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Abstract

Christian youth work is at a crossroads. It is attempting to find a new paradigm in a time of massive cultural upheaval and is dealing with the fact that young people are turned off by established forms of church.

This dissertation looks at this transition through the lens of one organisation, Greater Vancouver Youth for Christ. As well as an organisational study, it is intended to have a wider viewpoint than just this one body, and reflects a perspective on youth work in the broader context.

The study breaks down into four parts. The first covers the cultural shift from modernism to postmodernism and its impact on society. The second looks at youth culture and the agents that are driving it. The third section zeroes in on the effectiveness of Greater Vancouver Youth for Christ, statistically analysing the responses to a questionnaire sent out as part of the research for this work.

The final part maps out a way forward for youth work in the emerging culture, both for GVYFC and other organisations. It is proposed that YFC and other movements adopt a new embodied apologetic, rather than relying on a programmatic approach. This apologetic incorporates five factors; the cultural desire among young people for authentic relationship, their openness to spirituality, the importance of story, the concept of journeying together and the formation of community. 

Its conclusion revolves around the need for church and parachurch to adopt this apologetic and to work together in planting new forms of culturally relevant, faith-based communities that will both reach and keep young people.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

From Here To There. A Ministry Journey And The Need For Research

In November of 1998 I received a forwarded email from Roy Oostergo, chairman of Greater Vancouver Youth for Christ [GVYFC]. It was an invitation for any interested parties to apply for the job of Executive Director of the organisation. For various reasons I had felt that God was leading me on from the current work I was involved in
 and I wanted to find an outlet for my growing beliefs about the cultural transition needed in youth work in a postmodern age and the need for the church to respond. I knew from my own observations that as Hahn and Verhaagen had previously pointed out, ‘this is a generation that yearns and searches for spiritual reality. So far it is not finding it in the church.’
 I wanted to be part of the process of addressing these issues.

The position interested me and Roy and I started a stimulating cyber conversation. However, it became obvious that with a start date seven weeks later, a move was impossible, and in early December I sent a message saying that I was not interested in pursuing the idea.

Four months later, I informed my church that I would finish my three-year commitment
and left the church office knowing that God was leading me into something new, but wondering how I would pay the bills! I returned home to find an e-mail message from Roy saying that on tidying up his files he had found our correspondence. He had never heard back from me and as GVYFC had not found an Executive Director, would I be interested in being interviewed? After checking, I found my refusal letter of four months before. We later determined that my Internet Service Provider had crashed and not delivered any e-mail I sent during that short period. 

Later that night I received a phone call from Bill Hogg in Seattle, inviting me to apply for a position with that YFC chapter. With the two cities being on the North Western coast of North America just 100 miles apart, it seemed more than a coincidence.

After two weeks of conversations, my wife Helen and myself booked a flight to both cities. Visiting Seattle first, we determined that the position was an excellent one and after three days we left for Vancouver, believing that we would probably be taking the Seattle YFC job. We spent a further three days in Vancouver discovering the beautiful surroundings but, more importantly, meeting the staff and touring the facilities of GVYFC. The chapter is one of the largest in the world, with 42 staff and over 150 volunteers working in five geographical areas around Greater Vancouver, involved in a wide variety of projects. We found a deep openness and humility as well as a great reservoir of gifting amongst the staff and the warmth with which we were welcomed won us over. By the end of the visit, I had been informally offered the position and we decided that God was almost certainly calling us there.

After a week of prayer back in England, we accepted the offer and prepared to move our family half way around the world to take up residence in the Lower Mainland.
 Almost miraculously, within two months we had sold our house in Lincoln, shipped the few possessions we were taking with us and begun the process of saying goodbye to friends and family. 

We arrived in Vancouver on August 16th 1999 and I took up my position as Executive Director on September 1st. Now, nearly two years has passed. It has been a wonderful journey so far and my family and I are more than ever convinced that we heard God correctly in following the call to Vancouver. 

During these past two years there has been enormous change. It has become clear that a research project examining the world in which GVYFC is working and the organisation’s methodology amidst the changing contours of youth culture is needed. It has become obvious that a key issue for any evangelistic parachurch organisation is that most young people are not interested in church. They ‘view churches as antiquated organizations designed to promulgate “religious stuff” and “live apart from the world instead of getting involved in the pain of the world.”’
  In fact, as Hutchcraft states, ‘We are missionaries to a post-Christian youth culture.’
 For that reason I discussed with my tutors at Cliff College and received permission to write the dissertation for my MA in Evangelism Studies on this subject. 

After obtaining a years extension, I determined that I would adopt a methodology that would allow me both to question and observe the practices that GVYFC adopts in reaching young people, both in their strengths and weaknesses, and that would allow me to survey the literature associated with the subject. Throughout the fall and winter of 2000-2001 I conducted my literature survey. In January of 2001 I compiled a questionnaire for staff workers with the organisation, which I framed with the input of our Church Resources Director, Brian Brown and my tutor Martyn Atkins. I sent this out in February of 2001 and received replies throughout the next five weeks. Over the course of a further five months I completed the analysis that has resulted in this dissertation.

The work that follows is the outcome of this process. The first part examines the cultural changes that are taking place in society and its effect on young people. Secondly, I have examined the entity that is Greater Vancouver Youth For Christ and outlined the various methodologies it uses to reach teenagers. Thirdly I have examined the research done with staff members in order to analyse the strengths and weaknesses of this work. Finally I have drawn conclusions that I believe are important, not just for the future work of this organisation in a time of culture shift, but for the work of many other church and parachurch organisations as well.

Having described my own personal journey as to how I arrived here [both figuratively and literally!] it is now time to examine the nature of the world in which the young people we work with at GVYFC are living and the history of it’s emergence. 

Chapter 2

A World In Transition: The Culture We Live In
The Culture that we live in defines us as a people. It is ‘all learned behaviour that is acquired socially.’
  In previous times, much of the acquisition of this learned behaviour would be passed on from one generation to another. Today, the mechanisms that encouraged this to happen have broken down. This is because in recent decades a seismic movement in the cultural context has taken place in the Western world. As a result we are living in an age of enormous change.  Our culture has taken on the appearance of a ‘fresh, new world’
 as we move from one age to another. As Van Gelder states, ‘the cultural landscape we occupy in the West in the latter part of the twentieth century has fundamentally shifted’.
 That culture was shaped by the forces of modernity. 

Where We’ve Come From: The Contours Of Modernity

In explaining the worldview of modernity, Faulkner references Cray and defines the main beliefs of this period as  ‘the supremacy of human reason; an optimistic belief in science; the replacement of a sense of purpose with the more mechanistic cause and effect; the importance of progress, and the division of thinking between public, value-free facts [such as science] and private values [such as religious faith]’.
 Whereas in the mediaeval age there had been a preoccupation with the supernatural, modernity focused on the natural, the ‘this-worldly and the secular.’
 A key proponent of this was the philosopher Descartes who, instead of starting with a God centred explanation to understanding life, ‘constructed a different epistemological method for discovering truth by starting within himself as an autonomous individual.’
 Spirituality became something to be understood within a narrowly defined framework of human comprehension. Also, through the work of other philosophers such as Francis Bacon, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Immanuel Kant, rationality became the defining factor of modern human existence. Their ideas ‘were grounded in the assumption that a rational understanding of the world and human life reflected natural laws.’
 

It could be said that these philosophers, and others like them, left us with an age that assumed that human beings could eventually, through rational explanation, comprehend the universe and all the processes occurring within it. They assumed that scientific progress was an intrinsically good thing and would eventually allow us to explain all things and achieve perfection in the human condition. As Grenz states, modernity:

 ‘assumes that knowledge is certain, objective, and good. It presupposes that the rational, dispassionate self can obtain such knowledge. It presupposes that the knowing self peers at the mechanistic world as a neutral observer armed with the scientific method. The modern knower engages in the knowing process believing that knowledge inevitably leads to progress and that science coupled with education will free humankind from our vulnerability to nature and all forms of human bondage.’

In recent decades however, this cultural understanding has come under enormous pressure, to the stage where it has in fact fractured. As the world has been exposed to the horrors of world war, ecological damage on a horrendous scale, the triumph of materialism and consumerism over the desire for community and the exposure of the emptiness of human existence without a depth of spirituality, modernity has been undermined by a desire for a new way of viewing the world. The cultural change this has imposed is real and needs to be addressed, for the certainties of the enlightenment-based worldview that once seemed rock solid, are being replaced at warp speed by the new ambiguities of postmodernism. 

Postmodernism: A New Way Of Viewing The World

Any work such as this that seeks to define postmodernism is bound to run into trouble, for as Hilborn comments whilst referencing Umberto Eco the word ‘often gets applied  “to anything the user… happens to like.”
 It is a ‘delightfully slippery word’
 for as soon as you try to define it, you create meanings that by their very existence negate the subjectivity of a postmodern worldview.  Clapp states:

the term remains valuable exactly because it carries ambiguous freight. It claims only that we live after modernity and its unchallenged faith in secular reason…Postmodernity is a signpost letting us know that we have flown to the borders of modernity, even if it does not tell us precisely what lies beyond those borders.

However, since the majority of Western young people are exposed to these cultural influences from birth, it is important for us to examine, in at least rudimentary fashion, the basics of postmodernity, in order to understand the forces of culture that are shaping their world.

The Loss Of The Metanarrative

A key issue in the postmodern conceptual framework is the lack of belief in a metanarrative, an ‘academic word used in PM to describe those views of life that have an overarching explanation of reality, a big story.’
 For those of us brought up to believe that Christianity is a metanarrative with an absolute truth at its core, this is a problem, but for a postmodernist it is a response to the perceived failure of modernity and its rational explanation of everything. Kelly references Lyotard saying that ‘ the failure of modernity….has left Western culture suspicious not only of the big story of science-and-progress myth, but of any big story that sets itself up as the answer to the whole of life.’
 Further, others see it as a release for those bound up in a one-dimensional view of the world. Riddell talks of postmodernists as wanting to ‘throw the doors open and listen to all the stories’
 as they embrace concepts that once would have been unthinkable to a previous culture. 

The generations of the modernist culture understood the world from the point of view of a rational understanding that everything had its place within an ordered world. Today we have a ‘new post rational culture’
, where anything can be possible. Kevin Ford, taking the viewpoint of someone brought up in this new world comments:

‘You say you can prove Jesus lived and died and rose again,’ says a typical Xer. ‘Fine. I’ve seen proof that UFO’s exist, that Elvis is alive and that there is a mile long human face carved in stone on Mars. I can’t argue with you, but I also can’t relate to your evidence. I’d rather just believe what I want to believe. You have your truth and I have mine.’
 

This has massive implications for the expression of grand truth claims such as Christianity and as we will later see, there is a need for the church and youth workers in particular to address the communication of the gospel at a very fundamental level. 

