Youth Leader Training Article

tweenagers and

the Church

Over the last decade much has
been done to elevate the place of
youth and children’s work in the
Church. Many churches now
employ youth workers, more
funds are invested in this ministry
and there has been a shift away
from a ‘child minding’ mentality
to ministry which serves children
and young people.

However, there is one age group
that seems to fall between the
metaphorical two stools—
tweenagers. The name tweenager
(terrible as it is!) has been given to
young people aged between 8
and 13 although opinions vary. A
better understanding therefore is
based around stage more than
age. A good definition is ‘those
who buy merchandise to look,
dress and act like teenagers.’

This group have outgrown
children’s ministry but are often
too young for youth ministry.

This is the key age group that
churches are losing in their
thousands each week. Peter
Brierley carried out an extensive
piece of work on this age group
to discover the reasons for the
exodus. The main reasons were:
they had better things to do on
Sunday; they were bored; they felt
they had outgrown God; and they
wanted it to be more fun.

Tweenagers are spiritual beings,
but in order to grow in faith they
need to be engaged and
challenged. We need to help
tweens know that Christianity is a
life, not a religion, that God can

cpas

take their questions and will prove
himself true and sufficient. They
need help with living it out, and
for the bar to be raised so that
rather than creating a generation
that have been entertained into
boredom, we have a generation
full of the life that God intends for
them.

Many churches recognise that
something needs to be done.
Unsure of what to do, they tend
to opt for the ‘teach and hope’
model — carrying on doing what
they've always done and hoping
that they can hold tweens until
they reach ‘youth work’ age. We
need to move on from teaching
and hoping to discipling and
enabling these young people.

So how do we do that? Here are a
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few thoughts, by no means
exhaustive, on things that we can
do to be more effective in ministry
to this age group and in helping
them find their place in the
Church:

x Ensure that material used is
appropriate to their age and
stage. Recognising they are not
children but do not yet have
the developed capacity for
handling abstract thought. We
need to ensure that real
engagement is taking place.

X Relevance is key. We may feel
uncomfortable about
addressing certain issues with
teens, but if we are not talking
to them about things they are
encountering, someone else is
and may be giving them less
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than helpful information or
advice. We need to hold the
Bible in one hand and their
magazines/soaps (and so on) in
the other, showing how the
two can connect.

Allow plenty of space for
guestions and doubts to be
expressed. This is a key time in
their faith development, and
being able to express doubt is
a huge part of being able to
grow in faith.

Provide opportunities to share
their experience-time to tell
how God has answered prayer,
encouragement they have
received or a challenge they
have responded to.

They need authentic models to
follow, starting with you and
me. Spiritual growth does not
take place because of great
talks we give, or exciting
games we play, but as
tweenagers model themselves
on adults who know them,
care about them and are
demonstrating what it means
to follow Jesus.

Get doing stuff! Talking is not
enough; it must be worked out
in meaningful activity and
challenge.

One of the keys to a successful
integrated ministry is a
community to belong to —a
church culture in which the key
leadership in the wider church
has a deep sense of young
people’s importance and a
determination to see young
people included in the

Allow space for questions to be asked

intergenerational life of the
church.

x Create a place of trusted
relationship where tweens can
work out who they are and who
they might become, as they see
how they are seen through the
eyes of trusted others.

X Recognise their family context.
For those who are from
Christian families, family is the
natural place for faith to be
nurtured. Involve parents in
what is happening with their
children, ask them how they
would like to be supported and
work hard at providing that
support. For those whose
families are not Christian, we
need to be aware of potential
pressures and the importance of

effective communication.

X Listen to them- hear what they
have to say and be prepared to
take it on board and turn it into
action.

x Give them memorable
experiences- building in
memorable moments when they
just know that they have met
with God.

X Value relationship—take the
time to get to know them and
let them get to know you. Be a
broker of other meaningful
relationships between them and
their peers and other adults in
their community.

x Continually have something for
them to aspire to— nothing
motivates more than having
something just beyond your
current grasp. For children this is
now tweenagers, and for
tweens it is older teens. Work
hard at intergenerational youth
and children’s ministry.

Working with tweens can be
challenging but is highly rewarding.
It is so worthwhile taking the time
to work out how we can effectively
grow new generations of young
people who love God and want to
serve him throughout their whole
lives.

For further reading on this subject
see the Grove BookleEffective
Ministry to Tweens.
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