
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RIDLEY COLLEGE, 14 JUNE 2012, STREAM TWO, 2PM 
DAVE BENSON … SEMINAR NOTES 
 

2:05  WELCOME & INTRODUCTIONS 
    -Who Are You + Why This Session? 
 

2:15  YOUTH MINISTRY (YM) AS AN INSTITUTIONAL BUBBLE BOY 
    -Recap the Article Part I: Problem + Ekklesia 
    -What is Church? � What is Youth Ministry? 
    -Q&A Part I 
 

2:25  ‘ETHNOS’ IN YOUR NEIGHBOURHOOD? (MATT 28:18-20) 
 

2:40   ‘OUTSIDE-IN’ INCARNATIONAL YM (LUKE 10:1-11)  
    -Read Luke 10:1-12: Compare/Contrast YM now 
    -Recap the Article Part 2: 5 Steps 
    -An Example from Brisbane: Dan Paterson 
 

3:00  YOUR TURN 
    -Groups for 5 Steps � This Step in Your YM? 
    � Combined Groups to Share 
    -Next Steps 
 

3:20  Q&A PART 2 & EXTRA RESOURCES 
  
  
  



TYMC 2012 | BEYOND PRAGMATICS                                                              “THE CALL TO GO!” | DAVE BENSON 2 

YYOOUUTTHH  MMIINNIISSTTRRYY  AASS  AANN  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTIIOONNAALL  ‘‘BBUUBBBBLLEE  BBOOYY’’  
Are there any Seinfeld fans out there?  This sitcom may be old, but the show is timeless. The 

humour usually hinges on irony, exposing some disconnect between what one says and what 

one means, or who one is.   

Take season four with “The Bubble Boy” episode.  Jerry Seinfeld 

and his friends meet a kind man who describes the sad plight 

of his sick son, Donald, who lives in a plastic “bubble”—a 

germ-free quarantine that keeps his weak immune system 

protected from the dirt of the world.  He’s safe, but he’s 

miserable.  So the dad convinces them to visit his son to cheer 

him up.  When they arrive, it turns out that Donald is a fully 

grown man—a rude, selfish letch who is impossible to 

sympathize with.  All he can think of is himself and his 

concerns in that bubble.  Trying their best to connect with the 

bubble boy, they get into a game of trivial pursuit.  The irony comes out in full force as the 

bubble boy is denied a second roll of the dice after his correct answer is rejected on the basis 

of a card misprint (The moops invaded Spain, 8th Century?).  The bubble boy gets so angry that 

he tries to strangle one of Jerry’s friends, and the bubble punctures and depressurizes.  This 

formerly safe but isolated man is stretchered out by paramedics, more miserable than ever! 

Why mention this episode? Well, I have a sneaking suspicion that at times our Youth 

Ministries function like an institutional ‘Bubble Boy’. 

At our worst, we’re radically preoccupied with our own 

programs and agendas. Our youth are so busy with events 

that over time they retreat from their ‘non-Christian’ friends 

into the safety of the Christian bubble. At times we encourage 

them to invite their friends, or reach out to witness. But lacking 

a meaningful relationship, outsiders perceive an agenda and 

politely decline or duck for cover. How ironic that Christians 

who are sent out to save the world are so often inward looking, 

strangling those who venture within their grasp.  

It’s safe in the bubble, but there’s a world out there that’s 

hurting, full of people whom Jesus came to love, and save. 

I’ve lived within the Bubble. And as a Youth Pastor, I was guilty 

of constructing a Bubble so cosy that youth would never need to leave, except on a crusade or 

to invite others in. If I had my time over again, I’d reduce the program to one or two church-based 

commitments (to grow, and serve), and rejig the Youth Ministry to free more time and equip kids to 

intentionally love those outside the church. Wasn’t this Jesus’ way?  

If anyone ever lived in a happy place, a safe bubble, it had to be God.  But we read in John 1 

and Philippians 2:5-11 that Jesus—being in very nature God—left that sin-free, safe 

environment, bound for planet earth.  Going further, he was born in a dirty stable, stained in 

his reputation (you think most people accepted the whole “virgin birth” idea?!), to mix with 

everyday kind of people, especially the outcasts (Matthew 9:10-12).  Jesus evacuated the 

bubble at His birth, but He destroyed the bubble once and for all when He died on a cross 

between two thieves.  
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I’m pretty sure Jesus never intended to establish a hermetically sealed, germ-free community 

that is trapped and suffocating within its own walls.  Jesus was the Saviour ‘from within’, not 

from ‘above’ or ‘separated’. He incarnated love, doing life with those beyond the Bubble. This 

challenges me. But today it’s time to think of what this means for us and our youth ministries. 

  
AARRTTIICCLLEE  RREECCAAPP  II  

 

A. Facing the why of youth ministry 
Why do we do youth ministry? What is our telos? 

“Suppose I’m a local minister, and our congregation is ageing. We have a few younger families, but 
by the time the kids reach high school, they tend to drift off. We have no youth group, and struggle 

to attract teens to anything we do. Without youth and young adults, we’ll eventually fade away. 
How could we connect with youth outside our programs, and get them to come to church?” 