Deconstructionism And The Breakdown Of History

A related aspect to the breakdown of the metanarrative is that, for a postmodernist, history is seen as a series of metaphors
 rather than a literal account of things that actually happened.  As Middleton and Walsh state ‘Western intellectual tradition, and especially Western modernity, claims to reflect and represent reality so accurately that it simply mirrors the way things really are.’
 Deconstructionists on the other hand, view this understanding of history in terms of power language, used for the means of oppression and control. ‘By granting an aura of universal truth to our local conventions, the Western intellectual commitment to realism serves ideologically to legitimate Western conquest and political superiority.’
 Thus a postmodernist seeks to look at who has been left out in this construct of reality because they believe that everyone has a story to contribute to the whole, not just those who are in control and write the history. It is in a sense, another aspect of the belief that history is written by the conquerors. An example of the way such postmodern intellectual thought trickles down to society in general is the way in which in recent years in Canada and around the world, there has been a new historical understanding of the rights of aboriginals to the land they lived in before Westerners came. There is an understanding that Christopher Columbus did not actually discover the new world after all, despite what Western history has shown us, and that aboriginals were here before he arrived. The West simply failed to recognise their historical story in any meaningful way. This new understanding has led to renegotiations of the constitutions and land right claims of major significance in countries such as Australia, Canada, and the USA. 

Other Issues

These two major issues, the breakdown of the metanarrative and the rejection through deconstruction of all truth claims, are in a sense the foundation of postmodernity. From them flow some of the key aspects of the culture we live in, such as the concept of pluralism, which ‘refers to the close proximity of differing and sometimes competing belief systems, cultures and lifestyles’
. This is an aspect of Western society that allows for people to give credence to competing philosophies and religions within a framework that is both geographically and societally compacted compared to past ages. It is as much an aspect of the increasing urbanisation and technological sophistication of a globalised world village as of the philosophical forces of postmodernism. But it has a massive impact on the way truth is viewed, for as Newbigin states ‘ In a pluralist society such as ours, any confident statement of ultimate belief, any claim to announce the truth about God and his purpose for the world, is liable to be dismissed as ignorant, arrogant, dogmatic.’
 

Further, the concept of relativism means that all truth is relative to the individual’s point of view.  Whereas the modernist mind saw truth as an absolute given, to the postmodernist ‘ truth is relative at best and possibly nonexistent.’
 There is a desire within Western postmodern culture to allow for truth to be relative in all circumstances. Yet as Riddell states, such a philosophical basis for viewing the world, ‘seems to cast doubt on the whole concept of truth’.
 

Both the concepts of pluralism and relativism can be seen to tie directly into the bedrock of postmodernism as described above and it is easy to see how today’s world can be characterised by a complete sense of both ambiguity and diversity, ‘“pessimistic wishful thinking” or “nihilism with a smile.”’
 Gibbs and Coffey provide a concise summation of postmodernism in stating:

Postmodernists have abandoned the illusive search for truth - or, more accurately, they have redefined truth in terms of consensus and ‘whatever works for you’. They reject propositional certainty as the ploy of the powerful, who exert their influence by disempowering those who hold to a divergent point of view. Rather they claim we should celebrate diversity, and they regard ambiguity as providing the fertile soil for continuing creativity.

The philosophies of postmodernism affects every level of existence, making our explanation of how the world works, our personal story, one of individual, rather than societal meaning:

‘Everyone is entitled to his or her point of view, because...what you see depends on where you stand. The world of postmodernists is a world of image rather than of substance. They are concerned with the immediate rather than with the long-term, because history is meaningless and the future is too scary and unpredictable to contemplate.’

As postmodernity has superseded modernity it has brought many challenges, particularly for those who grew up in a culture where facts were empirical and where truth was believed in terms of absolutes. It has led to a sense of uncertainty for many as they try to come to terms with a new and less certain way of seeing the world. In fact as Stanley Grenz comments, ‘in the changing sea of postmodernity, we wonder if there remains any shared fixed point of reference – even if only theoretically – from which to track our course.’
 This is particularly true of an older generation, or for those raised in circles where modernity was the reigning plausibility structure. Yet for many young people in today’s world, this is the only cultural climate they have known. For them, the ‘This is my truth, tell me yours’
 philosophy of the age has had a major impact as they struggle every day with so many competing philosophies and the diversity that comes as part and parcel of the global village. 

Chapter 3

Who Are These Young People?

Young people make up a growing proportion of the world population. A 1998 estimate indicated 30 per cent of the world's population was aged fifteen and under. As of 2000 the Canadian population aged ten to twenty four is expected to exceed 6,250,000. Further, a quarter of the population of British Columbia, just over 1,000,000, is comprised of young people and children.
 They ride the winds of a totally different culture, full of sociological trends that were nowhere near as well developed as the one in which their forebears grew up. For example, in a 1995 report in the Toronto Star newspaper it was reported that the top seven problems schools faced in the 1940’s were, in descending order, talking, chewing gum, making noise, running in the halls, getting out of turn in line, wearing improper clothing and not putting paper in waste baskets. Comparing these statistics with the cultural climate at the time of writing, the newspaper reported that the top seven problems schools faced in the 1990’s were, in descending order, drug abuse, alcohol abuse, pregnancy, suicide, rape, robbery and assault.
 Even in my own years at secondary school, between 1972 and 1980, I would identify much closer with the first list than with the second.

These statistics underline the drastic amount of change in the climate and the culture that young people grow up in, a climate that brings many new challenges and pressures. In order to understand why this is so, it is important to understand the forces driving the change that has taken place in the last few decades and that will continue to define the coming ones.

Postmodernity And Youth Culture

Some say that there are very few postmodernists, which in terms of counting the numbers of intellectualised followers of the movement may be true. But the cultural influences are at work throughout the everyday world and affect us all. Kelly references Veith who has said ‘If the modern era is over, we are all post-modern, even if we reject the tenets of post-modernism.’
 This is particularly true for young people, who are growing up in a time of cultural shift, where modernism is not forming the basis for the society in which they are living. In a perceptive article written by three Canadian teenagers Boon, Wiens and Willson comment, ‘Growing up in the world today shapes who we are and what we do.’
 It is this postmodern climate that is shaping the world of teenagers today. There are six key ingredients of the postmodern worldview that are mixed into the make up of the every day lives of today’s young people.

Moral Relativity

 Postmodern teenagers ‘seek to escape all restrictions on personal autonomy. They hate being told what to do and they love choices.’
 How they make these choices is a key issue. The majority of teenagers appear to make choices based on whether something works for them, rather than ones based on allegiance to a moral or ethical code. George Barna examines how moral relativism has impacted teenagers and after conducting an exhaustive survey concluded, ‘Not only do more than three out of four teenagers say there is no absolute moral truth; four out of five also claim that nobody can know for certain whether or not they actually know what truth is.’
 Yet, as can be expected in an age of cultural shift when ambiguity is such a big part of the picture, teens are also living in a paradox. Barna discovered a large majority of the same teenagers who believed that there was no such thing as absolute truth, believed that the Bible provided a clear and totally accurate description of moral truth. 

How can teenagers hold such differing views at the same time? Perhaps because they are more able to live with intellectual contradictions today than any previous generation. As long as the truth exists out there somewhere, they are comfortable with it, even if it does not affect their own personal behaviour. As Barna states ‘ If they possess inherently contradictory views, so be it. As long as they can get by day to day, and have some degree of enjoyment and personal fulfilment, don’t rock the boat. After all, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.’
 

Respect and Tolerance

Postmodern youth culture has imbued teenagers with the belief that tolerance is the greatest virtue, that every person is entitled to his or her own beliefs and that those beliefs must be respected. ‘Diversity is celebrated-even moral diversity. It’s insulting to post-moderns to be told there’s only one way to do something- especially one way to believe.’
 An example of this is the changing view teenagers have regarding homosexuality. Bibby and Posterski note that in the ten years between the early eighties and the early nineties, the proportion of Canadian young people who approved of homosexual behaviour rose from 26% to 38%.
  By 2001, Bibby was able to state ‘About one in two teenagers [54%] approve of homosexual relations…But 75%, led by females, maintain that homosexuals are entitled to the same rights as other Canadians.’
This trend has a major impact on any grand truth claim such as Christianity and indicates the speed with which the traditional views of established evangelical Christianity, a bedrock of Canadian culture until fairly recently, have been superseded by forces that can be attributed to postmodern influences. Nowadays, the ultimate sin in the eyes of a postmodern influenced teen is to communicate with them in any way that gives the impression that you are the possessor of the truth, and that all other viewpoints are wrong.

Little Respect For Authority

Postmodern teenagers do not automatically respect their elders and so called betters as previous generations did. Alongside the issues of moral relativity already discussed, a key reason behind this change was a technological innovation, the invention of the printing press by Guttenberg in the fifteenth century. Previous to this, knowledge was held primarily in the repository of previous generations, the elders of the tribe as it were, or those that had acquired knowledge through experience. It was passed down from generation to generation, giving credence to the idea of the wisdom of age. The invention of the printing press changed this. Previously, only a few things had been written down in manuscripts but now knowledge was open to all. As Pollard states ‘This has had a profound effect upon the place of elders and tradition in Western culture because the proliferation of printing has moved the main location of knowledge from the human brain to the printed page.’
  This process accelerated with the advent of mass education. Now, with the invention of the Internet, the availability of knowledge as opposed to experience has invaded every area of our lives. Computers have taken over from books and it is a major issue that this knowledge is now largely in the hands of a younger computer literate generation, as opposed to an older generation that previously passed on wisdom and knowledge gained from experience. We are now living with a post-literate generation that Douglas Rushkoff has called ‘screenagers’, those brought up on a diet of MTV, the Internet and video games.
 They are ‘uncomfortable with the traditional authority of text but at home with the visual; stimulated by multi-media but bored by words on a page; alive to the interactive but dead to the passive’.
Whereas even in the late twentieth century, there were still ties of respect to those who taught from books, we are now living in a post Guttenberg world where you can find out almost anything you want via the computer screen. Who needs teachers when you have Yahoo?

Thus the twin forces of this technological change and the lack of respect for anyone who believes they have a clearer understanding of right and wrong than anyone else, has compromised authority at many different levels of society. As Hampton states, ‘Credibility can no longer be commanded: it must be earned. They [teenagers] desire authenticity over authority.’

Spirituality

In an almost pendulum like response to the individualized autonomous self based concepts of modernity, there is a spiritual hunger among postmodern teenagers. ‘They want something bigger than themselves in their lives’
 This is one of the key reasons behind the growth of the new age movement and as Riddell states, ‘ The ‘dimension’ of spirituality is experiencing a renaissance which would give the impression that it had been discovered for the first time.’
 There is a desire for transcendence among teenagers, something that lifts them beyond their own natural existence. Drane comments on this by saying, ‘one of the major reasons for the rapid growth of the New Age in recent years is the need felt by many people for some kind of hands-on symbols, rituals and experiences that will hold out the promise of putting them in tune with the mystery that is God.’
 This spiritual quest is found in all the major outlets of popular culture.  From the popularity of TV programs such as The X Files with its slogan ‘ The truth is out there’, to the cult status of films such as The Sixth Sense and The Matrix, spirituality and the search for meaning is back on the agenda in a big way. The 2001 Grammy award winning U2 album, All That You Can’t Leave Behind, is an anthemic collection of soaring spiritual poetry, climaxing in the track Grace, a profoundly moving song that speaks of the grace of God saying ‘What once was hurt, what once was friction, what left a mark, no longer stings, because grace makes beauty out of everything.’
 Johnny Baker of YFC London tells the story of being at a Radiohead concert, saying ‘I was moved to tears as the audience sang in unison “God loves his children.”’
 

