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Purpose
Finding Joy in Life Direction

PaMela Cbstyne KinG anD Steven aQrGue

Y ou have undoubtedly noticed that teenagers come to dread a par-
ticularquestionthatadults ask withincreasedfrequency andinten-
sitythe closerthey come tothe end oftheir high school careers: “What
areyou doing after graduation?” Even graduation ceremonies seemto
rush through any celebration of accomplishment toward giving advice
about “what’s next.” | (Steve) recently spoke at one of these ceremonies.
I told the students that perhaps the well-meaning comments adults
make evoke different meanings for them:

“I'm proud of you” sounds like “Don’t ever disappoint us.”

“You've worked hard” is heard as “You think high school was
hard? Just wait till college, military, and work!”

“Youcanbe anything youwanttobe”feelslike awarning: “You
can be anything—as long as you remain the best.”

“You did it!” acts like a demand: “And . . . you ... must ... keep
... doing it. You can never stop or rest.”
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What surprised me were the visceral responses | heard from the student
section—groans, nods, and wide-eyed stares at each other. Somehow
I managed to name the elephant in the commencementroom, and
perhapstheteenagers were happythatanadultsawittoo. ltmakes
us wonder if we adults spend more time asking teenagers about their
life’s purpose without considering their life’s joy. Emphasizing purpose
without joy seems to put teenagers into pressure cookers that they all
feel deeply.

What if we were to ask teenagers instead “What brings you joy?” This
question is not a typical conversation starter with youths—or anyone,
for that matter. In fact rather than launching a conversation, it is more
likelytoelicitblank stares orverbalfumbling. Wedon’tthinkit'sbecause
people don’t have an answer. It’s just hard to name. It's a challenging
question, especiallyif you cannot articulate whatmatterstoyou.

One way for young people to understand what matters ata practi-
cal levelis for them to identify a purpose in their life. We are not neces-
sarily talking about their grand, existential purpose in life (though we
will talk more about this below); we are referring to an actual and
achievable goal oraimthatinforms howone lives, how one spends
their time, and what one believes in. So if you ask “Got joy?” we would
respond, “Got purpose?”

For clarity let's make sure we are clear on the difference between
happiness and joy. Happiness is well recognized for being a pleasant
or positive feeling in response to something thatoccurred. We feel
happy because we experienced something
or something came to mind that we deem
good.

Joyisabitmore complicated,asitismore
than an emotional response. Joy involves a
“cognitiveappraisal’ (that's geek-speakforwhenwereflectonan expe-
rience that moves us). Itis a positive feeling that involves conscious or
unconsciousreflectiononwhatmatters. Asaresultone canexperience
joynotonlyinexperiences thatbring happiness butalsointheface
of suffering orloss. Forinstance a teenager might feel disappointment

Joy = feeling +
reflection
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over notmaking ateam but still be able tofind joy thatafriend made
theteaminstead. Inthiscase joyinvolvesreflection orreframing.

Understanding thatjoy combines both feeling and reflection helps
us appreciate Paul’'s reminder to the Jesus followers in Rome: “And not
onlythat, butwe also boastin our sufferings, knowing that suffering
produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character
produces hope” (Rom. 5:3-4). Through the lens of happiness, this state-
ment sounds dreadful, depressing, even masochistic. Feelings alone will
make us flee this moment. Through the perspective of joy, Christians’
beliefsframe aricher picture where feelings are notthe end butthe
beginning of a transformative moment. If our hearts our broken, might
we become more compassionate? If we are hurt by someone, might it
teach us to forgive? If we are disappointed, might it teach us to be even
more diligent? Christians are more than naive spiritual optimists. But
hope and joy are rooted in the gospel of love, grace, and redemption.

Asyoumightguess, joy doesn’t usually come naturally, butwe can
cultivateit—on purpose. Ittakes practice. Justas we work outandtrain
our bodies ata gym, we can train and cultivate “joy muscles.” Now the
religious things we do in and through our faith communities start to
make more sense. Prayer, worship, participating in other spiritual dis-
ciplines and Christian community are forms of working out—they are
exercises that enable us to see things more clearly andconsistently
through the eyes of Christ. In this way our interpretive responses
become more natural—like a golfer who has perfected her swing, the
birdwatcherwhoknows wheretolook, orthe artistwhoinstinctively
grabs the rightbrush. Ourjoy muscles orinstincts know whatto do,
where to look, and how to reflect.

