valuable resource in helping 

adults build deep and meaning relationships with adolescents if they would spend far 

more time in the adolescent world listening to what adolescents are experiencing and 

walking with them in their context. The best way to help struggling adolescents is not 

through spouting answers to whatever is ailing them, as described by the “outsiders” 

Kinnaman mentions above, but to walk with them as they are on the journey. By walking 

with them we “earn the right to be heard;”17 we get the privilege of speaking truth into 

their lives as we earn this honor. Adolescents need to know that we care before they care 

what we know. This is as true for those who work in the church as it is for each 

individual. 

 

                                                           
16 Richard Dunn. Shaping the Spiritual Life of Students. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2001, 80. 
 
17 John Miller coined the phrase winning the right to be heard in the mid 1940s with his training material 
later published in Back to the Basics of Young Life, 1991. More on this in Chapter 2. 
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What Is Going On With Technology? 

Another critical factor in the adolescent world that is causing a significant impact 

on how adults relate to adolescents is the impact of technology on adolescent learning 

and relationships. Sherry Turkle, author of Alone Together, studies how electronic 

devices have been changing us as people over the past thirty years.   

Though we have much to celebrate in our technology it doesn’t come 
without a cost. Our technology contributes to being alone together. Because 
of technological advances we can always be on. This of course has its pluses 
and minuses. The expectation is now we are ‘always on.’ In a global market 
this can be a good thing especially if our friends or children work far from 
‘home.’ We can be connected even though we are thousands of miles apart. 
The downside is we are Always On. We have not considered the 
consequences of always being on or available to any and everyone who 
wants to connect. Little have we realized the effect this has on those who 
are physically present with us. Teenagers complain that parents don’t look 
up from their phones at dinner and that they bring their phones to school 
sporting events. Even vacations usually mean working from some place 
picturesque. Not completely unplugged and fully attentive to those we are 
on vacation with as in the past. Pass by a table at lunch or dinner in a 
restaurant and you will likely see two or four phones sitting out just in case 
a call or text comes through.18  
 

In my experience in working with adolescence in ministry, adolescents hunger for 

adults who will pay attention. Unfortunately, our devices have made it even harder for 

adults to stay fully present. These distractions only communicate that we care about 

something or someone else more than whom we are with at the moment. It takes an 

enormous amount of patience and discipline to stay engaged, to stay in the moment. One 

of the realities of living with adolescents is that you never know when their hearts are 

going to open up. So, parents and other adults need to be available and present as much 

as possible. It is painful for both parents and adolescents when an opportunity is missed. 

                                                           
18 Sherry Turkle. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other. New 
York: Basic Books, 162-165. 
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One friend of mine knew that the key time in the day to be present was right after school 

when her daughter arrived home. Dad, however, felt frustration at home when trying to 

engage the same conversation at dinner. He was met with short answers because his 

daughter had moved on from the events of the day having already processed it all with 

Mom after school. Timing and presence are critical to the connection. This is where the 

technology could be of benefit by texting at appropriate times during the day when each 

is apart. Short consistent connections throughout the day may be of some benefit to our 

technology. Certainly, some connection is better than none at all.  

Andrew Zirschky in his book, Beyond the Screen: Youth Ministry for the 

Connected but Alone Generation explains interpersonal relationships cannot be replaced 

by technology. Adolescents are accused of only wanting the latest and greatest in 

technology just for the sake of technology. The research is clear that adolescents simply 

hunger for deep and consistent connection, which is what the technology provides.  

Technology has to be seen and used as a means to deeper more intimate human face-to-

face interaction.  

Teenage use of technology does not ultimately point to adolescent gadget 
hunger, but instead to a ravenous appetite for relationships—the deep, heart 
aching, knowing relationships that increasingly seem difficult to find in a 
fast-paced society separated by distance, speed, and sheer busyness. What 
is truly relevant to the lives of teenagers are relationship of depth and a 
community of people who “live present” to one another. Such a community 
of presence is precisely what the church is called by God to be and to offer 
to humanity; the spiritual word for such a community is koinonia, which 
can be translated as fellowship, sharing, or most poignantly—communion.19  

Technology can be a great asset to staying connected with friends and family who live 

miles apart. Staying connected has to be a priority if we are going to see the effects of 

                                                           
19 Zirschky, Andrew. Beyond the Screen: 5-6. 



24 
 

long-term relationships. One of my favorite expressions I use to explain to my students 

what we need to practice is a “going ministry of presence,” meaning we purposefully 

enter the adolescent world for the sake of knowing adolescents, their environment, where 

they live and what they are experiencing.  In order to connect we have to be conscious 

about both, going AND being present. Adults in the eyes of adolescents are anything but 

present even if they attempt to go, which most do not. Technology can only exist as a 

supplementary tool to being face to face and in physical proximity with one another.     

The place that adolescents are craving in today’s highly technological world is not 

a place of independence, separate from their parents and adult world but a place where 

mutual respect and love grow out of a shared place. Andrew Root in his work, 

Relationships Unfiltered, talks about “place-sharing” as a critical element in living out 

the gospel with youth and emerging adults alike. He argues “that we have often fallen 

unknowingly into the trap of influence. In doing so, we have ironically destroyed 

relationship by making our associations with adolescent’s dependent on ends outside of 

our mutual bond.”20 Root would argue that our goal is not influence but place-sharing. He 

describes place sharing as walking “knee deep into the messiness of another person’s life 

not for the purpose of a quick rescue mission to free them from the muck, but rather to 

journey with them in their messiness.”21 

I believe adolescents are screaming for this sort of place-sharing in this highly 

technological world. Technology can play a positive role in helping to make these 

                                                           
20 Andrew Root. Relationships Unfiltered: Help for the Youth Worker, Volunteers, and Parents on Creating 
Authentic Relationships. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing, 2009, 54. 
 
21 Ibid., 54 
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connections happen but like everything else in life, in moderation. Adolescents need 

parents and adults to be present with them to show them the way, to walk with them on 

the journey, to sit with them in the confusion of their choices and assure them the God 

has not abandoned them but loves them and is right by their side walking with them as 

the adults are in their life. Again Zirschky asserts,  

Presence is not produced simply by sitting together in the same space. 
Rather, to be present with and within someone means actively giving of 
oneself for the other… it involves pouring out one’s energies into another 
even as we receive the energies of others poured into us. Presence is a matter 
of giving others our attention through listening, concern, comfort, empathy, 
help, and ultimately love.22 

To do this well, adults need to engage with adolescents in this form of presence. It means 

going deliberately, entering into their world to love them, caring for them, demonstrating 

a desire to know them, and walking with them as they wrestle with the challenges that the 

transition to adulthood presents.  

 The authors of Growing Young found the same to be true stating, “Young people 

use social media for one major reason: connection. Digital media offers young people 

desperate for community unprecedented access to their friends, family, and the rest of the 

world.”23 Technology needs to be embraced as a way for everyone to gain greater 

connection and purpose and not divide or separate adolescents from the identity and 

purpose they seek. 

 

 

                                                           
22 Zirschky. Beyond the Screen. 97-99. 
 
23 Powell, Mulder, & Griffin. Growing Young, 105. 
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What Are We To Do? 

The ultimate goal of transformation is to become like Christ. But what else 
should spiritual transformation produce in the lives of Christ followers? 
Thinking, loving, and listening the way Jesus does. I Thess. 4:11-12 says 
there is nothing more powerful than the Christian life lived out in obedience. 
How does this relate to outsiders? Shifting the get-saved perception happens 
where we learn that relationships are the key—not just leading people to 
Christ but also in help them be transformed. We need to focus on cultivating 
relationships with people and developing environments that facilitate deep 
spiritual transformation.24 
 

This research of Kinnaman and Lyons demonstrates that conversations begin to 

open up avenues for spiritual guidance. Being truly motivated by God’s love always 

produces some sort of God-life in people, even if we do not see the results immediately. 

Conversations where listening and asking questions exist allows for meaningful 

understanding and dialogue about one another’s circumstances and the opportunity to 

share how one another responds to those circumstances. One cannot begin to understand 

another’s life until we have listened well and walked with them in their shoes.  

Parents, adults and the church can begin to learn how to share that place with 

those outside and inside the church. Adolescents need adults, teachers, coaches, 

neighbors, parents and grandparents alike to stay engaged and not abdicate their role out 

to technology or the media or even to their own peer group. We need to keep in mind that 

guidance or influence comes as a by-product of place sharing. Walt Mueller, founder and 

president of CPYU.org (Center for Parent & Youth Understanding) argues that “parents 

should always be asking these questions: How can I begin to facilitate a smoother 

adolescent period of my teenager—supporting, loving and leading my teenager in a way 

that brings honor and glory to God? How can I begin to break through the walls of 

                                                           
24 Kinnaman & Lyons. Unchristian, 79-81. 
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confusion, fear, frustration and misunderstanding? How can I be a positive and proactive 

bridge-builder into the life and world of my teenager?”25 Mueller declares his role, as a 

parent is to be present and patient with the process of raising his kids, 

My job as a parent is to seize the God-given opportunity to come alongside 
my kids, encourage and help them to make good decisions, support them, 
teach them, pray for them and help them prioritize their “plates” so they can 
move through adolescence and on into the independence of a God-
glorifying adulthood. In effect, parents are to gradually ease their children 
into taking ownership of their own lives.26  
 

Deuteronomy 6:6-9 parallels the role that Mueller describes where the author encourages 

parents to impress, talk, tie, bind, and write God’s commandments upon the hearts of our 

children. All these words are action verbs that call us to do something. So, what actions 

do we need to take as parents, adults and the church to fulfill our calling in building deep 

meaningful relationships and helping our adolescents become mature disciples of Christ?  

Moving toward a ministry of presence to assist adolescents in discovering their 

identity and belonging, listening and being part of the fabric of their lives is where we 

need to be headed. What new ways can we approach parenting, teaching, mentoring, and 

discipling that will encourage the transformation that the gospel intends for adolescents 

and emerging adults? What does a presence look like in order for the adolescent to avoid 

experiencing abandonment and isolation? Where does training and development replace 

protection and shelter for parents who lack the understanding of their role? How can 

failure teach the lessons that are needed to produce mature adult disciples of Christ in the 

                                                           
25 Walt Mueller. The Space Between: A Parent’s Guide to Teenage Development. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2009. 16. 
 
26 Ibid., 35. 
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context of relationships? Our response to these questions will provide the needed 

direction for adolescents and emerging adults.   

My role as the youth ministry professor at Kuyper College is to help ministry 

students learn pacing presence, which we will define in the next chapter and to equip 

them to teach this concept to their volunteer leaders, parents and other adults. Pacing 

presence done well enables adolescents to discover their identity, experience belonging, 

and explore their purpose with a caring adult community who knows them and loves 

them.  
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Chapter 2: Pacing Presence: Relational Ministry Course at Kuyper 
College 

 
 

At the beginning of the winter semester, students in the Relational Ministries class 

at Kuyper College are charged with a project that will last throughout the semester. They 

are to enter into an intentional pacing relationship with a junior high or high school 

young person of the same gender. Pacing comes from Richard Dunn’s, Shaping the Spiritual 

Lives of Students. 27  In the first few chapters, Dunn introduces the concept of pacing and leading. 

First, the caregiver must learn how to pace. Dunn has a revelatory experience while on a walk 

with his four-year-old son. Obviously, his son was not able to match the strides of his adult body. 

As they were walking Dunn realizes he is no longer holding hands with his son which is easy to 

understand and natural for the father to stride ahead of his boy without even noticing until his son 

spouted, “too fast, Dad.” Dunn had not only disengaged physically but also mentally since he was 

strides ahead.  This simple illustration set the tone for our need as spiritual caregivers to learn to 

pace with the students we are serving. This only happens when we are intentional about our need 

to walk and journey with students who are struggling and trying to figure life out. Only after we 

have paced do we have the ability to lead. To circumvent the process of pacing only for the sake 

of leading leaves the adolescent feeling used or not heard.   

While this relational assignment may or may not be a formal mentoring 

relationship, it serves two purposes: (1) it offers the adolescent an adult who cares about 

his or her overall health and growth toward maturity in Christ, and (2) it gives the student 

a place to live out the principles and practices discussed in the Relational Ministries 

course. 

                                                           
27 Richard Dunn, Shaping the Spiritual Life of Students: A Guide for Youth Workers, Pastors, Teacher and 
Campus Ministers. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001, 57. 
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 The student must plan at least six significant times (approximately one every 

other week, or one every week in February and March) to pace with this adolescent 

and/or attend other group events the adolescent is involved in. Students are instructed to 

write field notes describing the setting, event, mood, the conversations, and the presence 

of non-verbal communication and actual dialogue. In addition, they are to have 

thoughtful reflections on their interaction as it pertains to relational ministry (the depth of 

content of their conversation, the young person’s responses, spiritual guidance, 

counseling issues, conversational flow, active listening practices, barriers, and 

challenges). The student is required to submit a written document assessing their 

experience while identifying ten principles of relational ministry and articulating a 

theology of a “pacing presence.”28  

The purpose of this assignment is to practice the transformative pedagogies and 

practices taught in the Relational Ministry course that develop a pacing presence for 

ministry leaders, so that they can remain meaningfully involved in the lives of 

adolescents to help them grow toward maturity. 

Students are instructed to establish this connection with a member of the same 

gender, though there is no guarantee that attraction to the same gender will not occur.  

Healthy boundaries are a serious issue in today’s culture and are discussed in the course 

in order to protect both the student and the adolescent. Healthy relationships maintain 

appropriate meeting spaces and open communication with no hidden agendas.    

 

 

                                                           
28 Sharing relational projects at the end of the course reveal the greatest takeaways and challenges that 
student’s face when building relationships with adolescents on their turf.   



31 
 

Normative Task 

The core tasks of practical theology lead us to consider the “normative task” 

described by Richard R. Osmer as “using theological concepts to interpret particular 

episodes, situations, or contexts constructing ethical norms to guide our responses and 

learning from ‘good practice.’”29 I have the privilege in my Relational Ministry class to 

explore the scriptures for the principles and practices we can gain by following Jesus’s 

teaching and example. We take a methodical approach created by William Spohn, a 

Christian ethicist from the Roman Catholic tradition, who developed the concept of 

analogical imagination30 that allows one to review Jesus’s actions and instructions in 

their context and connect them to the actions and context of our world.  William Spohn 

contends, “The more interpreters are familiar with the specific details about the person of 

Jesus and the life he lived, the better they can employ analogical imagination to create an 

ethic in the way of Jesus today.”31  In class we apply this method to the first few chapters 

of the gospel of Mark to see just how relational Jesus, God the Son, is in his effort to 

redeem his creation by entering into this world and then apply Jesus’s practices to today’s 

drastically different, adolescent culture.  

In class we then unpack the content of two texts, Richard Dunn’s Shaping the 

Spiritual Life of Students,32 and Andrew Root’s Relationships Unfiltered.33 At the 

                                                           
29 Osmer, Practical Theology: 4. 
 
30 Analogical Imagination “bridges the moral reflection of Christians and the words and deeds of Jesus. It 
provides the cognitive content for obeying (Jesus’) command ‘Go and do likewise.” William Spohn, Go 
and Do Likewise: Jesus and Ethics. New York: Continuum, 2000, 55. 
  
31 Bethany McKinney Fox.  Disability in the Way of Jesus: Holistic Healing in the Gospels and the Church. 
Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2019, 25. 
 
32 Richard Dunn. Shaping the Spiritual Life of Students. Intervarsity Press, 2001. 
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beginning of the semester, students are given the assignment to build or extend a 

relationship with someone in their ministries as a way to exercise these principles and 

practices reflecting theologically on the challenges they face as the students enter the 

world and lives of the adolescents they serve. The first step is identifying the theological 

norms found in the scriptures that inform the practices that best serve to building deep 

and meaningful relationships.   

 This chapter will consider what ought to be going on in building relationships. In 

other words, what is the standard from a biblical and practical perspective? By examining 

the scriptural mandates and how Jesus lived out these mandates, not only as an example 

but as an imperative for what we as his followers should be implementing in all our 

respective ministries, we should have a much clearer picture of the standards and 

expectations for our staff and volunteers who want to build deep and meaningful 

relationships with adolescents and their families.   

Mandate: Make Disciples while Going! 

Jesus makes going into the world a primary means to making disciples.  After he 

built deep meaningful relationships with the disciples through his presence, he charges 

them with the task of carrying on what he has modeled and taught.  Near the time of 

Jesus’s ascension, in what is known as the Great Commission, Jesus says, “All authority 

in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore…” (Matthew 28:19a). The next 

few words he says ought to be received with anticipation and enthusiasm, as well as 

followed, and the next few words are “Go and make disciples!”  We are commanded to 

                                                           
33 Andrew Root. Relationships Unfiltered: Help for the Youth Worker, Volunteers, and Parents on Creating 
Authentic Relationships. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing, 2009.  
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make disciples as we go.  “While going in the world, make disciples.”34 Not stay, not 

build programs for people to come to but go!  “Go and make disciples, baptizing them in 

the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything I’ve 

command you” (Matthew 28:19,20a).  In order to make disciples as Jesus commands we 

must go. There is so much packed in this one passage, but the church has failed to 

practice even the first two letters, g-o!  Going takes work.  Going takes time.  Going takes 

risk.  Going requires planning, organizing and practice. Going is difficult to measure, but 

in reality, it can be measured in time spent with others in their environment.  

In a world that likes to measure accomplishments and tangible results, going can 

be very allusive.  Jesus demonstrated this going in all he did when he walked this earth. 

We have a model of what we are supposed to do and be from his life on earth. We get a 

much clearer picture when we observe how much time he spent going and sending.  Jesus 

sends out the twelve and seventy-two (Mark 6:7-11; Luke 10:1-24). He also commissions 

the apostles to be his witness all over the earth in Act 1:8. 

