
ESSAY TITLE:  How important is the balance between belief and practice 
    in youth ministry? From your own experience, or a 
    situation with which you are familiar, what are the likely 
    pitfalls for a youth ministry where theology and strategy 
    are not adequately integrated?

The balance between belief and practice is vital to all areas of life and ministry. This is no more true 
in youth ministry, and it is here that many have fallen into various pits when their theology has not 
lined up with their strategy. In seeking to understand the pitfalls surrounding youth ministry in this 
area, we must first look at the relationship between belief and practice. After this is set out, three 
common pitfalls will be discussed; pragmatism, evangelism and relationships.

The Relationship Between Belief and Practice
There must always be a close relationship between what one believes and what one practices. They 
are intrinsically linked, but do our practices shape our beliefs or do our beliefs shape our practices? 
Amy Pauw states that ‘beliefs shape and are shaped by practices.’1 Traffic is both ways, but she also 
is clear to point out ‘true belief and good results are not sufficient conditions for excellent 
practice.’2 In addition the opposite is true; ‘A good fit between beliefs and practices is not 
necessarily an indictor of their truth or goodness.’3 
When we look at the biblical account, many of Paul’s letters are structured in a way that has ones 
belief shaping their practices, he reminds them of what has happened then appeals to them to 
actively live this out in practice. Do any of Paul’s actions or words suggest the reverse? On 
occasion we see that Paul’s mission is to see people become followers of Jesus. His mission is first, 
then his theological teaching come after.
Another example to consider is the experience of many Christians who either grew up in the church 
or became Christians and just do the ‘Christian thing’ without considering why they do what they 
do. Their practices have come first and their beliefs have followed. This is also common amongst 
many youth ministries. 
Our beliefs and practices are closely linked, therefore it is of great importance to have the right 
beliefs, but also to allow those beliefs to shape our practices. 

Dissonance
What happens when your theology isn’t integrated with your strategy. Mosler calls this separation 
‘dissonance’4 which describes a lack of harmony or agreement. He sums up the issue perfectly; ‘On 
one hand our theology tells us what's important and what we should be doing in youth ministry. On 
the other hand we do things that fly in the face of this theology.’5 
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Pitfalls
When is comes to youth ministry what are some of the common pitfalls that this dissonance infects? 
I believe there are three keys issues, one that causes dissonance and the other two which are 
affected by it. Pragmatism, the cause, evangelism and relationships, the sufferers.

Pragmatism
In our current culture we want instant results, we like the new best ideas or strategy. In youth 
ministry falling into this trap seems even more common. Robbins is keen to show that this 
eagerness of youth ministers to try anything new ‘is not surprising in a culture infatuated with 
pragmatism and technology.’6 We either stick with what has always been done if it still works, often 
cause stagnation and nominalism, or we search for the latest programming tools, or copy what the 
church on the other side of the city (even world) is doing because it looks successful. Each context 
is different and therefore the strategy you apply from your beliefs will differ due to that. When other 
peoples strategies are imported, you run the risk of it either not fitting your context or worse, going 
against your theology. Hawkins in his book ‘Fruit that will Last’ provides five cheap substitutes to 
avoid in order that you will produce fruit that will last; numbers, activities, hype, bait ‘n’ switch and 
picking unripe fruit.7

Evangelism
Youth ministers are keen to see youth become Christians and see the group grown spiritually and 
physically in numbers. With the best intentions they run events with many activities, and this has 
been my own experience too, yet what happens is that the activities distract the youth from hearing 
the gospel when it is proclaimed. Let me give an example from my own experience that often 
occurs. It’s Friday night, the youth are excited that the week is over and so you play lots of fun 
games with them, they get hot and sweaty from running around, they may even get dirty from 
rolling around on the grass. Straight after all this fun you hold the talk. All the youth are fidgeting 
because the adrenalin is pumping, they are itchy from the grass and sweat is dripping off them 
which provides an excellent opportunity for the boys to annoy the girls and you expect them to 
focus on the speaker for five or ten minutes as they share the gospel. It’s like trying to change down 
gears without a clutch, there is a lot of damage going on. Your theology is to make disciples and 
proclaim the gospel, but the break down in communicating it well in your strategy has meant that 
the youth having fun is apparently more important. The program steers away from the gospel rather 
than to it.

Relationships
‘Most youth leaders place a high priority on forming good relationships.’8 The issue is that the way 
we seek to build relationships with the youth undermines our actual ability to do so. Most activities 
either seem forced and uncomfortable, therefore loosing their authenticity, others just end up being 
totally pointless. As much as I love playing fun games and getting to meet new youth, unless I am 
able to engage in conversation longer than three minutes (if that with most of the mixer style 
games), it become very superficial. The deep relationships we seek to build in order to disciple 
them never happen and then when they do hit a time of struggle, they don’t go to their youth leader, 
but often join their mates and their friends Jim Beam and Jack Daniels. Our relationships  with 
youth, need to be intention, our programs and strategies must allow time for real relationships to 
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build. This can be in small groups, time spent after church eating together or attending sporting 
events. However it is done, it should be done with authenticity and love as Jesus did when he built 
relationships with those he cared for.

Conclusion
There is a close link between what we believe and what we do, our theology shapes our strategies, 
but often there can be a break in the chain between them. We must reflect on our theology and 
investigate if it is shaping our current strategy. We allow pragmatism to shape our strategy without 
considering the theological implications that may hold. This is clearly seen in the way we approach 
evangelism and building relationships. 

Erich Serediuk  2008



Bibliography

Hawkins, Tim. Fruit that will Last. Sydney: Christian Education Publications, 1999.

Mosler, Ken. ‘Youth Ministry Dissonance: What We Believe vs. What We Do’, Youth Specialties. 

Cited 28 April 2008. Online: http://www.youthspecialties.com/articles/topics/theology/

dissonance.php.

Pauw, Amy Plantinga. ‘Attending the Gaps between Beliefs and Practices’, Pages 33-48 in 

Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life. Edited by  Dorothy C. Bass and 

Miroslav Volf. Grand Rapids/Cambridge:Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2002 

Robbins, Duffy. This Way to Youth Ministry: An Introduction to the Adventure. Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2004.

Erich Serediuk  2008


