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INTRODUCTION

As of this writing, there is sparse literature which deals with
urban youth ministry from an academic perspective (Dowdy, 2005a;
Larsen, 2002). While there is a growing interest in hip-hop culture
and, more specifically, the “hip-hop church” this essay does not
address that particular topic (Holder, 2006; Dowdy, 2005; Smith &
Jackson, 2005; Gee & Teeter, 2003). Furthermore, there are bodies of
writing addressing urban ministry and youth ministry, respectively,
but very little commentary specifically on urban youth ministry
(Smith, 2004; Sinsabaugh, 2001; Fuder, 2000). This essay, based
primarily on twenty years of qualitative experiential analysis in the
urban context, is an attempt to present a typological examination
of four urban youth ministry paradigms. My hope is that it may
contribute towards increased critical reflection and dialogue
regarding youth ministry in the urban context.

In Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice (1983), Joe Holland
and Peter Henriot present a three-part model towards better
understanding social justice theory: 1) the traditional perspective,

2) the liberal perspective, and 3) the radical perspective. Each
perspective, they argue, serves as a lens through which social justice
is viewed. Because ministry in the urban context is so entwined with
social engagement, I have adapted Holland and Henriot’s helpful
model to create a typology of urban youth ministries. I am also
indebted to Dr. Kieran Scott, Professor at the Fordham University
Graduate School of Religion and Religious Education, for his Spring
2005 teachings regarding guiding principles and metaphors and their
place in education and ministry.

THE FOur PARADIGMS
I'have observed four paradigms of youth ministry in the
urban context: 1) the Traditional Youth Ministry Paradigm, 2) the
Liberal Youth Ministry Paradigm, 3) the Activist Youth Ministry
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Paradigm, and 4) the Prophetic Youth Ministry Paradigm (Table
1). These paradigms reflect different ways of understanding and
ministering to youth in the urban setting. Each reflects a specific
ministerial worldview with its own philosophical and theological
assumptions.

Like all typologies, this one creates ideal classifications that
can become over generalized and even problematic at times. Some
traits may even overlap among the paradigms. Yet typological
classifications can also help us see and better understand the
fundamental differences among paradigms. Furthermore, the four
paradigms may be applicable in other settings, particularly in some
rural settings, where economic and social justice needs are especially
acute.

Understanding these paradigms is useful to both youth
ministry educators and urban youth workers. These paradigms offer
youth ministry educators insights about four different approaches
within the spectrum of urban youth ministries. They will also have
a better appreciation of the breadth of urban youth ministry thought.
Urban youth workers may find these paradigms helpful in order to
re-examine their own philosophical and theological underpinnings,
engage in ministerial re-evaluation and develop more holistic youth
ministry programming.

Traditional Youth Ministry Paradigm

The Traditional Youth Ministry paradigm is one of the most
common in the urban context. The emphasis in this paradigm is
on youth ministry in the urban context. That is, its primary purpose
is developing a ministry-centered program for urban youth. Each
model has a primary question when evaluating the ministry.
Because of its emphasis on programs, the evaluative question for
this paradigm is, “How effective are the programs in the youth
ministry?” This question is ministerial in nature. It focuses on the
programs for youth. The focus and assumptions of this model begin
with ministry programs and then how they may be addressed to
youth. The traditional urban youth minister asks, “What programs/
curriculum are best or most effective for our youth?”

The primary concern for the Traditional Youth Ministry is,
first and foremost, the spiritual needs of urban youth. Therefore,
Traditional Youth Ministries will focus on spiritual formation
through their particular tradition-specific perspective (Evangelical,
Pentecostal, Charismatic, Catholic, etc. . .). Programmatically, this
is manifested in Bible studies, worship/liturgical services, Religious
Education, Sunday school - all the “spiritual” components of
youth ministry. Traditional Youth Ministry retreats are developed,

presumably, to help urban youth nurture their relationships with




Christ.

The use of a guiding principle is essential to every
philosophy of youth ministry. For the Traditional Youth Ministry,
the root principle is “Discipleship,” to become disciples of Christ.
Naturally, the issue here with the traditional paradigm is not
the emphasis on discipleship, which should be present in any
good Christian ministry paradigm, but the exclusive emphasis on
discipleship as primarily an individual, personal change with little
impact in the social realm.

The Traditional Youth Ministry is based on an ideology
of biology, a growing healthy body - youth ministry as the Body
of Christ. Therefore, the Traditional paradigm believes the body
of youth ministry, as an institution, and its traditions, should be
preserved.

Holland and Henriot (31-45) explore how conflict is
addressed by the various perspectives. How does the Traditional
Youth Ministry respond to conflict? Because of its commitment to
tradition and order, the Traditional Youth Ministry tends to avoid
or silence conflict. At its worst, conflict is viewed as inappropriate,
wrong, and even deviant. Therefore, the Traditional response to
conflict tends to be “authoritarian.” (Holland and Henriot, 31-45)

At its best, the Traditional Youth Ministry challenges us to
be rooted in the apostolic teachings of the early church, with Jesus
Christ as the foundation. At its worst, it is more concerned with
winning souls, indoctrination into a specific tradition and engaging
in spiritual warfare at the expense of addressing the social injustices
of this world.