 Jesus, the incarnate God, Immanuel, God with us, left the safety and security of 

heaven to enter human existence through the means of a young woman, where he took on 

the form of a human. He came as a baby, vulnerable and needy. “God became human. 

Jesus took on flesh (“incarnation”) without ceasing to be God. The mere formulation 

scarcely does justice to this most staggering of assertions.”35 He practiced what he 

preached. Go! Through the incarnation, Jesus demonstrated going by entering this world.  

                                                           
34 Myron S. Augsburger. Communicator’s Commentary: Matthew. Waco, TX: Word Books Publishing, 
1982, 330. 
35 D.A. Carson. Biblical Theology Study Bible. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing, 2018,1892. 
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Jesus began his public ministry by moving around, all over Jerusalem, Judea and 

Samaria. To get at how Jesus demonstrated this practice, we spend a significant time in 

class looking at Jesus’ public ministry through the eyes of Peter, one of his closest 

disciples, as recorded by Mark, the gospel writer.  From Peter’s perspective, we are able 

to ascertain some significant principles and practices that guide the ministry students 

toward what needs to be practiced with today’s adolescent as they work toward making 

disciples as they go.   

In the Words of Mark 

 The Gospel of Mark begins with a pronouncement from John the Baptist of 

Jesus’s coming. John’s entire purpose is to prepare the people for Jesus’ arrival. “John is 

to be a wilderness preacher, preparing the way for the coming of Jesus by getting people 

to straighten out their lives.  John the Baptist accepts his role as a forerunner.”36 Our 

common role as followers of Jesus is similar to John’s role in preparing the way for Jesus 

to enter people’s lives. McKenna’s commentary on Mark goes on to point out how Mark 

describes a man with a common name from a common town who participates in a 

common experience. Jesus does not need to be baptized for his sins, “but Mark puts the 

event in such a sequence with his common name and his common town that the baptism 

becomes an experience in which he shares our common humanity.”37 When Jesus arrives 

at the Jordan River for his baptism, he and others around him hear the words of his father 

saying, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11).  

                                                           
36 David L. McKenna. The Communicator’s Commentary: Mark. Waco, TX: Word Books Publishing, 
1982, 29.  
 
37 Ibid., 33. 
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Who of us does not long to hear such words from our fathers? David McKenna 

declares in his commentary on the gospel of Mark,  

Dare I say that all we need to know about our relationship with God and with each 
other is summed up in this declaration? God affirms his son by saying, ‘I claim 
you, I love you, I am proud of you.’ How simple! How basic! To belong, to be 
loved, to be praised! Nothing more is needed in our relationship with God, our 
families and with each other.”38  
 

My dad was extremely supportive to me growing up. I feel so fortunate to have had him 

as my father.  Though he passed away from a heart attack over 10 years ago, he was an 

encouragement to me well into my adulthood. Now, as a father to my son, I had the 

privilege of supporting him by officiating his wedding last summer where I characterized 

our relationship even deeper than me and my father.  Jesus, though clearly divine, 

receives words from his father that encourage him from a human perspective. This sort of 

encouragement is something all people need to hear as human beings.  

As we will see in the next chapter, encouragement from those who are closest to 

us matters significantly. There are countless stories of adolescents who never hear an 

encouraging word from their earthly fathers. This is a significant opportunity for ministry 

students, adults, teachers and coaches to offer encouragement wherever and whenever 

possible. But to offer this encouragement we must enter into an adolescent’s world as 

Jesus entered into our world. The closer we can be, the more genuine these words of 

encouragement will be perceived. 

Purpose 

In class, we discuss the privilege we have to speak encouraging words to the 

adolescents we work with, many of whom do not get to hear words of encouragement 
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very often, if at all. Jesus, who is estimated to be about thirty years old at the time of his 

baptism, can go forward into his public ministry, the purpose for his coming, because he 

is clearly backed by his Father. “Jesus is the natural Son of God, but beyond that, he is 

also the chosen Son of God.”39 Jesus makes it very clear in Luke 19 that his purpose is 

“to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10).  Implied in the word seek is going. Jesus has 

to go if he is going to fulfill his purpose of seeking and saving.  D.A. Carson’s 

commentary on this passage summarizes, “This encapsulates the purpose of Jesus’s 

ministry and reaffirms his mission to ‘call …sinners to repentance’ (Luke 5:32). Not only 

is he able to save, but he also takes initiative in seeking those who need to be saved.”40 In 

order to take the initiative, Jesus must be intentional about going. Having been with his 

family most of his life, now it is time to go. Jesus begins by going into the desert and will 

demonstrate going for the rest of his life on earth, and he expects us, as his followers, to 

do the same.  

Yet he promises that he will be with us wherever we go, as we are also reminded 

in the Great Commission, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” 

(Matthew 28:20). Wherever we go, we never go alone. He is with us, and we try to bring 

this promise of his presence to adolescents by demonstrating our desire to be with them 

as we go. 

Caring Together 

After spending some preparation time in the desert being tempted and being 

attended by angels, Jesus began to assemble his team. “Jesus cannot accomplish his 

                                                           
39 Ibid., 35. 
 
40 Carson, Biblical Theology. 1867. 



37 
 

mission alone. He needs friends whom he can trust, disciples whom he can teach, co-

workers who will share his task. So, after publicly announcing the Good News, he starts 

selecting good men.”41 If anyone could have fulfilled his purpose alone, it would have 

been Jesus, but Jesus chose to build a team to complete his task, as he knew his mission 

must continue on after he leaves this earth. Jesus did not put out a public announcement 

for qualified disciples as so many of our churches and ministries do. This, I believe, is the 

lazy way of developing a team.  Rarely do we get the right people recruiting this way. 

Jim Collins, in Good to Great, speaks extensively about getting the right people in the 

right seats. First who, then what.42 The best approach is not the blanket approach but 

rather growing the people you need on your team from within.   

Jesus did not go to the religious elite but rather to those who were open to his 

leadership and instruction and who would carry on his purpose. First, Jesus chose Simon, 

Andrew, James and John. Three of these four become Jesus’s closest companions. 

Though he eventually picks twelve disciples, clearly Peter (formally called Simon), 

James and John are brought into his inner circle (Mark 5:37, Mark 9:2, Mark 13:3, Mark 

14:33). In order to grow this team, Jesus purposefully entered their world. He finds these 

men fishing along the shore with their fathers. As he called them, they left immediately to 

become fishers of people. If we take Jesus’s lead, then we too must go and seek the team 

we need by going and inviting others to join us in the task we are called to fulfill. Jesus 

gathers together the twelve that he wanted as his team, teachable and eager to learn, and 

they are the ones that he designates as apostles and gives them the charge to go, preach 

                                                           
41 McKenna. Mark. 48. 
 
42 Jim Collins. Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap and Others Don’t. New York, NY: 
Harper Collins Publishers, 2001. 
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and to drive out demons. Included in this group is Judas, who eventually betrayed Jesus 

to the Pharisees and the authorities. Suffice it to say, not all the leaders we pick will go, 

preach and lead the way they are trained. Nevertheless, this group becomes very close, 

doing life together and carrying on the work Jesus began in the gospel. We need one 

another if we are going to be able to reach the adolescents we serve. No one person is 

able to connect with all the different personality types and interests out there. We need 

ministry leaders of all kinds to share in the effort to build deep and meaningful 

relationships through caring, encouraging and loving as Jesus loves his disciples. Chap 

Clark concludes that one common denominator bubbles to the surface and is consistently 

affirmed in youth ministry circles and that is that our young desperately need and long for 

authentic community. For example,  

One of the central tenets of the Sticky Faith work of Kara Powell, Brad 
Griffin, Cheryl Crawford, and the faculty at Fuller Youth Institute is that in 
order to contribute to the long-term faith of an adolescent, that adolescent 
must believe that he or she is known, valued, actively engaged, and 
proactively loved within a community (usually described as being 
composed of at least five nonparental Christian adults).43 

 

We live in community and are called to serve one another. Jesus’s words to his disciples 

makes this obvious: “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved 

you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples 

if you love one another” (John 13:34-35). How are we to love one another if we do not 

spend time together? How are we going to model to the world that we are Christ’s 

disciples if we do not listen and engage one another in loving conversation and serving 

one another? 

                                                           
43 Clark, Chap. Adoptive Youth Ministry. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2016, 7.  
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Along the Way 

Jesus spends some of his time teaching in the synagogues but more of his time is 

spent in homes and out and about with people. After rebuking an evil spirit44 and 

establishing his authority over demons, he goes to the home of Simon (Peter) and 

Andrew, and after calling Levi, he goes to Levi’s house. Jesus’s mission is clearly to go, 

consciously to enter our most intimate spaces. In Mark 1:35-39, Jesus is up very early in 

the morning talking to his father in a solitary place. When his disciples come, they tell 

him that everyone is looking for him. Instead of acquiescing to the people’s desire, he 

makes his mission clear once again saying, “Let us go somewhere else—to the nearby 

village—so I can preach there also. That is why I have come” (Mark 1:38). Human nature 

would lean toward security and the safe places where we are wanted. McKenna’s 

commentary on this passage points out Jesus chooses risk over security. “Security is 

always a temptation that stands off risk. Christians who have stopped going and growing 

are the most miserable of creatures.”45 Jesus is on the move, going where he is called to 

go.  Throughout the gospel, he is entering different towns, walking along the sea, or 

travelling throughout the countryside.  

On another occasion, he is walking along on the Sabbath and picks some heads of 

grain. The Pharisees question his actions for doing something that is unlawful on the 

Sabbath. But he rebukes them saying, “The Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath” 

(Mark 2:28). In this case, he establishes his authority over the law. Emphasizing this 

                                                           
44 Jesus’s encounters with evil spirits are clear examples of Jesus being who he says he is. In several cases, 
the demons declare, “I know who you are.” Yet Jesus does not allow them to speak.  (Mark 1:25, 1:33, 
3:11).  
 
45 McKenna. Mark, 54. 
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again, he heals a man with a shriveled hand on the Sabbath and becomes angry and 

deeply distressed over their stubborn hearts when they don’t answer his question, “Which 

is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?” (Mark 3:4). 

Clearly, Jesus is establishing new standards and practices. But these events are happening 

as he is traveling along the way. 

Another example of Jesus going and establishing his authority along the way is 

found in one of my favorite stories.   

That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, “Let us go over to the 
other side.” Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, 
in the boat. There were also other boats with him. A furious squall came up, 
and the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped. Jesus was 
in the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, 
“Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?” He got up, rebuked the wind and 
said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then the wind died down and it was 
completely calm. He said to his disciples, “Why are you so afraid? Do you 
still have no faith?” They were terrified and asked each other, “Who is this? 
Even the wind and the waves obey him!” (Mark 4:35-41) 

 

Who is this, indeed? Jesus takes the opportunity to cross the lake to go to another town—

continually going once again.  In the midst, he established his authority even over nature, 

calming the wind and waves as he is going across the lake. “Jesus speaks with awesome 

power, proving that he who rules the wind, controls the sea, and stills the tempest is the 

Christ, the Son of God.”46 

Much of what happens in ministry happens along the way, not in religious 

institutional centers or programmed activities. Therefore, we must be present in these 

                                                           
46 McKenna. Mark, 110. 
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other spaces. Too often, we try to program events and experiences when the best and 

most impactful things happen along the way. The only way this happens is if we follow 

Jesus’s lead and go. We need to get out and be with people in their environment. For my 

students, this means to go where adolescents are, getting to know them in their world.   

On the move once again, Jesus crosses over by boat to the other side of the lake. 

He agrees to go with a grieving and desperate father for the sake of his dying daughter. 

But along the way he meets a woman who had been bleeding for twelve years. In her 

mind and in her heart, after hearing about Jesus, she believes if she can just touch the 

Healer’s garment, her bleeding would stop. So, as Jesus is walking along the way to 

Jairus’s house, the bleeding woman touches Jesus in the midst of a large crowd. The 

gospel tells us, “Immediately her bleeding stopped and she felt in her body that she was 

freed from her suffering” (Mark 5:29).  Twelve years of suffering is over because she was 

able to touch Jesus as he was walking by. Amazing faith! Ministry and healing happened 

while Jesus was walking along the way. How many occasions for blessing and healing 

have been missed because we have failed to heed Jesus’s command to go? We must be 

premeditated about entering into other people’s lives, and that only happens when we are 

obedient to God’s command to go, for some of the greatest events happen along the way. 

 

Know You Care 

After demonstrating very clearly how to go, Jesus sent out his disciples, two by two, and 

gave them authority over evil spirits. He sent them out to preach to the people that they 

should repent. Mark records that many demons were cast out, and many sick people were 

healed. After they returned, they reported to Jesus all they had done and taught. Jesus 
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wanted to withdraw with them to a quiet place and get some rest, but the people followed 

them. Jesus had been moving about the landscape for quite some time demonstrating his 

level of authority over a variety of arenas and the extent of his care for the people along 

the way. Because of this, five thousand people showed up wanting more. Jesus continues 

to show compassion to these folks and even demonstrates his authority over human needs 

by feeding more than five thousand people with two fish and five loaves of bread. Who 

does this? God does. Jesus demonstrates his care and now people care what he knows. 

Spohn’s hermeneutical approach of understanding Jesus’s actions in his context and 

reflecting on how we might go and do likewise in our context leads to another principle 

that I believe happens naturally when we are intentional about going. “People don’t care 

how much you know until they know how much you care,” said Teddy Roosevelt. Only 

when we demonstrate care do we have the authority ourselves to speak truth into people’s 

lives.  

Next, Jesus instructs his disciples to go ahead of him to the other side of the lake 

while he dismisses the crowd. After catching some alone time with his father in prayer, 

he starts heading across the lake on foot. Jesus is trying to pass by when his disciples spot 

him. At first, they are terrified, thinking they are seeing a ghost. But Jesus assures them 

that it’s him. In Rabbinic fashion, Peter calls out to Jesus saying, “Lord, if it’s you, then 

tell me to come to you” (Matt. 14:28). This bold request of Peter is very logical, since it’s 

common for disciples to walk in the footsteps of their Rabbi. So, Jesus says, “Come!” 

(Matt. 14:29). “It was Peter’s move next. All that Peter had upon him which to act was 

the word, ‘Come.’ This is the ultimate test of faith, to move on Jesus word alone.”47 Peter 

                                                           
47 Myron S. Augsburger. The Communicators Commentary: Matthew. Waco, TX: Word Books Publishing, 
1982, 190.  
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gets out of the boat and starts walking on the water. Peter is able to walk on water as long 

as he keeps his eyes on Jesus. Only when he sees the wind and the waves and starts to 

doubt does he sink. Walking in the footsteps of our Rabbi, Jesus, is how we understand 

the impact of going and pacing. Doubts will happen, it is our human nature to do so, but 

trusting in God’s pacing presence with us (his followers) allows us to move meaningfully 

in the lives of those we serve.   

The parallels to our work with adolescents are obvious. John Ortberg, in his book 

If You Want to Walk on Water You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat, 48  argues that if 

students in my relational class want to see incredible things happen in adolescents’ lives, 

they have to get out of the office wherever it is that is preventing them from going and 

entering the adolescent culture.  Churches need to let their student ministry staff go. 

Staying in the boat is the easy thing to do and does not get the results one is looking for. I 

cannot help but wonder what the other disciples were thinking when Jesus said to Peter to 

come. One thing is certain, when Peter and Jesus got in the boat they all exclaimed, 

“Truly you are the Son of God” (Matt. 14:33). Jesus demonstrates his care by allowing 

Peter to come out to him on the water and left no doubt as to his authenticity. The most 

significant way adolescents can see God in today’s world is not by showing up to church 

but by the church, through its ministers, including volunteer ministers, showing up in 

adolescents’ world and demonstrating their love and care.  

Jesus clearly demonstrates going with most of his impact happening along the 

way.  He demonstrates care by showing up in their world. He listens and pays attention to 

                                                           
 
48 John Ortberg. If You Want to Walk on Water, You Have to Get Out of the Boat. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan Publishing, 2003.  
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the individual as well as the needs of the many. The command to GO and make disciples 

is foundational to all we need to be doing in ministry. Youth ministers especially, but all 

ministry leaders should be deliberate about going if they want to build deep and 

meaningful relationships. Our purpose, like Jesus’s, is to seek and save the lost by going 

and making disciples through baptizing and teaching followers all that Jesus taught and 

remembering that Jesus promises he will be with us to the very end of the age.    

Principles from Experts in the Field 

 Experts in the field include ministry leaders who have written about their experience in 

building relationships with adolescents over their years of service.  These experts have 

identified various principles and practices that ministry leaders need to be aware of if 

deep and meaningful relationships can be built.  Every Friday during the semester, 

students in my class meet in groups to discuss the texts students are assigned to read. 

Each student shares the responsibility to bring out the content of the text that matters to 

him or her and to the discussion of relational ministry or pacing presence.   

Shaping the Spiritual Life of Students 

The first expert we consider is Richard Dunn, author of Shaping the Spiritual Life 

of Students. Dunn introduces the idea of pacing and leading through a revelatory walk 

with his four-year-old son, as described at the beginning of this chapter. If students are 

going to enter into the lives of the adolescents they serve, then they need to learn to walk 

at the adolescent’s pace. Too often, we think leading is walking or running out ahead. 

Pacing needs to happen alongside one another in order to demonstrate being present with 

the adolescent in their mess and pain.  Pacing takes a tremendous amount of patience and 

practice.   
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Pacing is the language of love not only for effective parenting but for 
effective student ministry. Pacing requires me to listen to the heart of the 
adolescent, seeing beyond words and behaviors. Pacing therefore 
demands time, the time it takes to go beyond the surface in a conversation 
or to enter the social turf of a student – a band concert, a dorm room. 
Pacing is costly. The payoff, however, far exceeds the cost. Choosing to 
listen or to engage personally an adolescent’s world communicates, “Who 
you are matters to me, I care about what you think, how you feel and why 
you make the choices you do.” Pacing builds trust. Trust produces 
relationship.49 
 

Leaders tend to want to run out ahead, where they may miss opportunities to hear, listen, 

reflect and clarify. Caring, showing up, and pacing each take time and patience. All too 

often the leader simply wants to fix rather than understand the journey the adolescent is 

on. The adolescent wants and needs to be heard before one can speak truth, at least before 

adolescents will listen.  

