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SAMPLE CHAPTERS
Introduction

John has been a youth pastor for the past six years.  While his youth group isn’t huge, probably twenty kids on a good night, he likes just hanging out with the kids, becoming part of their lives.  As he sits in the youth room one Monday afternoon, he thinks back about his old high school days.  He’ll never forget the fun he had hanging out with his youth pastor and the other youth group kids.  Their favorite routine was to sit for hours at the Dairy Queen after church on Sunday nights, eating ice cream, laughing, shooting straw wrappers, and enjoying each other’s company.   On boring afternoons after school, one by one, youth group kids would drop by and just lay around on the comfy coaches in the youth room, talking about their days and feeling part of something special.  That’s the kind of youth group John was hoping to create.  But something isn’t working.


First of all, there is no Sunday evening service and his youth group kids seem too busy to hang-out at the DQ.  He looks over at the empty comfy coaches.  For some reason, the kids don’t come in much after school.  The really frustrating part is that when he calls them to find out how they’re doing, they don’t seem to like talking on the phone.  John is stuck.  He wants to connect with his students, but he can’t figure out how to create that comfortable hang-out he used to enjoy.


John isn’t alone.  The face of youth ministry is changing faster than many of us realize.  While students still value relationships and being part of a supportive community, the way those things take place is very different today than it was even five years ago.  Students still hang out with one another.  They still laugh together and share each other’s company.  They still meet new people and exchange secrets.  The difference is, more and more often, they are meeting in cyberspace.  And here is the key—whether we embrace the new technology or reject it, whether we seek to understand the impact or complain about the changes, teenage online communication and relationship-building is here to stay.  

According to the Pew Internet and American Life project released in 2005, the number of teenagers using the internet has grown 24% in just the past four years to where 87% of all adolescents between the ages of 12 and 17 are online.
  In addition, the internet and technology have made it easier to hang-out with friends.  Social networking sites such as MySpace.com and Facebook.com have quietly become one of the fastest growing uses of the internet.  MySpace alone boasts over 55 million users, adding 85,000 new profiles each day—that’s 59 new profiles that just popped up in the time it took you to read this paragraph!
  That means millions of young people are, right now, meeting new friends, connecting with old friends, sharing interests, music, feelings, and a side of themselves most people may not see when they meet in person.  

MySpace is not the only transformation taking place in the way teens hang-out.  These social networking sites are built upon the fascination and obsession many teens have with online communication.  The real transformation is quietly taking place as more and more students learn to relate to each other through a keyboard.  Over seventy-five percent of “online” adolescents—or about 2/3 of all adolescents—report using an online communication tool called Instant Messenger (IM).
  That translates into almost sixteen million teenage IM’ers!  

Let’s face it.  These numbers are big.  They should serve as a wake up call. IM and social networking sites are fast becoming the tools today’s teens are using to build relationships, spend time with friends, and build communities. Most of us don’t even realize how pervasively these technologies have become woven into the fabric of teenage life.  Honestly, it is pretty easy to look at MySpace and immediately think of social predators or look at Instant Messenger and see nothing but a colossal waste of time. Sometimes, it is just plain hard to see why teens place such a high value on this technology.  The reality is, however, that somehow, for some reason, these technologies are meeting a deep-seeded need experienced by teens growing up in a highly technical world.  It is imperative that those of us who work with young people get a better idea of what it is all about.  As youth workers and adults interested in helping young people through the difficult tasks of adolescence, we need to take notice. We need to understand how this new way of relating is changing our young people.  We also need to understand how these changes are impacting our ministries and, more importantly, how God can use tools like Instant Messenger and MySpace to impact the students we work with.  

