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THE END OF YOUTH MINISTRY?
WHY PARENTS DON’T REALLY
CARE ABOUT YOUTH GROUPS
AND WHAT YOUTH WORK-
ERS SHOULD DO ABOUT IT, by
Andrew Root. Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2020. xiv, 224 pages.
$22.99.

Andrew Root’s new book The End
of Youth Ministry? is another valuable
contribution to the field. The book has
continuity with his previous work and
showcases Root’s ability to synthesize
numerous theoretical voices with solid
theological grounding and a generous
dose of pop-culture references. It feels
equal parts Bonhoeffer, Charles Taylor,
and Netflix.

Those familiar with Root’s previous
work will recognize his favorite dia-
logue partners and theological priori-
ties brought together in a fresh way. The
book takes the form of a semi-fictional
narrative (or parable) with the protago-
nist (Root himself) on a quest for mean-
ing. The crisis is that the primary youth
ministry scholar of the past decade and
a half has lost his vocational moorings,
forcing him to return to the funda-
mental question of why youth ministry
exists at all. This book is aimed squarely
at youth ministers who are under pres-
sure and in danger of burning out amid

parents who assume that their job is to
entertain rather than to disciple.

Like an investigative reporter, Root
embarks on a quest for the purpose of
youth ministry. He interviews numerous
subjects along the way, including youth
ministry colleagues and parents, all to a
soundtrack featuring Demi Lovato, Tay-
lor Swift, and Sheryl Crow. He even has a
compelling theological conversation with
Martin Luther over a beer, thanks to Bill
and Ted’s time machine. The source serv-
ing as his own personal Deep Throat is a
pseudonymous youth minister known as
], who holds the ultimate answer to the
question he poses in the title, revealing it
in a series of encounters and stories that
Root has pieced together from real con-
versations and personal experiences in a
way that supports his driving argument.

We eventually come around to an
emphatic “no” to the question of whether
youth ministry has met its end, but the
flow of the narrative works to take the
question seriously, as every professional
youth minister has done. Root claims
that a certain model of youth ministry is
over—namely, the youth group from the
1980s and 1990s that was stereotypically
centered on fun activities. He expertly
identifies the youth group as a historical
response to specific circumstances and
situates it in a long succession of youth
ministry models. The present cultural
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reality calls for a new model in response
to the intentional slowdown of growing
up and the value of personal happiness
above all else (which he links to classic
hedonism). Root claims, “Youth minis-
try can have a clear purpose even when
the culture is running on hedonistic
tracks” (132).

As with any good story, there is a vil-
lain. For readers unfamiliar with Root’s
commitment to the theology of the cross,
it may seem odd that the villain is hap-
piness. His contention is that individual
happiness has become the most sought-
after good in middle-class Western soci-
ety (which he identifies as the primary
locus of traditional youth ministry),
most often associated with personal
accomplishments and acquiring new
things. The antidote to this poisonous
pursuit of personal happiness is joy, and
Root spends much of the book making
a distinction between joy and happiness.

The character of “J” functions as the
archetype of a burned-out youth minis-
ter. She began with confidence fresh off
a summer working at camp, where she
had the ridiculous title “the chief coun-
selor of fun.” She soon discovered that
ministry focused solely on fun activi-
ties was not ministry at all, and parents
began complaining that their children
were unhappy, leading to a vocational
crisis. I have never met a youth min-
ister who thinks youth ministry is all
about fun and happiness. However,
I have worked with those who feel
stuck in a system that demands from
them fun activities when they long to
facilitate encounters with Jesus. Youth
ministers may often be treated as pro-
gram coordinators, but they long for
something deeper, and Root gives them
the theological language to rediscover
their purpose.
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Root argues that it is misguided for
youth ministry to compete for time and
space with the myriad of other activi-
ties and events available to young people
because parents consistently rank things
like sports and music as more valuable.
In many ways, the parent who does not
prioritize youth group or confirmation
is another archetype. These parents are
real, and Root helpfully provides three
concrete examples, but there is more to
the story than what he explores.

