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Soul Care is First Priority

Read Mark or Lukeand note the number of times that Jesusgoes away to bewith hisfather. He
didn®heal every onewho came in contact with himE  Neither can we rescue every kid out
there, or even every kid we come into contact with. If we are notin condant communionwith
our Savior, then weQve log sightof our priorities, and we will nat be any goodto the people
aroundus

Family is first ministry

Itjudis, nuff said.

We are called to faithfulness, not success

| wrote a column recently for newlivingtrandationcom tha isasummary of wha | feel isan
important undestanding of wha we as ministers of thegogd arecalled to. Hereitis.

Recently, | was forced to evaluae thework | was doing as a minister of thegogd asit was
called into question by those who were not seeing the GesultsOthat they had expected. And |
think tha all of usfrom some time to another are sort of chdlenged or questioned aboutthe
QesultsOtha welde getting as ministers of thegogd. For regardless of what your job may be
you and | asfollowers of Christ are his ambassadors and ministers of hisgogpd (2 Cor. 5:20).

Andfar too often it seemstha we are called to accountin ways that require usto give some sort
of empirical accountof our effectiveness as @oodCChristians Questionssuch as how many
people have you witnessed to20or Ghow many people have gotten saved20or perhgps how many
areinvolved in some ministry youwork with, and so forth. Yet today as| wasreading the
beginning of Ezekiel | was reminded tha as minister of thegogd, we are notcalled to
Quocess,Obut to faithfulness. After all, beingfaithful to wha God has called usto isthereal
success.

In thefirst pat of Ezekiel chapter two, God tells Ezekiel that heis sending him to a stubbomn
people who mogt likely won®listen to him, but tha heis to confinueprodaiming the message
anyway. God ges very specific asto how Ezekiel isto carry outthismissionin chapter 3 when
hetells him, GBon of man, let all my wordssink degp into your own heart first. Listen to them
carefully for yourself. Then goto your people in exile and say to them, (Thisiswhat the
Sovereign Lord says! ODo this whether they listen to you or notO(vv. 10-11).

So then, there are two elements to success, that is, faithfulness from God® perspective. First, we
mug stay in step with wha God is doing by meditating on hiswords  In thefirst part of this
chapter, Ezekiel eats a scroll with God@ messagefor the people onit, giving usa graphic



representation of first interndizing God@word before prodaimingit. Thesecondelement is
being faithful to themessage, to thegogd, to prodaiming tha in theway tha God has called us
to prodaim it whether or not anyonelistens

Now, this doesn@®give ustherightto be abrasive or noncdant in our ddivery since we have
been entruged with the very words of God and are enlisted in theranks of ambassadors of Christ
when we cho to take his name and announe to theworld tha we are Christ-followers.

But, and thisisan important but, it frees usfrom whaever false empirical measures of success
may or may notbeimposed upontheministry tha we are engagingin. After all, God callsusto
befaithful. Theresults have ever been solely his.

Three objectives to come out of every youth group meeting:

1. Feel safe and welcomed
2. Have apostive encounier with an adult
3. Betaughtsomething aboutJesus(Thisis mog important, obvioudy, butwithout
#1 and #2, they@l never hear/undestand #3, or worse, they will hear, but decide
it@ not true because they didn®experienceit in the youth group)
*See aso Theology of Play

Teaching

We aren®trying to changebehavior before we see heart changesN that only leadsto re-enforcing
wha kidsaready experience because of thar abandonment by adultsin general in that they will
perform in orde to win an adult® approvd or attention, but withoutundestanding the GvhyOof
it, thechangewill besurface level at best. Tha beng said, we can®allow behavior tha will
bother, hurt, offend other kidstha are there in thegroup. So we can ask them notto say certain
things call people names, use insults etc, butit@in the context of making everyonefeel safe and
welcome. This needsto actudly bestated to the youth you®e correcting so tha they undestand
thereason. Trug me, jug having an adult actudly take time to give them an explanaion will be
hugefor them, and will hdp youroveall cause.
Example: kid A callskid B QetardOor somethinge We don®jug say, no names,
we make sure both kidsknow tha we don®call people names because we want
people to feel safe and welcomed, and so we respect each other. Tha meansthat
notonly will younat call kid B names, but Kid B won®call you names eitherE
We aso need to modd postive behavior as adult youth leaders and make sure we are showing
them what respecting each other lookslike.

