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Abstract 

Church communities play a significant role in shaping the youth work vocation. The presence 

of affirming and respected adults, combined with opportunities for responsibility and service, 

often results in a strong sense of call to serve young people. However, many talented and 

passionate youth workers become dissatisfied with church-based youth ministry, and leave to 

engage in secular youth work contexts, resulting in a diaspora of Christian youth workers. To 

understand this process, we ask “How does the ecology of the church shape the vocation of 

these youth workers?”  

This chapter draws on extensive interviews with youth workers to answer this 

question. It finds that: (1) the vocation of Christian youth workers is formed through the 

participatory community of the church; (2) discontent with the “safe” nature of church-based 

youth ministry is the dominant reason for Christian youth workers’ departure; and (3) there is 

a problematic divide between Christians in secular youth work, and leaders in church-based 

youth ministry. In response, the church needs to better recognize its formative role in the 

youth work vocation, and youth ministry leaders need to engage in dialogue with Christian 

youth workers. 
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A. Introduction 

Youth work in Australia is “secular,” separate from “youth ministry” and not reliant on any 

religious worldview for its operation. It is thoroughly rationalized and regulated through 

government funding and guidelines. Yet, this secularized and rationalized sector still desires 

its workers to be “called” to the work. One cohort that possesses a strong sense of calling is 

Christians who work in secular youth work settings. This chapter asks: (1) In what ways does 

the Christian community form the vocation of Christians in secular youth work?; and (2) 

What are the consequences of such formation for their youth work vocation? 

To answer these questions, this chapter draws on wider doctoral research in which 

fifty Australian youth workers (past and present) were interviewed to explore their sense of 

calling and practice of their faith in secular youth work settings. It finds that churches act as 

ecologies in which the youth work vocation is formed through participatory community, 

experiences of discontent, and diasporic connection. 

To frame these empirical findings, the chapter commences with a review of the 

rationalization of Australian youth work, against which the persistent desire for vocationally-

oriented youth workers makes sense, and advocates that the youth work vocation be 

understood as a “virtue ethic” which necessitates an understanding of the community (the 

church) in which such an ethic is shaped. 



 

B. Definitions 

1. Youth Work 

In this chapter, “youth work” takes the meaning commonly assigned to it in the Australian 

youth work sector: 

Youth work is a practice that places young people and their interests first. Youth work 

is a relational practice, where the youth worker operates alongside the young person 

in their context. Youth work is an empowering practice that advocates for and 

facilitates a young person’s independence, participation in society, connectedness and 

realisation of their rights. 

The Australian youth work sector tends to distinguish between youth work (as defined 

above) and youth ministry, which consists of work with young people that is authorized or 

implemented by churches and other religious organizations. Though I am not overly satisfied 

with this distinction, for the sake of clarity I will use it in this chapter, recognizing that much 

“youth ministry” is also called “youth work” in Australia, the United Kingdom, and 

Aotearoa/New Zealand. Thus, in what follows, the term “youth workers” refers to personnel 

in the secular workforce, and “youth ministry leaders” refers to personnel who work in 

church-based youth ministry. 

2. Secular 

Defining “secular” has recently consumed much intellectual energy as theologians, 

philosophers, and sociologists have attempted to understand the post-Christian reality of most 

western societies. For this chapter, I use “secular” to denote: 

Youth work settings where active religious belief, commitments, action, and 

institutions are treated as irrelevant to the youth work task.  

Attentive readers may ask where this leaves organizations such as Anglicare or 

UnitingCare, who have links to “parent” Christian denominations. After all, organizations of 



this type employ the bulk of youth workers in Australia. I treat these as secular organizations 

(excepting those linked to the Catholic Church), as in my judgement they are essentially 

autonomous from the religious authority that denominations attempt to exert.  