Pain And Dysfunction

Many of the values with which previous generations were raised have broken down in recent decades. As community and family values have come under increasing pressure, so the young have suffered. Pollard comments: 

Today’s teenagers have grown up through the greatest sociological upheaval of all time. In the last few decades the most fundamental fixed points of our society have disintegrated. Whether we look at marriage, the nuclear family, the extended family, schools and universities, or the wider community in general, we find that previously stable structures in the lives of young people have fragmented.

This has had a profound effect on how we treat the young and how they view themselves. ‘Many of our students grew up knowing they weren’t wanted. They were left in front of a TV while their parents worked. Broken families were the norm. As a result, they’ve existed day-to-day feeling completely alone. That’s normal for postmoderns.’
 This kind of societal breakdown and the pain and dysfunction it has caused in young people has had serious consequences. It has led to much higher rates of suicide as young people find situations thrust upon them that they have not been trained to cope with. Bibby reports that according to Statistics Canada, the suicide rate among Canadian youth under eighteen in the 1950’s was 1.8 per 100,000. By the 1990’s it had increased to 14.6, and the rate continues to rise into the early 2000’s.
 

It has also led to increasing drug dependency as teenagers deal with the issues of boredom in a world that tells them they should be constantly occupied and excited. Often, if you can’t find the stimulation the world tells you you need naturally, or the remedy for the pain in your own life, the solution is to seek a chemically induced high. Pollard quotes a 1996 survey of 7,000 pupils by The National Centre on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University as finding that 42.3 per cent of fifteen and sixteen year olds had used illicit drugs [not including tobacco and alcohol].
 

This is the ‘new branded world’
 where teens are seen by corporations as ‘one of the greatest marketing opportunities of all time’.
 Now more than ever, the successful wear the right clothes, drive the right cars and get seen in the right places. The brand name rules. Young people are told that something is wrong with them if you don’t meet these almost unreachable standards of so called happiness and fulfilment. Therefore these suicide statistics should come as no surprise.

Belonging And Community

As societal breakdown hits us at every level, young people feel the lack of community and belonging that is an integral part of the human make up. This is the detached generation, the kids who feel they don’t belong in the world their parents inherited. For many this detachment can be traced back to the pattern of family breakdown that became such a strong force in the sixties and seventies. Hahn and Verhaagen comment:

The sense of being disconnected extends to our experience of being cut off from significant relationships…Busters have reaped the consequences of the selfishness of parents, who, convinced that the highest good was self-discovery and self-fulfilment, chose divorce in record numbers. And for many divorce was nearly the least of their worries. The rates of abuse, neglect and abandonment, skyrocketed when we were kids.

It’s no surprise that such societal dysfunction should have such long-term effects. They go on to state the following:

As a result, this generation grew up disconnected from our families. All that comes with an intact family-a sense of security, a sense of belonging, a place to be socialized and learn values, a place to enjoy emotional warmth, a place to be cared for-was lost to Baby Busters.

This has had tremendous consequences for the way in which kids conduct themselves and in the way that parents instilled the values of community into their children. It has caused a breakdown in the ability of a new generation to make commitments at a number of different levels. They ‘can’t make commitments because they’ve never had much experience with commitments working out.’
 At the day-to-day level you can see this breakdown in community and relationships on the streets. My wife and I recently watched a film about four thirty something’s returning to their childhood town and remembering their youth in the seventies. It was full of pickup baseball games and kids hanging out in tree houses. I remembered my own youth at the same time, with football and cricket games at the local park almost every night. As we talked we realised we don’t see that any more. Kids rarely run in from school and run out to play with twenty friends down at the park. They don’t have those trust and relational structures built into them any more. Instead they run in and play on the Playstations or the other latest gadget, once they have done the vastly increased amount of homework they now have to do in preparation for the struggle to survive in the increasingly competitive global economy. 

Yet as the old gives way to the new, young people still have the same needs, even if they are not fulfilled. ‘Personal relationships are extremely important to postmoderns’
 People yearn for relationship even in a world where relationships are breaking down. Often postmoderns want to feel like they belong somewhere. It’s one of the reasons for the growth of neo-tribalism
 in youth culture where young people group together around a particular brand, or football team, or any other phenomenon that binds them in a loose allegiance. However these tribes do not bring the satisfying sense of community that previous generations knew. They are ‘not the stable communities that the ancient tribes were. Membership is easily revocable. Thus the neo tribes are transient and always in flux.’
 An example of this is that since we moved to Canada, I've taken up snowboarding. Snowboarders are a neo-tribe if ever there was one. I can now spend a day riding my board down a mountain with people that I may never see again, enjoying a common language and bond, a common sense of exhilaration in the shared danger, in the belonging and community of the moment. Yet when the day is over we pack our boards, get in our cars and disappear from each other lives. A strange kind of community indeed.
Chapter 4

Other Drivers of Change In Youth Culture
Postmodernity is a major force in the shaping of youth culture but it is not the only one. Any work that seeks to examine new ways of reaching young people must look at a broad range of changes that are taking place and the forces that are driving them. The body of literature in terms of the analysis of the forces empowering change in the global sociological situation is diverse. Yet it is possible to identify a number of drivers of change that represent key factors of the shift that is taking place. 

Demographic Changes 

According to the US Census Bureau, the world’s population amounted to 1 billion at the start of the nineteenth century. One hundred and fifty years later in 1950, that number had reached 2.5 billion. In October 1999, that number had increased dramatically to over 6 billion. Current projections show that in 2025, the figure will be 7.8 billion and by 2050, 9 billion.
 The total number of young people between the ages of ten to nineteen is 1.07 billion or 17.8 per cent of the world’s population. By 2010 this will be 1.25 billion and by 2025 the figure will be 1.34 billion.
 Yet while the world’s youth population will only increase by 6 percent, the world’s elderly population will more than double, creating an elderly support burden.
 Already we can see this in the way that social security has become such a big political issue in developed economies, as governments seek to address the growing burden of pensions for an aging population with a shrinking workforce. Further implications are bound to follow.

Technological Changes

Our culture is being shaped by the enormous amount of change that has occurred and continues to occur in the area of technology. This is a facet of youth culture where change is happening at a lightning fast pace. Kelly states that in the world of Generation X and beyond, ‘A primary driver of change is technology, in its influence on economics and the world of work and it subsequent impact on lifestyle.’
 Perhaps the most obvious example of the gathering pace of technological change is the computer. In 1994 computing power was increasing at the rate of 4,000 times per decade for a given unit of cost.
 It continues to accelerate past that. Much of this change has been required for the expansion of the software that uses it. Some of it however has been a tool of the marketers who see the creation of ever more powerful computers as a profit enlarging tool, designed to make old computers obsolete and create the need to buy new equipment. This equipment is not always essential. For example, the International Space Station, called the greatest and most expensive technological venture in the history of humanity, uses 386 computers
 on the basis that they fulfil all the stations needs. Young people in particular are constantly being sold the need for the latest technological upgrade, whether it’s for a new processor or a Playstation 2. 

As processing power and other aspects of technological growth increase, so young people become more adept at using them. It is estimated that the global number of Internet users under the age of 18 in 2001 is 26,807,200. This is projected to grow to 77,064,700 by 2005.
 At the same time, global youth culture has become more homogenous as the result of globally unifying forces such as satellite TV, global branding and the afore mentioned Internet. In the last three years I have experienced young people listening to the same music, wearing the same fashions and using the same language on four continents, in a variety of different countries. The similarities between a teenager in Malaysia and one in Vancouver are striking, much more so than they would have been even a decade ago. 

Not only is homogeneity an issue due to the ‘wiring’ of young people, but also the way they absorb information. The average American teenager watches eighty nine movies per year and three hours of TV per day. MTV is the major channel of choice with 38 per cent watching it any given week.
 ‘We play ‘king of the remote’, zapping commercials and switching programmes at the first taste of boredom. MTV has learned how to turn our short attention span to its advantage. MTV videos average one edit every three seconds; edits in MTV commercials are even faster and more frequent.’
 

Society has become more immediate, with little time for reflection. Many see this in the growth of e-mails, where people have to think a lot faster and make decisions quicker due to the immediacy of the medium. It has also become more fragmented with the growth of the home office and of cyber communities, where people can engage with each other at an intimate level of non-intimacy. 

Technology is  ‘neither good or bad of itself but can be used for either beneficial or destructive purposes.’
 It has improved health care and provided the atomic bomb. It has provided ever-increasing amounts of power and created acid rain. It does, however, drive change and in coming decades we will have to deal with the introduction of Nanotechnology, Biotechnology and Virtual Reality at many different levels. The implications for society and for young people in particular, who are much more attuned to the vibrations in the technological web, will be enormous.

Conceptual Shifts

As we have seen in our examination of the cultural change from the modern to the postmodern, we are living in a time of conceptual shifts. We have already commented on the rise of the global village through the growth of satellite TV channels and more lately, the Internet. Deyo believes that with the growth of new associations fostered by the anonymity of the net, we are moving out of the global village into the global mind, which allows people of every country on the planet, regardless of the ethnic or social background, to communicate and form alliances that span the continents. This mind is linked to millions across time and space. ‘Social interaction no longer requires geographical proximity, nor synchronous timing. An e-mail network might draw together participants from every continent; a web page will sit, available to all, day and night.’
 It is also a mind that allows people to participate in the exchange of information in a way they would never do if they interacted with each other in a more face-to-face fashion, or in the forms of a previous age. ‘Anyone with access to a PC and a phone line can share their most personal views on any subject. Millions of people who would never put pen to paper will spend evenings writing to dozens of people on line.’
 News and information flashes around the world at the speed of light, but the difference is that it can be dissected and poured over in a thousand bulletin boards and e-mail forums. Concepts can be formed and whole ideologies grown as a result of the availability of so much information and this is shaping the way we view the world.

There are other drivers of change at work in the world as well. The growth of religions other than Christianity, environmental change, the breakdown of established political structures and alignments, and other issues, have combined with the forces above to change the world out of all recognition. It is into this new world that church has to carry out its missionary work, particularly in regard to its work with young people.

Chapter 5

The Church And Culture Shift
The Church And Modernity

The church’s response to modernity was to contextualise itself into the age in which it existed. As Wells states ‘The Enlightenment worked its dark magic by seizing such Christian motifs as salvation, providence, and eschatology and rewriting them in humanistic terms, offering their substance in this-worldly ways.’
 While the modern age took on these motifs and translated them into social constructs rather than religious ones, the church bought into the methodology used to gets its concepts across in a rational manner. In doing so it opened its doors to the forces of modernity in a fashion that was largely uncritical of its weaknesses. In looking at the way that the church embraced the enlightenment and modern concepts, Drane comments that Christians: 

accepted without question its weaknesses as well as its strengths, and the impact of this is devastating, especially now we are faced with a fast-changing cultural context. In its ways of knowing and definitions of what is worth knowing, not to mention prevailing attitudes to anything remotely mystical, numinous or supernatural, Western Christianity looks increasingly like one of the final resting places of a rationalist-materialist worldview’

It is right to contextualise a church onto the culture in which it lives and breathes, but the reality for the church that has sold out to the forces of modernity and the enlightenment world view is that it took on a form that in many ways negated the very gospel it was attempting to communicate. This has become a chronic problem. Abraham states that ‘At the very best, most modern evangelism hands over two things: deeply reduced fragments of the Christian message and the personalistic debris of the Christian moral tradition.’
 This has meant that the very difference of the gospel, the thing that set it apart from the world and made it something worth dying for, has been given away due to the inability of the church to speak the language without adopting the cultural values; ‘this failure of nerve has been seen in the loss of Christian distinctives and the essentially counter-culture nature of the faith.’
 In essence, much of the church has become the establishment, upholding the values of a culture and era that is passing into history, attempting to cling to a past that has very little relevance to the future. At its worst, this conceptualisation of the good news has led to an Americanisation of the gospel and an understanding that the American way of life was a very close relation of the gospel, if not the gospel itself. This understanding has spread beyond the borders of the USA into much of the rest of the world and has had a tragic effect on the nature of the message of Christ. Costas examines Moberg’s analysis of this phenomenon saying that the problem with this form of Christianity is what it has done to the gospel itself:

reducing it to a “conscience-soothing Jesus, with an unscandlous cross; an other-worldly kingdom; a private, inwardly, individualistically limited Holy Spirit; a pocket God; a spiritualized Bible” and a church that escapes from the gut issues of society. It has conceived the goal of the gospel as ‘a happy, comfortable and successful life, obtainable through the forgiveness of an abstract sinfulness by faith in an unhistorical Christ.’