My research supports Dunn’s insight on the importance of pacing, versus what 

happens in many households and churches where the parent or ministry leader simply 

tells the adolescent what to do without entering into their space and experience.   

Rarely does an adult discover a direct, unobstructed path to the hidden 
places of need in an adolescent’s heart. With factors such as fear of 
rejection, self-protective relational styles, busy schedules, interpersonal 
demands and all the distractions that naturally invade adults’ and 
adolescents’ daily existence, it is no wonder that even the most well-
intentioned spiritual caregivers default to telling rather than pacing.50 

Going takes work.  Going takes time.  Going takes risk.  Going requires planning, 

organizing and practice. The effort that is required to enable a safe space for sharing and 

confiding what the adolescent is experiencing is far greater than what most are willing to 

admit and certainly what the church is willing to free up in their youth ministers schedule. 

It is no wonder why most church leaders revert to telling rather than pacing, it’s easier.  

                                                           
49 Dunn. Shaping the Spiritual Lives of Students. 16. (Emphasis added). 
 
50 Ibid., 18. 
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Many adults and most church leaders simply want to tell the adolescent to behave, shape 

up, and do these three things.  Dunn describes the difference between telling and pacing:  

 

 
Telling appears to be much less costly, much easier to control and much 
more comfortable than pacing. And telling is more efficient. But after two 
decades of life among adolescents and the adults who love them, I am 
wholly sold out to this conviction: For adolescents to grow into the fullness 
of the spiritual lives to which God has called them, a spiritual caregiver in 
their immediate, daily world has to be willing to pace with them. There is 
no programmatic shortcut no curricular alternative and no cutting-edge 
event that can address this God-created need. No one can tell a person into 
maturity.51  

The process that Dunn is emphasizing is the same as that is described in the Gospel of 

Mark, the spiritual caregiver, the ministry student, the parent needs to be intentional first 

about going, then listening and learning, and then and only then will leading become a 

natural byproduct of the effort previously given.    

                                                           
51 Ibid., 19.  
 

Telling 

1. Telling enters relationship with an 
agenda. What adolescents should do. 

2. Telling emphasizes advice giving  

3. Telling focuses on the expertise and 
knowledge of the adult. 

4. Telling has its goal is adolescent’s 
assent and application of advice. 

5. Primary delivery system is controlled 
teaching times and discussions.  

6. Telling uses small groups for 
accountability.  

Pacing  

1. Pacing’s agenda is to understand the 
adolescent’s experience, thoughts, etc.  

2. Pacing emphasizes listening.  

3. Pacing focuses on the adult’s heart for 
hearing the adolescent’s experience 

4. Pacing’s goal is the adolescent’s 
authenticity in relationship to God. 

5. Primary delivery system is dynamic, 
informal interpersonal relationship.  

6. Pacing uses small groups for building 
relationships and encouragement.  
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 Leading, guiding, and influence each must be derived from a place of presence. 

Spiritual growth is not a static exercise. Leading, guiding and influence happen naturally, 

organically, along the way as Jesus modeled. When I took my first ministry job in a 

church setting, the Reformed elders wanted me to teach the Heidelberg Catechism. 

“These kids need to know the catechism. We learned it and it shaped us,” they said. I did 

not disagree that the content of the catechism was very worthy of knowing and learning.  

But the process of getting there was more than just telling and memorizing words on a 

page. The process is just a vital as the outcome. Those in engineering recognize that if the 

process is correct, the end product is more likely to be as intended. The process that Dunn 

advocates is,  

The pacing-then-leading model of nurturing adolescent spiritual maturity is 
grounded in the conviction that the adolescent’s life is the context for 
spiritual growth. Given this conviction, it follows that to the degree a 
spiritual caregiver wants to affect the spirituality of an adolescent, to that 
degree the caregiver must become involved in the reality of the adolescent’s 
life.52  

 

We, as ministry leaders, parents, and caring adults, must be engaged in knowing 

adolescents, but this does not happen unless we are seeing what adolescents are seeing, 

hearing what adolescents are hearing, and discussing what adolescents want to discuss. 

Knowing adolescents, then, happens only through being present. Jesus was able to heal, 

calm storms, feed five thousand because he was there.  The ministry student has to be 

there to know, to feel and to do. 

                                                           
52 Ibid., 50. 
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Pacing does not work if only pacing. Leading does not work if only leading. Nor 

can either be rushed.  Each must happen on God’s timing and schedule. Pacing and 

leading must work together.  

Pacing that does not include leading leaves the adolescent with a sense of 
being cared for, yet without transformation. Leading without pacing leaves 
the adolescent with a sense of responsibility yet without the support 
necessary to fulfill it. The former creates immaturity and the sense of 
spiritual impotence. The latter creates exhaustion and a sense of guilt.53 

 

Again, the ministry leader, parent, or other caring adult must be patient with the process.  

It takes a seasoned person to understand when pacing has earned the right to be heard.  

Earning the right to be heard is a concept I learned early on in my training with Young 

Life.  In the early days of Young Life, this right to be heard was characterized as winning 

the right to be heard by Jim Rayburn, Young Life’s founder. 

Perhaps the best-known contribution of Rayburn’s Young Life Campaign 
was its emphasis on ‘winning the right to be heard’ by secular high school 
students. By this slogan, Young Lifers meant they needed to gain the 
friendship and respect of student before expecting them to listen to the 
claims of Christ. This had to be done on the young person’s own turf – 
football games and practices, high schoolers hangouts such as soda 
fountains, school events and, when permitted by school authorities, the 
high school cafeteria.54  
 

I will discuss earning the right to be heard later on in the chapter. Leading is 

effective most after the appropriate amount of pacing.  

Relationships Unfiltered 

Andrew Root in his text, Relationship Unfiltered: Help for Youth Workers, 

Volunteers, and Parents on Creating Authentic Relationships, describes entering into the 

                                                           
53 Ibid., 63. 
 
54 Mark Senter. Coming Revolution in Youth Ministry. Wheaton, IL: Victor Book, 1992, 126. 



49 
 

adolescent world as place-sharing. A relational youth ministry of place-sharing involves 

standing in for the full person of the adolescent, “to stand fully in his or her place.”55 

Place-sharing, by definition, means that one must go and enter the other person’s world. 

Root found that the more deeply he shared adolescents’ lives, the more he was welcomed 

to speak into them. He also makes it very clear that ministry—sharing the gospel, serving 

one another—happens in the context of the relationship. If we are in relationship so that 

the young person will come to our event or program, the adolescent will sniff out our 

manipulation and dismiss the relationship from the outset. The mission needs to be the 

relationship.  Any influence, growth, spiritual care comes as a by-product of the 

relationship.   

Now all this influence bashing isn’t to say there is no influencing involved 
in true relationships, or that youth workers and volunteers are supposed to 
be wet blankets with no opinions or demands in doing ministry.  Influencing 
no doubt happens in any relationship.  My wife and my close friends have 
influenced me greatly, and parents influence their children more than 
anyone else. Yet what must be seen is that these relationships were not build 
around the desire to influence the other, but were constructed around the 
desire to know, love, and be with the other.56 
  

As much as ministry leaders, parents and other adults want to help, not all adolescents 

will heed the words of warning. Who then will step in and suffer with adolescents on 

their journey? No one has it all together. We are all works in progress. The Apostle Paul 

was very aware of this. Paul writes in Romans 7 about his own struggle to do what is 

right. Again, we are all works in progress until the day Christ returns, but remember his 

                                                           
 
55 Root, Relationships Unfiltered, 54 
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56 Ibid., 32. 
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grace is sufficient for us all (2 Corinthians 12:9). His power is made perfect in our 

weakness. Jesus comes alongside the paralytic, the woman caught in adultery, the blind 

man, Nicodemus, the bleeding woman, Jairus, Peter and as well as the Apostle Paul. It’s 

in the context of doing life together that we encourage one another and lift one another up 

in and through tough times. In this context, influence happens naturally, rather than as an 

agenda item.  

 From my 35 years of experience, many full time staff and volunteers get involved 

in youth ministry to help prevent adolescents from experiencing the hardship that they 

themselves went through. The collective wisdom may help some from going down some 

slippery slopes, but not everyone. Some need a caring person to walk with them even 

though they make choices that will bring harm to themselves and others. Root confirms 

this: “Relational youth ministry is not about convincing adolescents by influencing them; 

rather, it is about loving them by being with them in the messiness of their lives. It is 

about suffering with them.”57 

 The only way one can suffer with adolescents is if ministry students, parents and 

other adults are deliberate about entering into the lives of adolescents. Going where they 

go, asking tough questions about why, discussing what the attraction is, and discovering 

the draw or interest in various things that call for their attention will only come in the 

context of relationship. Who matters far more than how. Root gets at the difference by 

saying how comes across as a technique or a method whereas who is about the person 

walking with us naturally exerting influence by doing life together. 

Doing relational youth ministry as how is to do it as influence and therefore, 
ironically, without the logic of the incarnation. But to do relational youth 
ministry in the who is to do it as place-sharing. It is to affirm that God has 
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shared our place, that God is near to our humanity, that God in Jesus Christ 
is near to the adolescent. 
 
We need a relational youth ministry that claims God comes to us, not as a 
hovering substance, but as our human brother and sister (our place-sharer) 
who knows fully what it means to be abandoned and neglected. God comes 
to us in the ordinary, the regular, the average. God tents among us, 
embracing fully who we are, whether broken or whole, sick or healthy. The 
incarnation claims God is among us, God is with us, and God is for us. It 
proclaims we are free—free to be human, free to love one another, and free 
to love God as God made us, human.58 

 

Therefore, we are constant witnesses to the incarnation of Jesus coming among us, 

Immanuel, God with us and we get to be his ambassadors, “You will be my witnesses in 

Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).  Early in 

my experience in ministry, I took a class called Theology of Incarnational Witness.  One 

of our instructors in this course was Darrell L. Guder whose book, Be My Witnesses: The 

Church’s Mission, Message and Messengers was the focus of the course.  In his text he 

explains, “It is impossible to separate the meaning of the witness as a person from the 

content of the witness borne by that person. The witness ‘Incarnates,’ as it were, his or 

her witness.”59 Therefore, we are witnesses of the incarnation and demonstrate to the 

adolescent what being a follower of Christ looks like. “The understanding of Christian 

identity as witness links the personal faith experience with the mission of the church and 

Christ’s call to every Christian. But we must be very careful that we do not immediately 

reduce the meaning of Witness—as often happens in evangelicalism today. The text does 

                                                           
58 Ibid., 69,72 (Italics added). 
 
59 Darrell L. Guder. Be My Witnesses: The Church’s Mission, Message and Messengers. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans Publishing, 1985, 40. 
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not say ‘You shall give testimonies;’ it says, ‘You shall be my witnesses.”60 Thus, living 

among those we are trying to reach for his sake is critical to being a witness.  

This course unpacked the gospel of Mark and pointed to some significant 

principles of being a witness to the Incarnation in our ministry. At the time, I was serving 

full time with a high school outreach ministry called Young Life. Young Life’s mission is 

built on the premise of going and of living out the incarnation in the context of the 

adolescent world.  There is little building, little program, little message without 

relationships.  It was in this course and my own experience that I learned some key 

principles in doing relational ministry. 

Principles from Young Life 

 I grew up going to church every Sunday about twenty minutes from our home. I 

also attended Sunday school every Sunday after the service, but I have very little 

recollection of anything I learned. I never attended youth group or saw the building 

outside of Sunday mornings. I made confirmation at the time of entering high school, but 

again it had very little meaning in my life. To say my confirmation had no influence on 

my life would be wrong. I believe that my parents’ commitment to bring my three 

brothers and me to church every Sunday had an influence in my life and likely prepared 

me for what came to be a life changing experience in high school.  

 When I was a junior in a public high school, a young adult in his twenties by the 

name of Mike started showing up in our lunchroom at the request of the Principal. He 

would sit down at our table, make small talk with us and try to take a bite of our food, 

which was all in fun. After being around a little bit he invited us to watch a film about a 
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camp in Colorado. I had never been west of the Mississippi so the thought of seeing 

mountains was very enticing.  The cost of camp and transportation was very reasonable, 

and my parents were supportive, so off I went with 11 other classmates and two leaders, 

Mike and Nancy, during the summer of 1978. That week changed my life.   

 Though I had gone to church my whole life I never understood that God wanted 

to be in a relationship with me through the person of Jesus Christ. Because Mike spent 

time pacing with us back home and was very real and genuine (and appropriate) with us 

at camp, I trusted him as he explained further the talks that Carl Nelson was giving at 

camp.  I did not know Carl, but I knew Mike and Mike knew me.  On July 15, I grabbed 

Mike after one of Carl’s talks, and he led me in a prayer to receive Jesus as my Lord and 

Savior.  I returned home and began to read scripture on my own for the first time.  Mike 

and other leaders continued to hang out with us and led a Bible study that helped me 

understand God’s word.  

After graduation I wanted to stay involved with Young Life, so Mike trained me 

to be a leader at another high school across town. I volunteered there for five years while 

attending a local college. I graduated with an Accounting and Management degree with 

no desire to do either. A year after college I decided to join the Young Life staff. I made 

very little money but loved what I did in terms of building relationships with high school 

adolescents.   

 While attending college in my hometown, all my free time was spent hanging out 

with adolescents on the campus of the high school. I would go to lunches several times a 

week. I attended games in the evenings, went to practices and was invited to play 

basketball during open gym. I invested in the lives of the adolescents I was serving in the 
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local high school. I volunteered at this high school all four years of college as well as a 

year after college.  

When I was invited to join the staff, I was charged to go to another high school on 

the other side of town and begin building relationships with adolescents, parents, coaches 

and administration there. It was difficult to leave the previous school due to the 

relationships that I had invested in over the past five years. Nevertheless, I was able to 

spend the necessary time building relationships in the new school and made significant 

connections in a short period of time. I knew then how vital spending time in the 

adolescent world was and still is today. The term Young Life uses for all the time spent 

outside any program event is called contact work.61 Without question, it takes work to be 

conscious about building relationships and entering into the adolescent environment.  

I take my relational ministries class to such an environment so they know exactly 

what it feels like to walk into a lunchroom knowing few, if any, adolescents. The sooner 

they are able to identify the challenges of going, the easier it will be to overcome the 

deterrents to effective contact work.  

The idea of contact work is built on an understanding of how God chose to 
communicate his character to mankind. John 1:14 says, ‘The Word became 
flesh and lived for a while among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of 
the one and only son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.’ 
God chose to communicate truth about himself through a person.  
That person, Jesus Christ, is our example for contact work. He spent enough 
time with common people that he was often criticized for being a friend of 
sinners (Luke 15). He taught that where he spent his time and how he 
conducted his ministry was an expression of God’s passion for the lost. 

                                                           
61 Contact work is the distinctive feature of Young Life. Contact work is the attempt of a Young Life leader 
to initiate a meaningful relationship with a kid. It means going to where kids are, and it can range from 
simply being seen by kids somewhere to spending one-on-one time with a kid. Young Life leaders spend 
time with all kinds of kids and get to know them well. Perhaps in your time around Young Life you’ve 
already heard a variety of phrases like “going where kids are” or “winning the right to be heard.” They all 
express the heart of Young Life. (http://www.younglife.org Definition and purpose of Contact Work.)   
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Jesus spent more time with people in their streets and homes than meeting 
them in the synagogue.62  
 

 Contact work, or pacing presence, as I prefer to call it now, should be 

foundational to all ministers serving Christ’s church. There are five guiding principles63 

that describe the purpose and need for pacing presence ministry that I use with my 

students. These five principles lay a foundation for the impact that pacing presence brings 

to a relationship.  

Knowing why something is necessary is just as vital as knowing how to do 

something. As Andrew Root pointed out, who is more important than how. So too, why is 

more important than how. Rest assured there still is a how, which we will get to in 

Chapter 4. For now, let’s explore the why pacing presence is vital.  

Earning the Right to Be Heard 

The first principle in pacing presence ministry is earning the right to be heard. Bill 

Starr, president of Young Life in 1968, articulated this concept of earning the trust of 

adolescents to the board of directors where he “believed this concept of a relational 

ministry was basic to Young Life ministry, and relational ministry came through earning 

the trust of young people through friendship.”64 The privilege of speaking spiritual truth 

into other people’s lives takes time and effort. People, adolescents especially, will not 

give respect to another automatically. This privilege must be earned. It reminds me of an 

investment brokerage company called Smith Barney who, in the 1970s used the slogan, 
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63 Young Life Training Manual. Practicum I: Foundations for Incarnational Youth Ministries Readings, 
Institute of Youth Ministries, Fuller Theological Seminary, 1990, 2F-28.  
 
64 Gretchen Schoon Tanis. Making Jesus Attractive: The Ministry and Message of Young Life. Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick Publishing, 2016, 73. 
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“We make money the old fashion way, we earn it.” The right to be heard by an 

adolescent must be earned. Like investing money, relationships take work to earn 

significance in each other’s lives. The only way to do this is spending significant amount 

of time in the adolescent’s world, building trust and earning credibility. “We go to kids to 

take love, recognition, acceptance, security, friendship, etc., in Christ’s stead today.”65 

Only when trust is established will adolescents listen to what a parent, adult or the church 

has to say.  