Teaching isn@something that only happensin the QessonGportion of any given youth gathering.
In fact, you teach far more at every other time youinteract with kidsthen you doin thelesson.
They are picking up on everything you do, how you treat othe's, how you act in and out of
church. They@ only really pick up and start to understand the Bible study pottionif they see it
asapat of youlife. It goes something likethis: you valuethem, so tha attractsthem. You



valuefollowing Jesusand living out your life as his disciple, alowing yourself to bemolded and
shgped by the Scriptures, then they will start to want to know aboutthat and listen to tha
because they seeit in you.

Beintentiond aboutstudying the Bible when you do study it. 1t3 not something to throw outto
back up something you®e saying. Actudly hdp kidsfind the spotin the Bible, look at it and at
its context. That way they can start to undestand this story of God® heart for humanity straight
from the source.

If wee going to use afishing metaphorfor this, our lives are the shiny lure that attract kidsto
the ook O Y ou can®get fish to swallow a plain, bare hook, ndther can you shoveportionsof
Scripture down kidsthroa as you randonly encounter them onthestreet. If they aren@attracted
to you because of your loveand yourlifeN theway you live outthegogpdN you can®teach
them wha it meansto follow Christ.

The Bible

TheBibleis sort of conceived in general as a QulebookOof sorts to kidsthat aren®aroundthe
church. They@e had thingsthrown at them saying Qhe Bible saysEO and it@ usudly followed
by Qo thisOor Glon®do tha.O Helping the kids unde'stand the Bible as alove story about
God® pursuit of people@ heartsis a big conaept shift for themE 1t@ notarule book That
doesn®mean that God doesn®have definite moral standardsN hedoes. BUT the purpose of
God®@standadsis notto kill people@ funjus because he® God and he can. Wha God says
Mon®dobhe says because hewants to save people@ lives. He wants them to redly live, find
true and abundant lifeN which is only possible throughrelationship with him. 1t& notabout
rules, it@ aboutlifel

There will always be atemptationin teachingto talk aboutwhat notto do especialy as we see
kidsflirtingwith sex, drugsand so forthN thingswe know that could really damagethem. But,
heer this, it doesn®hdp to just tell them notto doit. They have to undestand and know God®
heart for ther lives and how hewants them to liveN really liveN before they@l care aboutGod3
standad for anything.

Sex

Never jud tell akid Glon®doitOwhen it comesto sex. Studies showtha church kidsare just as
likely to have sex as anyoneelse, they jud feel guilty aboutit. Ingead, talk aboutGod®@intent
for sex and cast avision of theway God intendsit to be Withoutavision, people parish, and
mog people never hear the story behind themoral, so they jug end up hearingrules. No one
ever fell inlovewith God because someonepresented them with arulelist.



Drugs

Again, don®jug say, QlonddoitObuttalk abouthow we are created in theimage of God, and
our bodies are temples of theHoly Spirit. Also, drugscan keep usfrom getting to where God
wants usto g€, fromlivinginto his plan for ourlives. Be sure to emphasize thelife-giving
naure of God@ plan so tha it doesn®end up sounding like God®@a control freak looking for a
bund of automatonsor somethingE sharing from persond experiences aboutthe awesomeness
of jumpinginto God® plan for our lives even when thingsdidn®turn out as we expected are
vital here.

Rock and roll (and God’s quest for our hearts)

Tumn it upandplay it loud!! Mudcisan art, andintrindcally, there@® no such thing as (badO
musgc. There can behamful and negaive lyrics, butno stylein and of itself isbad. Be suretha
if akid likes acertain styleN even if you can@stand itN that you don®come down onthe style
itself. Try checking outthelyrics and seeing wha might be attractive to thekid in them even if
you don®approve of the content. Art is a primary meansof communicating a search for God.
So look for the search for God in themusic of thekidsE you might be surprised where you find
it. Andingead of condamning something that@ near and dear to ther heart, you®d have a
starting point for convesation.

