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ABSTRACT 

 

 

KIRBY EUGENE PATE JR. 
 
 
FINDING COMMUNITY AND CONNECTION IN THE SHADOW OF COVID-19 AT 
FOREST HILLS BAPTIST CHURCH YOUTH GROUP, RALEIGH, NORTH CAROLINA 
Under the direction of GRAHAM B. WALKER, JR., Ph.D 
 
The	onset	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic	changed	the	world	in	dramatic	and	unexpected	ways.	

Closures,	cancelations,	and	quarantines	altered	our	lives	and	the	ways	in	which	we	viewed	

the	world.		The	effects	of	this	season	had	the	greatest	impact	on	our	young	people,	who	

experienced	increased	levels	of	anxiety	and	isolation.	In	Church	life,	Youth Ministry 

programing and activities across the country were halted or significantly altered because of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Without the ability to host traditional programming, and the inability to 

provide a sense of belonging and connection through virtual activities during the COVID-19 

pandemic, the students in Youth Ministry programs became disengaged and disconnected from 

congregational life. When Churches were able to open their doors and resume regular ministry 

programming, the problems surrounding Youth Ministry and virtual platforms did not disappear. 

The Church was open, but young people were no longer showing up. As the world continues to 

emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, Youth Ministry and the Church are in need of 

programming and experiences that re-engage and welcome back students who no longer feel like 

they belong.  

This	thesis	explores	the	shifting	cultural	landscape	of	postmodernity	and	seeks	to	

reimagine	how	to	create	community	and	connection	among	young	people	in	the	wake	of	

the	COVID-19	pandemic.	This	project	sought	to	create	ministry	practices	that	increased	the	

perceived	sense	of	belonging	among	students	through	the	structured	experience	of	visual	
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art	and	storytelling.	Five	participants	between	the	ages	of	fourteen	and	eighteen	

volunteered	to	participate	by	sharing	their	stories	as	an	act	of	worship	through	visual	art	

with	the	congregation	at	Forest	Hill	Baptist	Church	in	Raleigh,	NC	during	the	Fall	semester	

of	2022.	This	research	project	included	six	sessions	that	were	designed	for	students	to	

share	their	stories	and	create	individual	pieces	of	visual	art.	Once	the	six	sessions	where	

completed,	the	students	shared	their	artwork	with	the	congregation	as	an	act	of	worship.	

Following	the	completion	of	the	project	each	participant	completed	an	individual	

questionnaire	and	participated	in	a	group	interview.	The	questions	and	interview	were	

designed	to	determine	if	structured	experiences	could	create	ministry	practices	that	

increased	student	perceive	sense	of	belonging	within	a	congregation.	The	themes	that	

emerged	from	the	questionnaire	and	survey	indicated	that	students	who	experienced	

safety,	celebration,	and	intergenerational	community.	 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Ministerial Context 

Forest Hills Baptist Church (FHBC) is a seventy-five-year-old congregation located in 

the heart of Southwest Raleigh. The church is a moderate, dually aligned congregation, 

participating in both the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship and the Southern Baptist Convention. 

Uniquely positioned among North Carolina State University, downtown Raleigh, and the local 

suburbs of the city, Forest Hills consists of a diverse and intergenerational congregation. Prior to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, FHBC averaged 350 people in worship on Sunday mornings and 

hosted a multitude of programs and ministries throughout the week. Like many churches, Forest 

Hills boasted much larger numbers at the turn of the last century. However, Forest Hills is not 

“your grandmother’s church,” lost on some forgotten main street of yesteryear, left to watch the 

congregation dwindle in the shadow of an abandoned mill. FHBC is situated between a campus 

of twenty-five thousand college students and the growing skyline of Raleigh, that is filled with 

young families. The congregation has been responsive and proactive to adapt to the shifting 

cultural landscape of North America. 

The Youth Ministry at Forest Hills is a tenured ministry rich in tradition and boasts a 

healthy and involved volunteer culture. At the beginning of 2020, the Youth Ministry at FHBC 

had over thirty-five active students and averaged twenty-five students or more in Sunday school 

and other weekly programming. Most students in the Youth Group were raised in the church and 

grew up together within the church and the community. Many of the students’ families have 

parents who are heavily involved in the congregation and have been part of FHBC for multiple 

generations. The Youth Ministry at FHBC consists mostly of high school students and is about 
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95% female. The majority of the students are white and likely self-identify as middle/upper-

middle class, which is representative of the larger congregational body. Like many small city or 

suburban churches, most of the congregation commutes to church from multiple towns 

surrounding the church. This means that most of the students involved at FHBC do not attend 

school together throughout the week and only interact with each other through church programs 

or functions. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, FHBC canceled all in-person programming on 

Wednesday, March 11, 2020. Because of social distancing guidelines and safety concerns, FHBC 

facilitated an entirely digital ministry presence for almost eighteen months. In compliance with 

the regulations set forth by the church at-large, all student interaction and Youth Ministry 

programming were hosted through digital platforms from March 2020 through July 2021. During 

this time, the digital ministry presence and lack of in-person gatherings made any form of 

connection or community nearly impossible. In August 2021, the church reopened its doors to 

resume in-person worship and Sunday school for the first time since the onset of the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

Statement of the Problem 

Despite the best efforts of the church during the pandemic, virtual programming failed to 

provide a sense of community and connection among the students at FHBC. Springtide Research 

Institute’s data reveal that young people between the ages of thirteen to seventeen do not 

experience community online, with 65% saying they feel disconnected in a virtual environment, 
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and 41% saying they do not feel heard or listened to in a virtual environment.1 Without the 

ability to host traditional programming and with the inability to provide a sense of belonging and 

connection through virtual platforms during the COVID-19 pandemic, the students within Youth 

Ministry at FHBC became isolated and felt alienated from the congregation at-large.  

When the church finally reopened its doors, students did not connect with traditional 

programs and activities in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Activities that flourished within 

the Youth Ministry eighteen months earlier fell flat with the return to in-person programming. 

Even though student attendance matched pre-pandemic levels, it was obvious that something had 

changed. Youth Ministry programming was no longer resonating in the hearts and minds of the 

teenagers. Despite transitioning back to the building and in-person activities, the students at 

FHBC continued to feel isolated and exiled from the church. As the world emerged from the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the Youth Ministry at FHBC needed new practices and experiences that 

resonated and connected with students. 

Project Goals 

The purpose of this project was to develop ministry practices that would increase the 

perceived sense of belonging among students in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

response to the students who were isolated and disengaged, I sought to engage young people in 

the community by providing a platform for them to be seen, heard, and affirmed by the 

congregation at FHBC. By engaging in ministry practices that would allow students to share 

their stories, my hope was that they could identify the congregation at FHBC as a place where 

	
1 Josh Packard, John M. Vitek, Jerry Ruff, Brian Singer-Towns, and Ellen B. Koneck, 

Belonging: Reconnection America’s Loneliest Generation, (Bloomington, MN: Springtide 
Research Institute, 2020), 7. 
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they belong. The first goal of the project was to create a structured experience that increased 

students’ perceived sense of belonging within the congregation and FHBC.2 The second goal of 

the project was for the structured experience to provide moments of recognition and affirmation 

for the students at FHBC. The third goal of this project was for the created structured experience 

to allow students in the Youth Group to feel connected with and to engage in the community. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

The major limitation for this project was whether the individuals participating in this 

project would respond transparently and truthfully to my questions and the interviews. The 

second limitation was the type and scope of experiences that were approved by the leadership of 

FHBC and within the means of the church budget and resources. The third limitation was the 

type of activities and programming that were possible under COVID-19 restrictions put forth by 

the government and church leadership. The fourth limitation was what types of experiences and 

interactions students and their parents were comfortable participating in because of the COVID-

19 pandemic. The final limitation was the students’ willingness to engage with others and 

participate in the activities. A core principle of community is the willingness of the subject to 

engage with other individuals. This necessity of “will” placed the participation and engagement 

of the students beyond my control. 

This project was limited to high school students between the ages of fourteen and 

eighteen. The second delimitation was that the students had to be active members of the Youth 

Ministry at Forest Hills Baptist Church. The third delimitation were the safety protocols and 

social distancing efforts put in place to ensure the safety and health of the participants. The 

	
2 The structured experience in this project was modeled after Clemson University’s public art 

program Atelier InSite. A more detailed description of Atelier InSite and the structured 
experience designed for this project can be found in Appendix S. 
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fourth delimitation of this project was the scope of my observation; I limited my research to the 

ability to create a structured experience that functioned as a point of connection and source of 

community. I did not observe what effects, if any, the structured experience had on students’ 

attendance, engagement, or participation at FHBC or in the Christian faith tradition. In short, I 

only measured the effects of this study in relation to the students’ perceived sense of belonging 

within the congregation at FHBC. 

