
How We Got Here: The Story of Youth Ministry 

The Home Was the First Youth Ministry 

God’s design. From the beginning, Scripture placed parents at the center of 

discipleship: “Impress these words on your children… talk about them at home, on the 

road, when you lie down, when you get up” (Deut. 6). 

House churches. In the first centuries, families gathered in homes for prayer, teaching, 

and meals. Children absorbed faith through everyday life and worship alongside adults. 

Strength: Faith was fully integrated into the household. 

Weakness: When parents were absent or untrained, children often drifted. 

The Early Church: Discipleship Absorbed in Community (100–500 AD) 

Catechumenate training. New believers (including youth) were prepared for baptism 

through creeds, Scripture, and prayer, mentored by sponsors. 

Communal rhythms. Youth were formed through worship, the Lord’s Supper, and the 

church calendar—absorbing faith through repeated patterns. 

Mentorship. Life-on-life imitation was central: older believers became spiritual mothers 

and fathers. 

Strength: Faith was “caught” as much as taught, richly communal. 

Weakness: Less emphasis on parents; access to Scripture was limited. 

Medieval & Reformation Eras (500–1600) 

Parish life. Christianity was woven into the fabric of society. Children learned faith 

through sacraments, feasts, and daily life. 

Apprenticeship. Guilds and households trained youth in both trade and faith. 

Reformation recovery. Luther and Calvin re-centered catechism in the home. Families 

were once again seen as “little churches.” 

Puritans & Pietists. Family worship, catechism drills, and small groups kept discipleship 

close to home and community. 

Strength: Literacy and catechisms made Scripture accessible to families. 



Weakness: only as strong as parental engagement; cultural Christianity sometimes dulled 

urgency. 

The Sunday School Movement (1780s onward) 

The crisis. Industrial England left masses of children uneducated and unreached. 

Robert Raikes’ vision. He began Sunday Schools in 1780 to teach literacy and Bible 

knowledge on the only free day children had. 

Spread. Within decades, millions of children were being reached; in America, Sunday 

Schools often planted the first Christian witness in a new town. 

Strengths: Reached the unreached, mobilized volunteers, and created peer-based 

discipleship. 

Weaknesses: Parents began outsourcing discipleship to the church; teaching leaned 

classroom-style. 

Youth & Parachurch Movements (1800s–1900s) 

Christian Endeavor (1881). Youth covenants, leadership, and mission—teens leading 

teens. 

YMCA/YWCA. Holistic discipleship of body, mind, and spirit. 

20th-century parachurch. Young Life, Youth for Christ, Navigators, CRU focused on 

relational evangelism, mentoring, and multiplication. 

Strengths: Boldly went where kids were (schools, campuses, neighborhoods), and 

nurtured a sense of kingdom kinship in Christ between youth from different church 

backgrounds. 

Weaknesses: Often disconnected from the local church with little meaningful attempts to 

disciple youth toward a local body of believers, too event-focused, partnering with 

parents in discipleship is innately difficult, and the ongoing tension of substance vs reach.  

The Modern Youth Group (1950s–2000s) 

The boom. Postwar suburbs created church youth rooms, hired youth pastors, and built 

Wednesday-night groups. 

The model. Designated spaces, pizza, games, small groups, retreats, Bible teaching, 

worship—creating belonging and discipleship pathways into the church on site in 

partnership with parents. 



Strengths: Consistent community, parent engagement encouraged, age-targeted ministry 

that disciples believers and reaches unbelievers with more natural discipleship pathways 

into the local church. 

Weaknesses: Tendency to become more programmatic than relational; less appreciative 

of the kinship between congregations than para churches; high turnover and poor 

communication contributed to many youth ministries forgetting their role in the larger 

ecosystem of youth discipleship and outreach. Three outcomes: (1) Some parents were 

left with the impression that “experts” could disciple their kids better (2) youth groups 

swung so hard at reaching new kids that they lost all the kingdom substance, and (3) 

other youth groups countered so hard that they became tribal and so consumed to be the 

youth ministry that “goes deeper” that they left the Great Commission behind (which is 

ironic).   

Today: Braiding It All Together 

We’ve inherited treasures from each era that we are trying to integrate into discipling the next 

generation: 

The Home: Parents remain God’s primary disciplers. 

The Early Church: Faith is absorbed through interwoven community rhythms. 

Sunday School: Peer groups matter, and catalyze learning and growth. 

Parachurch: Discipleship is outward-facing, evangelistic, and missional. 

Youth Groups: Youth discipleship pathways without the local Church are incomplete 

Our challenge now is not to return to one model, but to cull out the strengths together: 

Home + Church + Peers + Mission. 

Youth ministry today is not random. It is the fruit of centuries of God’s people adjusting, 

learning, and innovating. Each wave gave us something essential. Yet, youth ministries are 

vastly different from one another because they place different emphases. So, we can only speak 

for Refuge Church, but we get to weave the treasures from the past together for teens to be: 

Formed at home. 

Shaped in community. 

Growing with peers. 

Living on mission. 