This book originated from studies done at Bethel University in St. Paul that asked youth pastors and students how they use IM and sites like MySpace and how these tools are impacting they way they think about friendships, ministry, and Christian community.  Youth pastors were asked specifically about how they have incorporated online communication in the form of Instant Messenger into their ministries.  The overarching response of these pastors is that while online communication has plenty of problems associated with it, they clearly conclude that youth workers need to be open to reaching young people in whatever way makes sense.  Though online communication is “not ideal and certainly not something we grew up with, it is part of the youth culture today”, shares one pastor. “We can fight it and put it down, which will ultimately not change the way kids use it, or we can utilize this new tool …and connect with our youth on their level not ours.”  

This book is designed to better equip youth workers with the knowledge, skills, and ideas needed to determine how this technology is impacting the lives of the young people we work with and how technology can be thoughtfully and intentionally integrated into youth ministry.  The first section will specifically look at how MySpace and Instant Messenger are being used by today’s teens.  This is followed by a discussion of some important research related to computer mediated communication showing how online technologies are fundamentally transforming the way young people see themselves and others.  This transformation spills over into how communities are created and valued in a virtual world. This discussion is important whether or not we decide to incorporate online communication into our ministries. At the very least, it helps us better understand the young people we work with. The second section of Hanging Out Virtual Style provides a very practical discussion of the exciting opportunities and frustrating pitfalls associated with integrating Instant Messenger and social networking sites such as MySpace into youth ministry.  
At this point, let me just make an important comment.  Many youth workers reading this book may already be fully connected and completely sold on the idea of using online technology to minister to youth.  However, online communication technology, like IM and MySpace, is simply not appropriate for everyone.  This book is not designed as a sales job.  There are plenty of youth workers and young people who need to spend time in the real world, avoiding virtual hang-outs.  The primary focus of ministry was and continues to be bringing students into a loving, intimate, and real relationship with the almighty God, in the most effective way possible.  That being said, however, we can’t ignore the fact that online technology is a significant part of the teenage environment.  This book is designed to help youth workers intently think through the issues involved with online technology, providing the information they need to make wise and intentional choices about the best way to use it.  
Bottom-line.  The way students hang-out has changed.  We can choose to sit in the empty Dairy Queen or lonely youth room, waiting for our students to come to us, or we can decide to turn on the computer and see what the virtual commotion is all about. Today’s young people need caring adults who are willing to become part of their lives. They need someone who can point them toward the true wellspring of life—the true source of connection.  That might take some change on our part. But isn’t that what we are called to do?  After all, if Jesus was willing to go to the well, maybe its time we became willing to go online.

Chapter 6:
Virtual Pitfalls: Bare Bones, Boundaries, and Silliness

John has been volunteering at his church, working with the high school group for about a year and a half now.  He loves it.  He feels like the time he spends with the kids is both valuable and appreciated.  Without a doubt, his favorite part of the job is just hanging out.  For instance, Friday evenings often start at the high school football or basketball game and end with pizza or a movie at someone’s house.  It isn’t uncommon to look into the stands at a close basketball game and see John, surrounded by five or ten high school students, screaming and dancing, having a great time.  

Probably the most rewarding experience John has ever had was the time he was able to introduce Scott, one of the youth guys, to a relationship with Christ. It probably never would have happened if it wasn’t for the foundation John built just by getting to know Scott.  Once the trust was built, God used the relationship to transform both John and Scott in exciting and unexpected ways.

With renewed enthusiasm and commitment, John decides that Instant Messenger and MySpace might be good ways to build deeper relationships with the high school kids.  So, on Monday night, when 8:00 rolls around, John signs on. He goes to MySpace.com and fiddles with the profile he has created for himself, putting in a funny picture of some of the girls in youth group.  He reads some of the youth group students’ blogs, adding funny comments here and there.  After getting some IM addresses, he starts sending messages to the youth group kids who are online.  Before he knows it, students are responding and the conversations flow.  One of the kids tells him a joke while another tells him about someone they like at school.  Before he knows it, he looks up and sees it is after midnight.  He’s a little tired, but pumped with enthusiasm about the possibilities.