Terms 

age of authenticity: A social imaginary that resulted in part from the deinstitutionalization of 

spirituality so that each individual has the freedom to realize their own humanity instead of 

conforming to models imposed by others, institutions, or society.3  

immanent frame: A constructed social space that frames our lives entirely within a natural 

(instead of supernatural) order. It is the circumscribed space of the modern social imaginary that 

precludes transcendence.4  

Gemeinschaft: A community comprised of personal and social ties and in-person interactions that 

are defined by traditional social rules and result in an overall cooperative organization. 

Gesellschaft: A society comprised of impersonal and indirect social ties and interactions that do 

not occur on a face-to-face basis. These social ties and interactions are guided by rationality and 

efficiency as they relate to economic, political, and personal interest. 

old people or old person: An adult in the church who does not have a child involved in the Youth 

or Children’s Ministry. An adult who is not a parent, or a parent whose child has already 

graduated from college. 

	
3 Smith, How (Not) to be Secular, 141. 
  
4 Ibid. 
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sense of belonging: The state or feeling of connectedness that arises when an individual is seen, 

known, and accepted by another.5 

structured experience: A facilitated activity that provides individuals with a framework to 

engage in a deductive process of self-evaluation. 

Assumptions 

This project operated under three basic assumptions around “identity” and “community” 

for teenagers, which were shaped by the context of our culture and the pandemic. My first 

assumption was that students felt as if they were disconnected from the FHBC congregation 

because virtual ministry platforms had isolated them from the community at-large. My second 

assumption was that the traditional Youth Ministry programs developed in the twentieth century 

no longer resonated with students in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and were no longer 

able to create a sense of community among young people. Another assumption was that the 

structured experience of this project would be able to foster a sense of community and 

connection among students. My final assumption was that participants who experienced 

community and connection would identify FHBC as a place where they belong. 

Literature Review 

According to Canadian philosopher and social theorist Charles Taylor, humanity is living 

in the “age of authenticity.” In the age of authenticity, whatever is “real to me,” whatever 

“resonates with me,” or whatever “moves me” is seen as real, authentic, or true.6 But whatever is 

“unauthentic” is seen as wrong, immoral, or even evil. As young people seek to live out an 

	
5 Ibid.  
 
6 Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), 3. 
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“authentic” life by finding and fulfilling their own individual meaning/calling, the influence of 

outside or external influences is deemed illegitimate or even evil. This has led to individuals 

distancing themselves from established places of community, such as church, and seeking 

relationships through impersonal expressions of themselves, such as on social media. As a result, 

many youths lack the relational communities that allow them to see the presence of God in their 

lives.  

In his work “A Secular Age,” Taylor explores and elaborates on the individual’s search 

for identity in the world of the past. In previous eras, individuals did not have the freedom to 

choose their own identity, rather it was assigned to them through geographical location and birth. 

This may appear unjust and immoral to our current social imaginary, but this concept of 

prescribed identity brought with it a sense of security that has disappeared in our society. The 

search for identity comes in the wake of what Taylor refers to as the “immanent frame.” This is 

the social imaginary that has replaced the moral horizon of the past and created an era that 

liberates the individual to define his or her own truth in the world.7  

However, if every human being has the right to define for themselves what it means to be 

human, the burden of coming to know the truth and living in the truth lands on the shoulders of 

each individual. Under the immanent frame, we are forced to find our own meaning in a culture 

that denies transcendence or higher meaning.  

	
7 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2007), 2. 
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Leaving the individual in search of meaning in a world has nothing to offer. This can leave us 

with anxiety and a dull feeling of malaise that our relationships do not matter, our rituals have no 

importance, and the experiences in our lives do not mean anything.8  

Following Taylor’s work, Eric Fromm argues that the world today is void of community 

and forced to manufacture meaning through material means. As such, youth and our culture have 

turned to capitalism instead of Christ for fulfillment. Fromm refers to this as the “have” 

mindset.9 The “have” mindset is based on the idea that success is measured by the accumulation 

of resources and making them available, accessible, and attainable.10 In his book Faith 

Formation in a Secular Age: Responding to the Church’s Obsession with Youthfulness, Andrew 

Root argues that churches stuck in the “have” mindset measure faith through institutional 

participation. He explains, “The Youth with faith are those conforming to the Youth group 

through affiliation. If a young person chooses church Youth group over other activities, we hold 

this as a sign of vital or robust faith.”11The “have” mindset as a ministry model focuses on 

numbers and influence; it operates not for the sake of the person but for the benefit of the 

institution.12 The tension of presenting faith simply as affiliation, assimilation, and affirmation to 

	
8 Taylor, Ethics of Authenticity, 2. 
 
9 Erich Fromm, To Have or To Be? (New York: Bloomsbury, 1976), 109. 
 
10 Hartmut Rosa, “The Mindset of Growth and the Resonance Conception of the Good Life,” 

in The Good Life Beyond Growth, ed. Hartmut Rosa and Christoph Henning (London: 
Routledge, 2019), 42. 

 
11 Andrew Root, Faith Formation in a Secular Age: Responding to the Church’s Obsession 

with Youthfulness (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 31. 
 
12 Andrew Root, The Relational Pastor: Sharing in Christ by Sharing Ourselves (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2013), 41. 
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benefit the institution and not the individual does not provide a space for students to feel 

accepted within the congregation or the Church. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the lack of 

connection and community in Youth Ministry, leaving students isolated and disconnected from 

their congregations. In a season of digital Sunday school, mask mandates, and social distancing, 

it was impossible to host ministry under the “have” mindset. In his work, Fromm offers an 

alternative to the “have” mindset, arguing that it ignores our human desire to experience union 

with others; that “in order to not feel utterly isolated—which would, in fact, condemn us to 

insanity—we need to find a new unity: with our fellow beings and with nature.”13 

Instead of institutionally focusing on what we “have,” Fromm proposes that the Church 

focus on what we can “be.” The “be” mindset focuses on our need to share, to give, to sacrifice, 

and to overcome isolation through community.14 After a season that did not provide venues for 

students to construct their own narratives, Youth Ministry needs to adapt and become a place that 

allows students to connect with a community of love, mercy, and compassion.15   

Theological Reflection 

Many scholars and theologians in recent years built upon the work of John Wimber and 

Paul Hierbert, by elaborating on the concept of a Centered Set ministry model through the 

Belong-Become-Believe template for individuals to enter the Christian faith.16 This template 

	
13 Fromm, To Have or To Be? 90. 
 
14 Ibid., 91. 
 
15 Ibid., 125. 
 
16 Center Set is concept in mathematics that categorizes numbers by their unified movement 

in a similar direction or toward a single target, as opposed to a Bounded Set that categorizes 
numbers by set limits identified by a number’s proximity to a set metric. <AU: You should add 
the source(s) information for Wimber’s and Hierbert’s work here and in the bib.> 
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refers to the “reversal” that has occurred in light of the Great Emergence for individuals to 

become members of a congregation or family of faith. Since the Reformation, and specifically 

the second half of the twentieth century, the entrance into the Christian tradition and church 

congregations followed the Believe-Behave-Belong model. 

As the Church and the world crest the horizon from late modernity into postmodernity, 

the ministry model that formed the Church during the past five hundred years has begun to fail. 

The tension between the Believe-Behave-Belong model and modern society has become 

amplified through the COVID-19 pandemic. Alan J. Roxburgh points out that the sixteenth-

century mindset that consumed the vision set forth by the Reformers has remained unchanged as 

the foundational vision for the Church. This understanding of society and culture placed church 

at its center, making Christian teaching, liturgy, and ordering of ministry of primary 

importance.17 Through this lens, the mission of congregations focused on producing the right 

form of church, with the correct clergy and the right understating of the gospel.18 With the 

church positioned as the center of society, all an individual needed to do was Believe the right 

version of the gospel, Behave in the correct ways, and they would Belong to which ever 

denomination they had assimilated to. Roxburgh argues that this ministry model and mindset has 

left the churches of North America unprepared to reach individuals in our culture and the next 

generation. 

 

	
17 Alan J. Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in The Neighborhood (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 2011), 27. 
 
18 Ibid. 
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Like Roxburgh and many other authors, theologians, and pastors, Mark Tidsworth 

recognized this same failure, arguing that the foundational congregational composition of the 

sixteenth century no longer fits within our society and culture. Tidsworth suggests that the 

church has left its central place in society, and it must welcome outsiders in before they will join 

its congregations. Having named the necessity to welcome others into the community as the 

primary obligation of the church, Tidsworth proposes the ministry model for the twenty-first 

century will be Experience-Belong-Become-Believe.19 This four-step process begins with the 

assumption that individuals feel disconnected and isolated from congregations and church 

communities. In his book Shift: Three Big Moves for the 21st Century Church, Tidsworth argues 

that because the cultural norms of the twentieth century that supported theology and doctrine are 

no longer present, individuals must experience genuine moments of community before they are 

willing to identify with a group (congregation).20 This experience allows people to feel 

welcomed and engaged in the community. As they continue to connect with others in the 

community, they slowly assimilate toward group norms and behaviors, creating the space for 

them to trust the opinions and beliefs of the group. Through this framework, Tidsworth maintains 

that individuals who are disconnected and isolated must first experience shared moments of 

transformation within a community before they are willing to enter a mutual relationship of 

vulnerability. 

