
Youth Ministry in Congregations and 
the Northern New England District

by Benette Sherman, NNED program consultant

This online tutorial may help potential adult volunteers, 
religious educators, youth coordinators, ministers, youth, 
young adults and congregations understand the scope, 
intention and responsibilities of youth ministry.

Congregations can request more detailed and interactive 
workshops such as Youth Ministry in Congregations, 
Leadership Skills for Youth or Youth Advisor Trainings by 
contacting the district office at uua-me.nh.vt@comcast.net
or call at 603-228-8704. Scheduling these day long 
workshops expresses an intention to support youth ministry 
as vital to the life of a congregation. 

Topics include components of youth ministry, structure, safety 
issues, volunteer expectations, accountability, history, 
theology, and youth –adult relationships.



Building Youth Ministry

The roof encloses practical 
steps

Roof encloses practical 
steps

History serves as 
foundation

Rooms 
offer 
structure

Content is like    
furniture-
adaptable

Windows offer 
transparency Doors lead to 

empowerment

Walls frame 
theology



History as a foundation

Liberal Religious 
Youth 1953-1982  

Young Religious Unitarian 
Universalists 1982-2007

Youth Ministry 2007…..
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Components of Youth Ministry

Youth-Adult
Relations

Social Justice

Community 
Building

Worship

Religious 
Education

Leadership



Possible structures
1. YAC—youth-adult committee in the 

congregation or at the district level*

2.  1-2 adults (staff or volunteers) meet with 
youth group to advise, support, mentor and 
plan with youth.*

3. Youth can offer skills and talents in 
leadership roles such as RE teacher, 
worship associate, pastoral care associate, 
usher, etc.

4. Youth groups can meet with neighboring 
groups for activities or large scale projects.

*small churches may not have enough 
volunteers or youth to follow these 
structures.



Content in Youth Ministry

Youth Sunday---youth plan and lead a Sunday service once a year

OWL—youth participate in a sexuality education 
program for about 8 weeks

Coming of Age —youth and mentors work together on a 6-9 month program

Youth group nights —youth and adults meet on a periodic basis for building
community through games, overnights, sharing meals, doing projects, 
participating in worships, and much more



Content
Really big trips---youth and adults plan and then go on 

mission trips or Boston heritage trips.

Youth conferences —youth and adults plan and host youth 
conferences in their congregations

Religious Education Class —youth use curricula or decide on 
topics of interest that help them grow in faith, hope, compassion, 
and understanding of life. 



Preparing Adults to 
Serve 
as Youth Advisors

Congregations can

1. Develop a support or discernment group for 
adult advisors, minister and director of 
religious education

2.  Provide professional development funds for 
trainings/workshops



Preparing Adults

Congregations can

– Provide job descriptions for youth advisors 
with expectations, time requirements, lines 
of accountability, and evaluations 

4. Provide opportunities for celebration and 
appreciation for accomplishments

5. Volunteer to help with youth activities



Expectations of Youth Advisors

Comply with safety policies of a congregation or the 
district

Excellent communications skills

Grounded in UU faith and congregation



Expectations
Knowledge and demonstration of appropriate boundaries

Understanding of philosophy and practice of UU 
youth ministry in  multigenerational settings

Willingness to attend trainings or workshops to enhance 
skills and knowledge

25 years or older 



Volunteer positions

Chaperone/mentor on congregational Boston heritage trip

Advisor at congregational or district weekend youth conferences

Advisor/participant/leader in youth leadership training

Member of a district youth/adult committee, task force or youth 
conference planning committee

Advisor to an ongoing congregational youth group

Mentor in a congregational Coming of Age Program

Chaperone/mentor on congregational or
district mission (social justice) trips



How do I apply?