The next evening, John signs on again.  He continues with the joking, although he notices the jokes seem to be getting a bit raunchier.  As he gets into the conversations, he makes a funny comment about Ashley, one of the youth group girls.  It isn’t long before Ashley IM’s him and asks him what his problem is.  Apparently, the person he originally IM’d the joke to copied it to Ashley and she didn’t see the humor.  It took about half an hour to convince Ashley he was only kidding and that he really thought she was a terrific young woman.  At the same time that drama was unfolding, he was getting into a pretty deep conversation with Lauren.   It seemed that Lauren was feeling pretty depressed about a recent romantic break-up and really needed a friend.  John was glad he was there to provide the encouragement she seemed to need.  Once again, the conversation ended past midnight.

Although John was tired and hadn’t really gotten much done over the past week, he felt that IM and MySpace had opened up a whole new world for him. He was getting to know kids at their level.  As he walked into the weekly youth group meeting, he felt a certain bond with the people he had connected with.  It didn’t take more than two minutes for some of his IM buddies to come around, laughing and punching him in the arm.  Unfortunately, John wasn’t sure what the joke was.  One of the kids explained that it wasn’t really Ashley who had e-mailed him the other night and the person who was pretending to be Ashley had copied and pasted his “I think you’re great…” comments to everyone in the youth group.  Ashley was embarrassed and wouldn’t talk to him.  John was stunned that a private conversation meant for encouragement could have been used in such a hurtful way.  

To make matters worse, some of the kids he IM’d hadn’t wanted him as a buddy and some he didn’t IM were ticked off that they weren’t cool enough to be a buddy.  Some seemed embarrassed about the comments he made on their MySpace blogs—or that he had even read their blogs, and the girls in his MySpace picture were furious that he posted their picture—especially when it made them look “dorky”.  And, if that wasn’t enough, Lauren’s mother approached John after the meeting. He spent the next half hour explaining that his conversation with Lauren was meant only for encouragement, apologizing for any miscommunication about his intentions toward Lauren.

What began as an exciting way to hang-out with kids quickly turned into a complex set of communication problems.  Although John liked how IM and MySpace let him feel closer to the youth group kids, it also made him feel like, on some level, they didn’t respect him as much as they used to.  Clearly, if he kept using these online communication tools, he needed to be a little more careful.

John’s story exemplifies some of the problems that can come up when youth workers begin integrating online communication into their ministries.  Although filled with great ideas and exciting possibilities, IM and social networking sites can potentially cause more problems than they solve.  It makes sense to examine the potential pitfalls associated with IM and MySpace in order for youth workers to be wise and intentional about the choices they make with communication and technology.

It should be noted that most of these pitfalls deal specifically with Instant Messenger. While there are certainly challenges associated with youth pastors using social networking sites for youth ministry, many of the most significant challenges stem directly from issues related to online communication in general.  For instance, some of the MySpace problems mentioned in chapter 2, including putting too much information into MySpace profiles, perceiving blogs as private in nature, misinterpreting ambiguous information, and dealing with people who behave badly are all issues stemming from the unique nature of online communication.  By looking at the pitfalls of using IM in youth ministry, pastors can become much more aware, and ultimately much more successful, in using both IM and social networking sites like MySpace.

Pitfall #1:  Bare Bones Text


A simple glance at any Instant Message provides a clue as to one of the most common challenges associated with online communication.  What do you tend to see on an IM screen?  Words.  No voice inflection. No eye contact. No true facial expressions.  No hugs.  No additional nonverbal information that can help inform and clarify messages.  While emoticons and smiley faces can provide some of that information, there is clearly a lot of information and emotional presence that is being lost when users are dealing primarily with text-based conversations.  The question is—how does that impact the communication that is taking place?  According to youth pastors and teenage users alike, miscommunication is all too easy in an online environment.  And, if misunderstandings weren’t problem enough, the stark nature of text-only conversations can also lead to a certain disconnection from real human presence.