 

 

	
19 Mark Tidsworth, Shift: Three Big Moves for the 21st Century Church (Chapin, SC: 

Pinnacle Leadership Press, 2015), 57.  
 
20 Ibid. 
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What is at Stake? 

The COVID-19 pandemic isolated the students at FHBC and left them feeling alone and 

alienated from the congregation at-large. The inability to connect with their peers and the wider 

church community created a setting where the students did not feel as if they belonged. Without 

a new way forward, students and other individuals who participate and interact with the FHBC 

Youth Group will continue to feel as if they do not belong at Youth Ministry events, as part of 

the Youth Group, and within the congregation at-large. If specific practices are not put in place 

to make students feel like they belong, young people will continue to battle a sense of isolation 

and alienation long after the pandemic ends.  

Significance 

The project produced moments of connection that allowed students to be seen, heard, and 

affirmed at Forest Hills. They were able to identify the Youth Ministry at FHBC and the 

congregation at-large as places where they are welcome and can experience a sense of belonging. 

Connection and community replaced the students’ feelings of isolation and disconnection as the 

church returned to in-person programming. This provides the structure for a new Youth Ministry 

model for FHBC to minister to students who feel isolated and alienated after the pandemic and 

will work into the future to help them feel that they belong. 

Description of Project 

Over the course of the fall semester of 2021, I recruited a group of five students to 

participate in this research project and share their stories as an act of worship with the 

congregation at FHBC. At the beginning of the semester, during our routine ministry 

programming, I gave a brief description of the project to the entire Youth Group and asked for 

volunteers. The description listed all the delimitations of the project, including the age 
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requirement of students between fourteen and eighteen years old, and communicated the time 

commitment and requirements involved in the project. Students were given a week to ask 

questions and to decide if they were willing to volunteer for the project. After introducing the 

project to the Youth Group, an email was sent to all the students and their parents within our 

ministry. The email included the project description, a request for volunteers, and a reminder of 

the deadline to volunteer.  

Once the group of five students was assembled, I scheduled a time to meet with all the 

students outside of our regular ministry programming. During our first meeting, I described the 

project in more detail and the process we would undertake to share our stories about our 

experiences with the COVID-19 pandemic through pieces of visual artwork as an act of worship. 

After the project was described in more detail and the volunteers had a better understanding of 

the process, I confirmed that all students were still willing, interested, and able to fulfill the time 

commitments required by the project. All students who attended the initial meeting were given 

the opportunity to drop out with no penalty.  

Originally, the student volunteers and I planned to meet weekly over the course of the 

semester to accomplish the task of the project. However, the rise of the COVID-19 Delta variant 

and increased case numbers throughout the fall of 2021 led the church to cancel all Wednesday 

night programming. In response to the shift in church-wide programming, the students and I met 

only six times over the course of the semester. Each meeting lasted between one and two hours 

and was conducted on Sunday afternoons directly after church. During the first two meetings, the 

group took time to reflect and unpack the past eighteen months spent during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Most of this time was focused on the season of the pandemic when the city of Raleigh 

was in quarantine and the students experienced their first wave of major cancellations. During 
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the third and fourth meetings, the group spent time crafting and understanding their own stories 

and experiences from the pandemic. The final two meetings were dedicated time slots that 

allowed the students to create personal pieces of visual art representing their experience 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. After the artwork was completed, the students shared their 

project and the story of the artwork as an element of worship with the congregation on a Sunday 

morning. After worship, the entire congregation was invited to an exhibition to view the artwork 

and hear the stories from the students in more detail. Once the project was completed and the 

church celebrated the work of the students, I began the interview process with the students.  

Measurement 

I used a qualitative methods approach to measure the impact of this project. My 

qualitative research design focused on two points of data collection methods: individual surveys 

(Appendix E) and a group interview (Appendix F) with all the students after the completion of 

the project. The survey and group interview sought to identify the students’ perceived sense of 

belonging, community, and connection with the group and the FHBC congregation. Before either 

the surveys or interviews were completed, students signed an informed consent confidentiality 

form. After the final celebration, students were handed a copy of the individual survey and asked 

to complete it within three days. Once all the surveys were completed, the group met for a final 

interview. The meeting took place within two weeks of the final celebration to accommodate 

scheduling conflicts brought on by the Thanksgiving holiday.  

The group interview was conducted in the “Attic,” which is the youth room at FHBC. As 

each student shared, I encouraged the other students to engage in conversation and dialogue with 

everyone about their answers.  
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The group interview was recorded, transcribed, coded, and interpreted. The interview recording, 

transcripts, completed surveys, and field notes from the interview were stored in PCI compliant 

methods throughout the duration of the project and after its completion.  

As the data were coded, I began looking for trends or themes around the topics of the 

students’ perceived sense of affirmation, recognition, community, connection, and belonging. 

The primary sources I referenced in creating the individual surveys and interviews, as well as 

coding the data, were Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of 

Ministry Theses21 by Tim Sensing; The Ethnographic Interview22 by James P. Spradley; and The 

Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers23 by Johnny Saldana. To code the data, coding 

tables were created in Microsoft Word documents and included all items identified from the 

survey responses and group interview. As I reviewed the data, I examined it through the lens of 

the goals of this project and developed a series of codes. I also looked for codes that did not 

apply to the goals of the project, to determine if the process produced unexpected or unintended 

emotions or experiences for the students.  

Participants and Resources 

 All participants were students between the ages of fourteen to eighteen years old and who 

are considered active members of the Youth Ministry at Forest Hills Baptist Church. For this 

project, an “active member” within the FHBC Youth Ministry was defined as one who 

participated in a minimum average Sunday school attendance of once a month, engaged in 

	
21 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of 

Ministry Theses (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2011).  
 
22 James P. Spradley, The Ethnographic Interview (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2016).  
 
23 Johnny Saldana, The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers, 3rd ed. (Los Angeles: 

Sage, 2016).  
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weekly programming outside of Sunday morning once a month or more, and participated in a 

minimum of two Youth Ministry events or retreats a year prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Student participation in this study was voluntary, and individuals could drop out at any time 

without penalty. All participants were expected to comply throughout the course of the project 

with Centers for Disease Control and local government guidelines relating to COVID-19. This 

included but was not limited to wearing a mask and maintaining appropriate social distancing 

while indoors and at the church. 

The necessary resources for this project included a safe and available meeting place for 

the group. Art supplies and other basic building materials were required to create the works of 

art. All raw materials such as paint, paper, canvas, and other supplies were purchased using the 

Youth Ministry budget. The church at-large provided masks, hand sanitizer, and writing utensils 

for the students. I used a journal for field notes during the interviews with the students, a voice 

recorder to record the interviews, and a computer to transcribe the audio recordings. The Youth 

Ministry room, referred to as the “Attic” at Forest Hills Baptist Church, was used for all large 

group meetings. Finally, a locking filing cabinet in my personal office at FHBC was used to store 

the gathered data from the participants.  

Rationale 

The purpose of this study was to determine if ministry practices could create a structured 

experience that connects students to a congregation by providing venues to affirm their identity 

and place within a community. By proving that Youth Ministry could produce a structured 

experience to connect individuals on an intimate and personal level with a larger group, it could 

be assumed that Youth Ministry could create a sense of belonging within a congregation among 

its students. As the Church continues to shift toward a new life in the wake of the COVID-19 
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pandemic, Youth Ministry must take on new forms and structures that resonate with teenagers. 

Isolated by the COVID-19 pandemic, teenagers are longing for connection beyond the digital 

realm to provide a community of belonging. This project provided the framework for FHBC to 

minister to students who were isolated and felt alienated throughout a season of digital ministry 

and to establish a sense of belonging among its young people.  

Evaluation 

I used a qualitative methods approach to code the data and information collected from the 

group interview and individual surveys. I analyzed the data from the individual surveys and 

group interview to determine if the participants felt like they belonged to the congregation. After 

analyzing the data, I was able to determine that allowing students to share their experience 

through visual artwork as an act of worship helped them identify our congregation as a place 

where they belong. 

Assessment 

The results of this study were reported to the pastoral leadership at FHBC and the Youth 

Ministry team at FHBC. This research has equipped me to better minister to other students at 

Forest Hills Baptist Church as we continue to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. 

Finally, this project allows me to better structure weekly rhythms and ministry practices that 

engage students within the church at-large now that the congregation has returned to in-building 

ministry.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theological, Biblical, and Historical Foundations 

In order to understand how the church must minister to students in the wake of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to understand the context in which COVID-19 occurred and 

the cultural foundations it unhinged. In this chapter, I will pull from the work of many thinkers, 

theologians, philosophers, and authors to examine the shifting cultural landscapes of the twenty-

first century. As the world around us adjusts to the cultural context of the twenty-first century, 

the ministry model that formed the Church for the past five hundred years has begun to fail. The 

tension between a church focused on institutional growth and the culture of modern society has 

become amplified through the COVID-19 pandemic. Alan J. Roxburgh points out that the 

sixteenth-century mindset that consumed the vision set forth by the Reformers has remained 

unchanged as the foundational vision for the Church for many generations. Mark Tidsworth 

recognized this same failure, arguing that the foundational congregational composition of the 

Reformation no longer fits within our society and culture. Tidsworth proposes the ministry 

model for the twenty-first century will be Experience-Belong-Become-Believe.24 Believing that 

Tidsworth’s model holds the keys to the future, I will seek to answer this question in the pages 

that follow: What kind of experience is needed in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic to 

increase students’ perceived sense of belonging within the church? 