• Complete an application (for district positions contact uua-

me.nh.vt@comcast.net)

• Interview with the religious educator, youth 
coordinator, minister or district staff

• Read  congregational or district safety 
policies



Northern New England 
Safety Policy Highlights

Our UU principles direct us 

•to respect the inherent worth and dignity of all, and in so doing we     
strive to protect all our members from harm

•to work for justice, equity and compassion in human relations, and in so 
doing we strive to provide education in all areas of health and 
safety 

•to honor the interdependent web of all existence, 
and in so doing we strive to recall that life is complex and  
reminds us that what one person does affects others

Our congregations and the district must also acknowledge the power 
dynamics between minors and adults as well as potential risk in 
activities for children and youth and with such acknowledgement protect 
the resources entrusted to them.



Safety Policies……….Fear based?
or fact and faith based?



Safety Concerns

• Accountability

• Transportation

• Supervision/documentation

• Boundaries



Boundaries
Adults need to understand 

and observe physical, verbal 
and sexual boundaries with 
youth and with each other in 
order to foster respectful and 
helpful relationships and to 
contribute to a safe and 
secure environment. 

Guidelines on appropriate 
boundaries can be found in 
the district’s safety policy on 
the NNED website.



planning
supervision

documentation

It pays to plan ahead. 

It wasn't raining when 
Noah built the ark



Transportation

Parents can join congregational or district staff
to keep youth safe when on the road. Parents 
can offer to drive or find other adults to drive
on youth trips, and to and from youth cons.
Common sense dictates a safe car, insurance, use 
of seat belts, and plenty of sleep for drivers. 



Accountability—UU 7th Principle

To be accountable implies we accept that  our actions affect 
others, and with that acceptance youth, their  
advisors/mentors and congregations strive to act responsibly 
and with awareness of consequences.

Man did not weave the web of 
life, he is merely a strand in it.
Whatever he does to the web, 
he does to himself.
Chief Seattle, 1854 



Theology of Youth Ministry
Is relational 

Relationships rather than 
programs are the primary 

emphasis 

Is primarily 
congregationally based 

and shared by all
It provides roots and wings.

Focuses on faith formation
Faith formation helps one to stay balanced in all 

the struggles and joys of life. 
Adapted from Contemplative Youth Ministry by Mark Yaconelli, Toward A Postmodern Youth Ministry An Examination of Postmodern 
Youth Culture in Conversation with the Emerging Church© 2007-2008 Precipice Magazine, 
Tapestry of Faith, Lifespan Faith Development Office of the UUA



Theology of Youth Ministry

Is contextual
Youth ministry must be relevant, using
and appreciating youth’s gifts. 

Focuses on mission and purpose . 
It supports youth in demonstrating their faith in courageous 

ways.

Demands an authentic, safe, 
open, challenging and 
stimulating community 
Youth need security, rituals, a 
sense of the sacred, and a 
community which empowers 
everyone. 



Practical steps in starting  youth ministry
Include the congregation and 
educate about youth ministry 
through sermons, discernment 
groups, small group ministry

Assemble a task force of youth, 
minister, religious educator, 
parents and others to establish 
mission/vision/goals

Engage in discernment of which adults would be ideal and 
dedicated youth advisors. Invite those adults to join youth 
ministry

If appropriate create a youth-adult committee to provide 
oversight, continuity, policies, program plan, budget



Practical steps

Acquire resources such as curricula, worship material, 
equipment, supplies, etc.

Publicize your enthusiasm and plans

Provide opportunities for youth leadership

Celebrate your ministry



Youth Ministry

Empowermentphoto by Nancy Pierce 
UUA



Youth Empowerment

from the 2007 Youth Summit Report

Love and trust between 
youth and adults, between 
youth and youth, and 
between adults and adults

Youth defining their issues 
and participating in the 
decisions that impact youth 
communities and the larger 
multigenerational 
communities we share

Trust in the 
competence
of youth and 
the authenticity 
of their insights

Appreciation of the 
prophetic wisdom and 
energy of youth to be 
agents of social 
change, justice, and 
service

Youth and adults having access 
to information through direct and 
honest communication expressed 
with grace, humility, and respect

Encouragement for all to grow 
together in accountability



Roots……….Community, rituals, engagement
Wings………….Trust, resources, hope

To be empowered

Faith....in Self, others, and life