     Miscommunication.  It is not surprising that one of the most commonly reported frustrations with IM has to do with how easy it is for a conversation to fall apart into misunderstanding.  Sometimes, misunderstandings can result in funny circumstances that are easily clarified.  Other times, however, misunderstandings can result in hurt feelings and fractured relationships.  Unfortunately, when a youth pastor is involved, especially when the youth pastor is someone with credibility and a certain degree of power or respect, a misunderstanding can take on added significance.  It is important, therefore, to beware of this inevitable IM pitfall.

The most common type of misunderstanding comes from sarcasm.  We probably don’t even realize how often our conversations are peppered with exaggerations, satire, and other conventions associated with this type of joking around.  When used in a face to face conversation, sarcasm is usually accompanied with a certain kind of vocal exaggeration along with a smile or devilish look, alerting our listeners that what we are saying is actually the opposite of what we mean.  For example, try saying the following phrase out loud—once as a sarcastic remark and once as a direct confrontation:  “yeah, I was SO ticked off at you about that”.  It doesn’t take much to make it sound completely different.  Unfortunately, both ways you said it look the same on the page.  Clearly, when nonverbal cues are absent, as is the case with IM and sarcasm, miscommunication can occur.  

The real trick in avoiding this pitfall is not necessarily avoiding sarcasm, but to be aware of when it enters a conversation.  Cues such as a winkey face or “jk” can clarify the intention of the message, avoiding potential missteps.  And, think about it.  This awareness can actually improve our communication.  Sarcasm is often used to deal with conflict in a way that is quite unproductive.  Sometimes it is easier to beat around the bush or deal with a conflict in a joking style than actually talk about what is on our minds.  Being more straightforward in our communication, such as that which works best with IM, can certainly help us become better communicators overall, dealing more forthrightly with conflict and uncomfortable topics. Becoming aware of sarcasm in IM conversations can also significantly decrease potential misunderstandings and pitfalls of online communication.

Another way miscommunication becomes a problem with IM has to do with the type of conversations appropriate for online communication.  Certain conversations simply need to take place offline.  For instance, according to the Pew Internet study, one in five teens has asked someone out over IM.  The same number has also broken up with someone online.  Unfortunately, this type of romantic or emotion-laden conversation tends to be very difficult using simple words to convey complex thoughts and feelings, often resulting in misunderstandings and miscommunication.  Much of the conversation, especially with inexperienced teenagers, is all about learning to read the other person’s nonverbals and responding in a safe or appropriate manner.  

While this type of “romantic” conversation may not be a common one between students and youth pastors, there are certainly conversations that can become filled with complex emotions.  It is in the best interest of everyone to move these types of interactions to a face to face environment where nonverbal cues can help filter out the underlying messages and intents.  Other types of extreme emotions, especially anger and frustration, are also best expressed offline. As discussed in chapter four, often times students feel more free to express themselves in inappropriate ways when they are not face-to-face with the person they are talking with.   Stopping an IM conversation before emotions get too hot may help a student avoid saying things online he or she may later regret.  

Online reprimands or corrections can also be taken in unexpected ways.  Surveyed youth pastors warn against scolding or disciplining someone on IM—even if it is about something small.  Think about it.  No one likes having something negative said to them.  When that negative message comes across in a stark, text-only environment, it has the potential to be that much harsher. The same message, delivered face-to-face, accompanied by a smile and a hug, will feel much softer and, as a result, will probably be more effective.  

Finally, many youth pastors mention the complexities and pitfalls of counseling young people online.  As described in the previous chapter, IM can provide strategic accessibility and safety for students who are struggling with difficult issues.  It can also create an environment that makes counseling very complex.  Because nonverbal cues are absent from the interaction, it is hard to gauge the intent and the underlying emotion of certain key statements a student may make.  “Its difficult to determine how depressed, upset, or excited the student really is” describes an IM’ing youth pastor, “because all you see are words.”  It is also hard to use IM to communicate the encouragement, support, and feeling of safety that counselors naturally communicate through their body language. Moving counseling conversations to an environment where there are more clearly readable nonverbal cues can save youth pastors from this pitfall at the same time it can make this meaningful part of the job much more effective.