Building a Bridge of Friendship 

The second principle of pacing presence is building a bridge of friendship.66  

“They (leaders) spend hours at ball games, at pizza parlors, in small groups, or with a 

lone teenager. They have one clear-cut purpose—to build a bridge of friendship.”67 

Building any sort of bridge has two very significant characteristics. First, it takes a 

tremendous about of time to build, plan, organize, construct and assure quality.  Some 

relationships that click from the beginning still require time. John Swinston’s, Becoming 

Friends of Time, says this, “Perhaps the most essential quality for anyone who lives in 

community is patience: a recognition that we, others and the whole community, take time 

to grow. If we are to live in community, we have to become friends of time.”68 

Relationships simply need space and time to grow.  

                                                           
65 Ibid., 72. 
 
66 Young Life Training Manual, 2F-28. 
 
67 Tanis, Making Jesus Attractive, 73. 
68 John Swinston. Becoming Friends of Time. Disability, Timefullness, and Gentle Discipleship. Waco, TX: 
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Second, a bridge takes effort. One needs to be intentional about building a bridge 

of friendship by being there for one another, initiating contact, and responding 

respectfully to requests for help. Building a bridge of friendship both take time and effort. 

Jesus said to his disciples, “I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not 

know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I 

learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15). Friends share time 

together, which builds trust that leads to knowing what each other knows.  

Identifying with People 

The third principle of pacing presence ministry is identifying with people where 

they are.69 Jesus demonstrated his acceptance of people as they were but loved them too 

much to leave them there. A story in John 8 describes a woman brought to Jesus in 

shame, naked, afraid, and caught in adultery.  The religious leaders tried to trap Jesus in 

saying something against the law, but instead Jesus masterfully disarmed the crowd and 

addressed the woman in her need. He did not condemn her but encouraged her to lead her 

life in a different direction. Much of what we get to do is to be present with people in 

their pain. By entering into those situations, we have the gift of accepting people in their 

humanity, sin and brokenness and leading them in grace to Jesus. Adolescents are in need 

of others who understand what they are going through and experiencing. Often, the best 

way to do this is be there with them in the midst of the chaos. Those who spend this effort 

are likely who adolescents will trust since they are seen in their midst.  
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Penetrating a Culture 

Principle number four is understanding and penetrating a culture.70  In the Old 

Testament, when King David was assembling his warriors for battle, the men of Issachar 

were praised for their understanding of the times (1 Chronicles 12:32), and the Apostle 

Paul took time in Athens to understand the gods that were very prevalent in the culture 

and was invited to share about the altar “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD” (Acts 17:23).  

Understanding the times is critical to be able to relate to what adolescents are going 

through. This does not happen without being present. One needs to be there to know and 

understand. Speaking from a distance comes across as arrogant and out of touch. Most of 

us have a longing to know and be known. Yet this cannot happen without investing into 

one another’s lives. This can, however, be accomplished without playing the latest video 

game or rolling out your skateboard. Showing interest is done by presence and asking 

questions, including why adolescents are drawn into various activities, interests, and 

hobbies. “Through the process of penetrating the youth subculture, Young Life developed 

this idea of incarnational theology through building relationships with teenagers on their 

ground, in their world.”71 This doesn’t happen without being present. 

Demonstrating Christ’s Love 

Finally, pacing presence gets to demonstrate Christ’s love for people.72 There is 

no substitute for showing one another how God loves us. Jesus instructs his disciples to 

love each other in various places, including John 13:34-35, as a way to reveal they are his 

                                                           
70 Ibid. 
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disciples. Jesus came to all creation through the incarnation demonstrating the length and 

breadth of his love.  

By showing up in people’s lives we get to model what Jesus did in the 

incarnation. He showed up in our lives and demonstrated how much he loves us and 

wants us to love him.  

All the efforts of the prophets before Jesus did not demonstrate God’s love and purpose 

for our lives. When Jesus came in the form of a human, he became someone humanity 

could relate to. Adolescents experience this kind of love when adults, parents and 

ministry students enter their lives by showing up. Swinton points out, “The reality is that, 

when time is love, speed equals less of it. The love of God is inexorably slow. Jesus 

walked slowly: Love takes time.”73 There is no way to say, “I love you,” better than 

spending significant time in one another’s world. Evidence for this is clearly reflected in 

the research about how much time it takes to earn adolescent’s trust, which we will 

discuss in the next chapter. 

Levels of Pacing Presence 

Early in my training with Young Life as a volunteer I learned three levels of 

contact work. I believe these three levels are still being taught in Young Life, and I teach 

them to my students in the relational ministry course taught at Kuyper College. The 

levels are very simple but are very necessary if we are going to build deep and 

meaningful relationships with adolescents in their world.  
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Level one is simply known as “being seen.”74  The more one is recognized, the 

more likely walls will come down in the adolescent’s mind. Familiarity helps bring down 

walls of suspicion and builds a sense of calm. When we see the same person over and 

over again, we begin to feel like we should know them.  These sightings become 

opportunities that lead us to simply introduce ourselves: “I see you all the time, I should 

know your name, Hi, my name is Brian.” 

Being seen takes place wherever adolescents gather. Before and after school, at 

games or practices, their places of employment, gas stations, grocery stores, the movies, 

wherever adolescents hang out. Being seen is a form of showing interest in another’s life.  

I recall an experience in Chicago when my wife and I first moved to Oak Park, Illinois, 

after becoming the Area Director at Oak Park / River Forest High School. Being new to 

the area, I had a lot of work to do to get to know people, so I started with this first level of 

pacing presence, being seen.  At the time, to my wife’s chagrin, I drove a silver Pontiac 

Firebird. When I drove that car, I was seen. At OPRF, the soccer team practiced at a local 

park away from the high school. On several occasions, I pulled my car up along the 

practice field, got out and watched practice from the sidelines. A few weeks later as I was 

in the high school talking with some adolescents, one kid in the group said, “You’re the 

guy with the car.”  I had been noticed. The more ministry students, parents and other 

adults can be seen, the easier it is to strike up conversations and get to know one another. 

This leads us to level two. 
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Level two pacing presence is “talking with.”75 In order to avoid the “creeper” 

label one cannot simply do level one pacing presence. One has to begin to initiate 

conversation. Common questions will often be:  How’s your day going? Plans for the 

weekend? Got a lot of homework tonight? Going to the game, play or concert tomorrow? 

As adolescents become more familiar with your presence, more natural conversations 

come. One of the problems is that most ministry students, adults and parents do not spend 

the time in the presence of adolescents for these natural conversations to occur. There is 

also demonstrated a lack of intentionality, engagement and curiosity in the adolescent’s 

life. Chapter 4 will address how to engage in small talk that eventually may lead to 

deeper conversations.   

Level three pacing presence is “doing” activities with adolescents.76 Growth in 

relationships improves exponentially when we spend time doing something together. This 

does not need to be elaborate; it can be as simple as grocery shopping, washing a car, 

getting coffee, going out for chicken wings, playing video games, or helping with 

homework. The point is sharing an activity, which builds a memory and breaks down 

barriers to trust which enables natural in-depth conversation to just happen.  Examples of 

level three are found in Chapter 4.  

Knowledge of these levels of pacing presence greatly enhances an understanding 

of how to build deep and meaningful relationships with adolescents. Depth does not 

happen by chance; growth occurs through intentional planning and action. As human 
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beings, we long to know and be known. This can only happen when we are intentionally 

seeking to be seen, to talk with and to share an activity together.  

Hindrances 

Like the principles of pacing presence, practicing the levels of relational ministry 

takes time and work, and there are barriers to practicing them.77 The first hindrance is the 

time it takes. Putting in the necessary time to build deep and meaningful relationships is a 

challenge for both the student and the church or ministry they serve. The statistics in my 

research do not lie on what it takes to build trust and have an impact in adolescent’s lives.  

The second hindrance to pacing presence is fear. Fear of rejection or fear of 

unfamiliar territory is basic to human nature. Jesus left the comfort of Heaven to enter the 

world in which we as humans live. Likewise, ministry students leave the comfort of their 

office to enter the uncomfortable world of the adolescent lunchroom, practice field or 

place of employment. The more ministry students and adults enter the adolescent world 

the less uncomfortable it becomes. Repetition and consistency go a long way in 

overcoming fear. 

The third hindrance to engaging in pacing presence is fatigue. After a long week 

of work, going to a Friday night football game, wrestling match or volleyball tournament 

may be the last thing a ministry student wants to do. But, as I reflect on my time in doing 

these events, I was never disappointed after showing up. One needs to plan a schedule 

with enough energy to want to be present at these events. Scheduling appropriately is one 

thing that will enable the ministry student to develop deep and meaningful relationships.   
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The final two barriers are similar, not knowing what to do or why to do it.  When 

new leaders come into our ministry context, they need adequate training to understand 

why going is so vital to youth ministry. Likewise, being seen, talking with and doing 

activities with adolescents, contributes to building trust, earning the right to be heard, 

constructing a bridge of friendship and understanding the adolescent culture.  

  Jesus is clear that we are to go, make disciples and teach them to obey 

everything he taught. We do this by showing up, building a team of caring people who 

will enter adolescent’s lives by being present, pacing and leading along the way. There is 

no substitute for the time and effort that is required to show how much we care for 

another. No program, no event and no flashy show comes close to earning the right to be 

heard. Logging hours that demonstrate interest and care will encourage adolescents to 

listen to anything we might have to say, including sharing about Christ’s love. 
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Chapter 3: We’ve Never Done It That Way Before 
 
 

Interpretive Task 
 

 “We’ve never done it that way before” are often the seven last words of a dying 

youth ministry. If youth ministry is going to thrive in the decades to come, a renewed 

approach to doing ministry will be required. Over the past 16 years I have taught a 

relational ministry course to Kuyper College students who are looking to serve Christ’s 

church and his world. As described in the previous chapter, this course intends to teach 

students how to enter meaningfully into the lives of the students and adults they work 

with. But I wanted to find out is which of my students were doing relational work well 

and why others struggled. Why are some experiencing success in developing deep 

personal relationships when others are not? What factors contribute to success, and what 

factors hinder the ability to move among the youth these ministers serve? Who has seen 

their relationships with adolescents grow as a result of putting into practice the principles 

of pacing presence? The third task of Practical Theology according to Richard Osmer is 

about the interpretive task: “Drawing on theories of the arts and sciences to better 

understand and explain why these patterns and dynamics are occurring.”78 The question 

that Osmer characterizes this task with is, why is this happening? In this chapter we will 

unpack my research related to my youth ministry students.   

Research Method 

I chose to use the Success Case Method of research developed by Robert O. 

Brinkerhoff. This method uses a simple process that combines assessment of learning 

groups with case study and storytelling. The fundamental purpose of the Success Case 
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Method is to find out how well some principles and practices of a particular program are 

working. The Success Case Method also identifies and explains the appropriate factors 

that differentiate successful from unsuccessful adopters of new approaches or ideas.  

The Success Case Method process has two foundational components. First, the 

assessor identifies the few program participants who are the most and least successful. 

This is usually accomplished with a brief survey. All participants are surveyed to 

determine to what extent they are using the principles and practices of the content 

presented and what results, if any, they are experiencing.  

Respondents from the survey are organized into those who are least and most 

successful. The assessor then selects examples from the least and most successful to 

interview either in person or over the phone in order to determine the nature and extent of 

their experience. The assessor then seeks to discover  

1. Exactly what they used, when they used it, how, when etc. 

2. What results they accomplished 

3. How valuable the results are  (e.g. in dollars, or some other results) 

4. The environmental factors enabled their application and results.”79 

Unsuccessful participants are interviewed to determine what they were unable to 

use or how they did not benefit from the intended approaches. Specifically, they are 

asked what prevented them from putting into practice the principles discussed and/or 

what factors kept them from being successful. 

                                                           
79 Brinkerhoff, Robert O. The Success Case Method. Berrett Koehler : San Francisco, 2003. (Italics added).  
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The results of a Success Case study are communicated in narrative form. That is, 

the assessor finds the most compelling and descriptive experience of success the program 

accomplished and then records these examples in few brief but detailed descriptions or 

narratives. Comparing success stories with the stories of unsuccessful participants allows 

the assessor to pinpoint the key factors that enable some to make very successful use of 

the content and the factors that are missing from those were not nearly so successful.  A 

“success story” is not a testimonial or a critical review. It is a realistic and demonstrable 

account of the learner’s experience that demonstrates how practically a person used some 

new method or concept or capability.  

 For example, one respondent who has used the principles and practices of pacing 

presence over the past four years has seen her ministry grow from 20 high school and 

middle school students to over 150 students involved in small groups with numerous 

volunteers on a weekly basis. In this scenario, Julie (not her real name) had to develop 

and train a group of volunteers in order to meet the demands of the growing ministry. 

These volunteers were equipped with the principles and practices of pacing presence in 

their small groups along with other training on communication, leading and building 

community. As the volunteers spent more time in the adolescent world, deeper 

relationships began to develop. Leaders spending time with their respective adolescents 

either at school, at their events, going out for coffee or chatting on social media made a 

difference. So why? What did Julie do in the span of four years to develop relationships 

with adolescents and help her leaders spend a significant amount of time with their 

adolescent small groups? What pacing presence factors contributed to their success? 

What elements from the Relational Ministry class contributed to the reach she was able to 
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accomplish in her ministry? How did her church and the leadership contribute to her 

success? These questions and more are what I hope to unearth by using the success case 

method of research.  

Survey 

 In an effort to obtain this information, I created a survey and sent it to the students 

who have taken my course during a specific time period over the last sixteen years. In 

order to get current information I limited my survey invitation to students who have taken 

this course in the past ten years and those who have been out for at least four years.  

Roughly this came to be students who graduated from 2009-2014. The number of 

students who took the Relational Ministry course came to seventy-eight students. I sent 

out an invitation through Survey Monkey for these seventy-eight students to fill out a 

survey of ten questions. (See Appendix A for survey). The questions ranged from asking 

about how many actual hours in a week full time graduates spend with adolescents in 

their environment to what principles and practices from the Relational Ministry course 

they remember and have implemented. I also wanted to find out who is deliberate about 

developing a mentoring relationship in which questions are asked about the adolescents’ 

personal growth and spiritual wellbeing. I also inquired about training others on their 

ministry team in relational ministry as their ministry impact grows.   

 I wanted to know was which of my students who working full time either in the 

church or parachurch setting were experiencing deep and significant relationships. I also 

wanted to know how much time these previous students spent in a normal week to build 

the connections with the adolescents they serve. Finally, I wanted to know which factors 
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contribute to the freedom to spend significant time building relationships and 

implementing the key principles and practices of pacing presence.  

 Of the seventy-eight graduates who were sent a survey, thirty students completed 

the survey, which is thirty-eight percent participation. I was surprised I did not get a 

better rate of participation but this number is sufficient for this study.  

Results 

 The survey began with a question about the respondent’s recall of an assignment 

regarding the Relational Project in which they were either to start or to build a 

relationship with an adolescent in their ministry. Results revealed that 83.33% said they 

remembered it very well or somewhat well. This assignment intends to help students put 

into practice the principles discussed in class and identified in the text we read in order to 

gain practical experience. I had placed much confidence in the ability of students who 

had completed the assignment to take that experience into their full time roles. I had 

much less confidence in the ability of those students who were not able to meet the 

assignment’s criteria to develop a relational approach to ministry. 

 Second, and most importantly, the survey attempted to measure the specific hours 

students spent in the adolescent culture. The majority, 36.67%, only spend two-five hours 

a week with adolescents. This was the most surprising stat of all. Expectations from the 

class would anticipate the majority to be far beyond five hours a week. Content from the 

course made it very clear that one needs to spend an inordinate amount of time with 

adolescents to develop deep and meaningful relationships. Another 30% said they only 

spend between one and two hours a week. Why are full time ministry graduates spending 

less than five hours a week with the people they intend to build a relationship? It is 
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unacceptable to have two-thirds of ministry students spending so little time with the 

students they serve. What is so pressing during a normal week that is preventing them 

from connecting with the adolescents that are part of their ministry? This lack of time 

spent with adolescents in their environment is one of the most significant needs that have 

come out of this survey. I intend to dig deep into why this is happening.  

 On the flip side, 30% of respondents spend more than five hours a week with 

adolescents either at school, at events, out for coffee or on social media. A select few 

spend more than ten hours a week, and these will be the success cases that I will focus on 

for this study.   

 Most students use the levels of pacing presence (being seen, talking with, and 

doing activities) regularly to connect with adolescents and their leaders. However, they 

were not as articulate in describing the levels as I thought that would be. A significant 

part of being able to reach more adolescents is leveraging one’s knowledge and expertise. 

Nearly two thirds of students train other leaders how to do what they learned in the class. 

Leveraging our capacity to do relational ministry is critical in expanding our reach. Jesus 

was very purposeful about this as he developed close relationships with Peter, James and 

John as well as the rest of the disciples. The disciples then trained and equipped others to 

share the love of Christ, and the church grew by thousands as the Book of Acts recorded. 

Today’s disciples are a testimony to the need to leverage our capacity.  

 Other questions asked about the use of Social Media. Nearly 97% of respondents 

use social media as part of their regular connection with the youth and leaders. Clearly, 

this is a significant tool that respondents are using to know and be known.    
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 When asked about the content of the conversations students have with 

adolescents, 97% discussed something about the adolescent’s personal well-being, such 

as their physical health, emotional health, and relationships with family, friends and 

significant others. Adolescents are open to talking about significant events in their lives 

with adults who have demonstrated a level of care that denotes trust. If no trust has been 

built, then the conversations will be short and lack depth. Trust, as we will see, is built by 

spending a significant amount of time in the adolescent’s world. It is time that 

communicates the adult cares enough to know that world and share experiences in that 

world. This became clear in the success case methods students’ methods and practices. 

Respondents replied to other questions, which can be explored in the appendix. These 

results make up the bulk of the findings and impact for future ministry implications.  