Eventhough the goalis forjoy to become natural, itdoesn’t always
comenaturally. lttakesdiscipline,time, and consistencyforittobecome
ahabit. Young people are startingtolearn discipline, navigate time, and
establish habits, soitisuptoadultstohelpthem by establishingaframe
thatallows them togrow in joy. Joy, then, is nolonger an abstract or
isolated idea butbecomes part of our everyday practice, thinking, and
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outlook. Thus #joyonpurposeislike a life-hashtag (mantra)thatshows
up in our choices, our relationships, and our aspirations.
Because ofthe interpretive aspect of joy, we need toknow what
mattersand how we make sense ofthe world. No doubtwe offeryoung
people the frame of faith—the gospel narra-
Even though the tive; the story of crucifixionandresurrection;
life, death, and new life; our basis for hope.
Butinateen’sdailylife experiences ofbrains
bursting with growth, bodies bursting with
hormones, and buddies bursting or bruising

goal is for joy to
become natural, it
doesn’t  always
comenaturally.

friendships, suchabstract and lofty ideals of
faithare oftentoo far afield tomake adiffer-
ence. Butwhenfaith gets applied or translated into a practical, achiev-
able purpose that has more immediate implications for how a young
personlivesorplanstheirdays, weeks, and months, then having a pur-
pose can provide a more immediate and practical sense of what mat-
ters. In the following section, we discuss specifically what we mean by
this kind of purpose.

Joy on Purpose

The title of this chapter has two meanings. Not only can we be pur-
poseful about cultivating joy (#joyonpurpose meaning number 1), but
also young people can experience more joy when they have a pur-
pose (#oyonpurpose meaning number 2). Youth purpose is actually a
burgeoning area of study within developmental psychology.' Research
clearlyrevealsthathavingasense of purposeis associated with higher

1 People leading this research include William Damon, the director of the Cen-
ter on Adolescence at Stanford University; Kendall Cotton Bronk at Claremont
Graduate School; and Ben Houltberg at the Thrive Center for Human Develop-
ment at Fuller Theological Seminary.
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grades, good health, and greater sense of well-being.? As my (Pam’s)
fourteen-year-old would say, purpose is “lit"! But it's important to note
that not all life goals have such benefits. In particular purpose refers to
a “stable and generalized intention to accomplish something that is at
the same time meaningful to the self and consequential for the world
beyond the self.” We point out four specific points in this definition. A
purpose is

1. stable andlong-lasting;

2. intended to accomplishsomething;

3. meaningfulandrelevanttoanindividualyoungperson;and
4. constructive and contributes in a socially meaningful manner.

Purpose Is Stable and Enduring.

Thisdoesnotmeanthatitislifelong, especiallyinthe case ofanadoles-
cent, but that the purpose has a meaning significant enough to endure
mild fluctuations of interest or obstacles. For something to countas
apurpose foryoung people, ithas tobe compellingenoughtokeep
them committed, even in the face of challenges or distractions. Inter-
ests might change and be more fleeting, but purposes captivate and
are longerlasting.

Purpose Involves a Specific Aim to Accomplish Something.

Wearenotjusttalking abouthavingasense of meaninginlife; a pur-
pose actually involves a goal of achieving something tangible. When
askingyouths abouttheirpurposeinlife, kids give avariety ofanswers.
Some have no idea. Some may say something general like “to glorify
God,”and others will describe somethingmore specificsuchasraising
awareness of global poverty levels or raising money to provide water

2 SeeK. C. Bronk, Purpose in Life: A Component of Optimal Youth Development
(New York: Springer, 2013).

3 W.Damon, Path to Purpose: How Young People Find Their Calling in Life (New
York: Free Press, 2008), 33.
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wells for African children. The most effective and transformative pur-
poses are those that are more concrete and attainable.

Purpose Is Meaningful and Relevant to an Individual
Young Person.

Accordingly the goal aligns with the youth’s interests and abilities. Pur-
poses arise out of emerging lifelong desires. Although adolescents
often do notknow their vocation or calling, they have some aware-
ness, or with some encouragement and affirmation can become aware,
of their deep yearnings. For example a young person who is passion-
ate about cooking might pursue a purpose involving nutrition or food.
Whether or not this becomes a vocation only time will tell, but it still
reveals something meaningful to them.

Purpose Is Constructive and Contributes to the World beyond the
Young Person.

Damon describes this kind of purpose as “noble purpose.™ Goals or
aimsthatdonotfurtherthe socialgoodatsomeleveldonotcountas
apurpose. Sointhe latter example, a young person passionate about
cooking and food might work to provide meals for the homeless in
their community or raise money for an international organization that
plants nutritious indigenous crops.

