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“The Stakes Have Never
Been Higher”

She looked to be in her early thirties. (I'm guessing low 30s, in
case she ever reads this.) She was one of 300 youth workers gathered for a weekend
of training and encouragement at beautiful Camp Berea on Newfound Lake, New
Hampshire. She approached me shyly, reservedly, almost the same way I’d approach
someone like Billy Graham, Pope Benedict, Mother Teresa, or Jerry Garcia. And then,
grabbing both of my hands, she looked into my face with this wonderful smile and
said,

| heard you speak back in the early nineties, and | remember you
spoke about “going the distance.” It was an amazing week, and it was
the week | accepted Jesus into my heart. Now | have my own youth
group, and I'm here learning how to help them grow in Christ. And |
just want you to know, it all began with you that week back in Fort
Collins, Colorado.

It was a pretty neat moment, at least for me—one of those perks that keeps a lot
of us in youth ministry over the long haul. Seeing the fruit grow and mature from
something we had the privilege of planting or watering several years ago is an amaz-
ing privilege, indeed a gift from God.

But in the midst of that moment of vivid encouragement, two other distinct
thoughts immediately came to mind: First, | knew good and well it didn’t all begin with
me. | was just one of many characters in the drama that was this woman’s life—one
person who walked onto the stage, spoke from his heart, and made his exit. | knew
the scene in Fort Collins was only part of a much larger drama being played out under
the direction of a sovereign God who’d been at work in that teenage girl’s life through
countless other relationships, circumstances, and longings, and (probably) lots of
other Bible studies, messages, retreats, cabin times, and conversations.
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As soon as she said it, | knew it didn’t begin with me. And even more
than that, | took satisfaction in the fact that, by God’s grace, neither did it
end with me.

But then came the second thought, just as clear and real as the first: [ was
so humbled and grateful to God that the story included me. | was stunned and
amazed that God would use my small loaf of a few messages to encourage
someone to eat the Bread of Life.

If you’re like me, that’s all you ever hoped for when you got into ministry:
You knew you weren’t going to play the starring role, you just wanted a piece
of the action, and you hoped to “do something” for this God who has done
everything for you. Thirty years of youth ministry have not dulled that sense
of passion and gratitude in my life. If anything, the years have intensified it.
Often, when | have conversations like the one above, the person will then
step back and say, “Does that make you feel old?” And | say, “No, it makes
me feel grateful.”

An Improbable Opportunity

This book is written for people who understand that type of gratitude. It’s
written for those of us who stand up on a regular basis and speak to a room
full of teenagers (or maybe it’s half full...or one-fourth full...okay, it’s real-
ly two or three students whose parents made them attend) and share this
amazing story of grace and gratitude, bad news and good news, sacrificial
giving and joyful giving back.

Each week when we attempt to speak, we don’t know exactly how it’s go-
ing to work. We’re not precisely certain how we’re going to pull it off. We’re
not totally confident that we can make the play. But we’re so grateful and so
stunned that God has simply put us in the game. And we want to give it all
we have.

This book is about helping grateful people bear witness to a great God,
and doing that through something as mundane and miraculous as the spo-
ken words of broken people. Whether those words appear in Sunday school,
a summer camp, a Young Life club, a Friday night outreach, a pregame devo-
tional, a midweek youth group meeting—or whether you’re in ministry full
time, part time, overtime, as a volunteer or maybe just a draftee who wasn’t
there the night they voted on who’d “work with the kids”—our intent is to
help you carefully craft and speak words more effectively and with greater
impact. We never know when that random teaching opportunity might end
up being for one teenager the moment when it all begins. And even though
we understand it doesn’t all begin with us, we want to be faithful stewards of
every opportunity God allows us to experience.

“The Stakes Have Never Been Higher”
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Opportunities Missed

In his book, Telling the Truth: The Gospel as Tragedy, Comedy, and Fairy Tale,
Frederick Buechner describes a scene played out in thousands of churches
every Sunday; a scene so commonplace we almost miss its real-life, high-
stakes drama.

So the sermon hymn comes to a close with a somewhat un-
steady amen, and the organist gestures the choir to sit down.
Fresh from breakfast with his wife and children and a quick
run-through of the Sunday papers, the preacher climbs the
steps to the pulpit with his sermon in his hand. He hikes his
black robe up at the knee so he will not trip over it on the way
up. His mouth is a little dry. He has cut himself shaving. He
feels as if he has swallowed an anchor. If it werent for the
honor of the thing, he would just as soon be somewhere else.