Remember it doesn®matter how much of theexternd stuff they seem to changeto win your
approvd, noneof it meansanything if they haven®had a heart change God is always after
people® hearts. The Old Testament chronicles this in amazing ways as time after time God tries
to win thepeople back to himself. Andwha they do ontheoutside, such as sacrifices and such
don®do any goodif their hearts are notin theright place. Soin al our teaching, we®e aiming at
thekidsOhearts. We want them to encounter God in a desp and meaningful way so that they
come back for more. A lot of thetimes, it will seem like they won®get itE But then, dowe
really Qyet itC | think thebest any of uscan doisto get more than we did before. Look at the
disciplesin theNT andwhat God did with them. They were a pretty motley crewE

This same prindple appliesto moviesand TV aswell. Be careful aboutbang quick to attack
content withoutundestanding what the attractionis. This doesn®mean be shy aboutholding up
God@standadseither, jus remember the standards God gives usare not because hewants to
spoil ourfun, but because hewants usto have arich and satisfying lifeN life to thefull!

REAL Christianity: Sometimes life still sucks...

There@ a big dange in that trying to GellOChristianity, we attempt market it to kidsin such a
way tha makesit soundlikeif they jus get saved, al thar problems will be solved and life will
bewondeful. Thisisahariblelie andit drives kidsaway ontwo levels: (1) they won®uyOt
and take off, or (2) they do GbuyGit, butlater discover it@ nottrueand are driven away and reject
Christianity wholesale. If welook at the storm section in Mark, we see tha Jesus promises to get
them to theother sideof thelake. Thefact tha they encountered a storm didn®mean tha he



wasn®keeping his promise. He doesn®promise to protect usfrom storms, only that hewill
walk throughthem with us And when he promises tha we will get to the other side, wedl get to
theother side

“I don’t know” is a good answer when you really don’t know

Resist the urgeto answer kidsOquestionswith platitudes or try to throw a Scripture verse at a
problem. If it@ acomplex problem, telling them Qugt trugt JesusOor Qo look up this verseO
isn®area answer. While Scripture and trugting Jesus are thingswe need to develop, these
develop over aperiod of time, notall at once. If someoneasks you something you don®have an
answer to, tell them you don®know, but youdl hdp them explore the question more.

Don®promise to find them the answer. Some questionsdon®have goodanswers, and we ne=d

to admit tha. For example, why does God let a hdpless baby suffer? Either he could have
healed it and thushe® mean, or he® powerless, and then wha@ the point of worshipping him?
There@ no goodanswer to this. All we can dois highlight that God never causes evil, bad things
happen because our world is broken. And God can heal people, but sometimes hedoesn® We
know fromtheBible tha God is always good and we have to trus him even when what hedoes
or doesn®do, makes abslutely nosenseto us God is nottame, after al, and he® not agenie
whowill grant uswishes if werub him therightway. |Qe never seen akid get tumed off with
tha kind of arespons. It shows them a God whoisn®safe, butis oh so goodas the Chronicles
of Narnia so wondefully illudrate.

Theology of Play and Importance of Relationships

Playtimeisimportant. It isthecelebrationtimefor acommunity, and what we are attempting to
build when we do youth ministry is acommunity of youth and adults who are committed to
following Jesustogdher. Teensparty because tha istheoutlet for commund celebrationfor the
adolescent community, and if youlook at an culture/community, there are paties and
celebrations In Scripture, we see Jesusat awedding, peforming his first major miracle (in
John), and there are frequent commund meals and gaheringsmentioned where oppotunity for
discussion and teaching presentsitself.

Play isalso importantin tha it is an essential element in any relationship, and wha we are trying
to foster with our youth is community. Obvioudy it community centered aroundJesusand
hdping kidsundestand wha it meansto have areationsip with Jesus butakey to hdping
them undestand arelationship with Jesusisfirst by hdping them undestand relationships
Many of them don® knowwha a goodparent is suppod to look like, father or mother, so
trying to relate to God as parent is difficult. Mog have never seen agoodmarriage, so Jesusas
bridegroom and the church as brideis nota hdpful metaphorif they don®undestand wha
marriage can beandis suppo®d to be And probaly noneof them have ever interacted with
shegp, so that metaphorneedsto be carefully unpacked and explained in order for them to
undestand therelationdhip between shephed and sheep.