According to Costas, this process has radically altered the nature of the gospel in a profoundly negative way. ‘It has made possible “the ‘conversion’ of men and women without having to make any drastic changes in their lifestyles and worldviews,” guaranteeing thereby “the preservation of the status quo and the immobility of the people of God.”’
 

Rejection In A Time Of Culture Shift

This is a profound and disturbing state of affairs and one which, if not remedied, will have drastic consequences. As people are adapting to the realities of a changing culture, they are beginning to perceive the church as something that stands for much of what they have rejected. Riddell believes that unless we act with rapidity and conviction we are on the road to destruction, stating ‘The Christian church is dying in the West.’
  Volf also looks at this, commenting ‘At the threshold of the 21st century, there is a profound sense of crisis in many churches in the West. Once they were dominant social forces; now they find themselves on the margins, with a past they like to boast about and a future they seem to dread.’
 

The Struggle To Adapt

The pressure is on for the church to adapt once again to a massive change in society that will enable it to communicate truth in a contextualised fashion once more. We must make no mistake. This is a time for the church to become missionaries to a post-Christian culture, one in which the church and Christianity is not a core factor in societal values and infrastructure.  We must heed the changes that have taken place and recreate our methods of operation and communication, for as Warren states ‘ The first task of a missionary church is to understand the culture to which it is sent.’
 

Some see the struggle the church is going through to accommodate this change as a dangerous time, a time when the new realties are changing the age-old beliefs that generations have grown up with in a way that is hard for them to understand. As Poe states, ‘Postmodernity threatens many evangelical scholars because it is new.’
 Others see this transition as a good thing, allowing people to experience God outside the traditional structures of the evangelical church, in a way that might lead to ‘a rediscovery of the gospel and some exciting surprises.’
 Whatever the point of view, the reality of the situation, especially for those of us involved in working with a generation that constantly embraces the changes that the world is thrusting upon us, means that in truth, we have no choice.

Chapter 6

Greater Vancouver Youth for Christ:  An Organisation In A World Of Transition

It is in this world of constant change that Greater Vancouver Youth For Christ finds itself relating to young people. The mission statement of the organisation is ‘It is the aim of Greater Vancouver Youth for Christ to provide youth with caring relationships and developmental opportunities for their whole person (mental, physical, social, emotional and spiritual) in the context of the teachings of Jesus Christ.’
 In doing this through the years of its existence, GVYFC transformed itself from an organisation based around the traditional YFC concept of large youth rallies, to one that is fundamentally relational and community based. As of July 2001 there were 53 staff, as well as 8 trainees going through a full time training program. Current projects number well over a hundred and include five drop in centres, a mobile bus youth centre, two government based job training schemes, numerous sports clubs of every variety, two teen moms projects, a community kitchen and work into youth detention centres. GVYFC is currently pioneering a full time youth worker training scheme and also partners with Image X Media to produce Quest, an interactive video designed to introduce teenagers to the Christian faith in culturally relevant way. The organisation works in over 35 schools, links with many churches throughout the Lower Mainland and is focused on local community areas, with teams set up separately in each of those communities.

 Now, like any organisation of its age, GVYFC faces many challenges in contextualising itself into the cultural transition that is taking place. It is having to address the changes that have been described in previous chapters in the most direct way, face to face with young people who have simply rejected the values the church has evinced for the last few centuries. They feel alienated from the established structures, including the church. They are ‘distrustful towards societal structures that have let them down, betrayed or exploited them: the business world, the political structure and organised religion.’
 At a recent GVYFC event, the words ‘I am not a target market’ flashed on a screen, seemed to sum up the feeling of many of the young people who were there.

Yet they are still looking for truth, a truth that works. They have an interest in spirituality that is founded in a rejection of rationalism. Examining the search for a higher meaning that many of the so called Buster generation go through, Celek and Zander comment ‘ In moments of secret and silence, all that surface brashness that the world sees as the Buster image falls away. And young people reflect on their search and wonder if God exists and what such a Being must be like.’
 Barna takes this further stating ‘ Many teenagers believe … that we have lost our sense of the divine and the mystical. Millions of teenagers are seeking to incorporate their spiritual understanding into their daily existence, making faith more than a Sunday experience, but rather a life filter. Make no mistake though: “Spiritual” is no longer synonymous with “Christian”.’

Young people want reality and many, indeed most, don’t feel they can find that in churches whose foundational worldview is enlightenment based. Drane quotes an interview that George Barna conducted with a 20 year old called Lisa Baker who said ‘I honestly tried the churches but they just couldn’t speak to me. I’m not against churches or religion. I just don’t want to waste my time in places that have no real wisdom, only to discover that when I’m 50 or something.’
 She went onto say ‘All I want is reality. Show me God. Help me to understand why life is the way it is, and how I can experience it more fully and with greater joy. I don’t want the empty promises. I want the real thing. And I’ll go wherever I find that truth system’.

As the workers of GVYFC interact on a daily basis with many young people who are struggling to find something to believe in, we find the attitude that Lisa talks about in so many situations. The focus of the organisation means that the staff engage in relationships and conversations that, time and again, show the spiritual search that is going on in many young people, yet also shows the difficulties prevalent in ‘matching them up’ with established structures of worship. As one staff member wrote in response to the questionnaires I sent out ‘ We…have still not had connections in a church that suits the majority of our kids. Some enjoy my church, but it has not been the right match for most of our youth. So the search goes on….’

Research Methodology

How does a youth organisation like Greater Vancouver Youth for Christ define success? Is it about the numbers attending clubs and events? Is it to do with the number of new staff wanting to join the organisation? Do we define success purely in evangelistic terms, such as the number of new converts, or do we look at it on a broader basis, such as the number of young people helped into employment as a result of one of our job training schemes? What about other areas of social concern we are involved in, such as projects like the Teen Moms program, designed to help young single mothers cope with new babies when they themselves have few or no support structures?

In answering these questions as a prelude to writing this dissertation and conducting the research involved, I took, and continue to take, the view that in a multi-faceted organisation like GVYFC, success has many different aspects. It is seen in the pride of a young man who has just gotten his first full time job as a result of the Sports Cents retail training program. It is seen on the face of the young mother as she holds her new baby with joy after one of our Teen Moms workers [who I personally hold in the highest respect] has been her birthing assistant. It is seen in the reconstructed lives of families who have been to one of our counsellors, whether they have been witnessed to in the traditional verbal sense or not. 

In writing this dissertation, I held the assumption that success in the previously mentioned areas is a wonderful thing and that we see the evidence of that on a daily basis. I also felt that it was right to examine quantifiable success or failure as a result of our evangelistic strategies and the discipleship of young people into churches. This is because in an evangelistic youth agency like GVYFC, we must ask the question, are we successful in our work of seeing young people come to profess a mature faith in Jesus?

 I sent out a survey to all GVYFC field staff, asking them to complete it on a voluntary basis. I received twenty two responses and the following information has been extrapolated from that data. The questions were formulated so that some responses were narrative in nature [i.e., Do you feel your work is more one of evangelist or discipler?] whilst others were numerical [i.e. using 1 as less effective and 5 as very effective, how effective do you feel GVYFC is at discipling young people into long term relationships with Christ?]. Some staff chose to respond in greater detail and with written comments rather than numerical values and where necessary I have used comments rather than statistics.
  

Those who responded answered question 1, Describe the areas of Youth work you are involved in, in the following way:
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The answers reflected the fact that the vast majority of GVYFC youth workers are involved in two or more activities. For example, many of them work in schools and also in drop in centres, as well as leading sports club based activities.

When asked to detail the numbers of young people who attend events in each category, the following answers were received:
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 Total 3140

It is to be expected that there will be a certain amount of crossover as some kids attend two or more of the categories above, particularly with regard to those who are contacted through schools ministry, as this often leads onto some of our other programs. In fact young people who attend a number of the different events are more likely to form relationships with workers and other Christians that lead to more awareness of Christian faith. However, it is important to remember that we are dealing with a very large geographic area and the work of GVYFC is split into five separate areas across which there is very little interaction. Therefore the separated locations of the individual workers who responded, plus the variety and nature of the different activities mean that the amount of crossover is not as large as it might at first appear.

 It must further be noted that the ‘depth’ of youth work being carried out varies depending on the activity. A young person attending a drop in centre may come for a very short period, perhaps measured in minutes, whereas someone involved in a small group discipleship program is much more likely to form an in depth relationship and bond with the group.

These young people come from a wide variety of backgrounds. Some are Asians, often families of recent immigrants who came to the Lower Mainland in the last 10 years. Others are the sons and daughters of families living in some of the wealthiest areas of Canada, such as White Rock and South Surrey, near the USA border. Some are struggling with addictions and with issues such as drug use and teen pregnancy. Still more are of backgrounds that would be considered as a lower socio economic category in this, one of the most prosperous areas in the world. All have one thing in common. They are subject to the forces acting on culture that we have previously surveyed.

Question three in the questionnaire asked the following: Using 1 as less effective and 5 as very effective, give each of the areas you listed above a number that reflects how effective you think these areas are as forms of youth evangelism. 

As can be imagined this proved to be a very difficult question to answer for a number of reasons. A lot depends on the definition of what effective evangelism is, with one factor to be considered being the inter-relationship of many of these activities. One respondent commented, “This is difficult to assess. A number of these times are for relationship building. Especially in today’s society, and particularly in these kids lives, it would not be effective to drop down the gospel and run.’
 Another commented ‘The clubs provide great avenues but the most effective means of youth evangelism is relationship, relating and more relating over a period of at least 5 years.’
 

 Other comments from staff noted the importance not only of relationship but also of process and this will be commented on later. It is however crucial to have some means of assessing the impact an individual Christian worker is having through the type of work he or she is doing. This is especially true at a time when culture is changing. Many of these methodologies are tried and tested and my desire was to find out which of them are standing the test of time. 