 

 

 

	
24 Tidsworth, Shift, 57. 
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Charles Taylor: A Secular Age 

In his book, A Secular Age, Charles Taylor uses nine hundred pages to answer one 

question that every church is asking: Why is it harder in Western culture to believe in God today 

when it was nearly impossible to not believe in God five hundred years ago? This question has 

plagued the Church for decades. On any given Sunday, as deacons and pastors meet early to 

prepare for church, the pews and parking lot appear slightly emptier than the week before. 

Conversations begin to percolate over poured coffee. Pastors and parishioners alike are puzzled 

about why people just do not come to church like they used to. Stories are told of the “good ole 

days,” when Sunday was for church and everyone showed up, because that’s just the way things 

were. Questions are asked about what happened, how we can change, or why we cannot just go 

back to a time when people consistently came to church. Blame will be cast, pointing out rap 

music, violent video games, or those dang baseball leagues that play games on Sunday. 

Regardless of the culprit, the common conviction is that the “secular” is taking over the once 

holy ground that belonged to the Church.  

Charles Taylor’s exploration of our modern age proposes three understandings of the 

secular that relate to cultural understandings of the divine throughout history. The first 

understanding of secularity, or “Secular 1,” refers to the understating of “sacred” spaces existing 

beyond the secular as realms where the divine can be encountered.25 Secular 2 evolved as the 

world experienced Christendom and refers to the secular as the “other” outside of Church and 

religion.26 This understating of secular served as the foundation of secularization theory. Finally, 

	
25 Taylor, Secular Age, 4. 
 
26 Ibid. 
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Secular 3 has emerged as a product of exclusive humanism and globalization. As the twentieth 

century drew to a close and the transition of God, moral values, ethics, and spirituality changed 

to be viewed as a personal private decision,27 belief in God was no longer a forgone conclusion 

but a contested belief.28 This transition towards a social imaginary where belief in God, the 

supernatural, or transcendence is incomprehensible is fundamental in understanding how young 

people view the world today. 

Taylor claims this shift has nothing to do with the rise of sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll; 

rather, the reality is that the cultural foundation surrounding the Church has eroded away.29 

Centuries ago, when Martin Luther and the Ninety-five Theses were the center of social and 

political discourse, the Church was firmly planted on three pillars. First, individuals lived in a 

natural world centered within a cosmos that allowed for divine purpose and action within the 

world. This meant that the events and mysteries of nature were results of supernatural forces that 

determined the trajectory of life and the world.30 Second, the world itself was understood as 

something grounded in a higher reality—God was implicated in the very existence of society.31 

Each person belonged to a shared higher purpose that was bigger than themselves. Finally, 

people used to live in an enchanted world, a world that was “charged” with the supernatural.  

	
27 Bryant L. Myers, Engaging Globalization: The Poor, Christian Mission, and our 

Hyperconnected World (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 214.  
 
28 Taylor, Secular Age, 4. 
 
29 Smith, How (Not) to be Secular, 12. 
 
30 Taylor, Secular Age, 25. 
 
31 Ibid. 
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Everything and everyone were open and vulnerable to the forces and powers of demons that 

resided in the cosmos of the world.32 These “truths” that no longer exist in our modern society 

not only made belief in God plausible but God’s existence almost undeniable. 

Peter Berger: Rumor of Angels 

Peter Berger’s Rumors of Angels: Modern Society and the Rediscovery of the 

Supernatural describes the shift modern-day culture is experiencing and how it impacts our 

understandings of God, faith, and the undeniable decline of organized religion in Western 

culture. Under this lens he offers a description of our current condition while leaving behind a 

trail of breadcrumbs for us to follow. Berger does not praise or condemn our current context but 

instead provides a landscape for us to navigate. At the core of this landscape is the rise of 

individualism and the baggage it brings with it. The most striking side effect Berger describes is 

the erosion of the “plausibility structures” that once served as the foundation of our lives. 

Community systems became more and more fragmented with the increasing plurality of the 

world, and Berger points out how these systems held up our belief in God and transcendence. 

Previously, society functioned in closed groups that formed, affirmed, and constructed our 

“faith.” These closed groups formed plausibility structures that created an assumed theology, 

context, and general understating of a community. As an individual in the community that 

assumes the same pretenses, your beliefs were taken for granted—they were not opinions to be 

defended. These plausibility structures functioned in the “background” of our lives as unchosen 

mechanisms and beliefs.  

	
32 Smith, How (Not) to be Secular, 27. 
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Berger points out that because these existed as unnoticed “forces,” we were unaware when they 

began to fade out of our individual lives. Once these plausibility structures became less 

influential in our ethos, the only shift we recognized was in our own belief/unbelief.  

Berger lays out three basic ingredients that make up an individual’s plausibility structure, 

and he helps the reader understand how they so easily faded out of influence. These three 

ingredients are a shared set of rituals/rhythms, designated leaders/authority figures, and a 

common set of beliefs. As the centrality of these plausibility structures fades to the fringes of an 

individual’s life, the rituals/rhythms lose their transcendence, the leaders’ authority seems less 

absolute, and the assumed/shared beliefs become less plausible. This process does not happen as 

a conscious choice by the individual but as a “slow fade” from the previous norm. This transition 

changes how individuals view themselves and the communities around them. Previously, 

individuals were members of congruent communities that served as their single plausibility 

structure. Living and working under a single umbrella of beliefs and social assumptions allowed 

members to assume a type of tribal mentality. However, in our current society individuals 

operate in a plurality of communities constructed around separate plausibility structures specific 

to that group. Instead of a congregation serving as the community for the individual, church is 

one of many groups with which an individual interacts. This creates a twofold problem for the 

individual and their assumed beliefs. First, there is the problem of the effects of disengaging 

from a community through lack of attendance or association. Second, the addition of multiple 

plausibility structures from individuals engaging in multiple communities creates a conflicting 

narrative for each person to navigate. Each community has their own shared beliefs, rituals, and 

leaders that conflict with or counter the structure of other communities.  
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As a youth pastor, I find that the second shift in how individuals engage in the 

community presents the larger problem for ministry. If the shift of modernity is simply a lack of 

attendance and association, the obvious solution would be to rebrand, rebuild, and reload better 

programming that attracts individuals back into our community. Berger points out that this is not 

the solution. Better music or a basketball program does nothing to leverage the beliefs of one 

community over the beliefs of another. Instead, individuals navigate and operate under the 

influence of multiple plausibility structures. The difficulty this presents the individual is like 

taking puzzle pieces from separate boxes and assuming that they would all fit together and create 

one unified picture. Not only are individuals pulling separate puzzle pieces from different boxes, 

no two individuals have the same set of pieces, making it impossible to discern what the “big 

picture” really is. This tension doesn’t simply make it difficult to discern what to believe, it also 

creates boundaries on belief itself. Individuals have the freedom to choose but are not forced to 

choose between different beliefs, making the understanding of personal identity almost 

impossible. The struggle comes when each belief is condemned by the plausibility structure of 

another.  

This tension is what the church will have to address in the wake of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Instead of attempting to make the community more inviting, appealing, or plausible 

than another, we must figure out ways for our rituals, beliefs, and leaders to function in 

conjunction with the separate plausibility structures that surround our congregations. Attempting 

to be the best show in town does not remove the burden of “choice” from the individual, and 

providing leaders, rituals, and a common set of beliefs that help people navigate the new waters 

of modernity must be the new mission of the Church.  
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Michel Maffesoli: The Time of the Tribes 

Unlike previous generations, today’s youth do not have a cultural framework that 

provides a congruent communal experience or a shared narrative. Contrary to previous eras, our 

contemporary social life is marked by membership in a multiplicity of overlapping groups, 

forming an ambiguous definition of community, that provide temporary “identifications” like a 

mask.33 Instead of participating in multiple activities or organizations within a single community, 

teenagers participate in several isolated social groups that provide only temporary communities. 

As a result, activities such as sports and extracurricular activities no longer serve as a shared 

communal experience but act as individual ceramic squares that compose the mosaic of 

individual experience. Today, teenagers and students spend their time dashing between the 

multiple mosaic tiles that compose their own lives, absent community or grout to hold the pieces 

together.  

As the influence of exclusive humanism has placed the pursuit of meaning on everyone, 

autonomy has replaced the community. Breaking free from the mold to allow individuals their 

own expression and experience not only produced autonomy but also isolation. This shift has 

moved society from a whole out of Gemeinschaft34 and into a worldview of Gesellschaft.35  

	
33 Michel Maffesoli The Time of the Tribes: The Decline of Individualism in Mass Society 

(London: Sage, 1996), xii. 
 