Interviews 

 After sending out multiple requests for graduates who had not yet filled out the 

survey and deciding I would not be getting any more responses, it was time to choose my 

success cases. The respondents I wanted to interview were those students who had the 

greatest success in spending time with adolescents in their world. From the survey, I 

selected students who identified themselves as spending more than five hours a week 

hanging out with adolescents in their schools, going to games, having coffee or chatting 

on social media. This group amounted to 30% of my respondents or nine students. I also 

included three other students from the next group of respondents as my unsuccessful 

cases. I used this group as the unsuccessful group rather than the students who spent zero-

two hours a week as I believed I would have more to learn from the group that is engaged 

in doing relational work but not quite to the level they know is necessary. I wanted to 
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know why those who knew the benefits and impact of spending time in the adolescent 

world brings, were not doing it. What was taking up their time? What was preventing 

them from investing in adolescents to the degree that is necessary for building deep 

meaningful relationships?  

 All my requests for interviews were met with enthusiastic participation. Of the 

twelve interviews I conducted all but one were face to face in my office for about one 

hour. Only one interview was conducted over the phone, and all were recorded.  Six 

participants were from respondents who are serving in a church, and six were respondents 

serving in a parachurch ministry. Seven students interviewed were male, and five were 

female. Eight students are serving churches and parachurch ministries in the suburbs, and 

four are in an urban setting.   

 I interviewed all respondents in a span of about four weeks during our fall 

semester. As each interview concluded, I thanked my students and asked if I could 

contact them again with follow up questions as I wrote my study. All agreed with no 

exception and with great enthusiasm. As I transcribed my interviews, I was able to 

identify a number of factors from the success stories that contributed to student’s ability 

to spend a significant amount of time in their role building deep meaningful relationships. 

These themes will comprise the bulk of my conclusions, as there was consistency from 

those who experienced success as well as those who experienced struggles. As the 

professor who taught the underlying principles and practice of relational ministry, these 

findings will help me be more effective as an instructor to my students. 
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Impact Stories 

 The stories that follow illustrate with precision the elements necessary for staff 

and volunteers working with youth to implement in order to build deep and meaningful 

relationships in their ministry setting. Too often interview teams and church supervisors 

support the idea of relational ministry in concept but when it comes to the actual job 

descriptions and time necessary to accomplish what relational ministry requires, most 

pull back and fill the roles and responsibilities with other tasks that choke the life out of 

building deep and meaningful relationships. The key elements that my students revealed 

were time, longevity, support, presence and a team approach. These five elements were 

followed by four other characteristics that are necessary for success: clear job 

responsibilities that allows for the elements above, time management training and 

accountability, adequate volunteer training and participation, and finally, managing the 

family schedule.   

Time 

The first and most significant finding from this study is the impact that time has 

on relationships. Without exception, everyone who interviewed, either from a church or 

from parachurch ministries, stated that the more time spent with adolescents in their 

world, the deeper the relationship. One respondent I interviewed stated that churches 

need to grow in allowing their staff (and volunteers) to spend more time in the adolescent 

environment. There is no substitute for logging hours in the adolescent culture. Students 

need to be seen (level one pacing presence) by the adolescents they serve. This takes 

hours to plan and execute on a regular basis. Here a few direct quotes: 
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 “More time spent equals a deeper relationship.”80  

 “The more time spent with kids the more the relationship grows.”81  

 “Time always makes for depth. The more you give time and show 

consistency, the deeper the relationship.”82  

 “The more time I spend the deeper the relationship goes quicker.”83  

 “Finding time is a challenge, but if it’s important enough, we can make 

time.”84  

 “The more time I spend with these guys, the more they trust me and the things 

I have to say.”85  

 “The more time I spend in their world the more respect and openness is 

given.”86  

 “More time spent the more they will reveal their life to you.”87  

One student who was serving a church after being involved with a neighborhood 

ministry made the statement, “Working in the church kept me away from seeing kids.”88 

                                                           
80 Interview with student #18, November 8, 2018. 
 
81 Interview with student #12, December 4, 2018. 
 
82 Interview with student #29, November 9, 2018. 
 
83 Interview with student #19, November 28, 2018. 
 
84 Interview with student #4, December 4, 2018. 
 
85 Interview with student #6, November 26, 2018. 
 
86 Interview with student #18, November 8, 2018. 
 
87 Interview with student #30, November 29, 2018. 
 
88 Interview with student #6, November 26, 2018. 
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Unfortunately, from my experience, this is all too common for those who work in the 

church.  

All of the students who serve a parachurch ministry commented that spending 

time in the adolescent world was part of their DNA. They all commented that they spend 

anywhere from fifteen to twenty hours a week to as much as forty hours a week for a 

couple students working in a residential program where the principles of relational 

ministry still apply. Students serving in a church who are making a difference in the lives 

of the adolescents they serve spend ten hours a week, and many others only spend five 

hours a week or less. In other words, many students who serve in churches are spending 

10% or less of their time in relational ministry. The success cases all pointed out that this 

number needs to increase to a minimum of ten hours or 20% of their time. These ten 

hours or more are critical for developing the type of relationships most church ministries 

want but few give their staff freedom to fulfill.  

One student who took a position at a church commented, “I frame everything 

through the relational ministry lens. I just started showing up to games, activities, school 

stuff, and staying the whole event with a brief conversation afterwards. I can see a direct 

correlation to the change in our relationship with the events that I showed up.”89 Showing 

up requires time and planning. Several students commented about the need to show up:   

 “Great level of trust is built by showing up.”90  

 “Showing up consistently gave me credibility.”91  

                                                           
89 Interview with student #5, December 3, 2018. 
 
90 Interview with student #26, November 27, 2018. 
 
91 Interview with student #29, November 9, 2018. 
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 “Age doesn’t matter. What matters is showing up!”  

 “I remember going to a Color Guard competition for six hours where there 

isn’t a lot of spectators. Showing up for something no one else showed interest 

in communicates value.”  

 “Tension exists between those who show up regularly and those who 

randomly drop in to give a pizza to a kid.”  

 “We go to lunch or games, concerts, and plays. If they invite us, we will go. 

Sometimes we invite ourselves.”92 

A couple of students serving in the urban community commented that 

relationships there take much more time and effort. Even though the student was from the 

neighborhood many adolescents thought he was a cop looking for information. However, 

by being present, sharing his story (level two pacing presence) and doing life with 

adolescents, he was able to communicate that he was not an informant but someone who 

cared. It took him being present over a long period of time to prove that he really does 

care and wants to get to know them. If, in fact, we know that the more time we spend 

with adolescents in their world the deeper the relationship, then the church needs to give 

more time to their ministry staff to build relationships.  

Longevity 

If we know that the more time we spend the deeper the relationship, then it goes 

to reason that the longer we stay the greater the impact.  One student made the comment: 

“If we say relationships are this important, then why are people moving? What impact are 

                                                           
92 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 



76 
 

we making when we move from place to place?”93 Another reoccurring theme of my 

interviews was consistency:   

 “You need to be consistent.”94  

 “Consistency builds trust and teachers and staff can see that.”95  

 “Longevity leads to deeper relationships.”96  

 “Consistency is huge.”97  

 “Trust is built through longevity.”98  

 “Consistency is very important to young people.”99  

One respondent commented that one of the most important factors in building 

relationships is repetition, “The more you do it, the easier it gets.”100 Another student 

agreed, “You’ve got to get into their world.”101 The longer we stay, the greater the 

opportunity for impact. Another respondent commented that it took the person who 

showed up in his life five or six years to build enough trust where the adolescents asked 

the student leader  to start a bible study and even longer for the community to trust him.   

                                                           
93 Interview with student #6, November 26, 2018. 
 
94 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
 
95 Interview with student #28, November 12, 2018. 
 
96 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
 
97 Interview with student #12, December 28, 2018. 
 
98 Interview with student #28, November 12, 2018. 
 
99 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
 
100 Interview with student #18, November 8, 2018. 
 
101 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
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 Several respondents commented that there were little or no relational building 

efforts being done when they took the church position. Building trust and credibility takes 

time and effort. The longer one stays the greater the opportunity for impact and deeper 

relationships. It is also true that the earlier one starts building trust and care by being 

present, the greater the chance that that person will be sought out when things go awry. 

As one student shared, “I started this journey with them before they entered the valley 

they were going through. If you start early, they will come to you, especially when 

tension arises with parents. This takes a year or two to have these opportunities so be 

patient.”102  

 One respondent asked, “Do they know that you are not afraid to be in their 

world?”103  Several students commented about the willingness to be uncomfortable.  It is 

uncomfortable but ministry leaders are uncomfortable so adolescents do not have to be.  

I was willing to be uncomfortable for the sake of their comfort. Because of 
my pacing presence, they were willing to trust me. Out of that came a lot of 
fruit. Seeing them for who they actually are. Seeing them with their friends 
in their natural habitat. Getting information first hand enabled me to better 
minister to them. From this I was able to share the gospel more effectively.  
I was trusted which brought credibility to my message.104  
 

Longevity and consistency allows us to know the story of their lives because we are 

there. One respondent said, “Knowing each other’s stories comes from seeing them do 

life versus someone telling you their story.”105 Another respondent made it very clear that 

for her knowing their story from their perspective was very important. As a minister in a 

                                                           
102 Interview with student #8, November 20, 2018. 
 
103 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
 
104 Interview with student #29, November 9, 2018. 
 
105 Interview with student #6, November 26, 2018. 
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residential treatment center, she could have read her clients story from the adolescent’s 

file, but instead she wanted to hear it from the adolescent’s perspective. Allowing them to 

share their own story built trust and dignity, which allowed for real conversation and the 

start of a meaningful relationship: “We have files on them, and yes I could read all about 

them, but I want them to tell me their story from their perspective.”106 The longer we are 

present, the more trust that is built and the more opportunity for care is available. Those 

who desire to develop deep relationships, therefore, must stay involved longer and be 

more consistent. 

Support 

Another significant factor that led to student’s success is the support of their 

respective bosses or supervisors. Their support is critical for the staff member to have 

freedom to go and be present with adolescents. Comments made about the support of the 

pastor, organization or supervisor include 

 “I have set office hours, but I have a lot of free reign to see kids. He says, I’m 

on your side; I’m in your corner. Great support. Huge to have him on our side. 

His advocacy made things grow.”107  

 “My supervisor ‘gets’ relational ministry. ”108  

 “I have freedom in my schedule and I’m encouraged to attend training events. 

Often I don’t even have a choice, my church just says, yes!”109  

                                                           
106 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
 
107 Interview with student #12, December 4, 2018. 
 
108 Interview with student #30, November 29, 2018. 
 
109 Interview with student #18, November 8, 2018. 
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Most in parachurch ministry have said doing relational ministry is part of their DNA. 

Here are a few of their comments regarding the support they get to go and pace with 

adolescents: 

 “They understand what it takes.”110  

 “It’s what we do.”111  

 “Contact time is required.”112  

 “We are expected to do contact work. NOT AN OPTION.”113  

 “It’s part of our ministry DNA. Needs to be part of church DNA.”114  

Another respondent who served both a church and in a parachurch ministry said, “Church 

was always negative about me going. Always battling with time at church versus time 

with kids. It was a tug of war thing. But with the parachurch ministry, they were for me 

going and being with people. They understand what it takes and they were good at 

training me.”115 Much of the reason why parachurch ministries exist is because the 

church could do a better job of making disciples while GOING. The church needs to be 

more intentional about staying focused on its mission as Jesus clearly stated in the Great 

Commission. Make disciples is an imperative, a command that his disciples followed, but 

the church has lagged in fulfilling.   

                                                           
 
110 Interview with student #6, November 26, 2018. 
 
111 Interview with student #8, November 20, 2018. 
 
112 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
 
113 Interview with student #19, November 28, 2018. 
 
114 Interview with student #29, November 9, 2018. 
 
115 Interview with student #6, November 26, 2018. 
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 One particular respondent came into a church setting where there was no contact 

work going on until a new senior pastor came on board that had a youth ministry 

background. Somehow, we need to be thinking about how to train senior leadership about 

the value of going and walking with adolescents and their families. As one student 

explained, “The idea of contact ministry was accepted, but the reality was not embraced.  

Staff needs to see contact time as real time doing ministry. My pastor knew the concept 

but not the reality. It takes time. Once the staff understood what it takes they fully 

embraced the idea of me being at school or at some kid event.”116  

 It is clear from respondent comments that one of the critical pieces for student’s 

abilities to go and move among the adolescents they serve is the understanding and 

encouragement of their pastor or supervisor on the time and effort it takes to build deep 

and meaningful relationships. When students feel supported and given the freedom to go 

and not spend all their time in the office, there is greater job satisfaction and frankly 

better results in their particular ministry.   

Presence 

The next concept that stood out from my interviews is the importance of presence: 

“You get to know adolescents through proximity.”117 In other words, one has to be 

present in order to know what adolescents are thinking and feeling. We cannot just read 

about their experience or even hear about it. We need to be in it. One respondent referring 

to the need to be present said, “Staying long enough gets you invited into the intimate 

parts of their lives. When you invest, the return will take time but will be worth it. I don’t 

                                                           
116 Interview with student #26, November 27, 2018. 
 
117 Interview with student #30, November 29, 2018. 
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think there is a relationship that I’ve had with a kid that hasn’t gotten better because of 

the time we spend outside of youth group. The more experiences I have with them the 

better the relationship.”118 Another respondent reflected saying,  

I don’t think I’d have the relationships that I have today with the kids I 
served if I didn’t do contact work. I saw them in their world. We need to 
see it ourselves.  I attended school assemblies because I wanted to be there. 
I wanted to see it for myself and say, I was there. These all add up to shared 
experiences.119   
 

Or, as another student said, “The more you are present the more real you are because they 

know that you care.”120  

Presence matters! One cannot know the life an adolescent lives without being 

there. Ministry students having a pacing presence create spaces where students are able to 

understand adolescent pain and behavior through proximity. It is only in the relationship 

that ministry students have the opportunity to listen and show love and care. It is only in 

the relationship that ministry students are granted permission to speak the truth in love to 

adolescents because presence matters. 

 Another respondent commented that if he asks about activities coming up that 

week at youth group he will not get much of a response. But if he sees an adolescent at 

school or at their work and asks about their activities coming up in their context, he gets 

an enthusiastic reply. Only when he is present in their world and demonstrating his care 

do students believe he is interested. Here is one respondent describing why she believes 

presence matters:  

                                                           
118 Interview with student #26, November 27, 2018. 
 
119 Interview with student #29, November 9, 2018. 
 
120 Interview with student #8, November 20, 2018. 
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I am intentional about entering into their world. Walking right up, 
introducing myself and asking questions. I allow young people to see me 
for who I genuinely am. I refer to this as a professional level of 
transparency. They know I’m flawed. They know there are boundaries. I 
think that I’ve been successful because I’ve been willing to do the hard work 
and walk alongside them in their journey. I never minimize their experience 
and I try to maximize their growth and development. I know what hurt feels 
like. I know pain but I never compare myself to other’s experience. I know 
pain and I know loss, but not the specifics of someone else’s situation.121  
 

Another respondent puts the priority of presence this way,  

I had this crucial moment of realizing I’m not caring about the kids; I really 
just cared about the kids who came to my ministry. So, I shifted, I wanted 
to start caring about kids, because I want to care about kids (not just the kids 
who come to our event). When that happened, that is when our ministry 
started to gain some momentum. Things began to flourish. 
 
Bringing that full circle, in pacing presence, and the thing that stuck out to 
me from the class is the book by Andrew Root in making relationships, just 
for relationship sake.  Seeing students as image bearing visions of God. You 
are a person loved by God, not simply you are part of our ministry. When I 
started investing my time in kids that’s when our ministry started 
flourishing. 122 
 

Last, one respondent made it very clear that the closer we live in proximity to the 

adolescents we serve the easier it is to be present. So, if we are serving adolescents in the 

urban community, then we better be living in the urban community. If we have students 

at multiple schools, which is more common, then pick a community where the majority 

of the kids go to school. Whatever the case, we ought to be deliberate and strategic.  

  

 

 

                                                           
121 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
 
122 Interview with student #19, November 28, 2018. (Italics added). 
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Team 

The final factor that contributes to the success of ministry students building deep 

meaningful relationships with the adolescents they serve is building a cohesive team 

ministry. No one has the time or energy to build deep relationships with every kid in their 

ministry. Jesus had a team of twelve disciples that he trained and equipped, but he also 

spent significantly more time and shared more intimate experiences with Peter, James 

and John. Therefore, it is critical for the success of any relational ministry to have a team 

of volunteers who know what to do, why they are doing it, and how to do it with focused 

intent.  

 For years in youth ministry, it was believed if you got one charismatic leader who 

could draw the “key kid” in the school to their program you’d get most of the school to 

follow. “Key boys or girls, as they are called in Young Life circles. Win them over, and 

you will have access to the whole crowd they dominate.”123 This was not a good model 

then and certainly is not an effective model today.  Adolescents no longer run in large 

packs. There is a need for a very diverse and numerous group of leaders for any ministry 

trying to reach today’s adolescents. The group of leaders need significant training not to 

just show up at youth group, but to be leaders who invest in adolescents’ lives and do 

contact ministry much like the paid staff. The paid youth worker cannot and should not 

do it alone. As the African proverb says, it takes a village. Better yet is takes many 

villages to raise devoted followers of Jesus Christ. Here are a few comments from 

respondent interviews that support the need for involved team members: 

                                                           
123 Emile Cailliet. Young Life. New York, NY. Harper & Row Publishing, 1963, 63.  
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 “My leaders fully embrace the relational approach. They like each other and 

care about kids.”124  

 “I have two leaders who have fully embraced building relationships by going 

to every one of a kid’s games. Due to their commitment the boys invited them 

to start a bible study at the kid’s house. That doesn’t happen without showing 

up to every game.”125  

 “One thing is certain, the more they see it the more they catch it. Must be 

modeled.”126  

 “My leaders fully embrace going. We have even canceled our ministry event 

so leaders could go to a school event. We need to push the contacting time. 