In the front pews the old ladies turn up their hearing aids,
and a young lady slips her six year old a Lifesaver and a Magic
Marker. A college sophomore home for vacation, who is there
because he was dragged there, slumps forward with his chin
in his hand. The vice-president of a bank who twice that week
has seriously contemplated suicide places his hymnal in the
rack. A pregnant girl feels the life stir inside her. A high-school
math teacher, who for twenty years has managed to keep his
homosexuality a secret for the most part even from himself,
creases his order of service down the center with his thumb-
nail and tucks it under his knee....

The preacher pulls the little cord that turns on the lectern
light and deals out his note cards like a riverboat gambler.
The stakes have never been higher. Two minutes from now he
may have lost his listeners completely to their own thoughts,
but at this minute he has them in the palm of his hand. The
silence in the shabby church is deafening because everybody
is listening to it.’

Obviously, our audience is a lot younger than most of the folks who sit
in those pews on Sunday morning, but the reality of their pain and need is
just as real. There are hurting kids everywhere dying to know the good news
of God’s love. That’s why there’s no question that those of us who teach the
Word of God are involved in a serious enterprise. “The stakes have never
been higher,” and “the silence is deafening.”

The bad news: Our attempts to communicate the good news often fall
way short of breaking through the silence. So often our speaking opportuni-
ties become messed-up and missed opportunities.
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The data is pretty discouraging. UC-Irvine psychologist Thomas Craw-
ford, along with his colleagues, visited the homes of people from 12 churches
shortly before and after they heard a sermon opposing racial injustice. In the
course of the second interview, subjects were asked whether they’d heard
or read anything about racial prejudice or discrimination since the previous
interview. In other words, let’s forget for a moment about whether or not the
sermon had any impact on people’s attitudes about racial prejudice; let’s
just see if people remembered hearing it. The response was a little grim, to
put it mildly. Only 10 percent spontaneously recalled that the sermon had
been preached. When the remaining 90 percent were asked directly whether
their preachers “talked about prejudice or discrimination in the last couple
of weeks,” more than 30 percent said they hadn’t.?

We’d like to think the results would be different if the study had been
done with our youth groups, and maybe they would. But a lot of us have
enough experience to doubt that. Giving a talk is one thing; being given a
listen is something else altogether. | remember starting out in youth ministry
with my seminary degree in hand. I’d just successfully completed courses in
hermeneutics and homiletics, and | thought, I love Jesus. | love teenagers. How
hard can this be? But within a few months at my first church, I thought, Gosh,
I used to think | had the gift of teaching. Why has God put me with a bunch of
kids who don’t have the gift of listening?

Opportunities Blocked

The obstacles to communicating biblical truth are real. In their book The
Human Connection, social psychologists Martin Bolt and David Myers give
us a picture of just what it takes to give a talk or sermon and have it actually
stimulate life-change in a teenager (Figure 1-1).
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FIGURE1-1 FROM MOUTH TO EAR TO HEART TO LIFE.
THE OBSTACLES TO COMMUNICATION ARE REAL.
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1. First, we have to get them to pay attention to the message. It’s
a Wednesday night, the crowd breaker and singing are finished, and you be-
gin your message. Some students are intrigued, some are fatigued, some are
excited, some are distracted, some appear to be in a totally other place, and
some you wish (just a little bit) were actually in another place. How will you
gain their attention?

One of the first issues in communication is that exposure is not the same
as attention. For example, when we’re exposed to a print ad, research demon-
strates that on the average, only 44 percent of us actually notice it, only 35
percent read enough to identify the brand mentioned, and only 9 percent say
we read most of what was written.?

And selective attention doesn’t just happen with magazine ads. Remem-
ber God’s words to the prophet Ezekiel: “Son of man, you are living among a
rebellious people. They have eyes to see but do not see and ears to hear but
do not hear, for they are a rebellious people” (Ezekiel 12:2).

2. And if they hear it, we need to make sure they understand it. It’s
the last night of camp, and you decide to open up and share your story—all of
it—the good, the bad, and the ugly. You openly confess to a pattern of pretty
raunchy sexual sin throughout your high school and college years. Students
listen intently. Clearly, you have their attention. But while one student walks
away from the session with a renewed commitment to the importance of sex-
ual purity, another walks away feeling reassured that sexual sin is a normal
part of growing up, that “everybody does it” (even my favorite youth leader),
and that the decision for sexual purity can be postponed until he’s spent a
few more years experimenting and having fun. Moral of the story: What you
meant as a painful confession, some teenagers heard as permission. In short,
they heard you, but they didn’t understand what you were teaching.