 

C. Literature Review 

1. The Youth Work Vocation and Its Enemies 

Max Weber set the tone for sociological understandings of “vocation” when he described it 

as an “irrational” element that nonetheless aids (in part) the rationality of modern capitalism: 

[T]he entire notion of a “calling” must appear fully irrational from the vantage point 

of the person’s pure self-interest in happiness. Yet the dedication to work in the 

manner of a “calling” has in the past constituted one of the characteristic components 

of our capitalist economic culture. It remains so even today. 

Later sociological investigations of vocation are primarily found in studies of 

occupations or “professional identity,” an important field of research which examines how 

individuals become committed to the norms, boundaries, and practices of modern 

professions. In these studies, a “sense of call” or “vocation” is subsumed within the umbrella 

of the concept of a “profession,” and seen as one possible motivation for the professional. 

Alternatively, some researchers see “calling” as the inner aspect of an outer, more 

occupational or professional “vocation.” 

In theological treatments of vocation, however, “calling” is clearly distinguished from 

an occupation. For example, Gordon T. Smith uses a helpful three-part model of calling, 

starting with (1) a “general call” to follow Jesus, moving to (2) a life’s mission that is specific 

to each person (“vocation”), and ending with (3) the call to perform immediate tasks or 

duties. The call that we are concerned with here is that of “vocation,” but we see it in the 

larger picture of the call to follow Jesus. The “youth work vocation” is distinct from, but can 

be partially fulfilled in, the youth work profession. Thus, the youth work vocation is an 



ongoing experience of purpose in an individual’s life, stemming from the ultimate call to 

follow Jesus. What is this purpose? To work for and with young people, for their 

development and benefit. 

 However, the whole question of vocation is a source of anxiety in the youth work 

sector, and its literature. This makes sense when placed against the background of the 

increasing rationalization of the youth work sector. Youth work’s history is rooted in the 

chaotic philanthropic and missionary impulses of the youth work pioneers of the nineteenth 

century, and shaped by the social upheavals of the late 1950s–1970s. However, Australian 

youth work has gradually conformed to increasing government regulation, leading to what we 

have today—an efficiency-focused, outcomes-driven approach to youth work, which is a far 

cry from youth work’s relational heart. The rationalization of the youth work sector can be 

broken down into three components: marketization; secularization; and professionalization.  

Trudi Cooper describes the marketization of the youth work sector clearly: 

Large charitable organizations compete with each other and with commercial 

organizations, to provide outsourced government services: more cheaply; under 

tighter government control, exercised through specification of ‘‘performance 

measures’’; and, under threat that, if they did not perform, the contract would be 

given to another provider. 

The influence of the market paradigm on youth work funding and practice is fiercely 

criticized within the youth work sector, resisted wherever possible, and has played a central 

role in two further processes: secularization and professionalization. 

The market paradigm, while not the prime driver of secularization, contributes to the 

hollowing-out of religious organizations in which youth work takes place. When government 

funding calls for a narrow set of expertise and knowledge, then an organization’s religious 

character becomes less significant, and priorities are gradually changed to meet the needs of 



the market. Hence, welfare agencies linked to denominations (e.g., Salvation Army, 

Anglicare, Wesley Mission, and so on) often undergo a process of “internal secularization,” 

whereby religious influence is gradually removed from an organization’s practice and ethos: 

The basic idea is that when agency structures representing substantial denominational 

resources are run by executives who are increasingly autonomous from a 

denomination’s religious authority structure, such a development is likely to result in 

organizational changes that are appropriately understood as internal secularization. 

Of course, there are youth workers with a faith or “spirituality” in the sector, as well 

as organizations with an explicitly faith-based vision, and much work that happens in the 

sector could be interpreted as “Christ-like.” However, “secularization” here means that these 

things are not seen as determinative of the character of the youth work sector; rather, they are 

incidental. 