The results were obtained by taking the median result of responses to each category and are presented out of a total of five. There were some statistical issues and not all respondents graded every area in which they noted they work in. Counselling, for example, had only one response and therefore realistically the sample is too small to have any real meaning. Also, the subjectivity of an individual who has been committed to the work they do with young people for a prolonged period of time must be taken into account. These workers are dedicated and willing to go beyond the extra mile in the work they do and the responses generally reflect that.
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It must also be said however that from my observations, youth workers in GVYFC tend to learn what is effective and adjust accordingly, thus providing a more productive and successful work. The answers therefore are a good baseline to use for measuring effectiveness with regard to the following questions.

Question 4 asked the respondents What would you say is the percentage of people you work with who become Christians in each area of youth work listed? Some of those who responded were reluctant to give details, understandably feeling that due to the process nature of much of the evangelism in which they are involved in, they were unable to give quantifiable amounts. One respondent commented ‘Many people just are one step closer in the faith conversion.
 Another, while not giving conversion statistics, commented ‘65% show evidence of a growing faith in Jesus.’

Of those who did respond, the following statistics were determined:
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Having been in full time youth work for over 16 years I know how difficult it is to make judgments about the effectiveness of a particular type of youth evangelism. I also became aware very quickly that conversion was not about the numbers of people who responded at a particular event but rather about those whose life showed the fruits of a real encounter with Christ. As Alexander states,’ The task is not merely to proliferate new borns who will be left undernourished, but to develop a growing, dynamic, maturing youth who share Christ from the fullness of their lives.’
I remember one of the first evangelistic concerts I was involved in many years ago at Lincoln Youth for Christ in England. It was held in a school, and consisted mostly of those who had come because they had heard the band there during that week and thought they were “cool”. There was little if any pre-evangelism done, yet we had over 100 young people come forward at the following appeal. Not surprisingly, despite an enormous amount of effort put into the follow up and creation of nurture groups, not one of them went any noticeable way further in their relationship with God.
 

Matthew 28:19 states ‘Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’
 The call is to make disciples, followers of Christ, not just to provide a setting where people make a one-time decision that they never do anything about. Conversion ‘means turning to God’
 in a full and wholehearted way. As Carey states, ‘Conversion is about the difference Christ makes to our lives by claiming us lock, stock and barrel…and too often our version of conversion is so mild that others can’t tell the difference between our new life and the old life of others.’
 It was for this reason that I determined that the next two questions should enable us to help see how effective the current methodologies of evangelism used by GVYFC are in terms of making long term disciples. 

Referring to the results of the previous question, Question 5 asked What percentage of these would you say join a church in each area of youth work listed? The figures below, therefore, represent the percentage of those becoming Christians who go on to join a church. 
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As so many commented with relation to these figures, follow up on the commitments made was essential in determining whether young people would indeed attend a church. One respondent, noting that 5% of those he works with who make a commitment join a church, commented, ‘this could be higher if a thorough follow-up takes place, though this is sometimes difficult due to time, the home situation, and past stereotypes of what church is like.’
 Yet these figures only tell part of the story. Anyone who attends a church for a week or two would be included in them. To get to the real heart of the issue of long-term discipleship I asked the next question.

Question 6 asked the respondents, What percentage of those who join a church would you say are still in the church a year after becoming Christians? In the responses I found that the number dropped to the following figures:
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Some clarification is necessary on the above figures. The classification Youth Club includes work that is run jointly between GVYFC and a local church, such as the work at Fraserview Church in Richmond, where the Thursday Night Youth Club is held. Many of those attending are already part of the youth group, which artificially inflates the youth club figures joining church. On the positive side however, it points to the conclusion that integration between YFC work and church activities is positive in the effect it has on discipleship into church.  Also, as we have previously mentioned, none of these activities can be viewed in a vacuum. Many are interconnected. For example, the one on ones that occur are likely to be with a number of participants who attend more than one activity, where the workers involved get to know the individuals concerned. Finally we must re-emphasise that this is only one facet of what constitutes success in the work of GVYFC. That aside, some conclusions can be drawn from these figures.

Chapter 7

What Do the Statistics Say About GVYFC?

Numbers

It seems that the numbers of young people being contacted on a regular basis by this sample group are quite large. This accords with my own subjective viewpoint as I have attended events and meetings in the previous two years. GVYFC is well integrated into many of the local communities in which it works around the Lower Mainland and, with its long history, has developed strong relationships with schools and other community groups. 

The Importance Of Relationship 

Carson Pue of Arrow Leadership asked the following question in a recent letter to leaders: ‘Jesus practiced a relational style of leadership. He led his disciples by being with them - In fact in the second and third years of His ministry He actually gave them more time, not less. How about you?  For those you have worked closely with over time - are you giving them more or less of your time?’
 His point is that it is essential that relationship becomes one of the prime foci in evangelism and this is even more so in effective youth work.
When looking at the figures for those who made a commitment, it is interesting to note the importance of relationships. Those activities where the type of work increased the ability of the young person to enter into the lives of the workers produced more decisions to follow Christ. From this we can see that relationships are one of the crucial building blocks of responsible youth ministry. David Veerman comments ‘ Relational ministry is Incarnational ministry, an authentic model of the Christian life. As it was with Jesus’ ministry, so will it be with youth ministry- relationships will make all the difference.’
 An example of this is that the highest statistic regarding those still in church a year later, is that of one on ones. As workers build relationships with young people on an individual rather than programmatic basis, they are able to allow themselves to be seen as ‘natural’ people living out their beliefs, not sales people for just another religion. This is not technique focus but rather faith sharing as a lifestyle. As Pippert points out ‘Techniques may be helpful to some people in limited ways, but they will not make us more natural.’
  

Even a cursory look at the statistics shows that activities where relationships are fostered tend to bear the greatest fruit. The two largest groups of those who made some form of commitment were to be found in the categories of small groups and one on ones, both at 27.5%. Respondents made many references to the need for such relationship as a key to effective youth work. One commented ‘at the Sports Drop-in I may not have the opportunity to do an altar call, but I may meet some kids who have never had a positive experience with someone who calls themselves a Christian. This relationship may or may not lead to the child coming to a church or YFC event, but it may have planted an essential seed.’

The Importance Of Process

As already stated, process was mentioned a number of times in the surveys. For example, one respondent is involved in work with the YFC Double Decker bus mobile youth centre, small group discipleship meetings, schools work, sports groups and camp ministry. In commenting on the effectiveness of each of these types of work, he noted ‘Each of these areas only fulfils a portion of the process of evangelism. One area without the foundation or follow up of the other areas would not succeed.’
 Another respondent also involved in a variety of work noted, ‘On their own not one of these methods will be very effective. But when we combine and make these ministries complement and support each other they can all be much more effective. While one program meets a certain need in evangelism and discipleship, another program is needed to go further with the youth or compliment that program.’

These comments point to the conclusion that effective evangelism must be seen as a process, rather than a form of one-dimensional occurrence, as it is in fact a journey of discovery. This is despite the fact that as Wells states, ‘A significant part of the evangelical world encourages us to think of a simple, all-embracing, momentary crisis as the standard form of conversion.’
 Rambo however talks of a sequential model of conversion, one that is ‘process oriented; that is to say, conversion is approached as a series of elements that are interactive and cumulative over time’.
 There is no doubt that many activities are interrelated in successful evangelism. GVYFC itself has process as one of its core values with the strategy document of the organisation, stating: 

We are committed to long-term relationships with young people because we believe in process evangelism and discipleship. We recognize that life is a journey that we need to walk through together. We see "coming to faith" and "discipleship" not as a series of isolated events but as an ongoing process, one in which we need to be involved with our young people.

Process is crucial for postmoderns. They have been sold so many new products and new ideas that they are cynical of any grand truth claims that cannot be backed up by the reality of a Christian life lived out loud, one that is open to examination. They simply want to know reality. ‘The adolescent soul hungers for truth-telling and for images of things as they are.’
 Behind the cynicism, if they find something that works, they will grab hold of it, which puts a renewed spotlight on the lifestyle of Christians.  As Riddell states 'The responsibility of Christians is to continue to tell the story of Jesus, both in their living and in their words…Our world is weary of sermons but hungry for stories.’
 It is the story of individual Christian lives that makes a difference. It is one of the reasons why GVYFC and most other YFC chapters in North America have moved away from the rally based format that they used in their foundational days in 1950’s and 60’s. Postmoderns are simply not interested in a crisis-based style of commitment. Rather, evangelism is mixed into incarnational relationship as part of a process. Ford comments ‘In process evangelism, the conversion experience takes place over a longer period than we have tended to expect from our technique oriented evangelistic strategies of the past…people are convinced of the reality of God’s love…by a daily, consistent, practical demonstration that Christianity works and that God’s love is real.’

The response of GVYFC to this has been to allow people to examine the faith more carefully, alongside the lives of the workers. This has happened both on an individual and programmatic basis. One respondent, commenting on the need for individual one on one time noted ‘I will often take kids out individually to informal counselling settings like McDonalds or a walk in the park etc.’
 Another, looking at the way that styles of evangelism have changed in recent decades, said the following:

Do you define an evangelist as one who acts as a messenger bringing the Good News of Jesus Christ? Does this messenger relay this Good News incarnationally through lifestyle, care, actions, as well as words? If so, then I would consider a great part of my job to be an evangelist who also desires to responsibly disciple those that God has put into my care.

Programmatically there has also been a move away from informing about the faith in a didactic way, to self-discovery as part of a process of understanding. Both Bible study and small groups and the new Quest program are attempts to do this. Quest is very contemporary in its setting, using very high quality video production and a large amount of interaction as young people take seven weeks to explore the faith. There is no call to commitment given. People make up their own minds on the basis of the evidence of both the video presentation, and the lives of the leaders and Christians with whom they come into contact. According to the statistics both methodologies are relatively successful.

The Importance Of The Church - Parachurch Relationship

One of the issues for a parachurch organisation is always its relationship with the church.
 For ongoing growth to take place, it is imperative that new Christians are discipled in a church setting, whatever that church setting may look like. As one respondent commented ‘The local church has a very important role to play in this. We need to work together with the local church in sharing the responsibility of discipleship and have the local church eventually care for the needs of the youth.’

This has not been a problem free process. Over recent decades, there has been an ongoing debate between church and parachurch organisations as to how resources are shared and how the gap is bridged. John Allan, looking at the history of youth work in the UK comments, ‘In the seventies, for awhile, para-church movements seemed to be filling the gaps left by the church.’
 The problem with this was that with the exciting activities that can be part of such an organisation’s programs, it sometimes became difficult to have a continuum of youth work that resulted in a young person joining a church that they perceived as boring and irrelevant. As Allan goes on to state, ‘it did increase discontent with the tameness of much local work.’
 

As churches have adapted to the changing situation and have attempted to provide more exciting and challenging youth activities and programmes, some parachurch organisations have gone into decline. Allan states, some of the big para-church movements of the seventies ‘are a shadow of their former selves.’
 However, some, including GVYFC, have grown as evidenced in the number of projects and staff. Still, a key problem remains: how do we bridge the gap into church for new disciples?

The statistics show that this is a real problem for new Christians with the number attending a church even sporadically from all categories of GVYFC work generally being well below 50%, the range being from 44% [camps] to 5% [teen moms].