3. Then even if they hear it and understand it, that doesn’t mean
they’ll actually believe it. Perhaps they listen to your story, feel moved by
it, and even understand the implications of it, but their response at the end
of your message is still, “Well, | can understand that it’s true for him. But that
doesn’t make it true for me.”

4. Even if they believe the message in that moment, there’s still the
challenge of helping each of them to retain it in their active memory.
How many of us have had students who closed out the retreat weekend or
the week at camp with what seemed like a genuine prayer of commitment,
but by the time the vans unloaded back at church, or the students walked
back onto their school campuses or got home among their same groups of
friends, that genuine spiritual commitment got stockpiled and stored away
with a whole bunch of other wonderful and genuine camp memories or bur-
ied under new friendship, calendar, and school commitments?
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5. And then, of course, there is the question of obedience. Among
those students who remember the challenge of last summer’s closing mes-
sage or last week’s youth group talk, there is still the question of whether they
intend to fulfill the promises or stick to the commitments they’ve made.

6. And of the number who retain the message and have some
measure of resolve to obey the message, there’s finally this question:
Will they actually flesh out the decision by taking action?*1f question four
points to retention, and question five points to intention, this question points
us finally to real-life obedience.

Use the following chart to think about the ministry situation in which
you most often teach a message to teenagers. How does this process play
out with your students? Which points in the process are most difficult for
that venue or setting? At what point in the process do you feel your ministry
is strong? It may vary from meeting to meeting or event to event, but this
might be a helpful exercise to get started.

1 2 3 4
Communication What are we doing What are we doing What could we ¢
Challenge that might be leading | that might be leading | to create a bette

studens to say “Yes"? | students to say “No”? | “Yes" environme
EXAMPLE: ¢ Using media to gain | ® Bad seating; some
PAY ATTENTION attention; kids can't see very well;

e Incorporating student | ® No relationships with

testimonies to grab students outside the

interest; meeting;

e Trying to give e All the adult leaders

attention to what part | sit together in the

of the program back of the room.

leads into the message

PAY ATTENTION

UNDERSTAND
THE MESSAGE

BELIEVE THE
MESSAGE

REMEMBER THE
MESSAGE

DECISION TO
HEED THE MESSAGE

TAKE ACTION
ON THE DECISION

FIGURE 12 DO A QUICK SURVEY OF YOUR COMMUNICATION ENVIRONMENT.
(Unfortunately, speaking to teenagers is not as simple as “We talk, they listen.”)

“The Stakes Have Never Been Higher”
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At this point in your reading, it might feel like a really good time to stop,
close the book, and call your buddy about that telemarketing position selling
timeshares in Zimbabwe. But that’s why this is a good place to be reminded
that it doesn’t all begin with you. Like the apostle Paul, who gave his share
of messages and faced his share of critics and discouragement, we can take
heart in the fact that this whole communication deal begins with God, is
empowered by God, and is sustained by God.

The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so
that they cannot see the light of the gospel that displays the
glory of Christ, who is the image of God. For what we preach is
not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your
servants for Jesus’ sake. For God, who said, “Let light shine
out of darkness,” made his light shine in our hearts to give us
the light of the knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face
of Christ. But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that
this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. We are
hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but
not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down,
but not destroyed....Therefore we do not lose heart. (2 Corinthi-
ans 4:4-9, 16a; emphasis added)

At the very least this chart (Figure 1-2) reminds us that effective, holistic
ministry has to extend far beyond just speaking to teenagers. Few of us make
this trajectory of discipleship simply because we’ve heard a really effective
youth talk. It just seldom happens. Creating and presenting good messages is
only a piece of the action. But ministry experience tells us it can be an impor-
tant and strategic piece of the puzzle that God uses to transform a teenager’s
heart.

Our goal in this book is to help you look squarely into the face of the chal-
lenges of column 1, discover some ways to strengthen what you’re already
doing in column 2, think about how you might want to work with the issues
you face in column 3, and then give you some practical and doable strategies
for column 4. We want to help you think about the way you plan, prepare,
think about, study for, craft, and deliver your messages to teenagers.

Aristotle, Youth Ministry, and Your
Weekly Message

Before there was Peter and Paul, Augustine and Chrysostom, Wesley and
Whitefield, Spurgeon and Lloyd-Jones, Graham and Lucado, Penn and Teller,
Simon and Garfunkel—before all of those guys, there was a master of com-
munication and philosophy named Aristotle (384-322 BC). His book Rhetoric,
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written around the fourth century BC and subtitled 107 Fun and Wacky Ideas for
Philosophers,® was based on his 20 years of study under the tutelage of Plato
(c. 427—c. 347 BC) and is still the most influential book on speaking, ever.