 

B. Defining the problem 

What is church? … neither an event nor a building, nor confusing ‘parish’ and ‘church’ 

The Ekklesia is an assembly of people belonging to the Lord. 

 

C. Becoming a youth ministry for the world 

“The high point of youth ministry is not attracting youth – like bugs to the blue light – into our 
sacred enclosure to be zapped by God. Whatever your denomination, the high point of youth 

ministry is a people empowered by God’s Spirit (the ‘parish-church’) taking responsibility for their 
local geographic region (the parish), by going to youth where they already are, and alerting them 

to the reign of Jesus. We do this through demonstrating and announcing the Kingdom of God.          
This is our mission.” 

Until adolescent outsiders see God’s Kingdom come near in tangible ways, meeting real 
needs, they are unlikely to care about your church or what you want to communicate.  

 

Q&A Part 1 

 

 ‘‘The ekklesia is a people empowered by God’s Spirit, taking responsibility for a local region and 

going to the people there to alert them through word and deed to the reign of Jesus.’’ …  

 

What would change in your youth ministry if this ecclesiology were taken seriously? 

_______________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 
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‘‘EETTHHNNOOSS’’  IINN  YYOOUURR  NNEEIIGGHHBBOOUURRHHOOOODD??  

 

‘‘Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And 

surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’’’ (Matthew 28:18-20) 

 

D. Going to every ethnē (Matthew 28:18-20) 

Adolescent cliques function like ethnē (ἔθνη: nation/pagan-tribe) with cultural and language 
distinctions making it hard for the gospel to spread naturally from one group to another. Jesus 
calls us to “Go!” yet we hope they will come. But for a whole swag of reasons, they will not.  

Church = Irrelevant/intolerant/insular/implausible clique? We must ‘Go’ before they will ‘Come’. 

Friendship evangelism won’t do – we lack diversity and must go beyond our comfort zone. 

Following Jesus’ model (John 21:19-21), we need incarnational “outside–in” outreach. 

 

Reflecting on teens in your local area (e.g. school), who are the main unreached ethnē? 

_______________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

 

Imagine you’re a missiologist. Describe one ethnos to a partner.  

 

‘‘That Sunday evening the disciples were meeting behind locked doors because they were afraid of 
the Jewish leaders. Suddenly, Jesus was standing there among them!  

‘Peace be with you,’ he said. As he spoke, he showed them the wounds in his hands and his side. 
They were filled with joy when they saw the Lord! Again he said,  

‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you.’’’ (John 20:19-21) 

 

With the same partner, share how you could ‘Go’ to this ethnos with Jesus’ style of 

‘incarnational, outside-in’ outreach. How could you equip your Youth to disciple this tribe?  

_______________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 
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‘‘OOUUTTSSIIDDEE--IINN’’  IINNCCAARRNNAATTIIOONNAALL  YYOOUUTTHH  MMIINNIISSTTRRYY::  AARRTTIICCLLEE  RREECCAAPP  IIII  

 
1 After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them two by two ahead of him to 

every town and place where he was about to go. 2 He told them, ‘‘The harvest is plentiful, but the 
workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field. 

3 Go! I am sending you out like lambs among wolves. 4 Do not take a purse or bag or sandals; and 
do not greet anyone on the road. 

5 ‘‘When you enter a house, first say, ‘Peace to this house.’ 6 If the head of the house loves peace, 
your peace will rest on that house; if not, it will return to you. 7 Stay there, eating and drinking 

whatever they give you: workers deserve their wages. Do not move around from house to house.  
8 ‘‘When you enter a town and are welcomed, eat what is set before you. 9 Heal the sick who are 

there and tell them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’ 10 But when you enter a town and 
are not welcomed, go into its streets and say, 11 ‘Even the dust of your town we wipe from our feet 

as a warning to you. Yet be sure of this: The kingdom of God has come near.’’’  

(Luke 10:1-11, TNIV) 

 

What strikes you in this passage? Share with a partner in what ways your Youth Ministry is like 
and unlike Jesus’ sending of the 72. What one thing do you feel challenged to change in response? 

_______________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

 

E. Jesus’ model in Luke 10:1---12  

Starting small? No worries. God chooses the few (and least) to bless the many.  

Jesus’ mission is holistic: persuade, liberate, and mend toward shalom (Luke 4:16-21). 

 

‘‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

    for he has anointed me to bring Good News to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim that captives will be released, 

that the blind will see, 

that the oppressed will be set free, 

and that the time of the Lord’s favour has come.’’ 