A crucial factor here is the depth of relationships that are formed between the young person and people who go to the church. Sometimes this happens as a result of connections made at events such as Quest. On other occasions it is the relationship between the young person and a staff member or volunteer who attends a local church. A respondent who commented on the effectiveness of a husband and wife who volunteer as part of the local YFC team mentioned one example. ‘This husband and wife team have been very effective in bringing youth to church with their kids.’
  Another who is involved in a geographical area that has very strong links between YFC and the church has seen the benefit noting, ‘we run our programs out of the church and that makes the transition much more possible.’

When looking at how many are still in church a year later it is interesting to note that a surprisingly high percentage in most categories are still there. Many of those who join a church go to the same one the GVYFC worker attends. They continue the relationship in tandem with developing new church based networks, as well as still participating in GVYFC activities. This may account for some of the unexpectedly high figures represented here.  However, as we are about to see, all is not as healthy as it seems.

Statistical Breakdown 

Now we get to the frightening truth. The overall picture must still be remembered, that there is a whittling down that takes place from contact, to commitment, to joining church, to remaining in church. There is, as one would expect, a large drop out between contact and commitment and then a further one between commitment and joining a church. That means the final numbers entering into long-term discipleship are a fraction of those 

[image: image7.wmf]Percentage of Those Becoming Christians Who Attend a Church

(Figure 5)

0.00%

5.00%

10.00%

15.00%

20.00%

25.00%

30.00%

35.00%

40.00%

45.00%

50.00%

Sports Club

Counselling

Small Group Discipleship

Youth Clubs

One on One

Camps

Schools

Special Events

Drop in

Bus

Teen Moms

Quest

N

No

Response


contacted. If we follow through the statistics for each group, starting with the number attending each activity, progressing through those making a commitment, onto those joining church, and finishing with those who are still in church a year later, we get the following figures:

Total 44.9

It must be noted that this is a statistical analysis, not a conclusive survey conducted of individuals. However I was amazed when I looked at the figures to see how closely they resembled what I had personally observed and heard from GVYFC staff. In other words only 1.43% of the young people that GVYFC contact can expect to attend a local church for a year or more. This is for all categories of young people joining a church including those who already had some affiliation such as church youth groups, not just those who were completely unchurched. 

It is extremely important to reiterate that this is only one measure of the success of the varied work that GVYFC uses. It does not measure social action based programs or the general good being done in the community. It also takes no account of those who are moved further along the journey to faith but do not become committed Christians as a direct result of the organisation’s ministry. It is also important to remember that it is worth doing the work if even one of those above makes a real commitment to follow Christ.

No matter what light we put on it however, this is a very poor statistic when we look at the vision of the organisation and the resources poured into it. The crucial issue is that although we have no definitive comparison figures from earlier dates, it seems that effectiveness is decreasing at a time when massive change, as outlined earlier in this document, is taking place. Further, if this issue is not addressed, the very future of GVYFC and other such parachurch organisations must be open to question.

 It would certainly appear to point to the fact that GVYFC in particular, and evangelistic youth organisations in general, must take notice of the cultural shift that is occurring and respond accordingly. As Senter perceptively commented in the early nineties ‘The stage is set for the coming revolution in youth ministry. It must happen.’
 Although the organisation, and others like it, is taking some steps to adapt to the change, there is a long way to go. It is therefore important that we take a look at what areas need to be addressed in youth work for the future, and what possibilities there are for both GVYFC, and the wider Christian body in the West, to react in a positive way to the cultural challenge that is upon us.

Chapter 8

Impacting The Culture: Responding To The Need For Change
‘Youth leaders work with adolescents within their “tribal culture.”’
 As such they must always be reactive to that culture in order to be effective communicators of the gospel. There is a new need to contextualise the gospel into a post-Christian West and to provide both evangelistic and discipleship structures that relate directly into the culture of the young people with whom we are working. ‘The contextualisation of the gospel simply means making it relevant to the recipient in terms of his own understanding of the world.’
  If it is true that there is a new world out there, we need to understand the issues connected with the cultural shift that have been described previously in this document and communicate in an understandable language. Further, we need to provide integration between evangelistic and discipleship structures, church and parachurch, that are relevant and useful for the new generation.

The Acceptance Of Change

The first thing that needs to happen is that there needs to be an acceptance that change is needed. At times it seems as though many people want to return to the certainties that existed before postmodernity became such a strong force, but we cannot go back to the fifties. As Gibbs and Coffey state:

The longer a person lives, the more he or she tends to dwell on the past rather than live in dynamic interaction with the present or be inspired by the hope of future possibilities. If this is true of the individual, it also holds true for institutions that have an inherited corporate culture reinforced by each succeeding generation. Furthermore, when changes in society are occurring at a rapid rate and in an unpredictable manner, the desire to resort to a protective entrenchment becomes even stronger.

Yet the situation demands an acceptance of change. As Kelly says, ‘Change is getting faster, and it is getting faster faster.’
 Not only do we need to understand the changes that have already taken place, but we also need to launch ourselves on a trajectory that will enable us to deal with the faster pace of change we can anticipate in the next decade and beyond. 

Many youth organisations and churches are aware of this, but struggle to know how to break out of old paradigms and methodologies. Those that are unable to do so may face a bleak future. The stark warnings of Riddell and Volf of the crisis facing the church [p.38] are a cry for us as organisations and individuals to make a dynamic and radical response. Riddell quotes Barrett as saying ‘53,000 attenders are leaving the church in Europe and North America each week.’
 Speaking of the situation in Canada, Walker quotes Bibby as stating ‘Of considerable importance, what to date has been a serious numerical decline problem will expand into nothing less than a full-scale crisis for more religious groups within the next 25 years.’
  Kelly quotes Barna who in 1998 went even further: ‘At the risk of sounding like an alarmist, I believe the church in America has no more than five years-perhaps even less-to turn itself around and begin to affect the culture, rather than be affected by it...we have no more than half a decade to turn things around.’
 

According to these writers, and many others, the alternative to change is a long drawn out death as numbers and societal influence dwindle. The only option is to recreate organisations and churches so that they are able to contextualise into the culture in a meaningful way, one that enables them to continue to share the gospel in the language of the times. Yet as Gibbs and Coffey have pointed out, in established organisations, this is not always easy.

Combating Organisational Inertia

Organisations like GVYFC that have been around for many decades not only have to combat the cultural shift that we are currently in the throes of, but also the dangers of inertia and loss of vitality that every aging group has to deal with. In his book, Historical Drift, Cook looks at the model of organisational life cycle of churches that was developed by Dale.
 Dale notes a bell curve that has nine separate stages, four on the upward curve, one at the apex, and four on the downward side [see figure 8].

The curve starts with Dream, then comes Beliefs, Goals and Structure. At the top is Ministry. According to Dale it is at this stage that the organisation is at its high point. However, all too soon can come the descent. It starts with Nostalgia as people remember the good old days. Then comes Questioning, Polarization and finally Drop Out. Dale describes this downward spiral as a ‘descent into organisational hell’.

Organisational Life Cycle

Figure 8
[image: image8.wmf]Percentage of Those Joining Church Still in Church a Year Later

(Figure 6)

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

Sports Club

Counselling

Small Group Discipleship

Youth Clubs

One on One

Camps

Schools

Special Events

Drop in

Bus

Teen Moms

Quest

No Response

Too

early

to say

No 

response


In order to combat this descent, Dale suggests that one or more of four things must happen and Cook paraphrases them as follows:

· The easiest area is policy change. You simply adjust the way you do things.

· A second strategy is to change personnel, firing the minister or electing new lay leaders.

· Another change tactic is to create new program structures. Reorganization plans are familiar in institutions of all kinds.

· The fourth way to revitalize a church is to define and act on the fundamental purpose. A new dream awakens a congregation.
 

My belief is that the current climate of change means that a combination of all the above factors are necessary for both church and parachurch organisations to adjust to the realities of the current cultural climate. This is certainly the case with GVYFC. 

Looking at these points in order, the organisation’s 2001-2004 strategy document explicitly states with regard to policy changes and the way things are done that ‘it is now time to re-examine these [current] structures and make strategic changes.’
 Such changes include a move from hierarchical leadership to team empowerment, better training and leadership development and a shift towards greater partnership with other churches and organisations. 

Partnership

Like many parachurch organisations, it is sometimes easier for GVYFC to run its own programmes in isolation, rather than relating to the local churches. The statistics clearly show however that very few young people are moving through the programmes into church. It is therefore crucial that church partnerships are built and strengthened. Clive Price comments ‘For the way ahead, perhaps the words of YWAM’s Lawrence Singlehurst are the most relevant in terms of church and parachurch working together: “Its partnership-or die!”’
 GVYFC has recognised this, making partnership one of its 12 newly defined core values.

One of the GVYFC areas, Richmond, has a very strong church partnership base and has recently seen seven young people from its programmes baptised and join local churches. There are more planning to do so in the current year. Its camps, two drop in centres, sports activities and other projects are run jointly with both schools and churches and the result is an integrated programme that is a good example to follow. Other areas are making moves in this direction but there is still a long way to go. A crucial point though is that this form of partnership still does not deal with the crucial issue of the cultural relevance of church to young people, a point we shall return to later.

With regard to Dale’s second criteria, that of personnel change, the appointment of myself as Executive Director has meant a change in leadership [The jury is still out on whether this is a good change or a bad change!]. Alongside this, there have been new appointments to the leadership team and an encouragement of younger staff to fulfil stronger leadership roles in the organisation, thus bringing in fresh ideas and initiative.

It is Dale’s third and fourth criteria, that of program change and a new dream and action on the fundamental purpose, that are the key areas to address. There are many new programs that GVYFC is putting together such as the LIFE teams leadership training school, the Quest video series and a number of new program initiatives, such as new drop in centres and sports clubs. 

There has also been much talk of a re-awakening of purpose within the organisation. Yet there is still much more to do if we are to fully adjust to the changing realities and beat the bell curve that Dale describes. Many of these changes are to do with ministry philosophy as well as methodology and are relevant for many others beyond GVYFC. We will therefore now examine the sort of changes that organisations and churches seeking to work with young people need to make, in a broader context than just this one group.

Chapter 9

New Methodologies In Youth Work: The Changing Contours Of Youth Evangelism And Discipleship
As we step into the new age, it is imperative that there is a revolution in youth ministry. A decade ago Senter stated ‘We stand at the end of a cycle. The innovations inspired by the parachurch agencies…have run their course…these movements have become stagnant.’
 He went on to comment ‘ There is no way in which the tactics currently being used will stem the tidal wave of spiritual, moral and psychosocial problems faced by the current and coming generation of adolescents. A new movement is about to appear and may already be emerging.’
 Senter appears to have been prophetic when he wrote these words. With the benefit of a decade of further experience, we can examine the shape this revolution is taking, the gains that have been made, and the ground that still has to be taken. 

A New Apologetic

In the past the truth of the gospel has often been communicated either by preaching or logical apologetics. For young people this has frequently happened either in the context of evangelistic meetings or after a period in which they have been in a programmatic style of youth work. Although there is still a place for this in much of the Christian church, it is of declining importance in working with young people. In a time of pluralism and tolerance of all beliefs, a logical argument or a great expository sermon is not nearly as effective as it used to be. As Ford comments ‘ Xer’s live in an age of intellectual ambiguity, when cognitive answers carry considerably less weight. The question my generation asks is not ‘Can Christians prove what they believe?’ but ‘Can Christians live what they believe?’’
 Herein lies the key question. Can Christianity be shown to work in the context of the issues young people face in the new culture and the way they relate to the world?