Attempting to tie this all together, we suggest that pursuing a
purpose is living out what matters. To take another example, Audrey,
an extremely gifted runner, has a deep desire to help kids in poverty.
Given her interest in running and connections with local schools and
track clubs, she develops a specific purpose: to send shoes to children
in developing nations. She finds an organization that will distribute
shoes in Africa, and she leverages her connections and has other teens
donate used athletic shoes that she collects, cleans, and gives to the

4 WilliamDamon, Noble Purpose: The Joy ofLLivingaMeaningful Life (Philadelphia:
Templeton Foundation Press, 2003).
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organization that ships and distributes them. Based on Audrey’s inter-
ests and capacities, she identified a specific and actionable goal that
she could worktoward.

Telos: The Place #joyonpurpose Takes Us

A critique of what we have presented up to this point may be that all
this talk of joy and purpose sounds like self-absorption. As Christians the
gospel calls us toward God and toward each other. Sanctification makes
us both more holy and more human. We believe that we find purpose
and joy as we move toward God and one another and become more
fullywho God created us to be. Toemphasize this point, we add one
other aspect of joy and purpose to our understanding that frames the
panoramic picture we hope you will see. One way of understanding
what matters is to draw on that biblical concept of telos. Telosis Greek
for “purpose” or “goal” and conveys a sense of ultimacy. Theology uses it
toreferto God’s purposesorgoal forhumankind. Sohuman telosrefers
to God'’s intention or goal for humanity.

As a developmental psychologist, when | (Pam) think about the
point of human development or wondering what people are growing
ormaturing toward, | often ask whatis the goal or purpose of human
development from God'’s perspective.> We Christians often default to
important but esoteric statements like “glorifying God” or “loving God
andloving others.” These theological phrases can be inspirational, but
they rarely help Jesus followersin their everyday lives. We hope these
guidelines on purpose can help you encourage young people you
knowtoidentify aspecificpurpose that points them toward amean-
ingful way to glorify God in their lives.

Let’s explore what this might mean by considering the four ele-
ments of purpose. Stable and long-lasting purpose reminds us that

5 SeeJ.0.Balswick, P.E.King,and K. S. Reimer, The Reciprocating Self: Theological
Perspectives on Development. 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: [VP Academic, 2016).
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the things we do that matter can have a developmental trajectory that
grows with us. Purpose takes time, coaching, development. Through this
pursuitone finds her or his unique voice and contribution. As Christians
we recognize this process as sanctification. Drawing on the doctrine of
theimage of God, we become like Christ, which means following Jesus
intothe unique creations that God has created ustobe (Ps. 139),to use
thegifts Godhasgiveneachofus(1Cor. 12-14). Thusthe Christianview
of telos as conformity to Christ does not mean uniformity to Christ. We
are each called tobecome like Christ as our unique selves.

Purpose with a goal oraim toaccomplish something shows us that
our efforts pointto something aboutthe way we make sense of our-
selves, God, andthe world. Achievements alongthe waydonotalways
come easily or predictably. Instead they evoke internal and external
challenges that transform and expand our view of self, God, and oth-
ers. The Bible tellsus that Jesus is the perfectimage of God (Col. 1:15).
Becoming more like Jesus is part of our goal (or telos) and a means of
glorifying God. This workinspires us tolive intowho God sees us tobe,
while also trusting that God promises to complete the good work God
has started in us (Phil. 1:6).

Purpose, now, becomes meaningful and relevant. It draws from
something deeperin people where, no matter the work or eventhe
outcome, working toward their purpose is “worth it.” In seeking to
understand adolescent spirituality, Smith and Denton observe that
young people’s views of the world shape the way they see meaning in
their decisions.® Those who believe we live in a “morally insignificant
universe” see moral commitments, decisions, obligations, and actions
ashavinglittleimpactbeyondtheirownlives. Onthe otherhand, those
who hold to a “morally significant universe” see their lives connected
with something bigger where their actions affect others beyond them-
selves. They identify a felos where their lived lives contribute to an

6 C.Smithand M. L. Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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ultimate goal. The Christian narrative’s telos frames for young people
what matters in a meaningful context and trajectory.

Purpose is constructive and contributes in a socially meaningful
manner. Our pursuit of what really matters is more than a self-focused
exercise;itexpands people’sviewofhowtheir efforts connectwith oth-
ers’ efforts and challenges around them. Purpose becomes no longer
atomized butfinds its contextin alarger narrative thatconnects people
with somethingbiggerthanthemselves. For Christians this means that
purpose becomes about more than “me”; it also becomes about “we.”
Humans grow toward their ultimate purpose, becoming more Christ-
like as their unique selves and contributing to the greater world. Figure
1illustrates this threefold sense of telos—thatinvolves becoming more
like Christas oneis uniquely suited and as one discovers a meaningful
contribution to the world around them.