(Jesus’ mission in Luke 4:16-21 [NLT], cf. Isaiah 61:1-2; 58:6) 

 

“Jesus’ mission was to persuade everyone of the truth, liberate people from what enslaves 
them, and mend bodies and the fabric of this world, which is falling apart physically, socially, 
politically, environmentally, and spiritually. Jesus truly is Lord of all.” 
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�A Brisbane-based Example: Dan Paterson … 

_______________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

From: Daniel Paterson   

Sent: Wednesday, 23 February 2011  

To: David Benson 

Subject: Kingdom Based Outreach? 

 

I was hoping you might be able to seed again a few ideas re: youth ministry & kingdom from 

the theoretical to the practical. How can we move through to it? What would be some helpful 

processes of telling our story walking, and offering teaching moments? How do we get the 

youth involved? How would you go about sowing vision for leader's to grab onto?  

 

From: David Benson   

Sent: Wednesday, 24 February 2011  

To: Daniel Paterson 

Subject: re: Kingdom Based Outreach? 

Great question, and a big challenge Dan! I’ll get into the practical shortly, but first I would 
recommend one very accessible book as a classic on what is the Kingdom. Check out E. 
Stanley Jones’s The Unshakable Kingdom and the Unchanging Person.  

In terms of a framework, I’ve found Luke 10 with the sending of the seventy-two a key:  

�Step 1: bless people and grace their homes … partner with those who “love peace” 

�Step 2: stick with people and eat and drink with them … go deeper in friendship and hospitality 

�Step 3: minister to their felt needs, especially physical/material problems like poverty and sickness 

�Step 4: share the good news of the Kingdom of God … and as persecution comes, 

�Step 5: challenge all that is anti-Kingdom, both in word and deed. 

Making this practical, in our city … many people are immigrating to Australia from politically 

and religiously oppressive regions like Nigeria and Afghanistan.  What is our mission, here?  

How can we be agents and messengers of the Kingdom?  Step 1 > partner with government 

organizations and schools like Milperra Refugee School, encouraging them in their work and 

offering your help.  Get to know these people working for peace, and spend time on their turf.  

Step 2 > really get to know them—both those helping, and those needing help.  Share a meal, 

and hear their heart.  Give and receive hospitality.  Step 3 > sacrificially serve those in need … 

give blankets to help at winter, offer family trips to the beach, financially support them in tight 

times, and help heal their physical problems with Spirit-led prayer and expert medical 

attention.  Step 4 > as opportunity arises, explain that all you’re doing is giving them a taste of 

what life is like when we live in line with God’s rule … share the Gospel of the Kingdom and 

reveal Jesus as the King who heals our sickness, deals with our sin, and calls for a response.  

Step 5 > Keep loving those in need regardless of their response to Jesus, but if the whole 

community rejects your work and message, remind them of God’s reality.  Continue to actively 

challenge any structure that keeps these immigrants enslaved and in poverty, working toward 

renewal not just of individual lives, but communities and the natural world to working order. 
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OKAY, getting more specific for you at Ashgrove in the youth ministry ... thinking off the cuff: 

  

1) Start with Vision ... the youth (and whole of Ashgrove preferably) need to go through 

something like SIGN evangelism course, and hear you beating the drum week in and week out 

re: God's Kingdom, and His heart for this world to taste what it's like to live under God's reign ... 

flourishing, of relationship with God, each other, and the world.  Start small initiatives within 

what you already do to better focus your efforts to reflect this, before looking to take your 

community out on show ... even simple things like ways of more authentically connecting as a 

community with God, loving each other well, and simple things like recycling and 

appreciating this good world He's made.  Our community has to live this internally before we 

preach and export it.  I think you're already doing quite a bit of this. 

    ... putting the SIGN course into practice, get them to practice conversational evangelism, so 

that all the core believers on the spot could give you a 30second - 1 minute answer as to "why 

Jesus is good news to them" ... have some different angles into sharing their story, and tying it 

to the Big Story, like the Epic Story tract/booklet we put together.  You could even do a video 

challenge, for the youth group with a video booth to post on youtube their brief stories, and 

use this as a link with friends ... could be shared on iPhone etc.  It doesn't need to be edgy as 

this can be try-hard, but if you want to see some great visual approaches to testimonies, check 

out http://www.iamsecond.com/ 

  

2) Find those who are already doing stuff, and champion their stories.  (E.g. I'm doing a series 

this year on "God Is @ Work" to champion those intentionally using their vocation to seek first 

the Kingdom of God) ... people need to see this embodied somewhere, or it remains a big idea. 

  

Steps 3 & 4 travel together 

  

3) As a group, keeping in mind all the aspects of the Kingdom (e.g. individual, corporate, 

cosmic ... physical, spiritual, social, mental, etc.), start to talk about how Ashgrove (or perhaps 

Brisbane as a whole) would look different if Jesus was Mayor, or the Kingdom was realized.  

Perhaps read through local magazines and newspapers to get a vision for this ... brainstorm, and 

then highlight the major needs where there is a kingdom gap between the way it is, and the 

way it should be. 