It’s a critical part of the mission.”127  

 “Some leaders discovered that logging a lot of hours without much result can 

be boring, but one needs to remember the goal.”128  

One respondent recognized that though she has modeled it well and others see the impact 

that her efforts have on adolescents, she needs to do a better job of explaining why she 

does what she does. Pacing presence, going to where kids are, building relationships “is 

more caught than taught. That being said, ministry leaders of teams need to do a better 

job of explain the why so leaders understand the imperative.”129  

                                                           
124 Interview with student #18, November 8, 2018. 
 
125 Interview with student #26, November 27, 2018. 
 
126 Ibid. 
 
127 Interview with student #28, November 12, 2018. 
 
128 Interview with student #12, December 4, 2018. 
 
129 Interview with student #4, December 6, 2018. 
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 Another respondent described how she had a group of girls from the same class 

that didn’t have a leader who was connecting with them. At the beginning of a new 

school year a new college student came along as a volunteer and started connecting with 

this group. She began to log time and brought energy to this group, and now this is the 

largest small group with that age. Clearly, this new volunteer is making a significant 

difference in the lives of these young ladies because of her willingness to pace and to 

enter meaningfully into their lives.    

Barriers 

 Thus far, we have discussed the factors that led to ministry students successfully 

moving effectively and meaningfully in the lives of the adolescents they serve. In 

contrast, we will examine the barriers that prevent ministry students from entering 

meaningfully into the lives of the students they work with. These barriers are real. They 

pose a real and present danger to students staying in ministry for the long haul, and they 

threaten the effectiveness of building deep and meaningful relationships. The barriers 

include an ambiguous job description or one that does not set time with adolescents as a 

priority, lack of time management skills, little to no accountability, the lack of a team or a 

team which does not engage in relational work, and complex family schedules.  

Job Responsibilities 

The first barrier that poses a threat to effective relationship building is the church 

schedule and responsibilities. The respondents who were unsuccessful in spending more 

than five hours a week with adolescents on their turf said that they were hindered by all 

the other responsibilities they were given (and said, yes, to).  
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 “Administrative work prevents me from going.”130  

 “My office schedule prevents me from spending time with kids.”131  

 “There are lots of things that I do at my job that are not my job but I still do 

them. I maintain our webpage because I’m the youngest person on staff. I’m 

designing the Christmas card for church.  These are going to take hours to do 

plus my planning for my talk, practicing my talk, getting info to my leaders, it 

all takes time.”132  

Respondents clearly indicated that all these “other” responsibilities take time away from 

being with kids or leaders. If something that is public (lesson plan, message, newsletter) 

has to get done, the time spent with kids will suffer. Rarely does youth ministry staff have 

a clear line item in their job description that denotes how much time they are able to 

invest in the lives of adolescents. As stated earlier, many pastors and staff leadership 

agree with relational ministry in concept, but when it comes to giving adequate time in 

the weekly schedule that is less than enthusiastically supported. Those respondents who 

struggled to put in more time with adolescents all acknowledged a desire to spend more 

time but felt unable to due to other responsibilities given to them by church leadership. 

While it is human nature to blame others, students also acknowledged that they allowed 

themselves to get into this over-committed situation. 

 

 

                                                           
130 Interview with student #18, November 8, 2018. 
 
131 Interview with student #30, November 29, 2018. 
 
132 Interview with student #26, November 27, 2018. 
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Time Management 

The second barrier that many students commented on is their own time 

management. For many the ability to say, no, is difficult. However, as one wise person 

said to me as a ministry leader, “When you say yes to someone or something else, you 

say no to the things that might be more important.” What ministry students might need 

help with is managing the resources they have been given, including their time. Having 

someone in a leadership position holding ministry students accountable to spending time 

with adolescents at school, at work, at games or even online will help them remain 

passionate about developing deep and meaningful relationships. Also, it is very important 

to have someone help with managing the role and responsibilities so as to not infringe on 

the relational time that is so vital. If we know that more time with adolescents in their 

world leads to deeper more committed relationships, we should give our ministry staff 

this freedom versus filling their agenda up with activities and tasks that take time away 

from adolescents.  

Training Volunteers 

Another barrier is recognizing students cannot do this relational work alone. 

Those who had success had a team of volunteers fully engaged with building 

relationships.  So, it goes to reason one of the barriers is “trying to do this work alone,”133 

as one respondent explained about what holds her back.  Duplicating ourselves through 

the work of a team is a necessary ingredient to success. Spending time training others will 

free the ministry worker to be more effective. Many students get into ministry because 

they are good at building relationships with adolescents. But as these respondents 

                                                           
133 Interview with student #4. December 6, 2018. 
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acknowledged, they need to spend more time training volunteers, going with them to do 

different levels of pacing presence, and holding them accountable to putting in adequate 

time. One respondent commented that events were postponed or canceled so volunteers 

can go and spend that time with adolescents. This helps communicate volumes to church 

leadership and adolescents alike that relationships matter more than program. Another 

respondent wrestled with the churches vision being very different from his own when it 

came to spending time with adolescents; to help with this, it is very important to get not 

only the senior leadership but all leadership on board with the time and energy it takes to 

build deep and meaningful relationship. 

Family Schedule 

The last of the barriers we will focus on came from a respondent’s own personal 

life. The challenge for all is managing the schedule of a growing family with a growing 

ministry. Making choices about how many nights a week the ministry student will spend 

outside the family home while maintaining date nights and family time are some of the 

biggest challenges every person in ministry will likely face. One of the realities about 

doing relational ministry is there is always more one can do. As I stated earlier saying, 

yes to one thing means saying, no to another.   

The church has not done a good job of putting the family of the minister first. 

Many ministers have neglected their role as a parent and spouse for the sake of doing 

“God’s work.” Taking a page from Andy Stanley’s playbook134 where he stated that God 

did not call him to build the church (Matthew 16:18). He says that God promises to build 

the church and that he, as a father and husband, is called to love his wife and family 

                                                           
134 Stanley, Andy.  Leadership Summit: The Best Leadership Decision I Ever Made. Willow Creek Church, 
2006. 
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(Ephesians 5:25). Life is about choices. If God has called one to have a family, then to be 

obedient we must love our spouse and family as he has called us. Then we are called to 

serve the church, which God is building. So, both student ministers and the church must 

come to hold each other accountable to the calling each has received. This will vary 

depending on the place of ministry one is called to, but suffice it to say, each needs to be 

on the same page of what is healthy for the family and what is healthy for the church or 

ministry.  

Summary & Conclusion 

  Ministry students experiencing the greatest success in building deep and 

meaningful relationships with adolescents have five factors in common: time, longevity, 

support, presence and a team approach. The first and most significant is the amount of 

time students spend with adolescents in their environment. The minimum amount of time 

the most successful students spend is ten hours and up to as much as twenty-five hours a 

week. This equates to spending between 25 and 50% of a regular work week connecting 

with adolescents, leaders, families, and online. The research shows that those who put 

this kind of time into their relationships reap a much higher rate of return on the depth of 

those relationships.   

 Second, longevity plays a significant role. The longer a student ministry staff 

person stays in the same setting the greater the opportunity to affect lives long term.  

Consistency in showing up day after day, week after week, and year after year breeds 

trust and depth.  There is no substitute.  

 Third, the amount of support the student minister receives from the senior pastor 

or supervisor directly affects the student’s capacity to go and thoughtfully build 



90 
 

relationships. Understanding and having supervisor support is a big contributing factor 

for freeing up ministry students to purposefully enter the adolescent culture. Many 

students commented how hard ministry is and how needed the support of their 

supervisors was to fulfill Jesus’ command to go! 

 Fourth, presence matters! The more one is present the more one is seen as part of 

the fabric of the adolescent’s life. There is no alternative to showing up and being there. 

Shared experiences are one of the hallmarks to building memories and history with one 

another.  

 Finally, creating a team of leaders who love adolescents and who want to spend 

time with them in their world leads to greater depth and meaningful relationships for 

many. As a student ministry staff, you can only do so much. We need to build and equip 

a team as Jesus did and send them out, for the harvest is plentiful, but the workers are 

few. Much more can be accomplished with like-minded staff and volunteers who love 

adolescents and want to journey with them as they discover God’s call and desire to be in 

a relationship with each and every one of them.  

  I have much to do in my Relational Ministry course to help students better 

identify their main responsibilities in their job description as building relationships with 

adolescents and their team of leaders. I also need to spend more time in helping them 

manage their time, train their volunteers, and prioritize their family schedule.  
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Chapter 4: Going, A Ministry of Presence 
 

Impress Them on Your Children 

God’s commands are pretty clear. The biblical text from Deuteronomy 6 says we 

are to: 

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 
all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be on 
your hearts.  Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit 
at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when 
you get up.  Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your 
foreheads.  Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates. 
    

Believing parents have been contemplating for centuries how to fulfill God’s plan 

described in these verses in the best possible way. In recent years, parents and other 

adults have succumbed to the descriptions of adolescence that treat the adolescent stage 

of life as some alien experience, sometimes even abdicating influence for God’s purposes 

to anyone other than parents, teachers or the church. All three need to be more deliberate 

if they are going to fulfill the commands they’ve been given by God.  

Our God-given role as parents, teachers and the church is to purposefully walk 

with adolescents, guiding them to follow the path that God has planned for them. Raising 

children to follow Christ is our number one priority as believing parents. In order to do 

this well, there needs to be an open, honest, and transparent relationship between parent, 

adolescent and the student minister. A parents’ responsibility is to pass on to their 

children all that God has made known to his people. From the beginning of time this was 

done through the oral tradition, telling stories over and over again until the children were 

able to recite the same stories and thereby demonstrating their understanding of common 

faith practices. However, it is one thing to be able to recite the story and a completely 
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different thing to live out the principles and practices of our faith stories in a loving 

caring relationship. The parents’ job is to stay connected with their adolescent so that the 

young person can see those faith practices lived out in the world today. This is especially 

important through the adolescent time of life. The church is called to support the family 

in accomplishing this responsibility. Unfortunately, as discussed in the first chapter, 

many adolescents lack this kind of parental and adult engagement. This fundamental 

aspect of parenting and mentoring needs to change, along with how the church is 

supporting parents in fulfilling God’s plan. 

Adolescents need someone to understand their place in this world and to walk 

with them in the mess and mire of their circumstances. They need someone who is 

willing to take the time to listen to their hearts and to hear their calls for help and cries for 

love and acceptance. I wonder what adolescence would be like today if parents and 

church leaders were more deliberate about staying with their adolescents, listening to 

them, and engaging them in conversation about their relationships and dreams. The 

opportunity to play this role is a right that must be earned. Just because a parent lives 

under the same roof as the child does not guarantee this right will be given. There is no 

substitute for logging an inordinate amount of time in the presence of an adolescent and 

practicing the skill of listening to earn this right. If the parent has not earned the right to 

be heard, then certainly the person who logs the time and listens to the adolescent will. 

Too often this is a peer, rather than another caring adult, a result of the systematic 

abandonment that Chap Clark has identified.  

 A coach, a teacher, a mentor or another adult through the church can step in with 

a ministry of pacing presence to provide the listening ear that naturally leads to the 
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identity, belonging, training and development needed to reach mature adulthood. 

Obviously, this does not occur automatically. Time, longevity, support, presence and a 

team of volunteers are needed if the adolescent is going to trust the caring adult to help 

them process their experiences.  

The church also plays a significant role in establishing the needed sense of 

identity and belonging. Growing Young characterizes every human being as trying to 

answer three significant questions: Who am I? Where do I belong? What’s my purpose in 

life? Their research supports these questions asserting: “We believe that at the core of 

what it means to be human lie three ultimate questions. If we are going to empathize with 

today’s young people, we have to explore these questions. They are often what keep 

today’s teenagers and emerging adults awake at night.”135 The church believes that God 

has revealed some things about our purpose, identity and belonging. We are all God’s 

workmanship; we are created to do good works and adopted into God’s family. The 

writer of the gospel of John talks about how God adopts us into his family by saying,   

Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave 
the right to become children of God— children born not of natural descent, 
nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. (John 1:12-13) 
 

All believers are born of God, adopted into his family. Therefore, as his children, 

our identity is found in him and no other. Parents, other adults and the church need to be 

more intentional in communicating this belonging to our children. But how does this 

happen when many emerging adults have turned away from the church? If the church is 

seen as judgmental and hypocritical to emerging adults, what does the church have to do 

to be the kind of place that emerging adults will once again turn to for identity, belonging 

                                                           
135 Powell, Mulder, and Griffin. Growing Young, 95. 



94 
 

and purpose? What can the church learn from its failure to retain emerging adults who 

grew up going to church? 

Pacing presence requires parents, other adults and the church to be present in 

adolescents’ lives during each stage of development. Relationships matter to all of us, but 

especially to adolescents. As they experience the storms and stress of life, they need 

people who will genuinely care about them and help them grow through the noise and 

fogginess of adolescence. Pacing presence allows one to share the place of pain and 

encourage one another to grow. As scripture clearly teaches, hardship and pain are 

essential for the growth that it brings (Heb. 12:7-11). Struggle is not to be avoided, nor is 

it simply to be endured. This passage suggests that life must be about helping one another 

acknowledge pain and accept its purpose in bringing about growth. But for many, if not 

most, learning from struggle requires having someone in our lives who we can trust and 

discuss issues as they come and how we can learn from them, someone who has earned 

the right to be heard, someone who is present and will pace on the journey. This is 

precisely what I teach my students to do in the Relational Ministries class at Kuyper 

College. Not only do they need to be actively engaged with adolescents in their world, 

but they can also assist parents and other adults to do the same.  

Pragmatic Task 

In this section, I will move to the pragmatic task of Osmer’s model of practical 

theology through seeking to construct an applied strategy based on the discoveries of the 

three previous tasks.136 Here I hope to identify transformative pedagogies and practices 

that develop pacing presence for ministry students, parents and other adults, so that they 

                                                           
136 Osmer, Practical Theology, 4. 
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can stay meaningfully involved in the lives of adolescents to help them grow toward 

maturity. The outcomes will be pedagogical suggestions for the course and content 

revisions to improve the impact of the relational ministry course for future students as 

well as suggestions for parents and the church about how adults can earn the right to be 

heard and develop deep and meaningful relationships.  

 From the results of the Success Case Method, I will identify several practices that 

have made a clear difference in the relationships of my students and the adolescents they 

work with. From those successes, I will assess my course and identify key factors that 

promote pacing presence that can be embraced by youth ministry leaders, volunteers, 

church leaders, parents and others who work with adolescents in how to build caring, 

loving, long-term relationships. I will also address the barriers, both structural and 

attitudinal, that prevent students from moving meaningfully in the lives of the adolescents 

they serve.  

How Ought We to Act Realistically? 

 This final question of Osmer’s practical theology brings the ministry student to 

some realistic conclusions. In the study of theology, our orthopraxy reveals our 

orthodoxy, meaning our actions reveal what we truly believe.  If, in fact, as my 

respondents revealed, many churches and pastors say they believe in the concept of 

pacing presence, but they have been less than enthusiastic about giving the appropriate 

time and space to build deep and meaningful relationships to their ministry leaders, then 

something should change. 

 Inherent in Osmer’s practical theology is the understanding that the way things 

are needs to change if transformation is going to occur. Change is a threat to the status 
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quo, but if the status quo is not effective, then leaders need to embrace change as part of 

God’s transformational mandate to “be transformed by the renewing of your mind” 

(Romans 12:2). What follows are nine outcomes that parents, other adults and the church 

should consider if they want to stay connected and develop a pacing presence with the 

adolescents in their lives. 

Outcome #1: Sharing Life Together – Time 

The first element of change for ministry leaders, adult volunteers and the church 

regarding pacing presence is freeing up time in the ministry staff’s schedule to build trust 

by being present. There is no substitute for the high demand of time necessary for pacing 

presence, as Richard Dunn so eloquently put it,  

Pacing, therefore, demands time, the time it takes to go beyond the surface 
in a conversation or to enter the social turf of a student – a band concert, a 
dorm room… Pacing is costly. Pacing builds trust. Trust produces 
relationship.137 
 

The students who were most successful at building deep meaningful relationships with 

the adolescents they served spend ten to twenty hours a week in pacing presence 

activities. Nearly half of a ministry leader’s time should be spent going to the school, 

places of work, extracurricular activities, or online, wherever adolescents spend most of 

their days. There is no substitute for giving adequate time to do this work, and it is work! 

Many ministry students are criticized for what looks to be just playing video games or 

soccer, basketball, golf, having coffee, going shopping, etc. But in reality what is 

happening is building trust with adolescents. It takes this kind of time and activity to 

                                                           
137 Dunn. Shaping the Spiritual Lives of Students. 16. (Emphasis added). 
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accomplish what Paul describes in 1 Thessalonians 2:8, “For we loved you so much that 

we were delighted to share with you not only the Gospel of God, but our lives as well, 

because you have become so dear to us.” Sharing our lives together is foundational to 

deep and meaningful relationships.  

When we share life together, it builds trust and opens the door for the opportunity 

to share life together. Logging significant time enables conversations to happen naturally. 

As one of my respondents revealed, only after being present in an adolescent’s world 

does the young person become enthusiastic about our presence and desire more time 

together. Be assured there is no set formula. Adolescents are in control of whom they will 

let into their lives. But ministry students, parents and other adults increase their chances 

of being invited in by being present, showing up and staying involved in the adolescent’s 

world.  

 Early in my experience in ministry a friend invited me to join him as a high 

school coach. I started out knowing very little about the sport, but through his mentoring 

I gained knowledge and the skills to coach well. I have been coaching high school sports 

on and off for more than thirty-five years. Coaching gives the adult immediate access to 

adolescents and to the school. In a day and age where access is extremely limited and 

adults are vetted to the nth degree, as they should be, coaching allows the adult to have 

authorized time with adolescents and complete access to the school. It has been a 

tremendous privilege to have consistent time with the adolescents I’ve had the 

opportunity of coaching over the last four decades. Fortunately for me, both the church 

and the parachurch ministry I’ve been associated with understood the benefit of playing a 
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coaching role in a high school or middle school. Even as a parent I had the pleasure of 

coaching my own adolescents in their respective high school sports.  