Using IM for the most straightforward, unemotional conversations can save youth workers from many kinds of misunderstandings associated with this pitfall.  It can also serve as a model for students as to how a communicator can be straightforward and intentional about what should be said online.

Disconnection.  While the barebones, stark nature of text-based communication can lead to misunderstandings, it can also contribute to a far more foundational problem.  No matter how much an IM conversation feels like a face to face conversation, no matter how “real” it seems, IM involves two people, each sitting in a separate place, each typing things into a computer.  There is something that is lost when a computer sits between two individuals.  That something is presence.


Some argue that the very nature of IM, by using real-time interactions and alerting users to those who are sharing the virtual space at any one time, creates a new sense of social and emotional presence.  However, in times where intimacy and vulnerability become a vital part of the interaction, a computer simply can not take the place of a real person.  “There is something about breathing the same air as the person you are interacting with”, says one youth pastor.  IM can not meet the need we all have for genuine human connection.  

If overused, especially by the people whose job it is to help move teens toward wholeness and true connection to a living God, IM can actually serve to further “disconnect” students.  As discussed in previous chapters, true Christian community and human connection require a certain degree of holistic, non-fictionalized, physical presence.  This is especially important in a post-modern world that tends to fragment and dehumanize our relationships and sense of self.   While IM can be fun and useful in helping us keep connected with young people, it should be seen as something that enhances, not replaces true, human connection.

Pitfall #2: Mischievous Misuse


A second pitfall of using IM in ministry has to do with the inherent temptation of misuse.  As discussed in chapter three, IM allows young teens to misuse the technology in ways that feel safe and inconsequential.  Unfortunately, most of the misuse that starts off as joking can lead to serious problems for individual students as well as the youth group as a whole.  If a youth worker is going to start using IM to interact with young people, he or she needs to move from naïve niceness to cunning awareness.  The fact is, students will misuse Instant Messenger.  It is very likely that a student will pretend to be someone else.  It is possible that a student will forward on a private IM conversation to people who should not be part of the conversation.  It is even possible students will use IM to distribute inappropriate pictures, websites, or jokes, not to one or two friends, but to the entire youth group. These kinds of pitfalls will probably show up whether or not the youth pastor is connected to the IM youth group community.  Being connected, however, may mean the cunning youth pastor can catch the problems before they become big and bad.  Unfortunately, it also means that the youth pastor may become the brunt of some of the bad behavior.


There are a few words of advice surveyed students and youth pastors offer for those youth workers contemplating a move to IM that might help circumvent this pitfall.  First of all, keep it open.  “Assume that everything you type will be read by anyone and everyone” says one pastor. “Think of your conversation as though it were happening at Caribou Coffee.  If you wouldn’t say it there, don’t say it online.  This keeps the conversation on the up and up.” Keeping relationships open can also protect youth workers from the kinds of boundary issues that will be discussed in the next section. Remember, privacy is a false perception that can work its way into IM conversations and that can ultimately prove to be a major pitfall for those using IM as part of youth ministry.  It only takes a quick cut and paste and soon the perceived private conversation becomes a very public mess.  Being aware of the pitfall can certainly help youth pastors avoid some of its harshest consequences.


A second word of advice from both students and youth pastors that will help youth leaders avoid the misuse pitfall, is to be consistent.  Be the same person online and offline.  Because IM conversations can take place in a way that creates a feeling of privacy, it is tempting to become part of the climate and culture that often accompanies IM conversations.  As discussed in chapter three, IM jokes can tend to be raunchier, language can tend to be fouler, and gossip can tend to be harsher. It is important that, if a youth worker is going to be a “light” in this darkness, he or she be aware of the freeing influence of the technology.  Wise and intentional use of IM will help youth workers maintain the respect and credibility they have worked so hard to build.