Professionalization has been hotly debated in the youth work sector at least since the 

early 1970s with the publication of seminal works by Elery Hamilton-Smith and Donna 

Brownell. However, its advocates have decisively won the argument, even if the institutional 

arrangements for professionalization have not been firmly established, and the reasons for the 

transition have varied. Nonetheless, the market paradigm accelerated professionalization in 

two main ways. First, youth work organizations must employ trained personnel who can 

achieve the outcomes required by governments. Second, the focus on competitive tendering 

for funding, and a move to skills-based training, has prompted youth workers to advocate 

professionalization as a bulwark against these foes. 

Given the twin moves of modern youth work to a secular framework with a 

professionalized workforce, and the advent of competitive tendering with a market paradigm, 

many commentators feel that “calling-based” or “organic” youth work is on its last legs. Does 

a “youth work vocation” make any sense in a sector that has secularized and 



professionalized? Do new entrants to the profession possess a powerful sense that they are 

“called” to do this work? Tony Jeffs, a long-time youth work academic, articulates the 

anxiety: 

The notion that becoming a social worker, teacher, community or youth worker 

axiomatically entails financial sacrifice, a selfless willingness to serve others, a 

lifetime commitment to demanding values and possess a high measure of education 

and “intellect” is no longer taken as a given. 

This anxiety is also present in the Australian youth work sector. I interviewed Peter 

Wearne, a veteran youth worker with YSAS (Youth Substance Abuse Service) for the 

historical part of my doctoral research. Though a key worker in the establishment of “Theos,” 

Peter is no longer a Christian, but he still sees a central role for the vocational ethic that youth 

workers of faith hold: 

Interviewer: To what extent do you think that faith has a legitimate role to play in 

youth work or not? 

Peter: I think it has a legitimate role…. I think it’s about values and attitudes and 

behavior … . And what I was saying to [a co-worker] … “the problem with the sector 

now, there’s no vocation anymore.” And I think what faith gives you is a purpose 

outside yourself and a framework and a paradigm outside yourself. 

2. The Persistent Call to Youth Work 

How can we explain the persistent use and desire for “calling” language in the youth work 

sector and literature? I suggest three main sources. 

First, the roots of youth work are overwhelmingly Christian. Early youth work 

(though not named as such at the time) was perceived as a divine calling, with Christian 

terminology, belief, and understanding widespread. This work was often despised, and 



unsupported by the governments of the day, leading these early youth workers to see 

themselves as missionaries in their own land. 

Second, Australian governments began to take an interest in the field during and after 

World War II. “Fitness Councils” were set up, reports were written on youth work, and the 

need emerged for a trained workforce to meet the educational and social needs of young 

people. This coincided with the late 1950s to 1970s, a time of great social ferment. The youth 

workers of that time were creating a craft that no-one could really name. It encompassed 

camping, new forms of Christian outreach and community, political action, street youth 

work, and drop-in centres. This entailed being on the margins, being poorly paid, and thus 

imbued a sense of newness and adventure that combined to fuel a righteous passion. 

Third, the idea of youth work as a calling is strengthened by the view that the youth 

worker is the primary resource in the youth work relationship. Teachers focus on their 

discipline, and social workers depend on statute. But though youth work sometimes uses 

these things, youth work insists that the character of the youth worker is paramount. This is 

because youth work is focused on an organic encounter between youth workers and young 

people. A personal relationship develops; young people feel safe and trusted to express their 

real desires for life, and youth workers assist young people to achieve these desires. If youth 

work depends on the youth worker’s character, then more than knowledge and skill is 

needed. Vocation is needed—an inner conviction that the youth worker’s purpose is being 

expressed through this practice of relational youth work. 