This threefold telos depicts a way that a young person can under-
stand a sense of purpose. Pursuing a purpose should always take Chris-
tians deeper into discipleship—it should always draw us further into
the ways—the character and actions—of Christ. A young person’s

PURPOSE

Figure 1: Purpose in light of a threefold sense of telos
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purpose should always be consistent with their passions and person-
ality. It should delight them and motivate them—not be drudgery or
adrearyduty. Lastlyapurposeis notjustaboutbettering oneself or
becoming more oneself; itis notjust self-serving orabout personal sat-
isfaction. Rather itis about service to others, contributing and making
a difference.

So How Do You Get Purpose?

Giventhat purpose is “lit"—such a promising source of joy—how does
ayoungpersongetpurpose?Dr.Belle LiangandhercolleaguesatBos-
ton College agreed that purpose sounded great for kids, but they were
suspicious. Sure, thisisfantastic, they thought—forthose who have the
luxury of having and pursuing a noble purpose. But what about kids
fromlessprivileged backgrounds?Whataboutkids whomightbe more
oriented toward surviving than thriving? In short they looked at pur-
pose among tenless advantaged youths in a College Bound program
andfoundthattheyalsodescribed having purposeintheirlives.”

In their study the researchers identified four interrelated themes
around the development of purpose. Conveniently they all start with
p. They are known as the four P’s of purpose: (1) people, (2) prosocial
benefits, (3) propensity, and (4) passion.

People

The young people in the study described the way adults in their lives,
like parents, teachers, and coaches, played animportantrole ininspir-
ing, affirming, and supporting them in finding and refining their pur-
pose.Forexampleoneyouthdescribedhowtheirmentornoticedthem

7 B.Liang, A. White, A. M. DeSilva Mousseau, A. Hass, L. Knight, D. Berado, and
T.J. Lund, “The Four P’s of Purpose among College Bound Students: People,
Propensity, Passion, Prosocial Benefits,” Journal of Positive Psychology 12,no. 3
(2017): 281-94.
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in agroup of thirty kids and suggested that the student be placed in
an honors program. In another study a boy talked about how an adult
from a church would drive him to worship band practice so he could
pursue his passion of leading worship.

Prosocial Benefits

The youths in this study were motivated to pursue their purpose because
it benefited others. In the case of this study, youths talked about help-
ing various family members. For example, one student talked about
wanting to be able to help his mom buy a house. Another said, “l know
there’salotofkidsthatreallyneedhelp, buttheydon’tknowwhereto
goforit. So |l wantto be that person to help them.”

Propensity

Students’ explanations also included their excelling in competencies
and skillsimportantfor attaining their purpose. In addition youths were
awarethattheyhad personalities suited totheir particularpurpose. For
example one student described why she had what it takes to become
a nurse practitioner by elaborating on several personal qualities: “I defi-
nitely am a good student academically . . . school’s very important to
me.I'mveryoutgoing. lliketotry newthings, meetnew people, very
kind and caring, determined and ambitious about my goals and my
future.”™

Passion

Inaddition these kids had a passion for whatthey were pursuing. They
deeply enjoyed the activities associated with it. Their deep interestin
the area propelled and sustained their commitment to it. One student

explained that she wanted to be a child psychologist “’cause I'm really

8 Liangetal.,6.
9 Liangetal.,8.
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interestedin how the mind works and how kids develop.”"°She realized
that there were many children in the world in need of help—including
achildhood friend—and she decided she wanted to make a difference
for such children.

These fourthemes break intotwo major dimensions: influences on
purpose (i.e.,capability and motivation)and sources of suchinfluences
(i.e., intrinsic and extrinsic). These categories are not intended to capture
oppositesbutrathertoidentify resourcesthatshape purpose. Inpartic-
ular purpose is shaped by capability and motivation, which inturn can
be intrinsic or extrinsic. For example people are an external resource,
whereas propensity is an internal resource. Being motivated by ben-
efiting another person (e.g., prosocial benefits) is an external motivator.
Passion is an internal motivator.

