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“It Takes a Personal Village” 

 

You may not think so because it’s my chosen career, but in college I was scared 

of working with teenagers.  

 

Scared is sort of a strong word but pretty accurately reflects how I felt. 

I had good reason too: teenagers can be MEAN sometimes. Right guys? Well, 

really, HUMANS can be mean sometimes, but adults usually hide their feelings a 

little more. 

 

My friend Annie and I were young life leaders our freshman year of college, and it 

wasn’t going well. We were working with the middle school youth in the wealthy 

west suburbs of Chicago and the students were waaaaaaaaaaay too cool for us. 

We had a youth group gathering at people’s houses every other week and I 

dreaded going. On the off weeks we met the kids at a local McDonalds, and 

when the girls saw us they would just close off their circles so we couldn’t get in. 

Ouch. Doesn’t this just trigger a million childhood scarring memories for you? Or is 

that just me? 

 

But then one day everything changed. We often started the young life clubs with 

a skit of some sort, and I can’t remember what our skit was, but something 

ridiculous we did in a skit made the girls think we were hilarious. Suddenly we were 

“in”. We were popular, they opened the circles, they were friends with us. But I 

learned a valuable lesson I will always remember from these kids: while it felt good 

to be in their good graces, I learned it was a losing battle to try too hard to be 

“good” at youth ministry, if youth ministry meant being cool, impressing kids, being 

liked all the time. I learned Youth ministry was less about being talented, and more 

about showing up every week, whether they liked me or not. 

 

Our scripture today is one we hear a lot surrounding the English translation of this 

Greek work, “talents.” This story is about stewardship in some ways, using our 

money well, being strategic. We also read the word “talents” and talk about how 

God has given us each certain gifts, certain abilities, and things we do well, and 

we have to use them, or it’s the end of the world. (You heard the end of the 

passage, didn’t you? Weeping and gnashing of teeth? I tend to think Matthew is 



just being dramatic but that’s just me. Like a Shakespearean tragic ending telling 

us to PAY ATTENTION THIS IS IMPORTANT) 

 

But the Greek word here for “talents” is referring to a “talent” of gold, basically a 

pile of money. A talent is a measure of weight, it is not exactly referring to the 

things we are good at. What this makes me think about is this: yes, we should not 

hide our lights under a bushel, we gotta let our lights shine, we have to do good 

with the things we can do well; but sometimes I think we focus TOO HARD on our 

gifts. We take strength finders and tell each other to “follow your dreams” in the 

world, do what you do best. I say the same thing all the time. But looking at this 

passage makes me think we also just have to be present sometimes, in unlikely 

places, in uncomfortable places, doing things we are NOT good at, to use not just 

what we love and have a lot of, but JUST USE WHAT WE HAVE AND SHOW UP. 

 

I think about this with this capital campaign we are pledging towards right now. 

We have put our words to the TRANSFORM campaign: we are now putting our 

money where our mouths are. But there’s a third part of the “getting-things-done” 

transformation trinity: DOING stuff that needs to get done. In everything that has 

happened that makes a big difference in the world, these three are there: words, 

money and actions. And lots of times throughout history, the people taking action 

are not the most likely or most gifted at the job. They just COULD do something, 

and it needed to get done, so they DID it. They knew there was power in numbers, 

power in the act of persistence, power in the act of BEING THERE, so they showed 

up. 

 

So, now I have this reputation of being good at youth ministry, despite my rough 

beginnings. It’s easy to think that the success at youth ministry in this church would 

be connected to hiring someone like me, or hiring multiple people to do youth 

ministry. But many people who have been in this business awhile, like Derek 

Peterson, would disagree. One of my favorite youth ministry gurus, Mark Devries, 

did some studies around how to predict whether or not a youth had a relationship 

with God and a relationship with a church ten years after they graduated, and 

what did he find? That the salary of their youth pastor correlated? I wish. That the 

talent of the youth pastor, or how many youth attended youth events at church 

correlated with their faith? Surprisingly, no. How you know that a young person will 

more likely keep a strong faith life is two-fold: if faith was modeled by at least one 

of their parents, and 2) if the youth had developed significant connections with an 

extended family of adults within the church. 

 

Amazing, right? Not a bunch of professional youth leaders. You don’t need a 

master’s degree to hang out with middle schoolers, apparently. People just need 

to show up. People, just normal, unskilled adults, who care about their community 

and their youth and their future. 

 



My pastor-friend Rachel told me a story recently that I thought was amazing, so I 

had her write it up for me. She said this: 

 

My daughter Stella was 6 when she got a card in the mail from Joan. Joan was 

age 83, and the chairperson of our congregational care team. Team leaders had 

been trained to recruit new voices to their teams. But I was pretty surprised when 

the card came in the mail addressed to Stella. It said that Joan noticed how kind 

Stella is with our older church members and that she knows Stella is a good visitor. 

So, would Stella be willing to serve on the congregational care team this year, and 

she could sit by Joan at the meetings.  

 

Stella is pretty proud about it, and since then we've had other kids join teams...” 

 

I thought about this yesterday when I was at Saturday Noon Meals and watched 

Deedee Odell’s face almost explode with joy at how helpful Nolan was at 

Francenia Wilson’s funeral reception. I thought about this as a youth who has 

some hearing impairment herself helped translate sign language for a guest at 

Saturday Noon Meals about some help he needed with his debit card. I think 

about this when the dessert-guru, Bruce Buller, shows up at CU Wednesdays every 

week serving brownies. We don’t always expect youth to volunteer at funerals or 

be on committees. We don’t always expect seniors to serve in Sunday school: we 

think they’ve “done their time” or something, it’s not their place anymore. But 

churches don’t grow just by hiring professionals to do stuff: churches grow when 

each of us show up when there’s a need, when we show up willing to laugh at our 

mistakes and grow and be in relationships with people who need it the most. 

 

If I hadn’t kept showing up I never would have uncovered my passion for youth 

ministry that was buried under the dead leaves of fear and insecurity, buried 

under the idea that you already have to be good at something to do it. Where is it 

that you could show up to serve, and love, if you weren’t scared? What group of 

people is the least likely for you to hang out with? Shake off those leaves: 

underneath is the talent of gold you’ve been given. It’s time to use it. 

 