3. Vocation, Virtue, and the Church as “Formative Ecology” 

Given the anxiety about the decreasing role of vocation in youth work, the fact that the 

majority of youth workers in this study affirm a strong calling to youth work is significant.4 

Therefore, it is important to understand how this calling is formed. As well as hearing from 

youth workers themselves, I posit that this question of formation is helpfully framed if we 



understand the youth work vocation as a type of “virtue ethic.” Virtue ethics draws on 

philosophers like Aristotle and later interlocutors such as Alasdair MacIntyre. It asks, “What 

is human flourishing?” and thus, “What virtues must we cultivate, such that this vision of 

human flourishing can be lived out?” It recognizes that visions of human flourishing are 

rooted in communities or traditions that accumulate wisdom for what virtue looks like, and 

what a person needs to do to become virtuous. 

Many youth work academics advocate virtue ethics as a more promising meta-frame 

for youth work practice than deontic or utilitarian ethics. These writers recognize that these 

latter ethical pathways are inadequate to the practical task of youth work—they cannot cope 

with the complexity of the youth work task, and they do not help to cultivate ethical character 

in the youth worker. In contrast, virtue ethics recognizes phronēsis (practical wisdom) as a 

fruitful way for youth workers to navigate the ethics of youth work relationships. 

However, an aspect of virtue ethics that youth work academics usually neglect is the 

role of “community” in the formation of a virtuous disposition. Practitioners of an ethic 

cannot rely on a cognitive assimilation of its spirit and practices, but need to be formed in a 

community of practice that fosters the ethic over time, in a similar manner to an 

apprenticeship. I call such a community an “ecology”—not to submit vocational formation to 

a thoroughgoing analysis via ecosystems theory, but simply to draw attention to the 

interdependent nature of the elements that constitute this process of formation. 

For youth work academics, this ecology is the professional community of youth 

workers. But Christians entering the profession have been formed in a prior ecology of 

practice—the Christian community. This is not to say that the church is the only ecology that 

forms the youth worker. Obviously, there are personal experiences, family systems, and other 

influences that spark a sense of life direction. Nonetheless, my research strongly suggests that 

the church community is the location within which Christians begin to seriously explore 



youth work as a vocation. Thus, we return to our research questions: “How does the church 

form the vocation of Christians in secular youth work?” and “What shape does this formation 

give to the youth work vocation of Christians in secular youth work?” 

 

D. Method 

This chapter forms part of a larger doctoral project that I am undertaking at Deakin 

University. The project is a study of Christians who are youth workers in secular 

organizations—current youth workers in schools, welfare agencies, local councils, and so on 

(n=29), and secondary school chaplains (n=11). I also interviewed retired youth workers from 

the 1960s–1970s for historical perspective; some of these are Christians, and others are not 

(n=11). Through semi-structured interviews and a focus group, I examine the ways in which 

Christians in secular youth work integrate their faith with their youth work, in particular: (1) 

the story of their faith, and of their entry into youth work; (2) their perceptions of their 

workplaces and colleagues in relation to their faith; and (3) the ways they express their faith 

in their work with young people. 

 

E. Findings 

For the purposes of this chapter, I have limited my attention to the role that the church 

community plays in shaping vocation, rather than detailing the personal and theological 

views of youth workers. Suffice it to say, a vocational ethic is ubiquitous amongst the youth 

workers I interviewed, notwithstanding varying levels of articulacy about the connections 

between a sense of call on one hand, and practical youth work on the other. This research 

finds that the church ecology forms the vocation of Christian youth workers through three 

interdependent elements: through participatory community; through experiences of 

discontent; and through diasporic connection. In the exploration of these three elements, we 



will hear from youth workers about their experience, and provide a brief comment on the 

ways these elements shape the youth work vocation of Christians in secular settings. 

1. Participatory Community 

First, this research finds that church ecologies form the vocation of youth workers through 

participatory community. This element consists of three interdependent dimensions: (i) 

supportive mentors/advocates; (ii) exercising practical responsibility in youth ministry; and 

(iii) the conjunction of those dimensions with a renewal of, or entry into, Christian faith. 

