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Introduction
HOW I GOT HERE



Key question

How do church communities shape 
the vocation of Christians who work 
in secular youth work settings?



Exemplary Profiles
WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?

PROFILE 1
Helen works as a senior youth support 
worker in local government in Melbourne. 
After attending an Anglican church as a 
child, she re-discovered her faith as a 
teenager in a Pentecostal church, and 
worked there for 9 years as a youth pastor. 

Aged is her late 30s, Helen has a Diploma in 
Advanced Community Sector Management, 
as well as several Christian ministry 
certificates. She is an active member of a 
large charismatic church.



Exemplary Profiles
WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?
PROFILE 2
Rob grew up in regional Victoria. He trained 
as a mechanic before beginning an 
internship with a parachurch agency, during 
which he gained youth work qualifications. 

In 2015, he began chaplaincy work at a 
secondary college in Melbourne’s south-
east, before transitioning to the wellbeing 
co-ordination role.

Rob’s childhood was spent in the 
Presbyterian church, but now attends no 
church.



Exemplary Profiles
WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?

PROFILE 3
Rachel attends a large evangelical church in 
Melbourne’s “bible belt”, and works part-
time as a youth justice diversions co-
ordinator.

In her early 30s, she holds degree-level 
qualifications in social work and 
criminology. She also volunteers in her 
church’s youth ministry.



Literature 1
RATIONALISATION
The youth work vocation under threat

Marketisation
Secularisation
Professionalisation

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. 

Tony Jeffs



Literature 2
VIRTUE ETHICS
1. The youth work vocation as a “virtue ethic”

2. Church as “formative ecology” for the youth work vocation/virtue ethic

If it is agreed that youth work is about the 
development of character and the practice of 
certain virtues, then it seems clear that youth work 
has a natural affinity with the tradition of virtue 
ethics. 

Judith Bessant



Method
Qualitative

Semi-structured interviews

Recruitment
Social media, existing relational and workplace relationships, word of mouth, 
and promotion of the project through advertising in organisational newsletters, 
online groups, and email lists 

Participants
50 research subjects:

• Christians who work in secular organisations as youth workers, with no 
religious dimension to their role (n=29).

• Chaplains or parachurch workers in state secondary schools, some of who 
play a dual role, e.g. as the school’s wellbeing co-ordinator (n=11).

• People who were active in the youth work sector in the 1960s - 1970s (n=10). 
Some of these interviewees are Christians, and some are not



Findings 1
3 KEY DYNAMICS OF FORMATIVE ECOLOGY

PARTICIPATORY COMMUNITY
• The conjunction of 

supportive 
mentors/advocates and 
practical responsibility in 
youth ministry

• Often associated with 
renewal of, or entry into, 
Christian faith

Yeah, growing up as a kid I 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 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.

Cameron



Findings 2
3 KEY DYNAMICS OF FORMATIVE ECOLOGY

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

DISCONTENT
• The experience of 

wanting to reach out to 
marginalised, or suffering 
young people

• Perceiving that their 
church could not be the 
place to do so



Findings 3
3 KEY DYNAMICS OF FORMATIVE ECOLOGY

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.

Michael

DIASPORIC CONNECTION
• The distance Christian 

youth workers feel in 
relation to their 
churches’ mission and 
youth ministry

• Lack of vocational 
support, and ignored 
expertise



Discussion 1

Church Ecology as “Blessing”
The church ecology inculcates (1) a 

conviction that youth work is deeply 

Christian, and equips Christians to 

practice (2) a relational approach to 

youth work which prioritises 

marginalised young people.

Church Ecology as “Neutral”
Combined with the blessings and curses, the 

church ecology tends to foster (5) a commitment 

to the youth work sector, and (6) a critical stance 

towards youth ministry. 

Church Ecology as “Curse”
The church ecology 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. 

COMBINED EFFECTS OF THE 3 DYNAMICS



Discussion 2

(1) a conviction that youth work is deeply Christian,

(2) a relational approach to youth work which prioritises marginalised 
young people.

(3) a division between youth workers and youth ministry leaders

(4) an experience of being  inadequately supported in vocation by the 
church

(5) a commitment to the youth work sector

(6) a critical stance towards youth ministry.

FEATURES OF THE YOUTH WORK VOCATION AMONG 
CHRISTIANS IN SECULAR SETTINGS



Discussion 3
WHAT NOW?

Youth workers need the church to value and honour 
their work

Youth ministry is losing out

Tension between participatory community and “safe” 
youth ministry 



Practical Implications
Ø Codify the processes of participatory community

Ø Encourage youth ministry activities beyond the church, 
and treat them as “core” youth ministry

Ø Create settings for connection between youth ministry 
leaders and youth workers

Ø If youth leaders choose to enter secular youth work, 
commission them to do so, and support them

Ø Theological colleges to broaden their remit to include 
Christian youth work in secular settings