Aristotle began attending Plato’s academy when he was 17 (imagine hav-
ing Plato as your youth pastor), and he was heavily influenced by Plato’s
teaching about rhetoric, which we could summarize with these six state-
ments:

1. Speakers need to know what they’re talking about.
2. Speakers need to be able to handle logic.

3. Speakers must pay attention to the order and arrangement of
their message.

4. Speakers must know something about human nature and be able
to analyze and understand their audience.

5. Speakers should give attention to their style and delivery.

6. Speakers must have a high moral purpose.®

While there is still debate and dialogue about how these features play
out in the modern and postmodern context, most communication theorists
and rhetoricians agree that even some two millennia later, these ideas still
have merit.

Aristotle reduced those six basic principles down to three big ideas about
rhetoric. He argued that effective communication involved ethos, pathos,
and logos.’”

Ethos refers to the speaker. Every time a message is given, there has to
be a messenger. Who that messenger is, is almost as important as what that
messenger says. Ethos encompasses everything from the speaker’s integrity
and trustworthiness to the speaker’s subject knowledge and delivery style.

In practical terms, this means our students are asking, Can [ trust you as
an adult? As a Christian? You’ve got it all together, don’t you? I'm dying in a
pile, and I’'m not sure | trust you or your easy answers. Do you really know what
you’re talking about? In this book, we’ll refer to this as the ethos or ethical
dimension of the message.

Pathos refers to the hearer. Each time a message is given, it’s addressed
to a particular audience. Pathos is an appeal to the passions, needs, tenden-
cies, and hopes of the audience. Who are the students with whom we hope to
communicate? This is a student asking as he listens, Do you really care about
me? We'll call this pathos or the emotional dimension of the message.

“The Stakes Have Never Been Higher”

21



22

Logos refers to the message itself. Aristotle used this term to refer to the
rational dimension of the message. Was it logical? Was it well conceived and
constructed? Does the audience understand the message? This is where we give
attention to delivery. How was the message “sent”? We'll refer to this as logos or
the logical dimension of the message.

Along with other great philosophers before us, our intention is to hang
this book on the hook of these three big ideas. We’ll focus, first of all, on the
ethical dimension of the message. Second, we’ll give some thought to the
emotional dimension of the message. What do we need to know about our
students to communicate effectively with them? And third, the bulk of this
book will give attention to the third element of speaking, the logical dimen-
sion of the message. This is the what and the how of communication—what
will we say and how will we say it?

The woman | met at Camp Berea on Newfound Lake had no idea of the
amount of work that went into my journey of learning to create and commu-
nicate the messages she’d heard that weekend. And, to be honest, | don’t even
know what | spoke about. But what | do know is that in that moment of time,
God did what God does best—he took my humble efforts and combined them
with his sovereign ways. God used the spoken word to illuminate his writ-
ten Word, and a young woman’s life was eternally changed. Wow! Now, years
later, she’s speaking to kids with the same anticipation, hope, and prayer that
I had when God drew her close to him during that weekend two decades ago.

To the rational mind, this speaking thing doesn’t make sense—that some-
one could speak words to a group of people and somehow it could result in
changed lives. But to a spiritual mind that understands God routinely turns
water into wine, feeds a multitude with minimal food, and raises dead people
back to life, impossible feels like the fingerprint of God. The greatest wonder
is that we get to be part of the miracle!

We write this book with the confidence that God can do the impossible
with the spoken Word. What we want to work on in the pages that follow is
the possible part—the part that requires careful reflection, sound research,
thoughtful planning, and hard work. We're thrilled that you’ve allowed us to
share this ministry with you. And we’re already looking forward to that day 5,
10, or even 20 years from now when someone comes up to us at a conference
and says,

Hey, my youth leader read a book you guys wrote about how
to speak to teenagers, and frankly, she said there were a lot of
bad jokes in the book. But she also said it was really helpful,
and she’s convinced it made her a better communicator. Well,
I just want you to know that | was one of those teenagers she
spoke to, and through those little talks she used to give to us,
| heard the voice of God. So, thanks.

Speaking to Teenagers



If someone does actually say that to us, rest assured it won’t make us feel
old, and it probably won’t make us feel like good writers. What it will make
us feel is grateful. Read well. The stakes have never been higher.

“The Stakes Have Never Been Higher” 23
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