Most of the interviewees (n=30) had experience of being a leader in a congregational youth 

ministry, with several having previously occupied paid “youth pastor” roles. Of the remainder 

(n=10), several had volunteered in other Christian ministry (e.g., Scripture Union, Fusion, 

camping). They viewed these experiences as formative of their vocation, even before they 

had an articulated sense of calling. 

Phil is a manager of a youth agency in Western Australia, and his story is typical: 

I think I was asked to volunteer at a camp, and I found that I actually got along really 

well with the youth. And it got me thinking I guess about whether or not that might be 

something worth pursuing. So, I guess I just tested the waters, just volunteering and 

helping out where I could and found that I did enjoy it and young people seemed to be 

able to relate to me. I was able to develop rapport fairly easily, and it sort of went 

from there. 

Many youth workers had their formative experiences of youth ministry in conjunction 

with a renewal of their faith, or their conversion into it: 

Yeah, growing up as a kid I grew up in [north-east Melbourne] and got into a bit of 

trouble as a young bloke and ended up having a bunch of youth workers get alongside 

me and support me. They were actually from a Christian organisation called [Agency 

1] at the time. 5 They kind of supported me and got alongside me and really 



encouraged me and eventually after I tried my hand at a few different things they 

were looking for someone to help out with their Friday night youth groups and as a 20 

odd year old I threw my hat in the ring and helped with them with their Friday night 

youth group for about a year. (Cameron, mental health youth worker) 

These experiences of mentoring, responsibility, and renewal/conversion were very 

affirming for the interviewees, and was often the spark for taking the next step in their 

vocation, such as further study or through deeper investment in youth activities, both within 

and outside the church. This was the case for Rob: being mentored and encouraged in youth 

ministry led to parachurch ministry, study, and then his current position as a school wellbeing 

co-ordinator: 

I think, I think really just that relationship I had with my minister back home in 

[regional Victoria]. Yeah, I mean, I think I see, seeing him as my mentor and you 

know, sort of, you know him sort of encouraging and pushing me into you know 

having a go with that stuff early on was really key. You know, sort of basically 

fighting for me to give me that chance within the church. 

In addition, youth workers would identify inspiring experiences of the church 

reaching out to young people beyond its boundaries: 

Probably going back to when I was a teenager, I was involved in—it was kind of like 

a girl’s group originally—and then it kind of formed into a youth church that was 

really led by us. So, it had a youth band and we would have a go at preaching and go 

away on youth conferences and I think I really enjoyed that atmosphere of anyone 

being welcome. Because I probably found growing up that churches and church youth 

groups to be really cliquey and really not inviting and welcoming. (Joletta, youth 

worker) 



Participatory community instilled interviewees with a conviction that youth 

development and participation is central to youth work, along with a focus on nurturing 

relationships and community, rather than programs or narrowly-defined service provision. 

There is a deeply spiritual approach to practice, resulting from experiences of religious 

renewal and/or conversion. 

2. Discontent 

Despite the affirmation of participatory community, most Christians in secular youth work 

experienced a deep sense of dissatisfaction with church-based youth ministry. This leads to 

our second finding: that the church forms the youth work vocation through discontent. Youth 

workers often spoke of the imperative to reach out to young people who were suffering or in 

some other need, they used the language of Christianity to explain this task, and critiqued the 

church for not living up to this mission. Frequently, discontent stems from hurtful 

experiences of disillusionment and disappointment. These youth workers often entered 

church youth ministry believing that the church could serve the most broken and difficult 

young people, but now seriously doubt its capacity to do so. For those with youth ministry 

experience, this discontent is the driving motivation for their departure to the secular youth 

work sector, rather than professional advancement or simple opportunity. 