The parental struggle to balance youth
activities is more complex than a simple
ranking system, and it is simply untrue
that youth ministry inevitably winds
up at the bottom of the list, no matter
how much it feels this way to frustrated
youth ministers. There is a counter-
narrative of young people and families
who are highly engaged in faith forma-
tion and remain willing to put church
activities above other commitments. A
dive into the empirical research around
these families, highlighted in such proj-
ects as the National Study of Youth and
Religion and The Confirmation Project
(among many others), could add nuance
to Root’s arguments. The one practi-
cal success story that Root provides is
inspiring, but the reader is left question-
ing its authenticity because we have been
told that J’s story is a composite of dispa-
rate narratives.

Root’s contribution is primarily
theoretical, with few practical steps to
guide the reader to the concluding scene
of an intergenerational group enjoy-
ing fellowship at Dairy Queen. The key
that he offers is the gift of mutual sto-
rytelling. If youth ministers learn only
one practical lesson from this tale, it is
that they should facilitate intergenera-
tional storytelling, particularly about
personal struggles or suffering. In the
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sharing of stories and bringing these
alongside the biblical narrative, people
minister to one another. The challenge
is and always has been getting to the
point at which people trust one another
enough to be vulnerable and share their
deep personal stories, like the charac-
ters in Root’s narrative. The avenues to
joy that Root offers are rather extreme
situations involving deep suffering,
including a child going to prison and a
friend/daughter diagnosed with a life-
threatening illness. The road to Dairy
Queen passes through an experience of
shared suffering that cannot be manu-
factured or programmed.

Root provides an excellent theoreti-
cal framework for youth ministers to
rethink their ministries. They will nod
in agreement with the key virtues of a
community of joy: “love, mercy, grati-
tude, friendship, and compassion” (147).
They will reaffirm the importance of
getting to the point of sharing personal
stories, even if they are left wondering
how to get there. Getting there will be
dependent on their individual context
and circumstances.

Jacob Sorenson

ORDINARY BLESSINGS: PRAYERS,
POEMS, AND MEDITATIONS
FOR EVERYDAY LIFE, by Meta
Herrick Carlson. Minneapolis: For-
tress, 2020. 168 pages. $12.89.

As it turns out, Pastor Meta Herrick
Carlson wrote two books in one. The
editors at Fortress Press wisely culled
Ordinary Blessings from her forthcom-
ing book, Speak It Plain. Ordinary Bless-
ings is meant to be shared, read, and

given to everyone. Speak It Plain offers
liturgy and prayers for use in worship
and pastoral care. For practitioners of
ministry, both volumes will be of great
help in wading into the lives of all kinds
of people.

Though a mere 168 pages, minus some
blank ones, Ordinary Blessings is by no
means a quick or easy read. The words
offered fall somewhere between prayer
and poetry and need to be slowly peeled
back, like an orange, and savored a sec-
tion at a time. These blessings are both
sweet and nourishing. The sweetness
exists in the widening understanding of
human experience. The nourishment is
in the thoughtfulness Carlson employs
to expand the traditional categories and
purposes of blessing.

In “Blessings for Everyday Life,” Carl-
son includes, among others, meditations
for morning anxiety, the bus stop, gro-
cery shopping, and paying bills:

may we consume with care,

pay what is right,

challenge power with justice

until everyone can pay with
dignity. (14-15)

In “Blessings for Loving Yourself,”
Carlson explores recognizing that you're
good enough, taking a media break, cel-
ebrating the healed self.

In “Blessings for Loving Others,” Carl-
son urges us toward the neighbor with
blessings for empathy, attending a wed-
ding, deciding to go to the funeral, and
sitting near small children on an airplane:

These are the trench years

of sacrificial love,

somewhere in between

making family memories and

my desire for peace and
quiet. (49)
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