  

4) Prioritize the needs, and match them with resources and ability to impact ... have the group 

own this, so it's not a top-down initiative.  Maybe even find ways of funding some initiatives 

birthed within the group (like Kingdom Assignments, give $1000 in 10 x $100 lots to those 

with winning bids, so that the whole youth ministry gets behind it).  A second way at this is to 

move with the movers.  You won't change the culture in one hit.  But if some people are 

already doing great stuff, then get everyone behind it, and get them to share their heart. 

 

[Check out http://kingdomassignment.org/ … a brilliant initiative that can shift a whole 

community outwards]  
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 5) Have celebration nights when you share the successes and worship God for what He's 

done, and pray over the failures ... i.e. allow mission experiences to catalyse your worship, 

discipleship, care, and community. 

  

6) Eventually it would be ideal to have a youth ministry with an annual mission trip (whether 

abroad, or national, even local ... e.g. group heading out to an Indigenous community, but 

always in partnership to serve, so efforts are sustained), and a monthly outreach on one of the 

youth nights (reflecting a range of missional mandates, not just evangelism, or just 

environment, or just social justice, or just distributing Bible's etc. ... give them experience in a 

whole range of outreaches that are holistic).  The other nights may bounce off these missional 

expeditions (a bit like we did with the Commission Evangelistic Think Tank, one week in 

reflecting and planning based on someone's heart for an outreach, and the next week out 

doing it) ... so you could have a link week for integrating youth who aren't so 'churched' based 

around the outreach theme, and then a deeper discipleship week. 

  

Back when I was running 

MADShack, we also found it helpful 

to run "Open Arms" on our worship 

nights, getting 2 kids to choose a 

cause each month to which we 

would give some money during an 

offering ... they would choose the 

cause, highlight the need and what 

a particular group was doing about 

it (e.g. Christian Blind Mission 

International), and then we'd give 

money and spend time with 

targeted prayer points. Micah 

Challenge has some great 

resources that can help with this … http://www.micahchallenge.org.au/.  

 

... I haven't put it as a particular point, but this whole process needs to be bathed in prayer ... 

mission begins with God, through His Spirit ... so the matching of community needs with 

church resources and passion may well be arranged by God ... keep open hearts to His leading. 

  

Hope this helps Dan. 

  

I'm interested to see what comes out of this, 

  

God bless, Dave 
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YYOOUURR  TTUURRNN  ……  
 

E. Jesus’ model in Luke 10:1---12, continued … 

(1) Partner with lovers of peace; (2) Share hospitality and friendship; (3) Meet their felt needs; 
(4) Share the good news; and (5) Challenge all that is anti-kingdom. 
 

What could each of these five steps look like in your ‘parish’? … Form into 5 groups, one per 

step, and scrawl on the butcher’s paper what first comes to mind------maybe a name, an activity, a 

need? Then, take 5 minutes as a group to unpack this step in your context. 
 

(1) Partner with lovers of peace 

___________________________________________________________ 

(2) Share hospitality and friendship 

___________________________________________________________ 

(3) Meet their felt needs 

___________________________________________________________ 

(4) Share the good news 

___________________________________________________________ 

(5) Challenge all that is anti-kingdom. 

___________________________________________________________ 
 

Now, split your group and rejoin with 4 others from different steps. Over the next ten minutes, 

each report on how your particular step may look in a Youth Ministry, and learn from the others. 

Jot any key thoughts below. 

_______________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 
 

F. How youth ministry can leave the building 
First, find the ‘person of peace’ who is already working to bless youth where they naturally 
congregate in your parish. 

Second, bring these needs and opportunities to your parish church, and commit to prayer. 
Who to reach, and how to alert them in word and deed to God’s reign? 

Third, reprioritise as both individuals and as a congregation, freeing more time to invest into 
those outside the church; seek ways to love them like Jesus and enter their world. 

Fourth, listen well, and connect their story to the Big Story. 

They’ll likely need to belong before they believe, so Go out in love, and trust that in time at 
least some of these youth will Come to join the welcoming family of God.  
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NNEEXXTT  SSTTEEPPSS  &&  EEXXTTRRAA  RREESSOOUURRCCEESS  
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Bakke, Raymond J., and Jim Hart. The Urban Christian: Effective Ministry in Today's Urban World. 
Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 1987. 

Benson, David. A Theology for the 21
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 Century of the Church in Mission and Evangelism. 2008. 
http://issuu.com/nikanddaveabroad/docs/evangelism-mission-theology.  

Choung, James. True Story: A Christianity Worth Believing In. Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Books, 2008. 

Clark, Chap, and Kara Eckmann Powell. Deep Justice in a Broken World: Helping Your Kids Serve Others 

and Right the Wrongs Around Them. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008. 

Frost, Michael. The Road to Missional: Journey to the Center of the Church. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker 
Books, 2011. 

Jones, E. Stanley. The Unshakable Kingdom and the Unchanging Person. Nashville: Abingdon, 1972. 

Keller, Timothy J. Ministries of Mercy: The Call of the Jericho Road. Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R Pub, 1997. 