For example, Heather describes non-Christian young people coming to her church’s 

youth ministry, but being marginalized in favor of existing members: 

Well, I just thought that a lot of the kids that were coming to church needed a lot of 

extra help and there wasn’t the help in the church to help them and there were a lot 

non-Christians where I thought we need to be helping people, they need to know 

Jesus … they’re homeless or they’ve got really crappy life backgrounds and we 

should be helping them a lot more and I just felt like the church was focused on the 



Christians that were coming to church and sitting in the pews and just helping them 

every week. (Heather, case manager) 

There was a strong desire to work with broken, poor, unchurched young people, and 

the youth workers found that they could not do this within the church context: 

I really felt like God was calling me to work with the most vulnerable kids. And those 

kids weren’t in the church, so I felt like I was often with very middle-class, young 

people, with relatively, yeah relatively stable lives as opposed to the kids that I work 

with now, kind of engaged in a different, you know, child protection, juvenile justice, 

et cetera. So yeah, that was a very distinct decision. (Ange, manager of a youth work 

team) 

Cameron describes pursuing a career as a youth pastor, but was advised that his 

calling to young people would likely not be served in such a role: 

I think the nail in the coffin so to speak was I had a meeting with [a denominational 

youth director] and we were chatting away and kind of talking through the steps of 

potentially moving into a youth pastor role and the like, and over a number of weeks 

we chatted. The final conversation we had was him saying, “Cameron, I see you have 

a real heart to release the last and the lost, you’ve got a real social justice bent, that 

would be wasted in the Church. Most of our churches just want someone who will run 

their Friday night youth group and keep their kids out of trouble,” he said. 

In addition, this discontent was sometimes broader than the youth ministry practice of 

the church; it extended to the general direction their church was taking: 

I know what the realization moment was …. I had a group of our young leaders, and 

we were doing a six-week mission experience in the Philippines, so we were living in 

a little brick hut with mud floors … then receiving an email from our church council 

that our church had decided to spend $30,000 on nicer chairs for our church, and it 



was, for me, that was the moment where I realized how far my heart was from some 

of the things that our church was heading towards. (Ryan, local government youth 

worker) 

The experience of discontent shapes the youth work vocation such that Christians in 

secular settings usually hold a critical stance towards church-based youth ministry, including 

a lack of confidence that “their” young people could find a home in the church. There is a 

corresponding deepening of commitment to the ethics, ethos, and aims of the youth work 

sector, and solidified commitment to young people at the margins. 

3. Diasporic Connection 

This ongoing sense of discontent leads to our third finding: that the church forms the youth 

work vocation by fostering a diasporic connection with Christians in secular youth work. 

Because of the departure of youth workers from ministry within church congregations, there 

is now a diaspora of Christian youth workers in the church. I call them a “diaspora” not 

because they are not attending church. Indeed, the majority are regular attendees, and many 

find church a very positive experience. However, in relation to their vocation and work, they 

are generally disconnected from the church’s ministry to young people. What is the nature of 

this diasporic connection? 

First, the youth workers consistently affirmed that their work was not supported or 

understood by church members or leadership. Michael, a residential care worker in Victoria, 

says: 

Yeah, I think it’s been particularly a journey for my church obviously … because 

when people hear the word “youth work” in church circles, they immediately think 

“ministry,” So to gradually get the message over— “this is what I do, this is what it 

entails and what it doesn’t entail.” … I mean to this day there are people that wouldn’t 

have a clue. And I’ve been telling them for years. They wouldn't understand it.  



Fiona, a high school chaplain in the west of Melbourne, testifies to an isolating lack of 

interest in her work after she invited her church congregation to a support evening: 

So I don’t know where [people in the church] sit, because it’s not on their radar, 

because there was no youth ministry …. So, it wasn’t important to them. And then 

when I then got involved and became a chaplain, I guess, the same idea …. I did 

invite a lot of people to a, like a night, info night, storytelling night, and there was 

hardly any, I guess people from the church who came. 

Youth workers found this lack of interest and support an isolating experience, and 

many chose simply not to discuss their work, while at the same time hoping that they might 

receive support. 