In chapter three we saw that there were six key factors that impact youth culture and the postmodern worldview of these young people. These were: moral relativity, respect and tolerance, little respect for authority, spirituality, pain and dysfunction and finally, belonging and community.  In order to address these issues, there is a real need for a new embodied apologetic, for as Bosch states ‘We live in a time in which new forms must be found and new linkages forged between faith and rationality.'
  I believe this new embodied apologetic will revolve around the five areas of the following: An acceptance of this culture’s desire for authentic relationship, its openness to spirituality, the importance of story, the concept of journeying together and the formation of community. From these key ingredients will flow the new paradigm of twenty first century youth ministry.

The Move From Programmes To Authentic Relationships

Many youth organisations and churches have traditionally focused on programmes as a means of attracting young people. While it will always be necessary to have great programmes that allow young people to have fun and enjoy themselves, at times these activities have emphasised content over relationship. Yet in a world where young people desire authentic relationships at a time of community and social breakdown, relationship must take a far greater role in youth work. This was beginning to be addressed back in the 1960’s when Goetz wrote ‘building such a relationship will take time and effort, but the influencing of one life by another cannot be done by remote control. It will require personalized attention by each leader to the youth.’
 However the need for depth in those relationships and the reasoning why they should be strengthened has profoundly changed. 

There are so many attractions now in this consumer culture world that there will always be a more attractive way of spending your time. As Faulkner states ‘The church is one option in a marketplace’.
 However, what should set Christian youth work apart is the fact that there is the potential to find the answers to the great mysteries of life. These answers are best explained when people see authentic truth in the lives of those they come into contact with. If we are to be people who have a story to tell that sets us apart, then now more than ever there is a need for us to pay attention to the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:14-16:

You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.

It is crucial that the light of the Gospel we have within us shines forth in the lifestyle that we lead. In a world of a million messages the truth can be seen in a life that lives out truth. As we form relationships with young people that enable them to see a lifestyle that is provocative in its attitudes and actions, one that silently asks them to consider the truth in someone’s life, this will make a real difference. 

Commenting on how relationships are crucial to the communication of truth to postmodern young people Willimon states that ‘it is the nature of the Gospel that it demands to be embodied, and if it is not embodied, it is false. It is only interesting because people are living and dying by it. So imitation is part of it, and that is part of the burden of being called to this ministry – to let your life be exposed to their searing gaze.’
 This imitation is found in all aspects of young people’s lives. Roques comments that they are ‘discipled by the narratives and the inspiring figures of our age. Indwelling this cultural tapestry, their imaginations are baptised and energised; in short they learn to live and scheme as they dream and drool about Tom Cruise, Demi Moore, and Michael Owen.’
  Young people adopt these cultural icons, trying them out as role models in the absence of authentic relationships. Codrington believes that young people  ‘know, instinctively, that they will only find true meaning in relationship, but they don’t know which relationships are the right ones. They are trying anything to get love and relationship, but only ending up more lonely, used and abused than they were before.’
 

 In a world where young people struggle with pain and dysfunction, where they hunger for authentic meaningful relationships, there is a magnified role for relational awareness in youth work. There is a need for youth workers and other Christians to provide those real relationships that demonstrate changed lives, ones that prove the point Jesus makes when he talks in John 10:10 of ‘life in all fullness’. Roques points to this necessity of young people having relationships with people who live out the gospel, stating ‘ Young people desperately need to discover authentic, compelling and engaging role models who embody imaginatively their Christian beliefs’.
 It is only through growing depth in our relationships that we can do this. It will allow them to see how we as Christians cope with the issues of moral ambiguity, of tolerance and plurality, loving people no matter what their differences, yet with a theological understanding of Christ’s truth in the twenty first century postmodern world. They will see us making mistakes and as long as we are honest, they will see us trying our best to get it right in the context of Christ’s teachings. It may even be that they will see us re-evaluate the context of some of these teachings into the new cultural paradigm, in the way that generations and cultures have always done throughout the last two thousand years.

Opening The Spiritual Doors

Within these relationships youth workers should always seek to explore the nature of the spiritual yearning that has been awakened in postmodern young people. In the past spirituality has often been explored only in the context of rational explanations of the gospel. Now however, it is a wider and more holistic area, one that is an integral part of many young people’s lives. They are on a spiritual quest and hungry for transcendence. This is evidenced by the character in Coupland’s seminal work, Life after God, whose heart cry is:

Now-here is my secret: I tell it to you with the openness of heart that I doubt I shall ever achieve again, so I pray that you are in a quiet room as you hear these words. My secret is that I need God-that I am sick and can no longer make it alone. I need God to help me give, because I no longer seem to be capable of giving; to help me be kind, as I no longer seem capable of kindness; to help me love, as I seem beyond being able to love. 

This quest has led young people today to be more open to spiritual beliefs than the generation of their parents. Inspired by an emptiness that the previous generation’s desire for material wealth and possession left untouched, this spiritual search is reflected in the media which, in its coverage, adds to the desire to find answers.  In a recent article in a Canadian Christian newspaper, Reginald Bibby stated that there is ‘an ongoing pervasiveness of supernatural beliefs…unquestionably fuelled by a media that have been both responding to and creating interest in the supernatural.’
  Gerali’s comments, written in 1998 confirm this: ‘From childhood, this generation has been raised on cable television programmes that focused on the supernatural: the Care Bears, Power Rangers, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Gnomes, to name a few.’
 Noting that this was just the first wave, he goes on to look at more recent years, using as examples such television shows like Touched by an Angel, The X Files, Millennium, Sabrina the Teenage Witch, and movies like Phenomenon, The Preachers Wife and Michael. He believes these carry on the trend, stating that the media is providing ‘a steady diet on which the millennial generation has been weaned.’
 We now have the phenomenon of Harry Potter, increasing the intrigue with the supernatural for young and old alike, and the explosion of web sites exploring the spirituality of The Matrix has been an extraordinary example of this generation’s desire to find spiritual meaning.

A shallow understanding of this dynamic would lead us to believe that people will flock into churches as soon as they hear the message. But this spirituality is not necessarily what we would think of as traditionally Christian in its make up. As Riddell has noted, ‘Before Christians get too excited about the renewed interest in religion, however, it is well to note that the emerging culture’s exploration of spirituality is in many ways a reaction against institutional Christianity as it has been experienced in the West.’
 Drane notes that  ‘Christianity is very firmly perceived as part of the old order and therefore something to be discarded rather than trusted for the future.’
  Nonetheless, there is an openness to the Gospel because of this thirst for exploration that did not previously exist. It is however an openness that depends on whether Christians are able to recontextualise their message into the new cultural language and whether they are able to get over the barriers that many young people have to established church. Riddell goes on to state ‘Nevertheless, God is back on the agenda of the emerging culture, and there is an openness to a host of religious stories.’
 It is this concept of story that is the next key to relating to young people.

The Importance Of Story 

As we have seen, the breakdown of the belief in any form of metanarrative that is a key factor in postmodernity, means that as Hahn and Verhaagen state ‘There is no longer an overarching story that explains everything.’
 Everybody’s individual story and version of reality has as much credence as the next person’s. Therefore, it is extremely difficult to attempt to explain Christianity to young people who have little understanding of the faith in terms of an overall logical construct, which was the methodology of most of the twentieth century. Ford looks at this and comments, ‘The old strategies tended to focus on a ‘propositional’ approach to evangelism. That is, the evangelist set forth his or her proposition, then buttressed that proposition with evidence and logical arguments.’
 As he goes on to note ‘That approach however, has been less than fully effective in reaching Generation X.’

Instead, the importance of us sharing our own individual stories with young people of the new culture is paramount. In this form of narrative evangelism we can invite them to understand why it is that Christ has made a difference in our lives. Riddell notes that, ‘Storytelling is open and participative. It does not impose itself upon hearers, but invites them to take their own imaginative stance within the structure of the story.’
 As we tell stories, we draw people in, and they begin to interact with the narrative. This is particularly true if they see the story being lived out in the flesh, for ‘Narrative evangelism calls us not only to tell our story but to live it as well, with integrity and humility.’
 In this, we are indwelling the biblical story
 as we seek to tell of what Christ has done in our lives, while living a Christ-centred lifestyle that is provocative in the way it shows truth as well as tells truth. ‘The best stories are our own. We can tell the stories of our struggles and joys as we live in complex relationship with God and those around us.’
 

As we tell our stories and listen to theirs, we begin to hear the echoes of the God who created the universe and we see how our small parts of the jigsaw interact with the big picture. We invite them to come on a journey of understanding as we travel towards comprehension of who we are in God.

Journeying Together

As our stories unfold within these relationships, we need to move beyond the style of youthwork that is technique based. Our programmes and clubs are useful in terms of the holistic nature of human enjoyment. As GVYFC and many other organisations know, young people still like to play basketball, to snowboard, to go on water-ski camps, to go to youth clubs and participate in all kinds of activities. However, they will not become followers of Christ purely as a result of programmes. This has always been true, but in the past, we have had the club epilogue or the evangelistic concert to rely on as a means of crisis based evangelism that builds on the work done in these activities. Now we find that the concept of process, [previously discussed in our analysis of youth work at GVYFC] means that we have to take into account the fact that quick yes and no decisions are unlikely and, as we have seen in our statistical survey, unhelpful to long term commitment.

Instead, we need to be inviting people on a journey of discovery as we learn together about the landscape of the faith of Christianity. I want to emphasise that this is a never-ending journey. We are all at different stages of it and we need to move beyond the concept of those who have arrived and those who are still making their way. In his provocative book Christi-Anarchy, Dave Andrews talks of the difference between Closed Set Christianity and Centred Set Christi-Anarchy. He defines a closed set as an enclosure. Within Closed Set Christianity, he talks of insiders and outsiders, stating that ‘if an outsider is outside the set, but wants to become an insider, the only way for them to do so is by subscribing to the ‘set terms.’’
 His analysis of how this works is that ‘If you’re a non-Christian you’re out. If you’re a Christian you’re in. If you are out, and want to be in – just become a Christian’.
 He goes on to analyse how most Christian communities are dogmatic about letting anyone join until they have made a secure and unchallengeable profession of faith. His alternative scenario is that of Centred Set Christi-Anarchy. In this he removes the barriers and stresses a move to the centre, where Christ is: ‘The essence of Centred-Set Christi-Anarchy is all about becoming ‘Christ-like’ – and encouraging everyone to become ‘Christ-like’, whether they become ‘Christ-ians’ or not.’
 