Being aware of how students misuse IM can certainly help youth workers avoid this aggravating pitfall.  Using IM in positive and uplifting ways can also provide a certain degree of role modeling and accountability for young users who are making important choices about who they are going to be online.

Pitfall #3:  Brittle Boundaries 


A third important pitfall has to do with boundaries.  This issue was raised by both surveyed students and youth pastors and has to do with the inherent teenage nature of the Instant Messenger and MySpace community.


Boundaries of generations. An unexpected and slightly unsettling finding of the IM studies suggest that while almost 92% of the surveyed IM’ing youth pastors felt IM was a good thing for youth pastors to be involved with, 42% of the surveyed high school and college aged students felt it was a bad idea.  Clearly, the two groups see the issue from very different perspectives.  In seeking clarification, the most common reason students gave for their opinion was that it was “just weird”.


Students tend to see Instant Messenger and social networking sites such as MySpace as a uniquely teenage way to communicate.  Most have gotten used to the fact that parents and other adults don’t know much about these online tools and usually can’t even figure out where the MySpace site is or what the IM messages mean.  The thought of an adult using IM and MySpace to enter the teenage hang-out seemed both novel and unsettling.  “It would be kind of awkward’” says one student.  “It’s kind of a peer thing, with its own lingo and style of conversation. A youth pastor would seem out of place to me.”  Another student contemplated what it would be like to have her youth pastor show up on her buddy list.  “It might get the youth pastors more involved in the lives of the youth’” she says, “but I can’t help but feel that it is overstepping the boundaries.  Teenagers might feel weirded out.  I know I had a youth sponsor who was frequently sitting in the student section during basketball games, it was uncomfortable.  They don’t belong there.”  One student was quite direct in how he felt.  “I think IM should stay between kids.  It will be weird and awkward if an adult hops on and tries to be 16 again.  They can use the phone.”


With those kinds of opinions, it may be hard to find the value in using IM in youth ministry at all.  However, it should be noted that 91% of those students surveyed had never had a youth pastor use IM.  Those who did have experience with an IM’ing youth pastor tended to be very positive.  The lesson?  Be aware of the boundaries.  Be aware that few teenagers have ever used IM or MySpace to interact with anyone but other teenagers.  Be aware that if you move too fast, IM too much, or are too aggressive with your MySpace profile, students may feel that their once adult-free space may be overrun with adults telling them what to do and how to think.


Boundaries of integrity.  Youth pastors also had things to say about boundaries, especially as it related to issues of integrity and wise relationship development. There was significant disagreement about whether counseling should be done online, especially counseling with someone of the opposite sex.  While MySpace is sometimes perceived to be more private than it is, most users understand that thoughts they post on their blogs will be seen by lots of people.  Instant Messenger, on the other hand, has a much more intimate nature surrounding its use.  This intimacy can give relationships a feeling of closeness that neither participant originally intended.  Private conversations held online, in the dark, late at night can all too easily transform into inappropriate or ill-conceived relationships.  Parents, especially, may have great concerns about young men, youth pastors or not, talking with their young daughters in ways that feel unsupervised and intimate.  


It is interesting that some pastors feel Instant Messenger gives them the freedom to have relationships with students of the opposite sex in ways that they would not feel comfortable with in face-to-face conversations.  “I have serious issues with one-on-one counseling with young women”, shares one male pastor. “IM alleviates these concerns for me because I can save my IM conversations on my hard drive to ensure there is no concern about compromise or integrity in the relationship.”  At the same time, other youth pastors see IM as an even more dangerous place to talk with someone of the opposite sex, finding that young teens can even more easily read things into conversations that were not intended.  Whatever the case, it is certainly important to be aware of boundaries.  Just because a private conversation occurs online instead of in a room doesn’t mean that youth pastors shouldn’t still keep issues of integrity and safety in mind.  Vigilance in protecting certain boundaries between men and women is still a healthy idea.    