34 Gemeinschaft: Community, comprised of personal and social ties and in-person 

interactions that are defined by traditional social rules and result in an overall cooperative 
organization. 

 
35 Gesellschaft: Society comprised of impersonal and indirect social ties and interaction that 

do not occur on a face-to-face basis. These social ties and interactions are guided by rationality 
and efficiency as they relation to economic, political, and personal interest. 
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This shift in how we understand ourselves and how we fit into the order of society, along with 

the quest for individual expression, has led to the collapse of plausibility structures and the rise 

of what Michel Maffesoli calls “Neo Tribes.” He posits: 

Small groups and of temporary groupings which we are members of at different times 
during our day. Between the time one might leave one’s family or intimates in the 
morning and the time when one returns, each person enters into a series of group 
situations, each of which has some degree of self-consciousness and stability.36  
 
Maffesoli argues that our identity is defined by our membership in a multiplicity of these 

separate social groups, such as a sports team or a country club, creating multiple masks of 

temporary identification for individuals to wear in each group. This isolates individuals from 

those not associated within their chosen social groupings, rendering them unable to engage with 

others unless they are united by a common mask/identity. This flexibility of identity further 

isolates individuals from common narratives or stories and pushes people deeper into a social 

imaginary of Gesellschaft.  

Peter Berger: The Many Altars of Modernity 

Berger describes the shift that modernity and pluralism have brought upon the world and 

“religion” because they deny that spiritualty in the world is shrinking. This concept as outlined 

by Berger addressed the same question as Taylor, but Berger’s answer redirects our focus from 

“what” to “how,” arguing that faith itself has not declined but that the modes in which we engage 

with it have shifted.37 Berger describes the concept of religion in past eras as something taken for 

	
36 Maffesoli, Time of the Tribes, ix. 
 
37 Peter L. Berger, The Many Altars of Modernity: Toward a Paradigm for Religion in a 

Pluralist Age (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2014), 32.  
 



	
	

 26 

granted and that is now perceived as a choice in today’s modernity.38 At first glance, it is easy to 

assume church attendance has dried up because young people and so many other people in this 

world have simply become less religious. However, Berger points out that instead of people 

becoming less religious, modernity has ushered in a change in how people express their faith. 

The desire for God has not diminished—it simply does not sit alone on the pedestal anymore.  

This alternative approach to the secularization theory, “the idea that modernity 

necessarily brings about a decline of religion,” is an important pivot if we are to follow Berger’s 

bread crumbs from “what” to “how.”39  Instead, modernity is the new age of faith under 

pluralism: “the co-existence of different worldviews and value systems in the same society” for 

both the individual and the institution.40 This means that faith for the individual must now endure  

constant relativization—“the insight that reality can be perceived and lived differently from what 

one had originally thought of as the only way”41 and that the institution must endure 

differentiation and release previously held rituals into the secular sphere.42 While Berger drafts a 

timeline with relative landmarks describing how we arrived at this intersection, the important 

conclusion is that we have most certainly arrived at the “area of almost endless choices,”43 where 

“one cannot be certain about anything because there is no absolute cognitive or normative 

	
38 Ibid., 10. 
 
39 Ibid., ix. 
 
40 Ibid. 
 
41 Ibid., 3. 
 
42 Ibid., x. 
 
43 Ibid., 6. 
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truth.”44 Modernity has changed how individuals approach faith, not stripped them of it.45 The 

burden of each individual having to define how they will engage in faith forces them “to 

undertake the difficult and anxiety provoking task of building their own little world.”46 Once this 

reality is understood, the idea of any individual constructing a faith structure that combines 

Nirvana, Valhalla, and reincarnation does not seem like gibberish but a smooth blend of an 

individual becoming their authentic self. Modernity has stripped the instruction manual out of 

world religions and spiritual views, allowing one to construct their own faith in an à la carte style 

of spiritualty.  

Berger illustrates this point while describing his trip to a Buddhist temple in Hong Kong. 

A sacred and holy space once closed to the influence, distractions, and cobwebs of the outside 

world was reduced to one more task to accomplish during the day.  

In front of a large statue of the Buddha stood a middle-aged Chinese man in a business 
suit, bowed in a posture of devotion. In one hand he held an incense stick, in the other 
hand a cell phone in which he was speaking. . . . Nevertheless, at this moment the man 
was simultaneously performing an act of worship (bowing with an incense stick in hand) 
and engaging in a mundane conversation. . . . While physically engaged in an act of 
Buddhist worship, he was also simultaneously engaged in what is usually a secular form 
of communication.47 

 
This act of worship, while remaining fully engaged with the outside world, resonates deeply with 

my experience as a youth minister. The man who entered the temple came to enter the presence 

of the divine while also conducting business on his cell phone. This is all too real for any human 

who has ever sat within one hundred yards of a teenager during a worship service. In today’s 

	
44 Ibid., 11. 
 
45 Ibid., 32. 
 
46 Ibid., 14. 
 
47 Berger, 69.  
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hodgepodge pit of pluralism, it is not out-of-bounds to bring the secular with you into the divine. 

Berger’s perspective of pluralism offers a unique lens that allows the Church to look forward 

toward this new horizon of modernity.  

In past eras in Western culture, there was a time and place reserved for church and then 

there was time for life in the rest of the world. Sunday was “the Lord’s Day,” with community 

life and rhythms revolving around the church calendar. Sports teams didn’t practice on 

Wednesdays to make room for bible study, and the thought of hosting a baseball tournament on a 

Sunday was more outrageous than communism itself. Everyone came to church, and the 

government had yet to “take God out of the schools.” This photoshopped canvas of Mayberry 

makes it easy to believe that if we could just remove one or two ingredients of pluralism, we 

could go back to the way it was. Knowing it is impossible to put the genie back in the bottle and 

that modernity is here to stay, where do we go from here?  

Instead of trying to take the secular out of the Church so that faith can return to the 

golden hour of yesteryear, I believe Berger’s work shows us a way forward, not backward. While 

the secular has indeed found its way into the space once solely reserved for church, the open 

door has also allowed for church to leak out into the world. In her response to Berger’s theory, 

Nancy T. Ammerman describes this blurring of the lines between the secular and the divine as 

akin to Spanglish (in lieu of being bilingual).48 This style of ministry echoes the call to go and be 

Christ’s hands and feet much more than being Christ’s filter. It is not the job of the church in 

modernity to protect the sacred shrinking ground; instead, we must plunge our boots deep into 

the mud of pluralism and scatter ourselves out into the world.  

 

	
48 Ibid., 103.  
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Charles Taylor: Age of Authenticity 

The shifts that Taylor and Berger note are not the logical calculations of society that have 

accumulated as a result of majority opinion but are assumed realities that shape our 

understanding and how we think. It is this construction of “imaginary” that Taylor argues has 

landed us in the age of authenticity. In this new age of shifts, Taylor writes, “each one of us has 

his/her own way of realizing our humanity”49 that can only be achieved with an authentic 

expression of personal individuality.50 This expression serves as the display of each individual’s 

choice about what is valuable, providing a medium to establish collective identities and a sense 

of self.51 This new moral ethic is guided only by the virtue of tolerance, leaving no boundaries on 

the limits of individual fulfillment.52 If every human being has a right to define for themselves 

what it means to be human, the burden of coming to know the truth and living in the truth lands 

on the shoulders of each individual. Under the “immanent frame,” we are forced to find our own 

meaning in a culture that denies transcendence or higher meaning. This can leave us with anxiety 

or a dull feeling of malaise that our relationships do not matter, our rituals have no importance, 

and the passages in our lives do not mean anything.  

 

 

 

	
49 Taylor, Secular Age, 85.  
 
50 Ibid., 86. 
 
51 Ibid.  
 
52 Ibid. 
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Charles Taylor: Three Malaises of Modernity 

The liberating freedom of the age of authenticity brings with it a haunting sense of 

melancholy that lurks in the shadows of our lives. This feeling of despair is a byproduct of the 

features of our contemporary culture that people experience as loss or decline, even though we 

are developing or growing as a civilization.53 In his book The Ethics of Authenticity, Taylor 

presents three central themes of this growing anxiety about the modern world: (1) the fragility of 

meaning and the search for an overarching significance in the world, (2) a felt flatness of our 

attempts to ritualize the important moments of passage and meaning in the world, and (3) the 

utter emptiness of the ordinary that surrounds our everyday life.54  

Today, people have a right to choose their own patterns of life, to decide in conscience 

what convictions to espouse, and to determine the shape of their lives in a whole host of ways 

that previous generations could not. In contrast to earlier times, this freedom comes with the 

weight and worry of individualism. People are no longer secured by a sacred order that 

transcends them nor do they have a greater purpose with which to define their lives. The divine 

nature of the world no longer connects the individual to a greater power or deity.  “Freedom of 

choice” was won by breaking loose from older moral horizons that once defined the lives of 

society and individuals. Now there is no purpose to our work, only capital. There is no value or 

honor in being a baker, mechanic, or any other profession, so it must either bring you joy or 

capital to justify its worth.  