Kimball, Dan. They Like Jesus but Not the Church: Insights from Emerging Generations. Grand Rapids, 
Mich: Zondervan, 2007. 

Moffitt, Bob, and Karla Tesch. If Jesus Were Mayor: How Your Local Church Can Transform Your 

Community. Oxford, UK: Monarch Books, 2006. 

Newbigin, Lesslie. A Word in Season: Perspectives on Christian World Missions. Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. 
Eerdmans Pub. Co, 1994. 

Sider, Ronald J., Philip N. Olson, and Heidi Rolland Unruh. Churches That Make a Difference: Reaching 

Your Community with Good News and Good Works. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2002. 

Ward, Pete, and Pete Ward. God at the Mall: Youth Ministry That Meets Kids Where They're At. 
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WEBSITES 
www.thebigstory.org.au … A Way of Sharing the Gospel with Teens 

http://www.micahchallenge.org.au/ … The Australian hub for a global campaign of Christians 
speaking out against poverty and injustice. 

http://kingdomassignment.org/ … A simple but powerful way of turning church outwards 

McCrindle Research Company, ‘Australian Communities Report’, commissioned by Olive Tree Media, 
2012, available from http://olivetreemedia.com.au/the-apologetics-series.aspx ... see some recent data 
on blockers to belief. 

COURSES & RESOURCES 
http://issuu.com/nikanddaveabroad/docs/sign … SIGN: Pointing People to Jesus. A Kingdom-based 
evangelism course for guiding Christians outside the bubble to engage with the world 

 -Sharing the Big Story: pathways.kbc.org.au/passing/passing-evangelism/the-big-story-video/  

 -EPIC STORY tract: http://issuu.com/nikanddaveabroad/docs/epic_story  

 -Preaching Series Videos: Sign of the Beggar (http://vimeo.com/10001413),                                                     
Sign of the Storyteller (http://vimeo.com/10190327), Sign of the Lifeguard (http://vimeo.com/10716122), 
Sign of the Cook (http://vimeo.com/10715021) + Message on Luke 10 (http://vimeo.com/12046123) 

 -BIG STORY youth version: http://issuu.com/nikanddaveabroad/docs/big_story  

http://www.mediafire.com/?c15td10h15c1d  … “Touring Adolescent Athens” to get youth today  

http://logos.kbc.org.au/blog/resources/logos-talks/caught-out/ … Some helpful apologetics 
resources I’ve put together, to deal with questions that will come when your youth reach out.             
(See video of this talk at http://vimeo.com/6277952.)  
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Q&A Part 2 

 

_______________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are the 3 most important things for you to address in response to this session? 

 

#1:_______________________________________________________ 

#2:___________________________________________________________ 

#3:______________________________________________________ 
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The call to GO:  
Why youth ministry  
must leave the building 

 
         By Dave Benson 

 

Facing the why of youth ministry 
 

In recent days my home church has been looking for a new youth pastor. On paper, it sounds like a 

dream: a Brisbane based congregation with an average age of 35, and roughly 500 youth and young 

adults on the books. Our ‘tradition’ is investing into a high energy Friday night program that attracts 

perhaps twenty or so ‘newbies’ each week; we can pat ourselves on the back and feel like we’re really 

reaching the lost. Yet we’re often oblivious to the tens of thousands of youth in local schools who 

would never set foot in anyone’s youth ministry, no matter how shiny we are by our own standards. 

So while it seems impressive superficially in the numbers game, this job vacancy has brought to the 

surface deep questions about the ‘why’ of youth ministry.  

 

Are we looking for a caretaker to stabilise this mighty structure so we don’t bleed numbers like so 

many other youth ministries, lost to the ‘secular world’ outside our doors? Are we looking for a 

charismatic leader who’ll rally the troops to bring more stragglers into our building? That’s the aim, 

after all – isn’t it? – to get more youth to “go to church”. What about appointing a youth pastor 

whose greatest passion and gifting is reaching the 99 outside our program? Well, that’s a brilliant 

added bonus, but first things first, so I’m told.  

 

Perhaps your situation is different. One person shared with me this scenario:  

 

Suppose I’m a local minister, and our congregation is ageing. We have a few younger families, but 

by the time the kids reach high school, they tend to drift off. We have no youth group, and 

struggle to attract teens to anything we do. Without youth and young adults, we’ll eventually fade 

away. How could we connect with youth outside our programs, and get them to come to church? 

 

For a growing number of churches this is not hypothetical, so I’ll take this question seriously. But 

how should I answer? Well, I would begin with two caveats.  

 

Defining the problem 
 

First, our situations differ. The church is a family, not a franchise. There is no one-size-fits-all 

solution to address these struggles. There is no substitute for waiting on the Holy Spirit’s leading, and 

acting faithfully where you’re planted.  