  Boundaries of time.  Another challenge highlighted by surveyed youth pastors has to do with the enormous amount of time IM can consume. When approached with proper boundaries between work and home, online and face to face time, IM can be an intentional and effective addition to relational ministry.  When approached in a haphazard, spontaneous fashion, IM can unknowingly overwhelm ministry hours and family time with often-times less than valuable communication.

Part of the problem lies in the difficulty some novice IM’ers have in signing off.  Face to face conversations usually have a certain flow to them.  Body language and vocal rhythms provide indicators that let both individuals know the interaction is coming to a close.  Online communication, however, is missing those indicators.  IM conversations often lack the subtlety we take for granted in face to face conversations, leading to a problem with not knowing how to say “good-bye”.  When a youth pastor wants to be done IM’ing, he or she must make an exit that often feels awkward and harsh. This is only compounded when there are multiple conversations happening at any one time, each one at a different stage. Placing artificial time limits on IM time can help reign in never-ending conversations.  It should also be kept in mind that teens are quite comfortable with stark beginnings and endings in an IM environment.

  The time barrier is also impacted by the inherent ability of teens to multi-task with IM.  Let’s face it, the youth kids are probably much better at getting other things accomplished during an IM conversation than many youth leaders.  As a result, IM ministry time tends to be just that—time devoted to IM.  Trying to work on other tasks with IM conversation boxes popping up can be a bit disconcerting and frustrating for busy youth pastors.  

The other aspect of multi-tasking that forces youth leaders to focus only on IM has to do with the number of students who want to IM at any one time.  Starting with the idea that many of us, as adults, have a hard time maintaining one conversation at a time, and adding into the mix the fact that any one youth leader may have 10-200 students in the youth group, it is not surprising that IM time can be overwhelming.  It is also not surprising that surveyed youth pastors, even those who were leaders of youth groups with hundreds of students, reported keeping up on IM with just a handful of them. It is hard to consistently keep connected with lots of young people using IM. In addition to the required time and energy, youth pastors may simply not be able to manage more than a handful of online conversations at any one time.

Unfortunately, even committing to a small group of IM’ing teens can be problematic.  When some students are IM buddies and some are not, that means there may be students in the youth group that will feel left out.  For instance, inside jokes that arise from IM sessions might highlight the “favorite” group of students and, ultimately, have a negative affect on the youth group as a whole.

So how does the multi-tasking, multiple-user mess relate to boundaries?  Youth pastors recommend those contemplating integrating IM into their ministry set clear limits on time, place, and number of IM’ers.  If a pastor is going to IM at home, there needs to be careful consideration about how that may impact other family functions. If the pastor is going to IM only at work, there needs to be careful consideration made as to how that will fit into other tasks and what the purpose and strategy behind the IM’ing might be.  If the pastor has a hard time managing more than a few IM conversations, there needs to be some clear communication with students about how the pastor is approaching IM relationships.  Whatever the case, IM can overwhelm even the most conscientious youth leader if decisions about when, where, and how IM’ing will take place are not considered in advance.  Specific ideas about IM time and place guidelines, as well as how one youth leader can manage a large number of young IM’ers, will be addressed in the following chapter.  

Boundaries of respect.  A final boundary issue that can act as a serious pitfall has to do with the type of relationship the youth pastor wants to maintain with his or her youth group students.  Surveyed students seemed especially concerned about how IM conversations might impact the way students would perceive the youth pastor.  “I held my youth pastor in really high regard”, shares one student. “The conversations we had almost always had meaning.  I think IM would have brought our conversations down to a much more surface level…”  Clearly, using a tool that allows youth pastors to communicate on the same level with their students has significant implications for the relationship.  It becomes important that, if the youth pastor wants to maintain a certain level of respect or status, IM conversations maintain the same kind of tone as those that might occur in church or in youth group.  

Teens also pondered the implication of having the youth pastor on a buddy list.  “If he signed on, would that mean I was supposed to talk with him?” questioned an IM’er.  “I think IM would make it too easy to start ignoring my pastor.”  A number of students posed similar questions.  Sharing space, even when no one is talking, is clearly an important characteristic of Instant Messenger that needs to be intentionally managed.  Being aware of when a person is signed on and who, exactly, is going to see that sign-on name, are things that should be thought about when integrating IM into youth ministry.