Young People, Their Faith, and Their #joyonpurpose

Whenyouthsliveandserve outofanauthenticand meaningful expres-
sion of themselves, they experience the significance of their own pas-
sions and their effectiveness, and this is deeply empowering. When
kids have anidentifiable sense of purpose that they can effectively
pursue, they gain a clear and immediate sense of what matters. This
becomes an excellent frame for joy! In the ebb and flow of life—deci-
sions, friendships, emotions, wins and losses, highs and lows—they will
haveaframethroughwhichtoviewthese experiences. Alivedpurpose
incorporates beliefs, values, hopes, desires, and passions; offers a more
immediate reference for interpreting emotions and what matters; and
ultimately enables kids to thrive and experience joy.

Asadults (especially ministry leaders and parents), we wantthis for
our young people. The challenge comes in how we might create envi-
ronments to teach and encourage joy on purpose.

10 Liang et al.,8.
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See Purpose Framed in Faith as a Joy Booster.

No doubt purpose is not the only resource of joy available to youth, but
itis an especially effective source of joy, because pursuing a purpose
concentrates important joy boosters in a young person’s life. Purpose
framed through faith serves as a means for activating young people’s
ideals in their daily living—translating beliefs and values into actions
with an enduring commitment. Purpose framed through faith equips
young people to identify and pursue that purpose by helping them
develop (1)an awareness of what's important—one’s beliefs and values;
(2) asocial network of people that are aligned with one’s purpose; and
(3) asenseoftranscendence orbeing a partof something bigger. In
this way purpose serves as a joy booster by providing young people
with clarity about what matters to them, a community of like-minded
people, and a deeper connection to God.

Encourage Purposeful Choices to Help Young People Discover
Their Values and Beliefs.

Although purpose does not require clearly articulating one’s complete
worldview or writing their own personal rule of life, it can serve as the

A
Clarity of values

Purpose Community

Connection
to God

r

Framed in Faith

Figure 2: Purpose framed through faith
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way a young person puts a stake in the ground on what matters to her
orhim. Purpose consolidates and activates whatis significantto young
people. This puts a whole new spin on their choices and schedules as
they discoverthat they cannot do or be everything and that making
achoice oftenmeans saying yestoonethingand notoanother. Dol
stand with myfriend and endanger my popularity? Do | go to church
eventhough|havetonsofhomework? Dol volunteerorsearchfora
jobthat pays something? Do I risk getting involved or not? Certainly
young people will make good and bad choices along the way. If adults
can see their choices beyond goodness/badness and instead use these
opportunities totalk with young people about what really mattersto
them, these events can turn into meaning-making moments.

Leverage Purpose for Connection and Support.

Research shows that youths who pursue a purpose end up with high
levels of social capital.' The activities in which youths participate in
ordertocarry outtheir purpose engage them with adults and peers
who hold similarinterests. This results inincreased opportunities to be
surrounded by positive peer and adultinfluences. Additionally individ-
uals who share deeply held interests increase the chances of having
meaningfuland highly trusting relationships. Thus pursuing apurpose
isagreatwayto makereally positive and strong friendships and be sur-
rounded by supportive and caring adults.

Thereis somethingsignificanttoconsider here. Oftenin congrega-
tions we group people by age and/or gender. Mightit be even more

11 Social capital refers to benefits that a person has access to through relation-
ships. Inthis case, several studies have demonstrated that pursuing purpose
connects youth to like-minded and supportive adults and peers. See Belle
Liangand S. G. Ketcham, “Emerging Adults’ Perceptions of Their Faith-Related
Purpose,” Psychology of Religion and Spirituality (2017); doi:10.1037/rel0000116.
Forfurtherinformation on social capital and religion, see Pamela E. Kingand
James L. Furrow, “Religion as a Resource for Positive Youth Development:
Religion, Social Capital, and Moral Outcomes,” Developmental Psychology 40
(2004): 703-13.
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effective to group people based on their purposeful interests? What if
theartistsinthe congregationmettoencourage eachother’s’projects?
What if the businesspeople joined with business majors to talk about
faith, ethics, entrepreneurialism, orthetriple bottomline? Whatifteach-
ers gathered to explore pedagogy? What if those who have particular
interests in race relations, homelessness, or immigration gathered to
implement next practical steps? What if all these groups shared their
conversations with the whole community? Purpose could be a more
compelling force by joining people by similar passions rather than by
demographics.

Keep an Eye on Transcendence and Fasten Your Seatbelts.