 

My second caveat is equally significant: I suspect that, while we’re using the same words, we’re 

operating with a different theological dictionary. This isn’t about denomination. The scenario could 

have been posed differently: “How could our parish connect with youth outside our church walls?” 
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Either way, I am confused. In the first instance, ‘church’ is an event, a religious program or hobby 

one undertakes once a week, like futsal or bingo. In the second instance, ‘church’ is a bricks-and-

mortar building with walls, outside which reside a different type of people whom we desire to bring 

in to join us. Added to this confusion, ‘parish’ is equated with the church, rather than referring to a 

geographically defined community which the local parish-church exists to serve. 

 

This isn’t simply semantics. Words have power. With words God spoke the world into motion. 

Words frame our thoughts, and our actions. Thus, definitions demand attention. The original Greek 

word for church was ἐκκλησία (ekklesia), and as Frank Viola notes, “To the ears of a first-century 

Christian, calling an ekklesia a building would have been like calling your wife a condominium or 

your mother a skyscraper.”1 Why? Because in all 114 New Testament usages, church refers to an 

assembly of people belonging to the Lord. 

 

Becoming a youth ministry for the world 
 

Can you understand my confusion? The church is a people, not a building, so it shouldn’t have 

‘walls’. The high point of youth ministry is not attracting youth – like bugs to the blue light – into 

our sacred enclosure to be zapped by God. Whatever your denomination, the high point of youth 

ministry is a people empowered by God’s Spirit (the parish-church) taking responsibility for their 

local geographic region (the parish), by going to youth where they already are, and alerting them to 

the reign of Jesus. We do this through demonstrating and announcing the Kingdom of God. This is 

our mission.2   

 

The church exists for the world, not the other way around. If our primary concern is how to shore up 

our numbers and get people into our religious club, then we have missed the purpose for our election 

and need to repent. This goes whether your Friday night youth ministry is thriving, shrinking, or 

purely a pipe-dream.  

 

It reminds me of a story told by the theologian-come-missionary Lesslie Newbigin. After surveying 

the needs of a city parish, he asked one of the elders, “What function does this church perform?” 

They were a bit embarrassed. Then one of them said, “It caters to the needs of its members.” 

Newbigin sharply replied, “Then it should be disbanded.”3 He later reflects,  

 

 

                                                      
1 Frank Viola, Pagan Christianity?: Exploring the Roots of Our Church Practices, Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2008, 

pp. 11–12. 

2 See Michael Frost, The Road to Missional, Baker Books, 2011, pp. 23–39. Granted, the youth ministry (as a subset of the broader 

church) has a range of functions: to be an environment which cultivates those who participate to grow like Christ, to worship God, 

to care for another, and for this diverse community of opposites to function in love as one, the bride of Christ. But have we 

forgotten our primary call to share this life with those beyond our community? We were, after all, called out of darkness into light 

in order to declare God’s praise (1 Peter 2:9). The youth ministry exists to be a witness for God who desires to redeem all people 

(Psalm 107:11-12). Have we prioritised our role as ambassadors for Christ and agents of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18-20)? 

This, here, is my primary concern. 

3 Lesslie Newbigin, A Word in Season, Eerdmans, 1994, pp. 33–34. 
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That has been fundamental right through the history of the Church, that the structural forms of 

the Church are determined by the secular reality, and not by the internal needs of the Church; 

and I think that is true to Scripture.…It is the Church of God for that place, and that is because 

the Church does not exist for itself but for God, and for the world that Jesus came to save.”4  

 

Christ’s parish encompasses the whole earth. You are not in competition with other youth ministries, 

and nor is your goal to get young people out of the world and into your building to keep a 

foreclosure at bay. Jesus promised to build his church, against which the gates of Hell would not 

prevail (Matthew 16:18). And so long as we continue seeking first His righteousness-justice for God’s 

glory and love of our neighbour, his Kingdom movement will ever advance (Matthew 6:33). We are a 

sign, and instrument, and a firstfruit of God’s purposes for our local parish. Until adolescent 

outsiders see the Kingdom of God come near in tangible ways, meeting real needs, they are unlikely 

to care about your church or what you want to communicate.  

 

Going to every ethnos 
 

I could give you ten tips for making your youth group great, but that’s not the point. Perhaps you’ll 

even attract a newcomer or three. But as one Christian youth commentator insightfully put it, 

 

For every young person that does join the church there are probably ten or twenty other young 

people who have tried to find a place within the church but who found the social make-up of the 

congregation too uncomfortable. They feel that they do not fit and so conclude that the Christian 

faith is not for people like them.5 

 

If we will not take spiritual responsibility for our local parish, then our local youth ministry – and 

perhaps even our local church – will perish. And this is right, for we have abandoned the mission of 

God.  

 

Our local parish is made up of a great diversity of youth. The old-school hierarchical system – 

cheerleaders and jocks, preppies, geeks/nerds, then alternatives – has morphed into innumerable 

groups and variations on a theme: “Skaters” embrace hip-hop, “Goths” advocate environmentalism, 

“Rednecks” seek tutoring, “Lebs” (Lebanese cliques) don Adidas, each mixing and matching on their 

own terms.6  Each clique has its own unique needs, but without fail the deepest need of each 

adolescent therein is to see the Kingdom of God come near (Mark 1:14-15).  