Each paradigm is exemplified in the New Testament.
While no one group can fully represent the paradigm, it serves as
a helpful reference for better understanding each of the typologies.
The Traditional Youth Ministry is most exemplified in the
Pharisees. At first glance this comparison appears insulting, but a
broader understanding of the Pharisees is in order. The Pharisees
represented a political-religious Jewish group who believed in
separating themselves from their non-Jewish neighbors. And,
while they have gotten a bad rap over the centuries, the Pharisees
were faithful Jews, committed to the teachings of the Torah and
struggling to live a life of moral purity - not unlike Biblical Christians
today. However, the Pharisees, at least how the New Testament
characterizes this group, had a tendency toward legalism, a literal
interpretation of the Scriptures, and a strict, almost fanatical
observance of the teachings of the Law.

Liberal Youth Ministry Paradigm
The Liberal Youth Ministry is very popular with mainline
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denominational churches, particularly within middle-class and
upper-middle class neighborhoods. This is also seen in inner city
neighborhoods with churches that are led by theologically liberal
pastors. The emphasis of this paradigm is on compassionate ministry
for urban youth. That is, its primary purpose is developing a
felt-needs ministry-centered programming for urban youth. This
paradigm begins with the felt-needs of youth and then addresses
them through youth ministry programs.

Because of the Liberal Youth Ministry’s’ compassionate
perspective, its evaluative question is “How are the needs of urban
youth effectively being met?” This question is psychological and
developmental in nature. It focuses on the needs of youth.

The primary concern for the Liberal Youth Ministry is
the personal and emotional needs of urban youth. Therefore,
programmatically, the Liberal Youth Ministry will tend to offer
inter-relational and intra-relational therapeutic programs. These
programs include support groups, mentoring, family-based
initiatives, inter-generational activities, trips, arts and crafts, and
choirs. Liberal Youth Ministry retreats are developed to help urban
youth better understand themselves and their uniqueness and
nurture a healthier self-awareness.

The guiding principle for the Liberal Youth Ministry is
“Growth.” Philosophically, the metaphor of Growth is rooted in
Progressive Education. Are urban youth growing in a healthy
manner?

The Liberal Youth Ministry is based on an ideology of
evolution. That is, youth ministries need to change and adapt.
Therefore, the Liberal paradigm believes that youth ministry, as an
institution, needs to be reformed.

How does the Liberal Youth Ministry tend to respond to
conflict? It understands conflict as part of the evolutionary process
for ministry and relationships. Therefore, the Liberal response to
conflict tends to be “managerial.” This is particularly seen in the
emphasis on conflict management or conflict resolution.

At its best, the Liberal Youth Ministry paradigm challenges
us to address the personal and emotional needs of youth. At its
worst, it tends to overemphasize the humanity of Jesus at the
expense of the divinity of Christ, who is Son of God. Also, middle-
class urban youth ministries may not fully appreciate the suffering
realities of their urban sisters and brothers in the inner city.

The Liberal Youth Ministry is analogous to the Sadducees.
The Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection of the dead, the
immortality of the soul, and the existence of angels. They were the
sophisticates, highly educated and, generally speaking, the most
rational. They were strongly opposed, on the one hand, by the




Pharisees, for not being faithful to Jewish teachings and, on the other
hand, by the Zedlots, for being overly accommodating to Greek
culture.

Like the Sadducees, the Libera Y outh Ministry is committed
to personal growth, intellectual development and emotional well-
being. TheLibera Youth Ministry tendsto view Christianity more
asaphilosophy of life, rather than apersonal relationship with Jesus
Christ. Youth who participate in the Libera Youth Ministry may be
taught the Scriptures respectfully, but largely metaphoricaly, with
less emphasis on their divinely authoritative significance. Also, the
Christian faith tends to be presented as principles for ethical living,
instead of biblical guidelines for living aholy and righteous life
pleasing unto God.

Activigt Youth Ministry Paradigm

TheActivist Youth Ministry Paradigm isthe third type
found in many inner city urban churches. The emphasis of this
paradigm ison urban ministry for youth. That is, its primary purpose
is developing an urban ministry centered program for youth. The
paradigm begins by identifying urban issues affecting youth and then
devel ops appropriate youth ministry programs which address these
issues or needs.

Because of the Activist Y outh Ministry's contextual concerns,
its evaluative question is "How are the issues which impact urban
youth effectively being responded to?" This question is sociological
and anthropological in nature. It focuses on the needs experienced
by youth.

The primary concern for the Activist Youth Ministry is
the social needs of urban youth. Therefore, in order to meet these
many needs, the Activist Y outh Ministry tends to offer after school
programs, economic empowerment programs, job training and socia
justiceinitiatives. Activist Youth Ministry retreats are offered to help
urban youth develop trust in each other and work better together as
agroup to more intentionally develop socia interaction ahilities and
reduce at-risk behavior.

The guiding principle for the Activist Youth Ministry is
"Justice." What are the injustices suffered by urban youth? How can
justice be actualized for urban youth?

TheActivist Youth Ministry isbased on an ideology
of revolution. Therefore, the Activist paradigm believes that
youth ministry, as an institution, should be deconstructed and
reconstructed. For the Activigt, the Traditional paradigm is out
of touch and irrelevant and the Libera paradigm isweak and
insufficient.

How doesthe Activist Y outh Ministry respond to conflict? It
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