Second, though they are trained and competent practitioners, their expertise is not 

sought out or heeded. For example, Cameron relates attempting to contribute to his church’s 

youth ministry thinking: 

We’ve got a youth think tank [at church] that gets together once a quarter and chat 

about what’s happened in the youth group …. [W]hen I interject any youth work 

thinking into that space I get blank stares like I’m an alien or something. An example 

of that is early last year I was talking about Roger Hart’s “Ladder of Participation” 

and that if we really wanted to see our youth group flourish … we needed to engage 

them to start having some participatory say in the work that they were doing, and the 

youth leader at the time said, “That's a fantastic model but it won't work.” And I’m 

like, “I see it work every day. I can show you 100 examples of where this works.” 

Despite this, there was a high degree of positivity from the youth workers for 

increased communication with youth ministry leaders. Helen, who was a paid youth pastor 

and now works in local government, speaks to the need for youth ministry leaders to become 

equipped with skills and knowledge from the secular youth work sector: 



I would highly welcome conversation with people who are working in ministry …. I 

think they could definitely work together better. I think they could glean from each 

other …. I would highly recommend people working in Christian ministries to get 

further education …. I would encourage people in leadership to encourage their 12-

year-old or 17-year-old or 18-year-old leaders that are leading young people to equip 

them with more skills that may be seen as secular skills, but some of these skills are 

transferable. I think people aren’t speaking into some of these needs in the Christian 

circles and the Christian ministries.  

At some risk of speculation, I would suggest that the lack of uptake of youth work 

expertise in churches is due to a misguided perception that youth ministry is “more Christian” 

than youth work in the secular sector. Certainly, that is the perception of the youth workers in 

my study. Though they generally reject this characterization, they claim that it is a 

widespread view in their churches: 

I think they would presume [youth ministry] is more Christian. Because again, it’s 

very overt. You know, you're worshipping with kids, you’re teaching kids about the 

Bible et cetera. Whereas I guess I’m coming at it from the point of view of, “does 

what I do reflect Jesus?” And so I think, if I was to answer that in both contexts, I 

would have said “yes,” in both contexts, it just looks different. (Ange, manager of 

youth work team) 

Diasporic connection leads to alienation from church-based youth ministry, and 

“vocational isolation”—a sense that their work is not understood and valued by their 

Christian community 

 

Through participatory community, discontent, and diasporic connection, the Christian 

community shapes the youth work vocation. First, Christian community is a “blessing” to the 

youth work vocation. It inculcates (1) a conviction that youth work is deeply Christian, and 



equips Christians to practice (2) a relational approach to youth work which prioritizes 

marginalized young people, and their development. This is a strong witness against the 

depersonalizing nature of rationalized youth work. Second, Christian community is a curse 

on the youth work vocation. It tends to create (3) division between youth workers and youth 

ministry leaders, and (4) fails to adequately support the vocation or work of youth workers. 

Third, and neutrally, Christian community fosters (5) a commitment to the youth work sector, 

and (6) a critical stance towards youth ministry practice. 

 

F. Discussion 

I have chosen three areas for a brief discussion, which focus on the areas of concern for the 

church that arise out of this research. This is not to claim that my research is all bad news for 

the church; the summary of findings shows the opposite. Nor is to claim that all youth 

ministries are afflicted by the difficulties I discuss below. There is much room for hope 

because, despite the disillusionment of many youth workers with youth ministry, they are 

definitely not cynical about it.  

1. Youth Workers Need the Church to Value and Honor Their Work 

Youth workers struggle to see how their work is valued or understood by the church, and 

conclude that it is not. Though they are motivated by the desire to see the kingdom of God 

come in the lives of the young people they serve, they feel that they are not seen as partners 

in this work by their churches.  

Without the church and its leadership reaching out to youth workers, and honoring the 

work they do, the church risks further alienation of youth workers. However, if they do 

include youth workers as co-workers, not only will the church gain ambassadors in the 

workplace, but the church will also gain a cohort of professionals who can contribute to the 

church’s youth ministry. 