Parents’ role is not to carry everything alone, nor to hand it all off. It is to step into the story God 

has been writing for generations, partnering with the Church, cheering on your teen’s peers, and 

wholeheartedly leading your son or daughter to discover that following Jesus means joining His 

mission in the world. You matter. The church matters. Peers matter. The mission matters. Youth 

ministry today is about braiding these together so your teen encounters the living Jesus and 

learns to follow Him for life. And this cannot all happen on a Wednesday night. Refuge youth 

ministry is just a piece of the larger discipleship ecosystem that will help the next generation 

reach the world for Christ in new ways. And our youth ministry roots our purpose and methods 

not only in the history of discipleship, but firstly in Scripture and dependence on God, to be 

faithful to the role that we play.  

Parents, programs, churches, mentors, peers…all important, but none supreme, because none of 

us can ever save people. ONLY GOD SAVES! In ministry, we plant and water, but God alone 

does the growing (1 Corinthians 3:6)! We are blessed to be a part of what He is doing! 

But… 

Parents, you are vital. Even if you feel unqualified, your prayers, presence, intentional Bible 

training, and example are the strongest spiritual influences in your teen’s spiritual life. 

The Church is family. Your teen needs intergenerational mentors and rhythms of worship that 

anchor them in something bigger than themselves and their peers…And so do parents! 

Mission is the overflow. True discipleship cannot stop at head knowledge or safe spaces. Teens 

are called to follow Jesus and to help their friends do the same. Teenagers grow through shared 

faith with peers, and reach friends we never could. We partner with them by equipping them in 

the Word and programming some specific events to help our teens draw new friends to Christ.  

God’s Glory is our Aim: Refuge youth ministry reflects a discipleship ecosystem that values 

discipling and equipping reach, but does not water down or avoid the whole counsel of God’s 

Word in an attempt to reach more people. We are unashamed of the Gospel and the 

character/will of our God. It is His kingdom and His standard. And it’s good! Everything we do 

in ministry is ultimately filtered through our Purpose, Heartbeat, and Culture.  

Our Purpose 

Helping students know and enjoy God, grow as His disciples, and live for His glory. 

 

Our Heartbeat 

Seven dimensions of discipleship move us forward into our purpose: 

• Prayer – We talk with God about everything because He cares about everything. 

• God’s Word – We let Scripture shape our thoughts, choices, and view of the world. 

• Community – We follow Jesus together, because that’s God’s design for the Church.  

• Worship – We respond to who God is with our voices, our choices, and our whole lives. 

• Service – We use our gifts and time to meet needs and reflect God’s heart. 

• Outreach – We share the hope of Jesus with those who don’t yet know Him. 

• Mentorship – We learn from those ahead of us and invest in those behind us. 



Our Culture 

Our culture is what students experience as we help them know and enjoy God, grow as His 

disciples, and live for His glory through the dimensions of discipleship. We want students to feel 

safe, welcomed, loved, encouraged, challenged, called, and equipped for whatever God has for 

them. We believe that joy is a fruit of the Spirit and one way that God draws us together as a 

family. So, while we worship, preach the whole counsel of God’s Word, and build each other up, 

our gatherings are also full of life, laughter, and fun.  

 

Our Programs 
Youth Group—Wednesdays, 6:15 PM – 8:00 PM 

6:15 PM – 6:40 PM Free time/Open Gym/Youth Center Options/Snacks 

6:40 PM – 7:00 PM Worship and announcements in the Sanctuary 

7:00 PM – 7:25 PM High School Large Group Message and Middle School Small Groups 

7:25 PM – 8:00 PM Middle School Large Group Message and High School Small Groups 

 

*Kickoff is Sept 10/Last YG is May 13 

*There will be no YG on Oct 15, Nov 26, Dec 24, Dec 31, Mar 25  

 

Family Connect Hour—Sundays, 9:30 AM – 10:30 AM & 11:00 AM – Noon  
Family Connect Hour is for your whole family in the gym: snacks, mixer games, Bible Study, 

and family table times (Like a Wednesday small group, but activities and discussions for various 

ages). We also provide families with content and applications to dig into at home together, and 

will have a few fellowship breakfast mornings where parents, youth, and children will divide for 

a portion of life-stage-targeted encouragement.  

 

*Kickoff is Sep 7/Last Connect is May 17 

*No Connect on Oct 19, Nov 30, Dec 21, Dec 28, Feb 15, Apr 5 

 

 

FUSION, Friday, 7:00 PM – 10:00 PM 
There are five or six Fusion events planned every school year for middle school and high school 

students. Fusion provides an opportunity for fun fellowship and to build relationships with 

students who are not plugged into a church family. It involves free time options like open gym 

and youth center games, free pizza, churchwide Nerf Wars, and night games. We have a team of 

background-checked adults chaperoning spaces to help keep everyone safe. 

 

Special Events/Trips 
In addition to regular programming and FUSION events, students have several other growth, 

ministry, and fellowship opportunities through mission trips, Trout Lake Camps, 

service projects, and other special events (see current opportunities in FAQS).  
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