An ounce of Preparation...

There® no subditute for preparation. Thisisn®just lesson prep, or advance event planning
either. Prepaation extendsto making sure theyouth roomis nest, orderly and clean before
youth groupstarts. Think of this like the broken glass theory of crime: if theyouth roomisn®
neat and orderly, it tells thekidsthat youth groupisn®important because no onetook thetime to
get ready for it. Then you have abund of kidswho aren®valuing youth time, the groupis
harder to pull together, andinfinitely harder to focuson the discussion topic/activity for the
evening. Similarly, if theleader is not prepared to lead the discussiontalk, then it is often
appaent to theyouth even thoughthe leader never admitsit verbdly.

Perfectionism and the Holy Spirit.

S0, where does the Holy Spirit fit into al of this? Theanswer is everywhere!l We can literally
do nothing withouthim, buttha doesn®mean tha with him we get to do nothing because he®
really doing everything. | know mog people GknowOthis on onelevel, butfar too often theHoly
Spirit is used as an excuse for not preparing: Gh, wele jus going to let the Spirit lead us
tonight O Let the Spirit lead by all means Let him lead in your preparation, in your planning,
and definitely et him changethingsup thenight of if hewants to, but beready. 1t@ sort of like
theold sailboa metaphor. you can®turn a boa tha isn®@moving. So start moving with the
leading of theHoly Spirit, and then hed be able to turn your rudde.

And finally... some thoughts on conversion

| Qe struggled for several years now with the conaept of convasion. Somehow in evangdical
AmericaweQve gotten the idea that if youdl just understand the basics of ChristianityN we®e
sinnes, we can®do anything to rescue ourselves from sin, so God sent Jesusto die for us, if we
CacceptOhim as our Lord and Savior, then everything will begoodand our ticket will be
punded for heavenN then youdl bea Christian.

The problem with thisis | don®find thisideain the Bible. Yes, those conaepts are there, butas
Dondd Miller so wondefully pointed outin Serching for God Knows What, those conaepts are
spread out over alot of text, and really dor® do anyoneany goodoutside of thdr relationd
context. Think aboutit in terms of falingin love wha stepsdid youtaketo fal in love? Can
you make an exact list that you can guarantee will work for someoneelse? 1@n talking aboutthe
process of fallingin love, notwha it takes to keep loving in amarriage. | think we{d agree that
the process of falingin lovelooksdifferent for everyone and tha we can®make alist of hard
and fast steps, even thoughmog of uscan easily recognize what it lookslike when it
happening.

My main problem with the evangdical concept of convesion isghat it realy isn®@in theBible,
where you jugt dothis bdieve these four or five things and you@e saved. Granted, Romans10:9
everyond3 favorite convasion verse, the end of the famed GRomansroadOsays Of you confess



with your mouth the Lord Jesusand bdieve in your heart tha God raised him fromthe dead, you
will besaved.O 1Gn notarguing with that. It seemswetry to break outinto stepswhat it takes
for apersonto get to this point and make it so clear and easy that we only present them with
facts. No oneever fell inlovewith facts.

Findly, 1@ like to examinetheideatha thegreat commission says make disciples, not converts.
Discipling isalongterm project, has little or no instant gratification, unlike getting someoneto
(pray the prayerOand Gaccept Jesusin to ther heart.O |Qre gat those in quotes because |n hard-
pressed to find the Ginna @ prayerOin the Bible. Y ou know, that cute little formulayou pray
with people after they come up for an dter call, or you®e stunned them with thefour spiritua
laws in thefoodcourt of your local mallE  1@n not saying these thingshave doneno good:| just
don®bdieve they are very effective. God can use al sorts of thingsto hdp people make
decisionsto follow him, but as some have pointed out, the church in thewest is shrinking, not
growing, while weQre been employing those sorts of tactics.

And 1 think itG because weQve separated thefacts aboutthe gogod fromthelove story of the
gogd. Andtha jug doesn®work.