 

	
53 Taylor, Ethics of Authenticity, 2. 
 
54 Ibid., 309. 
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Taylor defines the breaking of our rituals and norms of society that provided significance, 

meaning, and purpose as “disenchantment.” This has created a loss in the heroic dimension of 

life. Fewer than one hundred years ago, the moral conviction in the higher calling for freedom 

led an entire generation of young men to willingly participate in the Second World War. Today 

there is little conviction that compels us as a society toward any common goal. With no defined 

sense of higher calling or purpose left in the world, humankind is left with no aspiration in life 

but comfort. The loss of meaning in our world created a loss of vision for ourselves. We no 

longer see ourselves as part of some higher purpose but are confined by the narrow lens of 

individualism. Taylor states, “The dark side of individualism is a centering on the self which 

both flattens and narrows our lives, makes them poorer in meaning, and less concerned with 

others or society.”55 

The second malaise of modernity is that disenchantment can create an empty feeling of 

despair within the individual. Disenchantment has led to the world around us being reduced to 

“raw materials” or instruments and resources for our own personal projects. This limits our view 

of the world to a lens of personal calculation and the most economical application of means to a 

given end. Maximum efficiency, the best cost-to-output ratio, has now become the individual’s 

measure for success. As such, the world has become a stockpile of replaceable and disposable 

commodities that have no individual purpose or permanence. The modern world has identified 

efficiency as the only measuring stick to determine worth, thus robbing the world of any real 

value because value is only determined by output. Worth is no longer found in the item or the 

individual. As a society we can most easily see this in our work force. New hires constantly 

replace tenured employees despite the long-term value of their relationships, experience, and 
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institutional knowledge. Capitalism has deemed that the only value individuals have within the 

system is their contribution toward the bottom line. This is even more pronounced in the lives of 

young people in our current school system. The perception that colleges and universities value 

well-rounded students has disappeared as the academic arms race has elevated GPA, class rank, 

and test scores in the application process. This silently communicates to the youth in our culture 

that their only value in society is measured through the bullet points on their resume. This reality 

incites a fear in many that we will be deemed useless or irrelevant by the world if we do not 

“produce.” 

The rise of individualism and disenchantment in the modern world has brought about a 

loss of freedom due to a lack of control of the trajectory of our lives and the world. Though we 

are the authors of our own domain, freedom from the final trajectory of society is unobtainable. 

This brings upon the individual a haunting feeling that momentum toward unknown and 

undetermined horizons is unstoppable and uncontrollable. Unable to influence the cultural 

current around them, individuals begin to feel a loss of control over their own life and the world 

and, in return, begin to lose a sense of contact with it.56 

Erich Fromm: To Have or To Be? 

Corroborating Taylor’s work, Erich Fromm argues that the world today is void of 

community and consumed by capitalism and that today’s individuals are forced to find meaning 

through material means. Fromm refers to this as the “have” mindset,57 or the idea that success is 

measured by the accumulation of resources and making them available, accessible, and 
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attainable.58 Theologian Andrew Root argues that the church of the twentieth century became 

stuck in the “have” mindset, measuring faith through institutional participation. He explains, 

“The youth with faith are those conforming to the Youth Group through affiliation. If a young 

person chooses church Youth Group over other activities, we hold this as a sign of vital or robust 

faith.”59 

The “have” mindset as a ministry model focuses on numbers and influence; it operates 

not for the sake of the person but for the benefit of the institution.60 The tension of presenting 

faith simply as affiliation, assimilation, and affirmation to benefit the institution and not the 

individual has made it impossible for individuals who are searching for meaning in their lives to 

feel accepted within the congregation or the Church. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the lack 

of connection and community in the Church, specifically Youth Ministry, leaving students 

isolated and disconnected from their congregations. In a season of digital Sunday school, mask 

mandates, and social distancing, it was impossible to host ministry under the “have” mindset. In 

his work, Fromm offers an alternative to the “have” mindset because it ignores our human desire 

to experience union with others: “In order to not feel utterly isolated—which would, in fact, 

condemn us to insanity—we need to find a new unity: with our fellow beings and with nature.”61  
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Instead of institutionally focusing on what we “have,” Fromm proposes that the Church should 

focus on what we can “be.” The “be” mindset focuses on our need to share, to give, to sacrifice, 

and to overcome isolation through community.62  

Mark Tidsworth: Shift 

Mark Tidsworth recognizes this same failure, arguing that the foundational 

congregational composition of the last century no longer addresses how individuals view 

themselves or the world around them. Tidsworth proposes the ministry model for the twenty-first 

century will be Experience-Belong-Become-Believe. This four-step process begins with the 

assumption that individuals feel disconnected and isolated from congregations and church 

communities. In his book Shift: Three Big Moves for the 21st Century Church, Tidsworth argues 

that because the cultural norms of the twentieth century that supported theology and doctrine are 

no longer present, individuals must experience genuine moments of community before they are 

willing to identify with the group (congregation). This experience allows people to feel 

welcomed and engaged in the community. As they continue to connect with others in the 

community, they slowly assimilate towards group norms and behaviors, creating the space for 

them to trust the opinions and beliefs of the group. Through this framework, Tidsworth argues 

that individuals who are disconnected and isolated must first experience shared moments of 

transformation within a community before they are willing to enter a mutual relationship of 

vulnerability.  

 

	
62 Ibid., 91. 
 



	
	

 35 

Tidsworth’s model equips the church to minister to individuals in a world where any belief of the 

supernatural, divine, or transcendent (God) is not only contestable but unimaginable. This 

concept of God or belief being not only optional but contestable has created a culture that forces 

the individual to manufacture their own self-worth. 

The Stage Has Been Set 

As previously outlined in this chapter, the exodus of members and individuals from 

congregations has stemmed from the dawn of what Taylor calls the “age of authenticity,” or the 

post-World War II era when spirituality was decentralized and defined through individual 

experience or authenticity. As the cultural world of a booming capitalist country drove people 

toward individual lives detached from previous understandings of community and institutions, 

other forms of spirituality began to challenge the Church for position. These new forms of 

spirituality did not oppose religion but became venues that allowed individuals to discover 

themselves and engage in experience. This is most notably identified by the 1969 summer of 

love and the “hippie movement.” As North American society moved toward a culture of 

exclusive humanism, the Church adapted and sought to provide programs and structures that 

catered to the individual’s quest for fulfillment. Eventually, there was a collision between 

churches’ conquest to cater to individuals and the conflicting venues for programs in cities and 

communities, creating a burden of choice for the individual. As more and more options appeared 

on the market for the individual to seek fulfillment and meaning, “third ways” for belief and 

meaning became justified and eventually accepted as “equal” options of spirituality. This took 

decades and generations to manifest as postmodernity came into existence in the twenty-first 

century. Fast-forward to today and it is easy to find the results or consequences of this collision 

in our everyday lives.  
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Spirituality has shifted from belief in a higher power to the quest for meaning in each 

individual’s life. Simply listen to the radio to hear this language of authenticity in phases such as 

“What is real to me” or “What speaks to me” as the moral guidelines for our society.  

In such a landscape, the ministry model of the twentieth century was left to compete with 

society at its own game, with programs and initiatives to find a new path of what it means to be 

the people of God. Correctly recognizing the desperate need for the Church to drop the baggage 

of the late twentieth century and find new ways to participate in what God is doing in the world, 

Alan J. Roxburgh and Bryant L. Myers propose a community and neighborhood engagement 

vision for the Church.  

Bryant L. Myers: Engaging Globalization 

In his book Engaging Globalization: The Poor, Christian Mission, and Our 

Hyperconnected World, Bryant L. Myers provides an in-depth look toward globalization and the 

historical journey that has led toward the “globalism” of modernity and neoliberal capitalism.63 

Embarking on a journey equivalent to that of describing water to fish, Myers attempts to unpack 

the history, context, and forces of globalization through a set of core beliefs, theological 

affirmations, and understanding of God’s position and interaction within complex adaptive social 

systems of history. This position separates Myers from other prominent thinkers and voices 

within the conversation of globalization, modernity, and social acceleration.  

