Youth Ministry Through Cyberspace: 
BGC Youth Pastors Sign On With Instant Messenger


Hanging out after Sunday evening service, meeting at the Dairy Queen, calling each other after school, just spending time together—all important ways youth pastors have connected with students in the past, making them feel cared about, making them feel part of a community.  But what happens when the Sunday evening service is cancelled, no one is at DQ, and it would seem the youth group kids have just stopped hanging out?  Not a problem for some technologically savvy youth pastors.  According to a recent survey of BGC youth pastors 
, many youth workers have discovered where the kids have gone—online.  And instead of waiting for them to get off, some adventurous youth pastors are hopping online with them, using a tool called Instant Messenger.

Instant Messenger (IM) is fast becoming one of the most popular ways for young people to “hang-out”.  According to the Pew Internet and American Life project the number of teenagers using the internet has grown 24% in the past four years and 87% of all adolescents between the ages of 12 and 17 are online.  In addition, it is estimated that two-thirds of all American teens regularly use IM.
  Instant Messenger is an especially popular communication tool because it lets users e-mail each other in real-time, allowing everyone on a “buddy list” to see when someone signs on.  IM is quickly replacing the local hang-out spot with one that is virtual.  For instance, teens report using IM to ask someone out on a date, break up with someone, do homework with friends, catch up on the latest news, and share intimate thoughts—without ever leaving their home computer.  That is what makes IM such an important tool for youth ministry.


According to surveyed youth pastors, using IM in ministry has some very positive aspects.  For instance, IM allows youth pastors to meet students where the students feel comfortable. One pastor said “Its instant and youth love it...they think I’m a ‘kewl old guy’ for talking to them online”. It’s an easy way to “catch-up” with students—just signing on to say “What’s new? How did your day go?”.  Other youth pastors go beyond every day chit chat, finding students are more willing to be open and ask questions on IM.  Typing out potentially embarrassing messages allows students to think about what they are going to say, crafting statements in a way that feels safe and sensible.  Some youth pastors have also found a real benefit in accountability by having their name pop up on student buddy lists.  “It’s almost like having a youth pastor in the room every time I log on”.

While youth pastors, as a whole, are positive about using IM, they offer plenty of warnings.  Online communication can be a very “tricky” way to carry on a conversation.  Because there are no nonverbal cues to provide context, misunderstandings pop up on a regular basis, especially when it comes to jokes and sarcasm.  Some students misuse IM, feeling freer to engage in lying, gossiping, and bullying.  Other students see IM as a strictly teenage way to hang out saying “its weird if an adult hops on and tries to be 16 again.  They can use the phone!”  Finally, youth pastors warn that IM is a “21st century form of initial contact”, but can not take the place of face to face relationships. “There’s something about breathing the same air as the person you are talking with that gets lost.”

Instant Messenger is a popular way for teens to hang out.  It can also be an important way for youth pastors to connect with the young people they work with.  “IM is not ideal and certainly not something we grew up with, but it is part of the youth culture today,” says an IM’ing youth pastor. “We can fight it and put it down…or we can utilize this new tool to equip our youth with the ethical and moral principles that will make their IM safe as well as allow us to connect with youth on their level”.  Finally, one youth pastor put it well. “Using IM is one way we can use the technology in the world to minister the love of Christ to a generation of youth who so desperately need him.”
Dr. Peggy Kendall is an Associate Professor in the Department of Communication Studies at Bethel University.  She is married to Jay and has three children, two of which are passionate IM’ers.
� Seventy-two BGC youth pastors responded to a survey conducted through the Communication Studies department at Bethel University. 


� Full study can be accessed at � HYPERLINK "http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/162/report_display.asp" ��http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/162/report_display.asp�  








