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How can churches be welcoming to young people? Kat Whitham, Chair of the Church of England’s Youth Council talked with 17 – 23 year olds and discovered some simple suggestions for congregations struggling with this question.
HELP! There are young people in our church!
Firstly not all young people are the same...

In the same way that there isn’t a formula that will instantly make your church welcoming to all adults, there isn’t a formula that will instantly make your church welcoming to all young people. Young people are all different with different tastes, interests and preferences. Some young people like loud music, others enjoy a chance to be silent; some like to read, others like to watch; some young people will love a specific youth focused service, others will find them patronising. And, let’s be honest most of us enjoy different things on different days. 

... Secondly they’re not all that different 

Don’t despair, although young people are all different there are some things you can do which are likely to make your church more welcoming to young people. And there might even be an additional benefit - because as one young person put it, 

Treat them and welcome them like you would any age group - there's no magic formula specifically to youth!!! It's the same at any age!! Welcoming and friendly and engaging” (Young person aged 18)

So here are a few suggestions for being more welcoming:

Be friendly and involve young people in the whole church community

Be happy and friendly from the outset encouraging them to take part and read. Generally treat them like equals (Young person aged 18). 

In a survey taken at two Christian summer festivals last year, when asked “What do you think is the most important aspect of a church service?” and given 6 options, 31.5% of young people answered ‘Friendship & Community’*.  *(from 662 responses, other results - 22.5% music/sung worship, 19.5% prayer, 14.5% Eucharist/Communion, 7.5% sermon, 4.5% Bible reading) 

Be ready to listen to and be accepting of young people. “Don’t expect (young people) to conform to some ideal. Allow them to belong, believe and behave, rather than believe, behave and then belong. Accept them and be hospitable in a natural, unforced way. Have honest conversations where the adults do most of the listening.” (Young person aged 23)
Help young people to understand the wider mission of the church by giving them the opportunity to see (and be part of) the breadth of its life and work. Include (young people) in the main life of the multi-age church! said one 20 year old. A 17 year old said, Invest in young people - get to know them, do things with them like taking them to church events, church is more than Sunday mornings. Young people often say they value going to events where they can meet young people from other churches and talk about their faith. 

Give young people the opportunity to get involved

Young people feel welcome when they are trusted and given responsibility. One 17 year old said, Encourage them to lead. Whilst the sense of ownership that comes from having a specific youth service can help young people to flourish, they can also gain a sense of belonging and grow in confidence by having opportunities to serve alongside adults in regular church services. As another 17 year old said Include us in whole Church services - don't make us feel the only service we can attend is the "official" youth one.
Be creative when considering the ways young people can get involved in the life of your church. Not all young people like leading children’s work or playing in the worship band, so try to offer a variety of opportunities. When asked how they would like to be involved in church, young people suggested:

· Doing readings

· Administering the chalice

· Being in the choir

· Joining the band

· Helping with the young children

· Small group leadership

· Helping set up for the service
· Helping with the Christmas play

· Preaching

· Planning services

· Praying with people

· Working with ‘oldies’

· Participating in fundraising

· Outreach events 

When offering young people the opportunity to be involved ensure that they are well supported and encouraged, and allow them to make mistakes. But although it’s great to be involved, if a young person is given a responsibility they don’t know how to fulfill it can be scary and daunting. Make sure there is support and encouragement in place, and remember that mistakes will happen – but can be great opportunities for learning. Make them feel wanted and not like they're an outsider, let them take part in their own time and don't force them to do things they do not want to do (18 year old).

Take young people seriously
In their April 2011 meeting, Church of England Youth Council agreed that young people appreciate the opportunity to explore issues of faith and ask questions in small groups and through courses such as Alpha. However, what they don’t want is for the Bible to be “watered down” because of their age. Simple sermons are irritating. Phrase differently but do not dumb down. We want to understand in the same way as older people might.
Give young people a voice

When you are involved and consulted on what the church does and the development of the church, you have a sense of belonging and ownership. Churches might consider the best way to involve young people in the process of appointing clergy and other staff, consulting them on the church budget, asking their opinion on church mission action plans, involving them in planning services etc.
And finally ... FOOD

It may seem trivial but a meal is a great way to get to know people. Food at an event can help people to relax and start conversations. The majority of young people like food, snacks with drinks before or after a church service or event can create a time for young people to get to know other church members. 

For more information or ideas:

Contact your Diocesan Youth Officer/Adviser 

Contact the Church of England Youth Council
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