 

These groupings are equivalent to the “nations” (ἐθ́νος, eth’-nos) to whom we are sent with good 

news (Matthew 24:14; 28:18-20; Revelation 5:9). They function like tribes or ethnic groupings, with 

cultural and language distinctions making it hard for the gospel to spread naturally from one group 

to another. Jesus calls us to “Go!” yet we hope they will come. But for a whole swag of reasons, they 

will not. We are at best perceived as an irrelevant club; at worst, we are an intolerant and insular 

                                                      
4 Newbigin, A Word in Season, p. 53. 

5 See Pete Ward, God at the Mall: Youth Ministry That Meets Kids Where They're At, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999, pp. 11–20. 

6 Murray Milner Jr., Freaks, Geeks, and Cool Kids: American Teenagers, Schools, and the Culture of Consumption, New York: 

Routledge, 2004, pp. 100–2, 130. 
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religious institution implausible to most teens and best avoided.7  We must ‘Go’ before they will 

‘Come’. And simply sending what Christian youth we do have to invite their friends along – as 

important as that is – is a woefully inadequate missional response.  

 

Look around your church. Does it reflect the kind of diversity, the kind of eth’-nos that you see in 

youth culture as a whole? If your church is like mine, then the majority of those attending are white, 

middle-class, and generally conservative in their outlook. (Added to this, most are middle aged or 

older, so if all we did was ‘friendship evangelism’, it’s questionable whether youth would be reached 

at all.)  You don’t see a whole lot of tongue-piercings and tattoos, skaters and street-kids, gang-

members and goths, prostitutes or tax collectors. (The last set of outsiders were obviously Jesus’ 

priority – I wonder what it would take for our churches to include them?)      

 

What’s the solution? In short, incarnational “outside–in” outreach.8   It’s not until you, me, and even 

the church organist makes the costly, sacrificial decision to cross barriers and be inconvenienced in 

our everyday lives, that we will reach the growing numbers of un-churched adolescents in our cities. 

Without incarnation – divine love taking on flesh – the vast majority will never hear the gospel. Yet, 

as we truly take responsibility for our parish and all the ‘nations’ therein, we have an amazing 

opportunity to demonstrate God’s reign through loving service. In turn, we can meaningfully 

announce Jesus as King, and call young people to align with his mission in the world, joining a 

community of his disciples who practise what they preach. 

 

How? Let’s say you have no young people in your congregation. Luke 10:1–12 offers us a powerful 

working model, based on Jesus’ sending of the seventy-two.  

 

Jesus’ model in Luke 10:1---12  
 

As you read this passage, note that it follows the whole Biblical trajectory: YHWH is in the habit of 

choosing the few (even the one, paradigmatically Jesus) to bless the many, and it’s typically by way of 

the least so that we cannot boast and God receives all the glory (1 Corinthians 1:18–31; Ephesians 

2:8–9).9 So much for powerful youth ministries peddling their programs as a sure-fire way to 

‘success’. Like Gideon’s dwindling troops (Judges 7:1–8), God is less concerned about the numbers 

than he is to empower faithful servants thirsty for God’s presence and attentive to the mission at 

hand. 

 

Note also the holistic nature of the mission. Jesus proclaimed and demonstrated his mandate to 

preach, cast out demons and heal the sick (Luke 4:16–21). Put another way, Jesus’ mission was to 

persuade everyone of the truth, liberate people from what enslaves them, and mend bodies and the 

                                                      
7 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, UnChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity … and Why It Matters, 

Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007, pp. 11, 26–28, 33, 251–53. More recently and closer to home, see McCrindle Research 

Company, ‘Australian Communities Report’, commissioned by Olive Tree Media, 2012, available from 

http://olivetreemedia.com.au/the-apologetics-series.aspx . 

8 Ward, God at the Mall, pp. 52–79. 

9 Richard Bauckham, Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Postmodern World, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003, pp. 

27–54. 
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fabric of this world, which is falling apart physically, socially, politically, environmentally, and 

spiritually. Jesus truly is Lord of all. And Jesus then entrusts this mission to the handpicked twelve, 

empowered to do likewise (Luke 9:1–2).  

 

Lest we think that mission is the exclusive purview of the clergy or the chosen few, he broadens the 

crew to seventy-two, sent “two by two before his face into every city and place where he himself was 

about to go” (Luke 10:1). Our going prefigures Christ coming to a community near you. Is Luke 

fixated on precise numbers? Hardly! Seventy-two is symbolic, a Septuagint reference to the table of 

nations in Genesis 10: it represents all people groups covering the face of the earth.10 Jesus doesn’t 

simply send the clergy. “The harvest truly is great, but the labourers are few,” so we must pray that 

God would literally kick out all people in the church – the laity, if this distinction is even valid – 

moving beyond the building to bless the world.  

