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As we began the journey into youth and young adult ministry, we are challenged 

with the question, how do we begin the process of building a strong faith based youth/ 

young adult group?  Howard Horell, Assistant Professor of Religious Education at 

Fordham University emphasizes the need for a “clear theological/ ministerial focus” or as 

Kendra Creasy Dean would say, “we must identify our theological rocks.” 1 Roger 

Nishioka believes that these rocks should be based on the doctrine of grace.   

To begin with, Nishioka emphasizes that the theological building block for youth 

and young adult ministry should be Grace; further distinguishing that Grace is the main 

doctrine that separates Christianity from the other world religions.  He states, “This 

framework [Grace] begins not by measuring up but with a remarkable decision by God of 

the universe to reach out to us.”2  I really like his use of the words, “measuring up,’ since 

these are words our young people would use in their everyday conversations; measuring 

up to parent’s expectations, academic grading systems, social norms, etc.  They live in a 

state of constantly trying to live up to someone’s expectations.  This is also true in 

1 Kendra Creasy Dean, introduction to Starting Right: Thinking Theologically 
about Youth Ministry, ed. by Kendra Creasy Dean, Chap Clark, and Dave Rahn (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2001), 17. 

2 Roger Nishioka, "Theological Framework For Youth Ministry: Grace," in 
Starting Right: Thinking Theologically About Youth Ministry, ed. Kendra Creasy Dean, 
Chap Clark, and Dave Rahn (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2001), 243. 
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relation to their religious experiences as well; strict rules, obligations, do and 

don’ts….the list goes on; who wouldn’t want to run away from this?  However by 

focusing on Grace and fostering a welcoming loving environment this would no longer 

be the case. 

Many adult Catholics focus on works and conforming to the man-made rubrics as 

a way to salvation, as if they could purchase God’s Grace or gain God’s favor in this 

manner.  Don Richter further illuminates this as it relates to these practices: 

The danger in talking about “Christian practices” is that we might delude ourselves 
into thinking that our salvation has more to do with human initiative and goodness 
than with God’s initiative and goodness toward us. 3  

I have witnessed the damage this type of theology can do to our young people first hand.  

As an adult youth volunteer I worked with a paid youth minister who felt that her job was 

to save the young people of our parish.  She introduced them to a punishing vindictive 

God who needed to be pacified with constant fasting, devotions, indulgences, even self-

flagellation.   There was never any indication of the love of God or the mention of Grace.  

The youth group eventually fell apart but not until it adversely effected the youth as well 

as many of the adult volunteers who participated in it.  This was many years ago and I 

keep in touch with some of the youth and adult participants, all of them have left the 

Catholic church.  This confirms what John Nelson suggests regarding our initial concept 

of God: 

                                                 
3 Don C. Richter, "Growing Up Postmodern: Theological Uses Of Culture," in 

Starting Right: Thinking Theologically About Youth Ministry, ed. Kendra Creasy Dean, 
Chap Clark, and Dave Rahn (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2001), 69. 
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Those whose imagining of God has been warm and close will more likely return to 
worship within the church of their childhood.  Those whose imaging of God has 
been cold and distant are more likely to leave and stay away.4 

 Nishioka discusses seven characteristics of Grace and it is here that we could 

begin to build the foundation of our youth and young adult programs.  To begin with, 

“Grace is undeserved” and “given by God.”  It is a free gift from God, as Nishioka states 

“Nothing is paid back here.  Nothing is owed.”5  With all of the pressure to achieve, what 

a wonderful thought to have this perfect gift without having to earn it.   It is here that we 

can stress the love and compassion of God, fostering an image of a welcoming 

nonjudgmental God. 

 “Grace is unexpected [and]… irretrievable.”6 God is not required to give us this 

gift of Grace; rather it is given out of pure love for us and never taken away.   It would be 

good to use an analogy of getting a surprise gift for no reason, not a birthday or 

Christmas just an unforeseen surprise.   It would be easy for youth and young adults to 

relate to this and further associate the feelings related to the person giving the gift to God, 

again reinforcing the positive and loving relationship with God.  It is also important to let 

them know that God is not going to snatch Grace away unexpectedly.   God is not an 

“Indian giver,” Grace is a permanent gift, an eternal gift.  All they need to do is accept it. 

 The characterization by Nishioka of “Grace [as] costly” almost causes the reader 

to think that he is contradicting himself; however, it is here that we can link Grace with 

                                                 
4John S. Nelson, "Faith Among Adolescents: Joining, Drifting, Searching, 

Owning," The Way Supplement 40: 72. 