Myers defines globalization by listing the two outcomes/processes of the phenomenon: 

the accelerated distribution, transfer, or exchange of people, images, ideas, news, contagious 
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diseases, crime, pornography, goods, services, and money across the globe;64 and an evolving 

understanding of the world toward a global imagery.65 To elaborate upon these outcomes, Myers 

lists Manfred Steger’s three major processes of globalization: expanding connections across 

traditional boundaries, stretching and expanding our social relations, and the intensifying and 

accelerating of our social relations.66 This definition allows us to explore the dynamics, 

ambiguities, and unresolved concerns of globalization. Most notably, Myers argues and defends 

that globalization is not of top-down direction but the global effects of isolated, untended, and 

unanticipated initiatives and undertakings.67  

The first era of globalization maps out the expanding exploration of imperial conquest 

across the globe throughout history. This era most notably takes place through the age of 

exploration and colonialism. As the conquest of empires collided with the mass expansion of 

material wealth and capital, World War I consumed the globe. For the first time in history, every 

empire in the world was engaged within a common narrative. This turning point in globalization 

laid the foundation for how humanity views itself and the world. With Britain’s discovery that 

wealth could be created though increased production of national goods and services,68 economic 

competition literally and metaphorically became an arms race. In the wake of the global conflict, 

the capitalist system of European imperialism was left in ruins when new forms of capitalism, 
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fascism, and communism competed to serve as the new moral order of the world. The Second 

World War removed fascism from the race of global economies, removing any doubts about 

capitalism brought on by the Great Depression with victory. However, communism still existed 

as a persistent ideology in the new world order. Myers highlights and explores the end of the 

Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union as victories of neoliberal capitalism, the sole 

driving force behind the new globalism. This narrative marks the beginning of the second era of 

globalization in 1989 with the fall of the Berlin Wall. Myers claims that the new phase of 

globalization came about through the adoption of key elements of the neoliberal model of 

capitalism and its spread,69 the digital revolution of technology and its effect, and the 

international economic instructions created in the wake of war.70  

In exploring the Church and globalization, Myers returns to his thesis of what it means to 

be involved in mission in this new world and to answer the questions that globalization cannot: 

Who are we? Why are we here? How should we live? And what is our best human future?71 

Myers focuses on the economic and historical milestones of history and notes the separation of 

the spiritual world from the physical world that shifted the view of values from universal claims 

to personal decisions.72  
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This is a notable and significant shift. Myers argues the perception that belief in God or any 

divinity is still a plausible option within the modern social imaginary but has been clouded by the 

all-consuming call of capitalism in American culture. His argument claims that the world cannot 

provide meaning and is only capable of producing false promises that leave individuals seeking 

answers from the divine.  

Myers notes the effects of globalized institutions, the Cold War, and the collapse of 

communism on globalization and neoliberal capitalism following the end of World War II. This 

led to an increased sense of nationalism and strengthening of institutional merit. Myers analyzes 

the patriotic mission to combat communism by investing within the American economy and 

capitalism in order to defeat the Soviet Union. He concludes that this instilled national pride, a 

sense of American identity that was unified in a common mission, and launched neoliberal 

capitalism to prominence. Now instead of buying war bonds to defeat the Nazis, Americans were 

buying Buicks to support their country and defeat communism. This was the cultural landscape 

that created the modern-day Church throughout the latter half of the twentieth century. 

Without the Cold War as the shared narrative of the country, society became void of any 

common backdrop. Without a unified purpose and direction, the institutional glue of the 

twentieth century began to break. Myers attempts to answer the questions alluded to above: Who 

are we? Why are we here? How shall we act? What is a desirable present and future? In response 

to these questions that globalization has failed to answer, Myers proposes a common moral 

framework to guide the world. Building off the work of Max Stackhouse of a shared spiritual-

ethical architecture in the world’s religions, Myers argues that this framework must gain public 

acceptance while still providing a means of transformation. By providing a common ground for 

multiple religions to stand on, Myers hopes to counter the pluralistic views of modernity. By 
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returning the governing of morals and beliefs to the public sector, Myers attempts to move 

beyond common moral grounds and bend the trajectory of globalization away from capitalism 

and the consumer-driven society. This process does provide a theoretical foundation for a global 

view of what the Church could look like in the twenty-first century. As he states, globalization is 

not happening around us but is happening to us. Globalization has brought on more than just 

information, acceleration, and a pluralistic worldview to the individual; it has also changed the 

conditions of belief and bearers of authority. Myers’s thesis to answer the big questions of 

meaning for the individual challenges the modern social imaginary of globalization and 

modernity. In a world where individuals believe they have a moral right to determine what is true 

to them, a global moral ethic would be archaic, oppressive, and immoral. Instead of providing a 

new moral ethic, the Church can provide the common narrative for individuals to seek justice, 

liberation, and joy in the world. Instead of setting a target of ethics in front of globalization to 

collectively strive toward, the Church is now called to be the vehicle that transports 

individuals— not the destination itself.  

Alan J. Roxburgh: Missional 

Alan J. Roxburgh offers a unique and fresh take on how the church should move forward 

in the era of postmodernity. His work Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood is a 

compelling and realistic look at the future of the church. Unencumbered by the baggage of aging 

buildings and membership, the church in his work focuses on the mission of the gospel and not 

on preserving an institution. Roxburgh defines the current culture consuming the church as an 

unthinkable reality. In this new world, the church is slowly dying as programs and procedures 

that have sustained it for years have become moot. In diagnosing this problem, Roxburgh focuses 

heavily on the work of Lesslie Newbigin, a British missionary and theologian. Newbigin’s life 
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work focused on the culture shifts that ended the twentieth century. Building off this thesis, 

Roxburgh offers a new way forward that removes the “church question” for the Christian 

community. Having taken the focus off of God’s work through the church, the book refocuses 

the reader’s attention on the community and what God is doing now. Through this lens, 

Roxburgh is able to offer several steps that the local church can take to be a member and 

missionary in the community.  

Roxburgh bluntly describes the current condition of the institutional church in the United 

States. Sharing a blend of metaphors, personal experiences, and the stories of several Christians 

that resonate deeply throughout the common church experience, Roxburgh claims that the church 

is slowly dying without an antidote in sight. Highlighting the cultural waters of our time, 

Roxburgh expands upon Lesslie Newbigin’s eye-opening return from the mission field. After 

serving in India as a missionary for forty years, Newbigin returned to the United Kingdom 

during the 1970s just as modernity’s end began to take its toll on the church. Astounded by the 

disappearance of hope and how our civilization lost confidence in its own validity, Newbigin 

wrestled for the remainder of his life with the question “Can the West be converted?”73 In 

response to the cultural shift of his day, Newbigin argued that the gospel would reengage the 

West if the church became “cross cultural missionaries.”74  
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Fifty years later, Roxburgh has rooted his thesis on Newbigin’s argument of missional 

engagement in light of the new culture. Leaning heavily on the Gospel of Luke and the book of 

Acts, he draws multiple parallels between the modern church and the early Gentile Christians 

who believed the promise of Christianity had failed. This comparison is laid out in chapter 7 of 

his book The Context and Crisis: The Shattered Hopes of Luke’s Readers. Following David 

Bosch’s characterization of the crisis that the Gentile Christian community was facing at the end 

of the first century, Roxburgh explores the struggles of being a minority, the shattered hopes, the 

identity crisis, and the hard realities that faced the Church. Roxburgh claims these factors left the 

Christian community asking three important questions: “What has gone wrong? What is God up 

to in the world? What, then, does it mean to be the church in this new space?” He proposes that 

the same questions be asked for the North American church, lost in its own monologue about 

health, effectiveness, style, growth, and the future.75 He makes a compelling argument, 

connecting the dots between the troubled Gentile Christian community at the end of the first 

century and the North American church at the beginning of the twenty-first century.  

With this foundation in place, Roxburgh lays a practical and tangible way forward, 

including nine rules to become a missional church in the twenty-first century. The nine rules are 

designed to help the powerless find resources and imagination to change the future.76 The first 

rule challenges the networked mindset of our culture by emphasizing the idea to “Go local.” This 

encourages churches to focus on the ordinary lives of its people within the congregation and their 

local context/community. Second, the church and its leaders are told, “Leave your baggage at 
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home.” Roxburgh claims this baggage is comprised of the vision statements and programs of the 

past that see people as revenue, thus, creating barriers that prevent the church from entering into 

real relationships within the community. The next rule is “Don’t move from house to house,” and 

it compels the church to stay within its own neighborhood instead of moving toward greener 

pastures. The fourth rule echoes the third: “Eat what is set before you.” Similar to being present 

where your feet are, the church must engage in the fruit that is already around them instead of 

wishing for better options. If rules three and four are followed correctly, churches and their 

congregations will begin to hear, experience, and participate in the stories of their neighbors and 

communities. This is the space where churches must “Become poets of the ordinary.” Roxburgh 

defines the poet as one who hears the stories of others and connects them to a larger narrative, 

suggests and provokes, and is willing to be transformed with the other.77  

Having heard and engaged with the stories around them, the Church must break out of its 

rhythm of predictable static programs and “Move the static into the unpredictable.” These 

rhythms of predictability and programs leave no space for individuals to initiate change or 

progress; for this to be done, the church must “Listen people into speech.” This seventh rule 

gives a space for individuals to voice their problems with and their dreams for the church instead 

of simply critiquing programs. Having moved into the neighborhoods around them and taken the 

time to listen to the stories of their communities and congregational voices, the last two rules for 

the church focus on the concept of experiments. The first experimental rule focuses on the 