Furthermore, pursuing a noble purpose as we have described in this
chapter provides youth with the experience of connecting with some-
thing beyond themselves. For young people of faith, following a pur-
poseis usually theirfaith in action—and thenthey experience their
purpose as a part of something much bigger than themselves. For
instance ayoung person’s effortto care for animals atan animal shelter
is partoftheir efforts attending to God’s creation. They can experience
their actions as more significant than just acting on their affection for
furry creatures butas partof God’s work on earth. “When you know the
storytowhichyoubelong,andwhenyouknowyourroleinthatstory,
you have a profound sense of purpose. Thatis what we are invitedinto:
The ultimate story—God’s ongoing work in this world. When we find
ourselves contributing to a greater story, we thrive.”2
Inadditionwhen young people make arecognizable impacton
the broader world around them, they are deeply affirmed and experi-
ence a sense of their own efficacy. When kids get a taste of their abil-
ity to make a difference, it enlivens and encourages them. Even if the
impactis smalland only affects their family, kids who recognize that

12 P.E. King, “The Reciprocating Self: Trinitarian and Christological Anthropolo-
gies of Being and Becoming,” Journal of Christianity and Psychology 35, no. 3
(2016): 15-32.
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they are contributing to someone or something beyond themselves
realize thatthey are an active part of aworld and reality that are big-
gerthan themselves. Contribution and connection provide a sense of
transcendence and continue to motivate young people to grow into
thriving adults.

Whether for believers or for nonreligious youth, purpose serves to
identify and activate one’s values, engages young people in meaning-
ful social networks, and allows youths to experience that they are part
of something bigger. Inthisway purpose becomes ameanstolived
faith. Itis a great means of exploring what matters. It often puts people
onthe pathway to vocation. Inaworld where so muchis about compe-
titionand consumption, it'sagreatantidote tofocusingand worrying
about oneself and also a promising source of joy.

Creating Ecosystems for #joyonpurpose

As much as we adults are tempted to, we cannot pick our young peo-
ple’s purposes for them. They undertake this process, and itis our role
to create environments and opportunities for them to discover and live
intotheir purposes, whichwill bring themjoy. Furtherifthe Christian
life is all about ensuring good behavior in our young, we short-circuit
theirprocessofdiscoveringandembracingwhotheyareas people cre-
atedin the image of God, uniquely connected to something bigger
than themselves, where their gifts, talents, and purposes can bless their
communities and eventhe whole world. Adults are temptedtotry to
controlthisprocess, butitisbetterforthemtocreateenvironmentsor
ecosystems that allow young people to grow into their joy on purpose.

Know Christ . . . Know Your Purpose

The Apostle Paulmakes aquite compellingappealinhislettertothe
Philippian believers. In chapter 3 he admits that he wants to “know
Christ” and seems to want his readers/listeners to join himin that pur-
suit. This concept of “knowing” (gindsko) is closely connected with the
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Hebrew word yada found in Psalm 46:10, which appeals to the reader
to be stilland “know” God. This “knowing” has a quality of bringing
together theoretical understanding and the actual experience of some-
thing. “Knowing” forms the intersection.

Good learning theory recognizes that people are not blank slates
ready to be filled with knowledge. Nor do people always live out what
they know. Ratherpeople sometimes have experiences thatthey can’t
articulate. Or they live their way into understanding. This is important
and, perhaps, a challenge to ministry leaders and parents. Adults default
togiving their young people information. Are you sad? Read this Bible
verse. Are you doubting? Read this book. Are you behaving badly? Lis-
ten to this sermon. This is not enough for young people, and it doesn’t
seemto be enough for Paul, either. He is exhibit A for holding plenty of
knowledge thatwas nottransformative until he encountered the resur-
rected Christ. Butthatseemstohave changedhimforever.Hispurpose
then became to know Christ in the fullest sense.

Content and Context: An Ecosystem for Knowing Christ

In light of Paul’s declared purpose, how might we cultivate such vision
forouryoungpeople? While we can’tdictate theirknowingorprescribe
their purpose, we can create an ecosystem where knowing Christand
their purpose can grow. This ecosystem resides in the knowing inter-
section of knowledge and experience. We cultivate an ecosystem for
knowing by being committed to excellent contentembedded in nur-
turing contexts. By contentand context, we mean the following.
Contentreferstothe curricularscope and sequence thathave been
developed to ensure theologically sound and developmentally appro-
priate teaching and learning. For ministry leaders this includes weekly
programming, small group resources, and retreat materials that help
youngpeople understandthe Christian narrative of which theyare part.
Forparentsthisincludesregulardialogue withyourkids aboutlife, faith,
and the Christian story your family desires to live within. Great content
invites students to connect their stories to God’s story. Great content
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needs great teachers, and the best teaching starts with the learner in
mind, as the teacher artfully evokes their imaginations and connects
concepts with their experiences. As Christians we believe we have a
great story. We need to be great storytellers! It is the responsibility of
the ministry leader tofaithfully tell this good story, which is rooted in
the faithful teaching of Christianity’s narrative theology.