There are other ways to get connected and to be present beyond being a coach. 

Schools are always looking for volunteer mentors, tutors, running a game clock for a 

game, or helping with serving food at lunch.  Parents, other adults, church leaders can 

simply ask schools about the help they may need. Another respondent in my research had 

an administrator say, “I need more guys like you. I am only one of three adult males in 

the school. There is a need for more models and mentors in the school.”138  

Similar options are available to parents, other adults and even church leaders who 

want to be engaged in adolescent’s lives. Adolescents spend the majority of their days in 

school, so how might we engage them in this environment?    

Although laws exist so that religious organizations do not proselytize on a public 

school campus, this should not prevent being present since the purpose of being on 

campus is to build relationships, trust, care, and a pacing presence, not to get adolescents 

to come to our ministry event. If that is our agenda, adolescents and the school will sniff 

that manipulation out in a hurry, and we will not last having access to the school campus.   

Administrators, athletic directors and teachers appreciate caring adults who want 

to invest in the lives of adolescents in the school. This can happen when the church frees 

up time of their ministry staff to go. Five hours a week is not enough. Ten hours is a 

minimum, and fifteen to twenty is recommended. Imagine what depth would occur if this 

kind of time was invested in the lives of the adolescents each ministry leader serves. 

Imagine the relationship that would exist with adolescents if ministry students stayed 

                                                           
138 Interview with Student #6, November 26, 2018. 
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connected in the mess of the young person’s journey. We demonstrate unconditional 

love, the kind of love Jesus modeled when we stay with someone who is struggling or 

trying to push away. This can be hard, but the benefit long term is unmistakable. To a 

respondent from the research, the more time spent with adolescents in their world the 

more open they are, the more real the conversation and the deeper the relationship.   

Other options exist beyond school. One might connect with adolescents online, 

going shopping, fishing, and playing golf, whatever their interest is. One of the 

adolescents in my ministry was into taxidermy. I knew nothing of this industry so I asked 

him to show me.  The idea is to find something they are interested in and join them on the 

journey.  There is no substitute for spending time together to build a relationship. 

Therefore, the church and the ministry student need to come together and decide how 

many hours is appropriate, given the number of students and families involved in the 

ministry, for building, developing and growing deep and meaningful relationships. 

Parents can do their own assessment of how much time they are spending with their 

adolescent and actively showing interest in their pursuits.  

In my course I will give greater attention to the need for significant time spent in 

the adolescent culture. Stressing the results of the research from the most successful 

students will offer my future students a better chance of building deep and meaningful 

relationships with adolescents and training their volunteers to do the same. I also intend 

to address the time barriers that keep students from entering into the adolescent culture 

both personally and professionally. Equipping students with a clear apologetic on why up 

to half their time should be spent in pacing presence will enable them to discern the right 

fit for the ministry they are seeking to serve.  
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Outcome #2: Commitment to Place - Longevity 

 My father was a salesman for forty years with the same company. He spent years 

building trust with his clients. One client, in the furniture industry in Grand Rapids, had 

very tight security with personnel going in and coming out of the building. My father had 

built so much trust over his forty years that he did not have to wear a security badge in 

the building because he was known. His consistency and longevity spoke for itself. It is 

precisely this sort of consistency and longevity that is needed to build the trust and 

confidence that adolescents need. Showing up every once in a while will not cut it. If 

ministry students, parents, other adults want to build deep and meaningful relationships, 

then they need to stick around for the long haul. I used to require a two-year commitment 

when recruiting volunteers, but my own volunteers pushed back and said since high 

school adolescents spend four years in high school, the commitment should be a 

minimum of four years. I could not disagree with that logic. The longer one sticks around 

the greater the opportunity for impact.  

 I had the privilege of serving Fifth Reformed Church as the youth pastor for 

thirteen years before becoming a professor at Kuyper College. I loved everything about 

the church and the people I was ministering to and with. Some of these people are still 

my closest friends and companions in life. One of the clear benefits of staying for longer 

than the average youth pastor139 is you get invited into some of the most intimate 

experiences of life. I have had the privilege of officiating several weddings of adolescents 

from my youth group. I’ve cared for someone suffering the loss of a father who had 

                                                           
139 “The average length of stay in my 2006 survey of 373 fired or burned-out youth pastors was 4.8 years.” 
Len Kageler. Youth Ministry Survival Guide: How to Thrive and Last for the Long Haul. Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan Publishing, 2008, 17.   
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cancer and another who lost a child to leukemia. The longer one is around the more these 

opportunities come. Because of our history together, a couple of people from our youth 

group who, in their adulthood, underwent treatment for cancer, allowed me to journey 

with them in their treatment. Greater opportunities come with staying around and being 

consistent. Adolescents feel known and valued when the important people in their lives 

remain. We become more important by showing up, which builds trust and leads to open 

conversation about the realities of life’s journey.   

Youth ministry students, leaders, and volunteers should consider a commitment to 

place by committing to a ministry for five or ten years over the average length of stay. 

Too often students think they have to move from place to place to advance. But 

considering the impact that staying has on relationships, they should be thinking more 

about committing to a community and a group of people. One respondent made this 

observation of his own impact saying,  

I’ve been in this work for four years and I’m just now seeing that work come 
back to me. People see me being here not to fix them, but to love on them, 
to do life with them. But it’s taken me four years to get here. It took my 
leader over a decade to get there with me. It takes time and consistency. I 
see others who are moving around and ask, what kind of impact are your 
making by moving around? You may be making impact for a season but it’s 
not lasting impact. If we are saying relationships matter then why are you 
giving up?140 

Relationships and trust take time to build. I’ve had numerous conversations with ministry 

students and pastors after eighteen months in a position in which they question whether 

the position is a good fit. They are questioning their impact at too early a stage. I always 

encourage them to stick it out to at least the third year. In my experience the impact of 

                                                           
140 Interview with Student #6, November 26, 2018. 
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those relationships does not show up until the third year. If we bail on the people and the 

ministry we are building only after two years, we miss out on seeing the impact our time 

and effort is making. Staying has more potential to impact lives than leaving ever will. I 

will add a segment in my course to discuss this commitment to place. The challenge for 

students is to think more long term in their positions considering the impact that staying 

and leaving has on relationships. The challenge for many churches is to keep youth 

ministry staff around for more than a few years. This leads us to outcome #3. 

Outcome #3: I Have Your Back - Support 

 Another significant factor in building deep and meaningful relationships for youth 

ministry staff is having the support of the senior pastor or direct supervisor. The church 

that I served transitioned from a church secretary who had been in the position for more 

than twenty-five years to someone with no experience in church administration. Our new 

secretary came out of the business world and was very competent and efficient; however, 

she was not as knowledgeable in the ministry world. I learned early on that I needed to 

explain how I do what I do. People were calling the church office (before cell phones) 

looking for me, and she would respond with “I don’t know where he is or when he’s 

coming back.” Clearly, this was a communication failure on my part, but it was also an 

opportunity to help her understand that my job was not an office job. Much of my job 

was meeting with leaders and seeing adolescents away from my office. Our senior pastor 

understood this, but this incident revealed how important it was to communicate what I 

do with all people in leadership. Once this was explained and understood a tremendous 

amount of support followed.  
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One particular student respondent commented that her senior pastor “has her 

back. She explained that her senior pastor “gets” youth ministry. As a former youth 

minister himself, he knows what it takes: “He says to us, ‘He’s in our corner, I’m going 

to fight for you, whatever you need. He gives time and money to helping us connect with 

kids.  He trusts us. He makes it very clear to us that he is on our side.”141  She goes on to 

explain his advocacy made the youth ministry grow.   

 Another ingredient in support is allowing for a flexible schedule. Respondents 

talked about having set office hours, but they were no more than twenty hours a week. 

This is precisely why part-time youth ministry does not work as well. To do relational 

ministry well leaders need time to spend in the adolescent world. Church leadership will 

ask a part-time youth worker to lead a Bible study, teach Sunday school, plan vacation 

Bible school, build a leadership team, occasionally lead worship for the congregation, 

prepare a mission trip and maybe include build relationships with middle and high school 

students. This is very difficult in a part-time role. In order to build a healthy supportive 

ministry, the youth ministers need time to develop and maintain relationships. No matter 

the size of the group this takes more time than most part-time roles can accomplish.   

 When I was hired at Fifth Reformed Church, the leadership saw a deficit in its 

youth ministry. Families were leaving the church when their children became adolescents 

because enough time and resources weren’t invested toward youth. The new senior pastor 

came with the promise that he could hire a full-time youth minister. Hired full-time when 

there were eight high school students and four middle schoolers, I was that person. The 

                                                           
141 Interview with student #12, December 4, 2018. 
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leadership adopted the attitude from the movie, Field of Dreams, “If you build it, they 

will come.” The “it” was not a program but relationships. I made it very clear when I was 

interviewed that if they were looking for someone to build a program and have lots of 

events, I was not their person. But if they were looking for someone to build relationships 

who would be around for the long haul, I believe I had something to offer. Having the 

backing of my senior pastor was especially critical in dealing with the consistory, which 

was not fully on par with the time that it takes to build relationships. Some wanted to see 

more immediate results from the money they invested in the youth ministry. It took three 

years of constantly saying, “Trust the process. It takes time to build relationship and to 

train a group of leaders to go and spend time with adolescents.”  

 Another key factor in the arena of support is healthy financial compensation of 

youth ministry staff. If people’s relational, physical, emotional, spiritual and financial 

needs are met, they will be more likely to stay in their jobs. It has taken a long time for 

youth ministry to gain enough credibility that compensation for these positions approach 

the level of other ministry staff in the church. This outcome warrants way more time and 

research than the scope of this study, but the better the staff is taken care of, the more 

efficiently their needs are met, the more likely they will stay meaningfully involved in the 

lives of the people they serve. The relationship with the senior pastor and/or supervisor is 

critical to longevity.  The more skills and attention given to building this relationship will 

contribute to the kind of support that will keep the student around for long term.  

 I already discuss support and communication in my course, but this research 

reminds me to be more conscious about helping students grasp the concept and identify 

positions that will offer strong support.  
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Outcome #4: Showing Up – Presence Matters! 

 One of the phrases I use in my relational ministry course is that our ministry 

should be characterized as a going ministry of presence. Presence requires us to be there, 

to show up, and to stay attentive. Showing up means more than going to school on the 

day of one’s program event. Adolescents will quickly notice if someone only shows up to 

lunch, games or the school on the day of a group’s event, bible study or activity. That 

comes across as manipulative. If we do, we communicate that we are only there to 

remind them of our event, even if we never say anything about it. Presence requires the 

ministry student to go regularly and in a variety of arenas.  

 One student respondent said, “Showing up gave me credibility. I intentionally 

attended school assemblies because I wanted to know what was going on. I was there. 

This became a shared experience.”142 As stated earlier, presence matters!  

Being Seen 

 Practicing pacing presence begins with being seen. Starting here is a slow process 

and cannot be rushed. Too often ministry students want to rush ahead without putting in 

the necessary time. One respondent stated, “I started out trying to go too deep too early 

with a couple of students. Now I have swung the pendulum in the other direction and am 

probably too cautious.”143 Being seen is all about building trust and earning the right to 

be heard. By logging hours in the presence of adolescents we begin to break down walls 

of suspicion. There will still be suspicion, such as one student who commented he was 

                                                           
142 Interview with student #29, November 9, 2018. 
 
143 Interview with student #5, December 2, 2018.  
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accused of being a cop, but through consistently showing up, adolescents’ defenses will 

soften. Being seen in multiple arenas of their lives will also help establish more of that 

trust, and it might spark interest about who you are and why you are around so much.    

 Youth ministry students can begin by being introduced to the school principals of 

the adolescents in the area. The best way to do this is to have someone with credibility do 

the introducing. Society has too many people looking to victimize adolescents, so having 

someone with credibility eases suspicion. After an introduction one can offer to help in 

any way needed. It is also a good idea to ask about procedures and protocols for showing 

up at school and to follow those protocols to the letter. The more one is seen and around, 

the more trust will develop and the more naturally one will become part of the fabric of 

adolescents’ lives. Over time the showing up will transition into become a trusted 

member of the community. Jesus demonstrates the value of showing up by spending the 

early days of his public ministry being seen. The gospel of Mark describes how he 

demonstrates his authority over demons, nature, the Mosaic Law, and creation. By being 

seen he makes himself available and approachable.  

 Being seen does not require conversation; a simple hello is all that is needed. One 

can show up before school to walk the halls or after school to watch practices. Look for 

ways to serve. Find out where students hang out after school and just wander through. Go 

to where adolescents work and buy a drink or sandwich or groceries and just say hi. The 

more one can be seen, the more a bridge of friendship is built.  
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Talking With  

Second, we move to the stage of talking with. As we become more familiar with 

the territory, we will learn how to start up natural conversations. School lunchrooms hold 

a captive audience, and adolescents will express curiosity if we regularly show up. 

Learning the skill of small talk and noticing will make conversation easier. Noticing what 

adolescents are eating and wearing, and watching their dispositions can all lead to either 

simple conversation or more involved, depending on the adolescent. Human beings long 

to be noticed. We often pass by someone saying, “Hey, how’s it going?” But rarely do we 

stick around to actually pay attention to the answer. Many times people don’t even 

answer the greeting. But sometimes people do, and it begs a follow up. I find myself 

listening for a change in the answer when I inquire a second time, such as 

 Me: Hey, how’s it going? 

 Adolescent: Good! 

 Me: Really? 

 Adolescent: Yah, I’m okay. 

 Me: Whoa, that’s a quick change of answer.  What’s going on?  

Notice the move from good to okay in their response. This is sometimes something 

significant and sometimes something simple, but in either case the opportunity is there to 

show care by engaging in conversation. Adolescents long to have people in their lives 

who will listen to them. We can say a lot to a person just by listening and learning to 

reflect and clarify. Earning the right to be heard takes spending time in the adolescent 
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world and learning how to engage in conversation. By noticing and listening we get the 

opportunity to communicate value. Jesus demonstrated this in the story in the gospel of 

John about the woman caught in adultery. The men in the story were looking to trap 

Jesus, but he disarmed the crowd and paid compassionate attention to the woman in his 

presence. In his conversation with her he does not judge but shows a level of grace not 

seen before. We as his followers have the opportunity to do the same if we look for the 

opportunity.  

 Jesus was thrown into a situation where listening and reflecting allowed him the 

time to make a wise decision in helping the one he encounter along his way. Dunn talks 

about reflecting and clarifying in his chapter on listening in his text, Shaping the Spiritual 

Life of Students. Reflecting is simply echoing back to the other person what one has heard 

the other say. This is not repeating back like a parrot. It’s about listening and 

understanding what is said. Clarifying asks questions to gain understanding and shows a 

level of comprehension of the issue the adolescent is facing. These two skills need to be 

developed in the journey of earning the right to be heard. Students need to know that one 

cares before they care what that one knows. Also, just because one cares does not mean 

he or she now get to unload all his or her wisdom or knowledge. The real intent of 

building a bridge of friendship is to help the adolescent figure out their own solution and 

not rely on the friend as their armchair counselor. Most of us just need someone we can 

talk things out with without judgment. Being a good listener and learning the art of 

reflecting and clarifying will lend itself to a closer more meaningful relationship.  

  Conversations can take place just about anywhere, and they do not have to be 

deep. Observing something an adolescent did specifically can also communicate value. 
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One thing I used to do regularly as part of pacing presence was watching the hockey team 

at a local high school. I was given the charge to get to know the hockey team by my 

Young Life leader. I spent hours going to games and sometimes 5:00 a.m. practices at the 

local hockey arena. Showing up to watch practice at a hockey arena at 5:00 a.m. was a 

sure way to be seen, but as I spent more time with the team, I introduced myself to the 

coach and was even invited into the locker room after the game. It was a quick and easy 

way to share accolades with the players and have brief conversations about their games 

performance. Levels one and two of pacing presence require going and being thoughtful 

about expressing care.   

 Level two pacing presence can also develop into deep and intense conversations. 

An adult who demonstrates care may be brought into some delicate situations where the 

adolescent shares some significant pain. Walking with them in their pain is both a 

privilege and a responsibility. The privilege comes from an adolescent who trusts you 

enough to share what’s going on in their lives. This may range from simple issues to 

more complicated. In either case, you may recognize that you have earned the right to be 

heard, but with every right there comes responsibility. Ministry students, staff and 

volunteers are mandated reporters so if we hear something that requires reporting, then 

we have the responsibility to care for the adolescent and report what has happened to the 

appropriate authorities. Walking with the adolescent through the process is also a 

privilege in demonstrating God’s grace. The majority of my respondents identified level 

two pacing presence as the most commonly exercised level of the three.  
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Doing Activities  

Level three pacing presence involves doing some activity together. Shared 

experiences take relationships to a deeper level than anything else. Barriers are shattered 

when we laugh together, work together, cry together and simply do life together. This is a 

significant reason why camping ministry and mission trips are so vital in youth ministry. 

More growth in relationship happens in a week at camp for some than all the other efforts 

to build relationships throughout the year. The reason is directly tied to shared 

experiences. When we spend a week together in each other’s presence, we get to see the 

real person. Most facades are often broken down when spending a week in each other’s 

presence. The opportunity presents itself to know and be known. This is precisely why I 

am a strong proponent of adventure camping.  