 

In this exodus we are not lone rangers. We must go in community for the community, and by our 

love for each other God will be made known (John 13:35). To which ethnos or adolescent clique, 

then, is God sending you? In your local church, who is your partner on mission? And how would 

Jesus have you share the gospel, emancipate youth from an enslaving consumerist culture, and express 

the flourishing of God’s Kingdom toward embracing each individual teen, his or her friendship 

group and local school, and the physical and social environment where they spend their lives? Jesus 

calls us radically in, from our brokenness and selfishness, to then be radically sent on mission to help 

heal a hurting world. Following Christ means we no longer live for ourself. 

 

Moving beyond these initial observations, it seems to me that Luke 10:1–12 suggests a five step 

model for youth ministries to go: (1) partner with lovers of peace; (2) share hospitality and 

friendship; (3) meet their felt needs; (4) share the good news; and (5) challenge all that is anti-

kingdom. This is no formula; it will take on a different form relative to the particularities of your 

context. That said, perhaps these closing thoughts will help you on this journey of turning outwards 

to bless the world. 

 

How youth ministry can leave the building 
 

First, find the “person of peace” (whether Christian or otherwise) who is already working to bless 

youth where they naturally congregate in your parish. This could be a school teacher, a guidance 

officer, a Chaplain, a PCYC coordinator, whoever. Survey what the real needs are from a Kingdom 

perspective; remember, as E Stanley Jones used to say based on Luke 4:16–18, “the Kingdom of God 

is God’s total answer to humanity’s total need.”11  Is it domestic violence and disintegrating families? 

Is it low literacy or self-centred consumerism? How can you insert yourself in the scars of their world 

to bring life?12   

 

                                                      
10 Joel B Green, The Gospel of Luke, NICNT, edited by Gordon Fee, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997, p. 412. 

11 E Stanley Jones, The Unshakable Kingdom and the Unchanging Person, Bellingham, WA: McNett Press, 1972, p. 16.   

12 Particularly helpful toward this end is Bob Moffitt and Karla Tesch, If Jesus Were Mayor: How Your Local Church Can Transform 

Your Community, Grand Rapids, MI: Monarch, 2006.   
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Second, bring these needs and opportunities to your parish church, and commit to prayer. How, in 

particular, would God have you alert teens to his reign? Who, in particular, would he have you reach? 

Where does your parish’s greatest need meet with your greatest delight and giftedness?  

 

Third, reprioritise as both individuals and as a congregation, freeing more time to invest into those 

outside the church. Perhaps it’s volunteering as a coach, or as an ESL tutor in a refugee school, 

connecting with a disabilities support group, or hosting your grandson’s party with friends on the 

weekend. Corporately, your church could partner with a school raising funds and awareness for 40 

Hour Famine or another social justice issue close to Jesus’ heart; it may mean grabbing a bunch of 

teens you’ve built relationship with and serving sausages at the local skate park. Get creative and go 

together in God’s power! For me it means lots of emails and meandering conversations over 

milkshakes as school kids I’ve got to know pour out their heart and ask questions about life and faith, 

simply because they know I care. The purpose isn’t sprooking for new kids to strengthen youth group 

statistics (or prop up an ageing congregation); it is seeking opportunity to love them like Jesus and 

enter their world.  

 

And fourth, as the Spirit leads, help them connect their story to the Big Story: we were designed for 

good, but we’ve each turned from God and have been damaged by evil; but in Jesus, God has stepped 

in to restore everything for better, so we can be sent together to heal, a preview of how the whole 

world will be when Jesus returns and sets everything right.13  If you listen well, you’ll find 

innumerable touch points. 

 

As God grabs their heart, they will likely choose to belong before they believe. They may be open to 

exploring with others – whether young or old – what it means to follow Jesus in a world like ours, 

eventually making a personal commitment to live for Christ and His Kingdom. This will take 

courage. Your church will likely have to reprioritise where it invests its time and money if you are to 

follow Jesus to the unreached parts of your parish; a missional vision must permeate all you do, from 

sermons to small groups. And when kids want to connect in, your congregation must flex to 

incorporate them as family. Who knows, perhaps over time they will become a regular part of your 

Friday youth program and a pillar of your church. But either way, you will have been faithful, young 

people will have entered eternal life, and God will have been glorified. And when all is said and done, 

this is our greatest motivation for why youth ministry must leave the building and reach youth 

outside our local church. 

 

+++ 

 

Dave Benson lectures in evangelism and apologetics at Malyon College, and is a PhD 

candidate in Practical Theology at University of Queensland, considering the place of 

Sacred Texts in public education. He completed an MCS at Regent College 

(Vancouver, 2009) with a research thesis “The Thinking Teen” on commending the 

Bible to adolescent outsiders, before working as Pastor of Evangelism and Community 

Outreach at Kenmore Baptist Church. 

 

                                                      
13 For more information see www.thebigstory.org.au . 
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