Theterm contextindicatesrelationalenvironmentsthataresafeand
nurturing, which young people need. Like learning to be great teach-
ers, adults must learn to be great environmentalists. Are the relational
spaces at church, youth group, and home safe, nurturing spaces? Do
our young people feel comfortable enough to share what they really
feel, offer what they really think, ask their real questions, or doubt
something they think they’re supposed to believe? If content is about
teachingthe Christian narrative well, contextis aboutcreating space for
young people to live into the Christian narrative through their thinking,
doubting, feeling, and acting.

When adults prioritize contentand context, they create an environ-
mentwhereitis possible forayoung persontoknow Christ, pursue
theirpurpose,andexperiencejoy. Thisisgoodnewstoayoungperson.

Content and Context in Motion

Contentand context assume something we have hinted at throughout
this chapter. They assume that young people often discover their pur-
pose more than deliberate on this pursuit. Purpose is rather abstract,
and young people’s shorter, less experienced lives affect how they
reflect on their purpose. Still, as we have suggested, they have interests
andpassionsandfrequentlychoose whatmatters mosttothem. Adults
who create environments that emphasize helpful, age-appropriate con-
tentand context provide space for young people to discover their pur-
pose. Table 1lays out a way to consider content and context for those
ages twelve through their twenties.

Broadly speaking, table 1 reminds adults that because of human
development, seeking purposeis “inmotion.” Thus parentand ministry
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leaders must constantly be working to nurture the best environments
(through content and context) to encourage young people to discover
their purpose. Finally note—at the very bottom—that adults cannot
attempt this from a distance. We are not fixing young people or ensur-
ingthatthey grow. Any of our attemptstoencourage ouryoung peo-
ple to know Christand know their purpose invite us toreflect on our
own knowing. We share in this attempt together, owning with them
the beautiful and scary discoveries about God’s own calling on our lives.

Igniting Sparks in an Environment Full of Surprises

The late Peter Benson, former president of Search Institute, described
youths assparkswaitingtobeignited. He challenged adults nottothink
ofthem as vessels waiting to be filled but rather sparks that deserve to
be lit and fanned into major flames.™

From a Christian view, Benson’s words ring true and remind us, as
adults, thatone of the best things we can do for our young people is
nottotrytocontroltheirfaith, their purpose, ortheirjoy butto call out
the sparksintheirownlives. Youngpeople need adultstodowhatthey
often cannot do for themselves: speak to their image-bearing-ness.
Let’s catch them doing things right; let’s point out the qualities we see
inthem; let’s celebrate their talents; let’s join them in working through
the brokenness they see around them; and let’s remind them that they
aremadeintheimage of God. Theyaregood, they have value,andthey
have purpose.

Don’tletthesethoughtsonpurposeendasaspirations. Makethem
happen—on purpose. Weofferafully scriptedlessonthatwe hopeyou
willfind inspiring, that sets the stage for thinking about #joyonpurpose,
and that provides the opportunity for young people tobegintoiden-
tity their purpose. This exercise is based on the threefold understand-
ing of telos presented above in figure 1. Feel free to copy the diagram

13 PeterL.Benson, Sparks: How Parents Can Help Ignite the Hidden Strengths of Teen-
agers (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008). Peter L. Benson, “Sparks: How Youth
Thrive” (April 22, 2011), https.//www.youtube.com/watch?v=TqzUHcW58Us
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Middle School High School Emerging Adult [ages
Adolescent [ages| Adolescent 18-20s]
12-14] [ages 14-18]

Content | Learning the Practicing the story of Extrapolating the
story of God God story of God

Encourage ques-
tions of content
by inviting them
into the story.

For example:
What's going
on?

What do you

see?

How would

you feel?

What's cool?

What's
strange?

Great content
here teaches
them the Chris-
tian story and
shows them
howthisnarra-
tiveis unfolding;
itisnotrandom.

Avoid moralism
that reduces
teaching to
demanding
behaviors. The
goal is discovery,
not behavior
modification.

Encourage questions of

congruency by inviting

them to “walk out” the

Christian story.

For example:
You believe in forgive-
ness; who do you
need to forgive?
What does compas-
sion look like for
the students in your
school that are the
least popular?
Is generosity possi-
ble—and how—when
you don't feel like
youhaveverymuch
money?