In my years serving at Fifth Reformed Church, we had a three-year rotation of 

trips. We took a local mission trip, an overseas mission trip and an adventure trip, most 

often hiking and back packing in the Colorado Rockies. I was introduced to adventure 

camping through Young Life. The challenge of carrying a thirty-five pound backpack up 

twelve thousand feet of elevation will cause even the most fit adolescent’s real 

personality to come out. We also experience this hike as a group, not as individuals, so 

the lesson is clear. In order to accomplish the goal of making it to a peak, we need to help 

one another. Conversations along the hike and at the end of the day are much deeper 

because of the physical challenges we are encountering. Adolescents and leaders share 

their life stories, and for many this is the first time putting words to their experience as 

well as the first time hearing what others have gone through. The same type of things can 

happen on mission trips, local and abroad. Shared experiences like these, being present 
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with one another for an entire week, builds a connection like nothing else, but this is not 

the only way to practice level three pacing presence. 

Level three can happen even in the everyday activities of going shopping, 

washing the car, going to a movie together, going out to eat, coming over to eat or just 

getting coffee together. The important part is deliberate effort to spend time doing 

something together that builds a memory and trust with one another. As many 

respondents commented, the more experiences we have together the better the 

relationship. Jesus practiced level three with his disciples virtually the entire time he was 

on earth. He and the disciples lived life together. The disciples had unique access to Jesus 

and could ask questions about his teaching and miracles because he was fully present 

with them. Presence matters!   

My research revealed that my student’s understanding of the levels of pacing 

presence was vague at best. I need to better denote these levels, giving direction on how 

and why to exercise each level in its appropriate time and place. Doing so will give 

students a better understanding and ability to train their leaders to go and do likewise. 

Parents, other adults and the church will do well to implement these levels in their regular 

practices to build trust and a bridge of friendship with adolescents.  

Outcome #5: There is No “I” in Team 

Student ministry staff cannot do relational ministry alone. The days of “Lone 

Ranger” ministry are long gone. The need to build a team of competent caring leaders 

who fully understand and embrace the concept of going and building relationships is 

more vital today than ever before. Many church ministries start before an adequate 
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number of leaders is recruited and trained to lead the ministry. A few people can be 

assembled to run a bible study or program night, but to develop and train leaders to go 

into the adolescent culture takes a lot more patience and strategy.   

When I started at Fifth Reformed Church with eight high schoolers and four 

middle schoolers, there were three couples who were running the program, but there was 

little to no pacing presence happening for neither high school nor middle school youth. It 

took three years to transition from the group of caring adults who were involved but only 

had time for Sunday night and Sunday morning events to laying out a strategy and 

recruiting folks who were willing to enter into adolescents’ lives beyond the programed 

events. I spent time getting to know people at the church and building a relationship with 

them myself before inviting them to join me in the ministry to high school and middle 

school youth. Building and training a team takes patience and work in finding the right 

people. I am not a fan of the blanket approach to recruiting volunteers to serve in the 

ministry that is typically done through a church bulletin or announcement during a 

worship service. Jesus did not put an ad out for disciples to join him to change the world. 

He recruited each one by one or two by two. 

Mark DeVries, in Sustainable Youth Ministry, raises the question, “What would 

happen if, instead, youth workers recognized that their primary work was ensuring that 

each student (adolescent) in the ministry had multiple godly adults pouring into his or her 

life?”144 Recruiting volunteers is hard but very necessary.  His research clearly states that 

the blanket approach does not attract appropriate volunteers for youth ministry. He says, 

                                                           
144 Mark DeVries. Sustainable Youth Ministry: Why Most Youth Ministry Doesn’t Last and What Your 
Church Can Do About It. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2008, 143.  
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“The leaders we’re looking for seldom flock to blanket announcements. They need to be 

recruited personally, one at a time.”145 

Matthew 4:18-22 is the story of Jesus calling his first disciples. This passage 

reveals a few principles we can draw when recruiting our team. First, Jesus goes to those 

he wants. Verse eighteen describes Jesus walking beside the Sea of Galilee. After Jesus’s 

baptism in the Desert of Judea, he spends forty days in the desert being tempted by the 

devil and being cared for by angels. He then heads north to the region of the Galilee to 

fulfill a prophecy. While in Capernaum, by the Sea of Galilee, he sees Simon called Peter 

and his brother Andrew. He calls out to them to come and follow him, and they do so. 

They respond to his request to be his followers, personally. Jesus is very intentional about 

asking directly those whom he wants on his team. He does the same thing with two others 

who are brothers, James and John, calling to them directly, and they followed him. Jesus 

demonstrates going in his recruiting, and he asks personally for them to join him.  

The writer of John’s Gospel tells a similar story about Andrew, Peter, James and 

John but adds the story of recruiting Philip and Nathanael. Jesus again is out among the 

people. He is not in an office or at home waiting for people to come to him. Rather he is 

purposeful about going and looking for those who he wants on his team. He finds Philip 

the next day and says to him, “Follow me.” Philip then goes and finds Nathanael and 

says,  

We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the 
prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph. “Nazareth! Can 
anything good come from there?” Nathanael asked. “Come and see,” said 

                                                           
145 Ibid., 147. 
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Philip. When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, “Here is a 
true Israelite in whom there is no deceit.” “How do you know me?” 
Nathanael asked. Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the 
fig tree before Philip called you.” Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are 
the Son of God; you are the king of Israel.” Jesus said, “You believe because 
I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You will see greater things than that.” 
He then added, “Very truly I tell you, you will see heaven open, and the 
angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” (John 1:45-
51) 

D. A. Carson expounds, “Andrew is the first recorded person to privately witness about 

Jesus friend-to-friend, brother-to-brother—the most common and effective Christian 

testimony….The foundational principle of Christian expansion: Jesus’s new followers 

bear witness of him to others, who in turn become disciples and repeat the process.”146 

The principle we learn from this story is that when recruiting is done right, the team 

begins to recruit itself. Philip is called directly by Jesus, and Philip goes and gets 

Nathanael. The two have obviously been talking about the coming Messiah and longing 

to be involved in his mission. There are people in our lives who are waiting to be asked 

and who will recruit others whom they know would be a good fit. Jesus’s promise is that 

they will see even greater things than what they’ve seen already by getting involved. I 

believe we can share the same message with those we want to join us in the ministry to 

adolescents.  

 Ministry students, parents and other adults need a team of caring adults who want 

to be involved in our adolescents’ lives. There is synergy when God’s people work 

together toward the same goal. The more we can express the need to be involved, to go, 

to spend time in adolescents world, the more others will see and go and do likewise, as 
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Jesus said after washing the disciple’s feet in John 13, challenging them to serve one 

another. As we train volunteers to go, they will likely need to see what we mean, so the 

more we can take volunteers with us as we go the more they will get it. Relational 

ministry is more caught than it is taught so model as much as possible.   

I try to encourage my students to interview for a position in a way that 

demonstrates their theology and methodology. I would encourage ministry staff to model 

going to volunteers so they can see what you mean by going. I practiced regularly 

meeting my volunteers at their places of work, having them over for dinner and inviting 

them to join me when going to an adolescent’s event at school. This type of engagement 

gave them the picture of what it means to go. More time can be spent in my course to 

unpack how to train and equip volunteers to do what Jesus so clearly models in recruiting 

and training his team.  

How Ought We to Act Administratively? 

Outcome # 6: Job Responsibilities 

Most job postings for youth ministry positions or assessment tools for evaluating 

success in a youth position will include something about building relationships with 

adolescents, but too often, it’s at the bottom of the list versus the highest priority. Giving 

adequate time in the job description for staff to engage the adolescent culture is vital for 

ministry growth and the health of the youth ministry staff. There is such a thing as a 

healthy balance of relational work and administrative work. “One of the biggest obstacles 

churches face in implementing their strategic youth ministry plans is that they expect 
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every step of those plans to ‘work.’ But sustainable youth ministries sustain a process.”147 

Relationships require significant time to develop, and there needs to be provision in one’s 

job description for this time requirement. Clearly, there are administrative responsibilities 

with all ministry positions. It is the responsibility of the student to figure out what they 

are good at and delegate the rest so they are able to pour sufficient time and energy into 

the adolescent culture. I tell all of our prospective Kuyper College students that no one 

goes into ministry because they are good administrators, but they will need to learn some 

administrative skills or they will not last. Churches need to free up their youth ministry 

staff so they have a healthy schedule of completing tasks and spending significant time 

with adolescents in their world. Church leaders must decide if they want to free up time 

and energy for their youth ministry staff to spend the necessary time to build deep and 

meaningful relationships by making it very clear in the job description that this is a high 

priority and staff will be held accountable.  

Outcome # 7: Time Management 

 Most youth ministry staff are new to the game of managing their time wisely. 

Many found themselves scrambling at the end of the semester to get projects completed, 

studying for exams at the last minute, and writing papers all night while they were in 

college. Helping new staff manage the weekly responsibilities of a ministry position will 

go a long way in their staying in the position for the long haul. This also means protecting 

the schedule so consistent and adequate time is being spent in the adolescent world. 

Many respondents commented that having someone hold them accountable to managing 

the roles and responsibilities so as to not infringe upon relational time is vital. This can be 
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done by a simple written report of hours spent with adolescents and or leaders outside the 

church walls on a weekly or monthly basis. I used my monthly expense report to show 

the places and people that I saw in the past month. I then developed a spreadsheet to keep 

track of who I saw and how often. This allowed me to be strategic with the adolescents I 

was working with. Administratively speaking, the old cliché, “what gets measured, gets 

done” is very applicable when it comes to relational time with adolescents. Time 

management also includes planning ahead to avoid the tyranny of the urgent in lesson 

planning, parent newsletter, program development, leader training, etc., and especially 

family time.  

Outcome #8: Training Volunteers 

 The vast array of adolescent personalities is evidence enough for the need of 

multiple staff and volunteers to build relationships with adolescents. Many students 

commented that the work that is necessary cannot be done by the staff person alone. They 

need a team of adults who are willing to enter into the adolescent world. This means the 

ministry student must spend significant time building relationships with potential 

volunteers who will then spend time with adolescents in their ministry. Some commented 

that ministry events should be limited or even canceled so volunteers can spend time in 

the adolescent world. Effective ministry must have adequate resources and adequate 

training, which includes numerous adults who are willing to spend time in the adolescent 

environment building relationships and demonstrating care. Jesus made it very clear, 

even in his time, that a team of disciples, followers, committed leaders was necessary for 

effective ministry to take place and continue. He spend significant time walking about the 

countryside picking his team. He chose Peter, Andrew, James, and John as they were all 
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fishing with their fathers. He pointed them to a preferred future, which included them 

becoming fishers of men. He recruited his team before he began his public ministry. 

William Spohn explains that our actions do not simply mimic Jesus but are “partly the 

same, partly different, but basically similar to the relevant portion of the story of 

Jesus.”148 Using Spohn’s analogical imagination, we can reason that building a team to 

do ministry is a significant priority for effective, long-term ministry.  

Outcome # 9: Family Schedule 

 The final factor that needs attention is helping families navigate life in the 

ministry. This comes back to supporting the family in the midst of the high demands that 

come with being in the ministry. When I came to Fifth Reformed Church, our associate 

pastor shared a story with me. He said that he failed at protecting family time and never 

really developed a relationship with his eldest son. He was too busy doing “church work” 

to give his son the time he needed and wanted. This was a regret of his that became a 

warning to me, though I was certainly not perfect, and there were seasons where I 

allowed my desire to do contact ministry and pacing presence supersede time with my 

family.  My wife and I had to decide which nights of the week were appropriate for me to 

be gone. I began to get more creative in spending time with adolescents that allowed me 

to be home at least four nights a week. Each couple needs to discern what is right and 

what is too much. Andrew Root tells a story about a young youth minister who allowed 

the whims of the adolescents he was serving to dictate when they hung out. This young 

youth pastor was having dinner with his family when a group of guys just showed up at 
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his door to play basketball. Since his desire was to be available for his guys, he simply 

left the table and returned home two hours later. Family conflict is inevitable, but one 

needs to gain wisdom on how best to manage family time as a higher priority.  

Boundaries are a necessity if ministry students, parents and other adults are going 

to be in it for the long haul. Deep and meaningful relationships have boundaries. The 

clearer these boundaries are the healthier the ministry and the family. After my associate 

pastor told me his story, my family established a boundary deciding that Monday night 

was going to be our family night. I was home four nights a week, but Monday was a 

protected night. If the church was going to have a meeting on a Monday night, I was not 

going to be there. We adopted the Family Life material into our family night schedule and 

had a blast. What a gift boundaries can be if we implement them in a healthy way.  

Conclusion 

Freeing up time in the youth workers’ schedules to do the necessary work of 

going and building a relationship with adolescents is the single most important change 

that needs to take place in our churches. The research is clear: Ministry workers need a 

minimum of ten to twenty hours a week of going and being present in order to build deep 

and meaningful relationships. Good accountability for the youth worker would also 

ensure that this time is not being infringed upon by other church responsibilities. 

Developing a commitment to place will ensure that relationships will exist for the long 

haul. If adolescents see ministry leaders, parents and adults around for long periods, they 

will be more apt to be open and trust them with issues they are facing. Moving around 

from place to place helps no one, not the church, not the family, not even the community 
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and especially not the kingdom of God. Significant support from the senior leadership is 

so critical that respondents claimed it to be one of the biggest factors in their staying with 

a particular ministry. This support includes freedom to build relationships by going 

regularly and consistently into the adolescents’ environment to provide spiritual, 

emotional, physical and financial support. The more tangible this support can be the 

better. Presence in the adolescent world matters. Staff, volunteers and parents need to be 

intentional about staying present in adolescents’ lives. Showing up builds credibility. We 

also need to develop a team of volunteers who “get” what it means to go. This requires 

modeling and training leaders as Jesus modeled and trained his disciples. Developing this 

team will not only propel the ministry effectiveness forward but will build a sense of 

camaraderie amongst the team that builds trust and longevity. 

These outcomes are a necessary direction our churches and families need to be 

heading. We only have so much time to do what God has called us to do. According to 

John Swinton, this time cannot be rushed, 

God’s time is slow, patient, and kind and welcomes friendship; it is a way 
of being in the fullness of time that is not determined by productivity, 
success or linear movements toward personal goals. It is a way of love, a 
way of the heart.149 

 To not engage adolescents in their world on a regular basis would be a dereliction of 

duty. Adolescent abandonment has been clearly identified and documented, and a new, 

but old way, of building relationships needs to be recaptured.  We, the church, parents, 

and other adults need to do a better job of fulfilling Jesus’s command from the Great 

Commission and what Moses wrote in the Shema. This needs to be reflected in our 
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weekly job responsibilities and managing our time. Building a team of volunteers and 

sharing the responsibilities is critical to long-term health of the ministry and ministry 

leaders. Our own family still needs to be our first priority as we fulfill God’s command 

on our lives. A healthy home life will allow a healthy ministry to develop. We have much 

to learn from adolescents and the experiences they are encountering. The only way this 

can be done is by entering into their world.  Reprioritizing our schedules and being 

present will go a long way in getting back to a healthy place of love and respect. 

 I have much to address in my Relational Ministry class to address the barriers that 

prevent my students from engaging meaningfully in the lives of the students they serve. 

These nine elements will comprise a significant amount of the outcomes that students 

who take the course will walk away with a better understanding and capacity to 

implement what this project has revealed.  
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Appendix A 
 

These are the Survey Monkey questions used to identify best and least successful 
graduates using pacing presence. Students used scaling responses for each question in 
order to identify the most and least successful student.  
 

1. Do you recall the Relational Project assigned in the Relational Ministries Course 
where you needed to connect six times with a person of your choosing and write 
about your experience? (Remember - very well, somewhat well, a little bit, not at 
all).  

 
 

2. How much time do you spend directly with students, leaders, families, each week 
in their environment over the last two years? (0-1 hours, 1-2 hours, 2-5 hours, 
more than 5 hours) 
 

3. Do you engage one or more levels of pacing presence (being seen, talking with, or 
doing things with students/leaders/families)? (Once a week or more, 2-3 times a 
month, once a month, not at all). 
 

4. How often do you speak with your leaders about pacing presence? (Frequently, 
occasionally, rarely, not at all) 
 

5. How often do you use Social Media to stay connected to the students you serve? 
(Frequently, occasionally, rarely, not at all) 
 

6. How often do you ask questions regarding the students’ well-being? (Frequently, 
occasionally, rarely, not at all) 
 
 

7. How often do you ask questions about the students’ relationship with Jesus? 
(Frequently, occasionally, rarely, not at all) 
 
 

8. On a 10-point scale, how would you rate yourself in practicing pacing presence in 
your ministry? (10 – Great job…. 1- Not well) 
 

9. On a 10-point scale, if your supervisor evaluated you on your competency of 
pacing presence, how would he or she rate you? (10 – Great job…. 1 Not well).   

 
 

10. What is the most challenging thing you have faced in maintaining a presence in 
the lives of students, leaders and the families you serve? Select one.  (Not enough 
time, too many other responsibilities, fatigue, Not enough leaders to share the 
load, other ___________)  
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Appendix B 
 

Interview Questions 
 

1. Describe how pacing presence has made a difference in the lives of the 

adolescents you serve.  

2. How many hours a week do you spend in proximity to young people’s world 

(school, practice, work, etc)? What correlation have you noticed between the time 

spent and the depth of the relationship?  

3. What levels of contact ministry do you find yourself doing the most? (Being seen, 

talking with or doing things with adolescents). How have the levels of pacing 

presence helped or hindered your relationships? 

4. What specifically makes connecting with adolescents easier and what specifically 

makes connecting more difficult? 

5. How have your relationships with young people grown by doing pacing ministry? 

6. What questions do you ask to help conversation develop between you and the 

adolescents you serve?  

7. What barriers have you experienced that prevent you from spending time in 

young people’s world? 

8. What has your organization contributed to your ability to spend time with 

students, positively or negatively? 

9. How have your leaders embraced the practice of going and being present? 

10. What specific practices have allowed you to stay connected with students you 

work with? 

11. What is something you learned in your ministry that was never covered in class? 

 