2. Youth Ministry is Losing Out 



Given the division between youth workers and youth ministry leaders, and the alienation 

youth workers feel from church-based youth ministry, youth ministry is losing out in several 

ways. First, youth workers could be contributing to the skills and knowledge of youth 

ministry leaders in many areas: relationship building and boundaries; mental health of young 

people; safe ministry; and enabling young people to participate more fully in youth ministry. 

Second, youth ministry could be instigating creative mission ventures, through combining 

youth ministry aims with youth work frameworks and practices. Many parachurch 

organizations are doing exactly this, and there is scope for church-based youth ministry to do 

the same. Third, youth ministry is losing skilled and passionate people to the secular 

workforce. This is not necessarily a negative, as it places capable workers alongside young 

people who need their assistance. But the church would benefit from the presence of skilled 

personnel who are devoted to long-term ministry with young people. Fourth, youth workers 

bring a critical stance to youth ministry which could hone youth ministry practice through 

constructive input. 

3. The Tension Between Participatory Community and “Safe” Youth Ministry 

The church needs to resolve this tension. When functioning well, church communities are 

participatory—they mentor and support young leaders, and give them powerful experiences 

of responsibility, thus equipping them for effective service in secular organizations. 

However, this research raises a question. Is this supportive and empowering community so 

“safe” that youth leaders with a heart for marginalized young people must leave to serve 

them?  

4. How Could the Church Respond? 

There are several ways that churches could respond to this research, in areas that concern the 

practice of youth ministry at a congregational level, the place of youth workers within the 

church community, and theological education. First, codify the powerful processes of 



participatory community so that all young people are given the opportunity to exercise 

responsibility. Second, encourage youth ministry activities beyond the church. If youth 

ministry leaders want to experiment with activities in the community, support these and talk 

about them as “core” youth ministry. Third, create settings for connection between youth 

ministry leaders and youth workers, such as inviting youth workers to youth ministry retreats 

and meetings, encouraging constructive criticism from youth workers on youth ministry 

initiatives, and engaging youth workers to deliver training for youth leaders. Fourth, if youth 

leaders (or others) choose to enter secular youth work, commission them to do so, and 

support them. This communicates that youth work is a legitimate form of ministry to young 

people. Fifth, theological colleges must broaden their remit to include training for the practice 

of youth work in secular settings, as well as for church-based youth ministry. This could 

include engaging youth workers as lecturers, and creating a major in youth work studies to 

equip those who wish to work in secular settings. This is happening to some extent with units 

on school chaplaincy, but needs to be extended and deepened. 

 

G. Conclusion 

Vocation is central to the motivation of Christians in secular youth work, and significant 

given the over-rationalization of youth work in Australia. This chapter has explored the 

crucial role of the church ecology in forming this vocation, in ways that are both a blessing 

and a curse. The dynamics of participatory community, discontent, and diasporic connection 

combine to inculcate a sense of calling that is deep and abiding, but also alienates Christians 

in secular youth work from their co-workers in youth ministry. There is much room for 

connections between youth workers and youth ministry leaders, in ways that will benefit 

youth workers and hone youth ministry practice.  

In addition, this research touches on several other themes which could be fruitfully 

examined. Not all churches are the same; hence, what are the characteristics of church 



ecologies which form the youth work vocation most positively? If we cast our gaze to youth 

workers with no faith or other faiths, is a “vocational ethic” similarly present, and under what 

conditions has it developed? To what extent does a motivation of “calling” provide a bulwark 

against the rationalization of the sector, or (following Weber) does a vocational ethic simply 

enable it? Finally, how could the youth work sector incorporate lessons from the Christian 

community into its training and supervision processes? The model of the church works in 

terms of mentoring and practical responsibility, but can it be codified for broader application 

while retaining its relationality? 
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