Clearly, Instant Messenger is a piece of technology that carries with it potential pitfalls for the youth worker thinking about communicating online with teens.  Many of these pitfalls, especially those related to boundaries and misuse, can also alert youth workers to potential problems with MySpace and use of online social networking sites.  Awareness of these pitfalls can certainly make them more manageable. 
Keeping all these pitfalls in mind, however, there was one clear concern echoed by surveyed youth pastors and students alike.  It has to do with the ultimate limitation of online communication.  Virtual conversations should never take the place of face to face connection.  In a world that is pushing us toward fragmentation, superficiality, and artificiality, we do not want to perpetuate what John Jewel refers to as a “virtual collective”.  This type of connectivity only masquerades as a true community, filling members with a false sense of personhood and belonging.
   
Christ provides the ultimate example of ministry.  He was the “Word” who “became flesh and lived among us…” (John 1:14). Christ became a physical part of the lives of his disciples.  His physical presence communicated something on a level far deeper than would simple words in a tablet or text on a screen.  Online communication should serve to enhance a ministry that cares for young people in a real, personal, and holistic manner.  

When all is said and done, Instant Messenger and MySpace are tools.  As with any ministry tool, a wise user will think about what he or she wants to accomplish with the tool before using it.  For some youth leaders, IM or MySpace will ultimately serve to be too overwhelming or not a good fit with their personality, their kids, or their approach to ministry.  For other youth leaders, online communication will serve a very limited ministry function, filling in the gaps that arise in more traditional approaches to ministry.  Finally, some youth leaders may find that creating a virtual hangout, using tools like MySpace and IM, truly enhances their connection with young people in a way that no other approach can.  The next chapter will provide some specific ideas about how youth workers can begin to intentionally integrate Instant Messenger and MySpace into their ministries.
Virtual Review: Pitfalls of Online Communication in Youth Ministry
Pitfall #1:  Bare Bones Text
1.  Be aware of the potential miscommunication.  Problems will naturally arise from the lack of nonverbal cues.  This is especially true with sarcasm.  Be intentional about how you use sarcasm, adding text cues such as “jk” or emoticons to alert your reader that you are trying to be funny.  
2.  Be aware of complex and emotional conversations.  Help students deal with confusing feelings and complicated interactions by suggesting you talk offline.  Also be aware of how certain things, such as counseling or scolding can be misinterpreted online.  
3.  Be aware of disconnection.  Virtual intimacy is not the same as real, human presence.  Don’t let online communication overshadow effective face to face communication.

Pitfall #2: Mischievous Misuse
1.  Be aware of fraud.  Students will con you.  Be clever and cunning as you interpret and create messages.

2.  Be aware of false intimacy.  Never assume something is private and keep it open. Make sure you are consistent in how you interact on and off line.
Pitfall #3: Brittle Boundaries
1.  Be aware of generational boundaries.  Students are not used to interacting with adults through IM and MySpace.  Be sensitive and alert to students who “feel weird” about talking with you online.

2.  Be aware of boundaries of integrity.  Students need role models who can demonstrate ethical and positive behavior online.  Also be aware that the same issues that may arise in men counseling young women in face to face settings can also arise in online settings.

3.  Be aware of time and use boundaries.  Know your limits.  Know how much time you can devote to online communication and don’t be afraid to stick to your limits.  

The most important word of advice is to view IM and MySpace as tools.  Determine why you want to use them and what goals you hope to accomplish.  Don’t go online just to say you’ve been there.  Be intentional, wise, and aware of the many opportunities and pitfalls associated with online communication.






























Gaming is a widely used function of the internet. Almost  81% of teen internet users play games online. That represents about 17 million


people and signifies growth of 52% in the number of online gamers since 2000.


-Pew Internet Study, 2005
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