I have some disagreements over Andrew’s belief that everyone can be in the Christian faith just by following the tenets of Christ’s teaching and emulating his lifestyle. I struggle to understand how that correlates with the statement of Jesus in John 14:6 that ‘I am the way and the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me.’ However, I find his exhortation to lower the barriers compelling in other ways, for we have erected far too many barriers to faith that can be lowered simply by adopting the concept of journey, rather than concentrating on ‘who’s in and who’s out’. In the words of Gerald Coates we need to let people ‘belong before they believe,’
 allowing people to join our communities and congregations as they journey along with us. Alan Roxborough put it well at a GVYFC staff-training day. Rather than using the concept of Centred Set, he used the phrase Open Set, allowing people to join with us and walk together as we journey to the centre where Christ is. When questioned about the how one draws a distinction between someone who is on a journey towards faith and someone who is a Christian, his response was that there is a line that we cross over, but that should not stop us allowing travellers at a different stage of the journey to be part of our community.
 This is particularly true for the new generation. Looking at the evangelistic task, Gibbs and Coffey state ‘The response of the Christian witness to a person enmeshed in postmodern categories must be that of a fellow traveller’.
 We need to throw open the doors of the churches, particularly to young people who will not come through the entrances of traditional evangelism and acceptance of faith, and provide many entrances, for all travellers are at different stages of the journey. In doing this we will need to build new communities of faith that are both accepting and culturally relevant. It is these communities that must tie together all the preceding factors as we seek to map out the future of youth evangelism and discipleship.

Building The New Communities
I believe that building new culturally relevant faith-based communities is crucial to the future of working with the new generation. They yearn for a sense of belonging and community that these gatherings can potentially bring. In fact, the work has already begun. Commenting on the growth of new culturally attuned churches catering to postmoderns, Sine states:

This postmodern generation is creating a whole new expression of the Church that is more relational, local, tribal, and looks very different from the mega church model of the 90’s. They emphasise the creative character of a God of beauty. Growing numbers of these churches are writing their own music and bringing original art and drama to their services.
 

This is so important because when we examine the issues covered so far in this work, we see an inexorable pointing towards the missing link of faith communities that truly work for young people. Our look at youth culture showed us a view of moral relativity, of respect and tolerance yet little respect for authority, of pain and dysfunction, of the rise of a new spirituality and of the breakdown of relationships and community. As we look at the four factors covered so far that we need to map out the future of youth work, namely Relationship, Spirituality, Story, and Journey, we see a logical progression in the way in which we can address many, if not all, of these issues. In order to address the problems of the former we have to adopt the strategies and concepts suggested by the latter. Building authentic relationships will allow us to enter into the world of young people and allow them to see the truth that is evident in our lives. Exploring the message of Christ using their openness to spirituality and telling the stories of our own experiences will enable them to reconnect with the grander story that our postmodern world has turned from. All this can be done against the background of the programmes and projects that organisations such as GVYFC currently run. But then we run into the brick wall that we found in our statistical analysis of how many young people are being discipled into faith communities.

 Even if we adopt all these methodologies, it is highly unlikely that this statistic will change in any dramatic way until we are able to have faith communities that young people feel comfortable being a part of. This must be the big dramatic leap that both church and parachurch organisations must take a partnership in, the building of new discipleship communities for young people who have been turned off by the normative understanding of church services. Commenting on why people don’t join churches, Hunter states: ‘They resist becoming Christians because they “don’t want to become like church people”’.
 This is truer for young people now than ever before.

Simon Hall expresses this attitude well. ‘It’s as if a culture bomb went off. A whole generation of youth workers and young people realised that most expressions of church were no longer relevant to streetwise youth.’
 He is writing from a UK perspective and herein lies a key reason for the purpose of this paper. Since arriving in Canada, I have heard an almost constant refrain that Canada is five to ten years behind the UK in terms of church. At first I found this hard to believe but I have become convinced that it is true. I am surrounded by youth workers and young people who are feeling the frustrations that many of us in the UK felt in the early 1990’s as we struggled to work through the implications of the cultural transition we were encountering. The dynamic that spawned the planting of countless new initiatives across the UK, from youth churches to alternative services, new worship styles to a revival of Celtic Christianity, is just starting to break in Canada and, to a lesser degree, in the United States. It is for this reason I have wanted to investigate youth work in transition and I have come to the same conclusion that I did in the UK nine years ago. This is that we must plant new communities of faith for young people where they can worship in their own language and explore aspects of Christian spirituality that they are unable to do in more established church settings. 

These faith communities are now part of the fabric of church life in the UK. Kelly talks of them in the following terms. ‘As well as prioritising the experience of faith, these groups are exploring new models of community; reclaiming a Christian commitment to social justice; celebrating the whole spectrum of the arts and creativity, and gleefully sending missionaries into post-modern sub-cultures of dance clubs, skate parks, fashion houses and the music industry.’
 They are not about meetings in the traditional sense but about community, where people of like minds join together. At their best, they communicate in a way that enables journeyers to participate and belong, before deciding to become followers of Christ. They have more doors than just the front door. 

They adopt what George Hunter has called the SLAM of the culture.
 SLAM stands for the Style, Language, Music and Aesthetic of the culture. These in a sense are the wrappings of culture that many more traditional minded followers of Christ have condemned as ‘worldly’ and to be avoided. Yet if they are used correctly, they can be as tools to enter into the culture and to transform its ethos from the inside out. In this way the SLAM of the community is much like the world young people live in, making it an easy transition.

For the last three years before I left England, I led a community called Sense, made up of students living in the city of Lincoln. We embarked on social action projects, ate and partied together and enjoyed being with each other. Our gatherings had worship led by a DJ, lighting and technical facilities that were a mix of the medieval [candles, incense] and The Matrix [high end video and computer graphics]. It was by no means a perfect set up, but it was an attempt to reach out to student culture in a city that had many students. We called it a culture church and we were happy to see it grow from twenty five to over a hundred in the three years I was involved.

An interesting aspect of Sense was that it did not exist in a vacuum. It was part of an established church and was treated almost as a separate congregation. It accorded to Hunter’s understanding of an apostolic congregation one that is ‘“sent out” by God to reach one or more distinct populations.’
 Where possible this is a good model to adopt for new faith communities that avoids the sort of accountability problems that the Nine O’clock Service ran into in the UK. Moon believes that ‘In any innovative worship or new movements, there are no structures and systems of accountability and responsibility in place at the start.’
 Yet he notes that ‘Leaders within the Church have sought both to affirm the presence of these services while at the same time to seek more accountable frameworks.’
 However, it may not always be possible to have such structures. Simon Hall asked Pete Ward, the archbishop of Canterbury’s advisor on youth about the issues of planting new churches for young people. His response was: ‘If you’re working with a whole load of unchurched young people who just won’t go to church, then church-planting is your only option.’
 

Some people have difficulties with these types of churches, believing that a ‘youth church’ is one generational and therefore will only have a short shelf life. Ellis comments ‘Youth church is a good place to start but a lousy place to finish.’
 His work, turning Revelation Christian Fellowship from a youth-based church into a multi-generational and culturally relevant church planting community stands as an example of what can be achieved. In a separate article Hall also comments on the theological difficulties such new communities raise. However as he states ‘the need to ensure that there are living, discipling communities of faith that young people feel they can be part of must override our own uncomfortableness.’

The Liberation Of New Leaders

The raising up of a new generation of leaders who understand the times is a key issue in liberating a new dynamic of youthwork. I believe, ‘It's time to do everything in our power to release a new generation of Christian evangelists and allow them to go into the culture and live out their faith. They may do it in ways that some of us find unusual and indeed, sometimes uncomfortable. They may go to places that an older generation wouldn't be seen dead in and communicate in a way that seems a foreign language, but they must be encouraged.’
 Kelly talks of the need to raise up Hinge leaders who ‘have attachments in both cultures-in our current situation they are drawn for the most part from Generation X-and they have the capacity to hold in tension the best of both old and new, and to broker communication across the culture gap,’ It is imperative that we do this and that strong mentoring and accountability relationships are formed with those who would be the new missionaries. The LIFE teams programme started in January 2001 by GVYFC is an attempt to address these issues and the preliminary results are excellent, with the first eight young people due to graduate this training course in August 2001.

Planting Together

Davy believes that this may be ‘a season in which the parachurch and local church will be advancing side by side.’
 This would certainly be true for organisations like GVYFC. As we have seen, the numbers the organisation contacts are large. If we are able to partner with churches to launch initiatives in building culturally appropriate faith communities, we can overcome the fact that only 1.43 percent of those young people are joining church for a year or more. Although this is not a new method in the UK where partnerships between parachurch organisations like YFC and local churches are common, it is not a normative model in North America, where the church scene is more insular. Yet pioneering attempts are underway for ‘As culture shifts, the ways we relate, interact and network are affected. The Church must respond with fresh ministry styles and approaches appropriate to the modified cultural landscapes young people now inhabit’.

Breathe was a short-lived alternative service that was run in partnership between GVYFC and a local church in the lower mainland. It was a successful attempt to integrate over forty unchurched young people that had been strongly influenced by the relationships they had built with local YFC workers. The only reason it was short-lived was that the amount of time and creativity required was too much for the overloaded staff. Since then a new project has been launched that endeavours to release younger leaders. New projects at GVYFC are also envisioned with local churches across the region, partnering with them in planting new discipleship and evangelistic programmes that will hopefully fit into this new emerging paradigm of youth work.

Conclusion

I believe that in this time of cultural change, organisations such as GVYFC must make the shift away from seeing themselves as purely evangelistic, working outside the local church to reach young people for Christ. We must work co-operatively in both reaching and keeping those young people, matching the programmes and relationships that the workers build with radical expressions of faith-based community that answer the heart cries of this generation. It is imperative that the organisation re-contextualises itself into the new culture and answers the questions hanging over the future of evangelism and the discipleship of young people. To fail to rise to this challenge, relying instead on the established methods of evangelism with which we have operated with in the past, means to fail the people we are called to reach. That is a price that we simply cannot afford to pay.

Appendix 1
Staff Questionnaire
How effective is the work of Greater Vancouver Youth for Christ?

The following questions are designed to provide information gathered from field workers as to the effectiveness of the ministry they are involved in. Information gathered will be written up in an MA dissertation.

Name [optional]

1] Describe the areas of youth work in which you are involved.

2] List the number of youth involved in each of these areas of your work.

3] Using 1 as less effective and 5 as very effective, give each of the areas you listed above a number that reflects how effective you think these areas are as forms of youth evangelism.

4] What would you say is the percentage of people you work with who become Christians in each area of youth work listed?

5] What percentage of these would you say join a church in each area of youth work listed?

6] What percentage of those who join a church would you say are still in the church a year after becoming Christians? 

7] Do you feel your work is more one of evangelist of or discipler?

8] Do you feel that your work is effective in discipling people into long-term Christian commitments? Please answer yes or no and then explain why.

9] Using 1 to 5 in the way above, how effective do you think GVYFC is in reaching into the various aspects of youth culture the organization works with?

10] Using 1 to 5 in the way above, how effective do you feel the overall work of GVYFC is at discipling young people into long-term relationships with Christ?

11] Using 1-5 again, rank the following in terms of the less and very effective in reaching into teen culture.

Alternative style youth worship and discipleship events

Social action based projects [teen moms, community kitchen etc]

Work with local Christian youth groups

Work with local secular youth groups

Traditional evangelistic rallies 

Camps and trips

Street kid based projects [homeless, needy etc]

Club work

Schools based work

Youth drop in centres

Counselling

One on one relational work

12] Give specific examples of areas you think GVYFC should be pioneering to make us more effective in our work.

13] Do you think GVYFC has kept up with the changing youth culture it works into? Please explain your answer.

14] Do you feel GVYFC should be more involved in the ongoing discipleship of young people after they become Christian? Please explain your answer.

15] If answer to #13 is ‘yes’, how would you suggest we do this?

Can I follow up any questions with you for clarification?
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