5 Nishioka, 246.  

6 Ibid.  
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the death of Jesus Christ, the ultimate cost yet a cost that is not placed on us.  Although 

this doctrine is very difficult to grasp and understand, even for adults, it fosters debate 

and discussion, something that is necessary for healthy faith formation.   Sharon Daloz 

Parks illuminates this further: 

Conscious conflict may foster doubt.  Doubt is often viewed as a threat to 
faith…Conscious conflict may be prompted by questions and it spawns questions.  
The development of emerging adult faith is often precipitated either by questions 
that arise from one’s own life experiences or those posed to the emerging adult by 
others.   Emerging adult faith is steeped in questions.  Often they are unbidden and 
inconvenient.  Sometimes they are stimulating attractors.7 

 As I reflect on the characteristic, “Grace begets other gifts”8that is Grace is a 

catalyst for the gifts and talents each person has; it is here that I see a link to or building 

block for peer ministry.   It has been my experience that the key to a successful youth 

program and campus ministry program is the development of a strong and committed 

peer ministry/ student leadership team.  By giving young people the ability to develop the 

programs, minister to other young people and actively participate in community; they 

take ownership and foster participation.   As stated in Renewing the Vision, it is strongly 

recommended that we “call forth the gifts of all young people and empower them for 

ministry to their peers and leadership in our faith communities.  We need their gifts, 

energy, and vitality.”9  This is the beginning of active community building and this sense 

                                                 
7 Sharon Daloz Parks, Big Questions Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Emerging 

Adults in Their Search for Meaning, Purpose and Faith, 10th Anniversary Edition (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011), 144. 

8 Nishioka, 247. 

9 "Renewing The Vision: A Framework for Catholic Youth Ministry," USCCB, 
accessed October 21, 2014, www.usccb.org. 
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of belonging generates loyalty to the faith community and lifelong commitments.   Greg 

Moser reinforces this concept: 

When adult leaders in youth ministry invest time and energy in the training and 
formation of young people, the results are amazing.  Young people become 
empowered to provide leadership for their peers in youth ministry groups, with 
adults in parish ministries, and among friends and fellow students at school and in 
the community.  They grow in confidence, have the skills necessary to participate 
fully in the life of the parish, and develop the abilities necessary to be a strong 
witness of faith.  This investment in the young people of the parish has a long-term 
impact on the young people and on our Church and society.10 

      Nishioka concludes his character analysis by stating, “Grace is never fished.”11 

Grace is not a once in a lifetime gift it is continuous it has no end, what a positive and 

hopeful insight.  We can never do anything to stop God’s outpouring of love and Grace, 

there is always redemption and endless chances to change and correct the choices we 

have made.  This is a great concept for youth ministry, since many young people believe 

that the mistakes and misjudgments they have made in the past will be carried with them 

for the rest of their lives.  

 In all Grace and the love of God are the perfect and ultimately the only place for 

us to begin to build youth and young adult programs.  We must foster an image of a 

loving and compassionate God, not a vengeful manipulative God.  Youth ministers and 

volunteers need to focus on ministry as the outreach of this loving God not as a way to 

“save” youth and young adults from the wrongs of society or their own demons.  Only 

                                                 
10Greg Dobie Moser, "Youth Ministry: The Component of Leadership 

Development," in The Vision of Catholic Youth Ministry: Fundamentals, Theory and 
Practice, ed. Robert J. McCarty (Winona, MN: St. Mary's Press, 2005), 134. 

11 Nishioka, 247. 



  6 

 

God’s Grace can offer salvation, not the programs we offer or the advice and militant 

style practices of the past.  

 Youth and young adult programs must foster hope and not despair; Grace and 

love offer this hope.  Despair is prevalent among the youth/ young adult population, 

Evelyn Parker notes “hopelessness is a constant refrain in the life stories of many 

teenagers today…when teenagers speak of the present or the future, despair is a common 

motif.”12   By building our programs around a hopeful and loving concept such as Grace, 

the Church and the faith community will be seen as a comfort zone, a place to go when 

things seem to be hopeless; it will be a place where there is meaning, a place to call 

home.      

 

 

 

                                                 
12Evelyn Parker, "Theological Framework For Youth Ministry: Hope," in Starting 

Right: Thinking Theologically About Youth Ministry, ed. Kendra Creasy Dean, Chap 
Clark, and Dave Rahn (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2001), 267. 
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