Great content here
teaches them to consider
how the story frames
their life perspectives. It
calls them to bring their
believing and their living
of faith closer together.
Avoid giving quick
answers. The bestteach-
inghereispatientand
willingtoletyoungpeo-
ple discover what fol-
lowingJesuscanmean,
whatitmightcostthem,
and what they might
discover.

Draw out questions
of meaning.

Often it is the
emergingadultwho
now brings ques-
tions tothe Christian
narrative. Withtheir
lives now being
more specialized and
diverse, faithmustbe
extrapolated. There is
less a “right answer”
and more a “faithful
next step.”

Great content here
acknowledges
nuance and offers
room to challenge,
doubt, and create
new ways forward in
their faith journeys.

Avoid controlling the
conversations. Curate
their comments and
learntospeakback
to them what they
are processing. Tap
into biographies of
people who have
searched for purpose
intheirownlives. Ask
how they resonate
with stories, movies,
or novels.




Middle School High School Emerging Adult [ages
Adolescent [ages| Adolescent 18-20s]
12-14] [ages 14-18]
Context | Space to explore | Space for honesty about | Space for dialogue
and experience fears and doubts and creativity
1. Be sensitive 1. Therearefewspaces | 1. Emerging adults
to the devel- where high schoolers | needmorethancalls
opment of feellike they canbetheir | toconformity.The
middle school realselves.Encourage | spaces they needwill
students and an accepting environ- | hold differing views,
theirneedfor ment where they can | encourage thought-
space tolearn, ask honest questions | ful dialogue, and
understand... and express real doubts. | point them toward
and learn and They need this space | “thirdway”solutions.
understand! to make their faith their | 5 regte space that
2. Recognize own. values their relational
that play, fun, | 2 Createspacewhere (oftenbeyondchurch
andadultswho | youcan celebrate with orhome)rather
are interested theminthegoodtimes | than programmatic
in them make | andwalkwiththemin participation.
these spaces the hardtimes.
meaningful.
Environ- | An uninteresting | An unsafe environment| An undynamic envi-
ment environment (questioning faith is ronment (their faith
Killers (faith/formation | essential, expected, and | looks different from
matters in daily| encouraged). that of parents and
life). needs community).
Forall of these periods, an environment not shared by others rarely
nurtures faithand purpose. As adults, we are in this together. Learn-
ing and transformation is desired and expected by all, not just those
we think we’re ministering to or parenting.

Table 1: Content and Context Ecosystem for Young People




ChAptEr 4

or make yourown version that youthsfill outto begin toidentify their
giftsandpassions;the placesand waystheyenjoy making adifference;
and how they feel God s calling them to be more like Jesus as a way of
identifying their purpose. In addition have your teens or young adults
identify five steps necessary to accomplishing their purpose—includ-
ing what experiences they need to gain and what kind of support they
need fromfriends, family, and other adults. Youmight even have them
posta “WikiHow.” We recommend that, in the context of your youth
group, individuals reevaluate their “purpose telos” annually, encourag-
ing reflectiononwhat gives joy. Of course groups can always supporta
social media campaign where young people, their families, and leaders
tweet and post images about #oyonpurpose.

Conclusion

One ofthe amazing things about joy is thatitis vitalizing. Joyis a virtue
untoitself, but it also goes somewhere—toward our telos. It’s pointing
us toamore profound way of being and living where purpose isthe
fuelfortrue joy. Joy gives us energy and motivation—it calls out reflec-
tionandsodrivesourpurposes.Joyhasanexpandingeffectthathelps
us to be more human and more holy as our purposes draw us toward
one another. Themorewe pursue purpose, the more opportunity there
isforjoy. The more joy we experience, the more we are propelled to
pursue our purpose. Pursuing a purpose is powerful. Please note that
having a purpose is not the point. It is not only the content or aim of
the purpose but also the pursuing or taking action that activates all
the potential resourcesforjoy. Pursuing purposeis ajoy booster. When
identified and followed thoughtfully, purpose prevents young people
from defaulting to inspiring but abstract statements like glorifying God
or loving God and loving others. A specific purpose enables youth to
honor God in their everyday lives. Such a purpose equips young peo-
ple to pursue something meaningful to themselves and the greater
world. Since these purposes have more an ultimate telos thatinspires
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our efforts and promotes joy, how might we think about “joy on pur- pose” not merely as an
inspirational slogan but an ongoing declara- tion that gives traction to our everyday lives? Perhaps a

modern-day prayer might be this: Lord Jesus, may our everyday actions automatically tweet#joyonpurpose
aswe bless you, bless others, and are blessed ourselves. Amen.
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