“edges.” This focus diverts the churches’ attention from new programs, initiatives, and strategies 

and instead pays attention to giving people the chance to imagine alternatives and to empowering 
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them to move forward.78 The ninth and final rule adds an exclamation point to the eighth—

“Cultivate experiments, not BEHAGs.” He describes this experiment by saying, 

One of the primary blockages to releasing the imagination of the people in a local church 
and having them enter their neighborhoods is this deep-seated need of leaders to come up 
with a big plan or the right model to make the church work. A BEHAG is a Big Hairy 
Audacious Goal. It is the knee-jerk reaction of leaders to come up with something really 
big that catches the imagination of the people and gets them all involved in making a 
difference. The problem with these big visions is that, first, they don’t last; second, they 
don’t change anything; and third, they create disappointment and loss of hope as, several 
years on, leaders come up with yet another BEHAG.79  
The explanation and diagnosis of problematic program culture within the church is the 

most influential and important piece of Roxburgh’s work and echoes the sentiments of others 

wrestling with how to do ministry in the modern world. Having explored and explained the 

problem North American churches are facing, including how individuals suffer anxiety because 

of modern culture, Myers and Roxburgh allow us to see a new way forward. The explanation of 

the BEHAG rule diagnoses the plague that is slowly killing the church. Offering up a possible 

antidote or cure to the plague that has swept through the North American church for generations, 

Roxburgh’s nine rules provide a map toward being a missional church in the community. As the 

world emerges from the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic, the church must create platforms 

for individuals to engage in the shared experience of story. If ministry practices are put in place 

to empower young people to share their story in the context of a larger community that provides 

the framework and invitation into a larger narrative, they will be able to find the meaning and 

purpose they are searching for in this world through relationships.  
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CHAPTER 3 

MINISTERIAL CONTEXT 

The Research Triangle 

The Research Triangle is a metropolitan area in the Piedmont region of North Carolina, 

located among the cities of Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill, with a population of 2,106,463 

people.80 Buried deep within ACC (Atlantic Coast Conference) territory, the Triangle is famous 

for college basketball rivalries and a passionate debate between vinegar or ketchup-based BBQ 

sauce. The three cities and corners of the Triangle are marked by North Carolina State 

University, Duke University, and the University of North Carolina, respectively, and define the 

identity of residents and visitors alike. Though the rivalries may not all be of national note, they 

determine the rituals and rhythms of the cities and their neighbors. Widely known for its medical 

facilities and research, the Triangle is booming with technology and enterprise, including large 

tech companies such as Apple, Amazon, and Google. With over 85% of the population under the 

age of sixty-five and the large economic growth in the area, the Triangle has become a hot spot 

for young families and young professionals alike.81  
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The City of Oaks 

Located in the hub of the Research Triangle, Raleigh is surrounded by technology firms, 

medical facilities, educational institutions, and various businesses. Raleigh, the capital city of 

North Carolina, is the second largest city in the state with a population of 467,655, and 58% of 

those people are Caucasian.82 Located at the center of Wake County, the largest county in North 

Carolina, the city of Oaks has been listed as the number one place for business and careers by 

Forbes and the second-best place to live by U.S. News & World Report.83 Raleigh offers the best 

of a small town feel with the booming business opportunities of a large city. Though North 

Carolina is a swing state, Raleigh is located well below the Mason-Dixon line and southern 

charm runs deep throughout the city. Its proximity to the beach brings a large amount of coastal 

influence into the culture too. The nostalgia of the historic State Fairground and the farms still 

within the city limits, combined with the rising skylines fueled by the booming tech industry, 

create a beautiful balance so that Raleigh has something to offer everyone. 

The History of Forest Hills Baptist Church 

Forest Hills Baptist Church was formed on August 5, 1945, in Fred A. Olds Elementary 

School. The church formed in response to the growing neighborhood filled with young families 

and a wartime gas shortage that prevented families from attending other Baptist churches in the 

area. The church grew exponentially throughout the twentieth century, completing five major 

building projects between 1945 and 1992.  
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Despite constant construction during this fifty-year span, there were long seasons when the 

campus could not grow fast enough to encompass the booming number of ministries and people 

at FHBC. During this period of growth, programs became a staple of Forest Hills. Opportunities 

such as Boy Scouts, RAs, GAs, Women on Mission, a church softball team, and countless more 

provided community and connection for all ages. The church was also famous for its massive 

college ministries at NC State and Meredith College. With both campuses within walking 

distance from the church, Forest Hills became a landmark for student socials and bible studies, 

including a Habitat for Humanity construction project in the area hosted each Friday during the 

school year. The massive expansion and growth of the brick-and-mortar church, fueled by the 

needs of a booming congregation with a hunger for programs and ministries, resulted in a 

membership of over three thousand individuals by the end of 1999.  

The Scars of the Past 

Since its peak in the twentieth century, the church has experienced several seasons of 

tragedy that have impacted the trajectory of the congregation and the culture alike. Most notably, 

in the mid-2000s, the church experienced an incident of abuse, and a significant portion of 

membership left the church. After navigating the calamity and wrestling with the media attention 

thrust upon the church, FHBC entered into a season of rebuilding and healing. Intentional 

policies were put in place to ensure the safety and well-being of children by providing clear 

instructions about the operation of Youth and Children’s Ministries at FHBC. Having reconciled 

with its past, FHBC turned the corner and is ready to move into the next season of ministry. 

However, the scars of the past are still felt today, most notably in the lack of any male students 

within the Youth Ministry and a Children’s Ministry that is still in the early stages of rebuilding. 

Forest Hills Baptist Church Pre-Pandemic 
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Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, FHBC averaged 350 people in Sunday morning 

worship. The church had five full-time ministerial staff members, along with four full-time 

administrative staff, two part-time ministry directors, and a ministry intern. The congregation 

was comprised mostly of senior adults and young families. Though the church was growing, the 

vast majority of its members had been at FHBC since before the turn of the century. With the 

exception of children belonging to clergy, the entirety of the Children and Youth Ministries were 

young people who had been at the church since the nursery. A unique and beautiful component 

of FHBC is that almost every adult, regardless of age, raised their children while attending the 

church or are a product of the Children’s, Youth, or Young Adults ministries in the church. As a 

result, FHBC has a large proportion of multigenerational families within the congregation. This 

has created a tight-knit community but can make the congregation feel smaller than it actually is.  

Uniquely, the building at 201 Dixie Trail is home to five different congregations: the 

congregation of Forest Hills Baptist Church, Iglesia Bautista La Roca (Church of the Rock), 

Iranian Christian Fellowship, United African Baptist Church, and Chinese Baptist Church. The 

four other international churches that meet in the building are ministry partners of FHBC and are 

financially supported through the church’s International Ministry. The collection of these five 

congregations mirrors the diverse demographic tapestry that makes up Raleigh. Four times a 

year, FHBC hosts a “mosaic service” where the multiple congregations gathered together for one 

service. These four Sundays a year, Forest Hills is one of the most diverse congregations of any 

Baptist church in the Southeast. However, on the other forty-eight Sundays a year, Forest Hills is 

unintentionally segregated.  
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Because of the presence of separate-language churches in the building, most individuals who do 

not identify as white find themselves at home at one of the other congregations. As a result, the 

congregation of Forest Hills is primarily white. 

The Youth Group at Forest Hills Baptist Church mirrors the congregation at-large, with 

95% of the students being white. Prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the ministry 

averaged thirty-five to forty students, with most of the student body being female. This 

disproportion of male and female students is a result of, and reflective of the response of the 

congregation toward, some of the scars in the church’s past. Most of the students in the Youth 

Group were raised in the church and have parents who are heavily involved within the 

congregation. Having grown up together, the students within the Youth Ministry are closely 

connected and have formed strong friendships.  

Forest Hills Baptist Church Today 

As mentioned in the introduction, traditional programming and activities at FHBC were 

halted or significantly altered in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Because of social 

distancing guidelines and safety concerns, FHBC canceled all in-person programming on 

Wednesday, March 11, 2020. From March 2020 through July 2021, all programming at FHBC 

was hosted entirely through digital platforms. In August 2021, the church reopened its doors and 

resumed in-person worship and Sunday school for the first time since the onset of the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

Since resuming in-person activities, attendance at the church has averaged about 60–70% 

of pre-pandemic numbers. However, the ministry landscape at FHBC has changed dramatically 

since the early weeks of 2020. Many long-term ministries and activities of the church did not 

survive the pandemic. These included the prominent Boy Scout troop that had been a landmark 
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of the church for decades, the Children’s Choir, and the Christmas tradition of touring local 

nursing homes; even Wednesday night dinners are no longer on the calendar. In addition to the 

loss of many ministry programs, a large majority of the senior adult population has not and will 

not return to in-person activity at the church. The long season of quarantine and isolation took a 

toll on the senior adult population. One member of our senior adult ministry even commented 

that the pandemic had aged our seniors ten years within ten months. Most notably, the lack of 

volunteers has followed the pattern of the Great Recession in our country, with only 35% of our 

volunteers in the Children and Youth Ministry returning after the season of digital ministry. 

My Role 

I was called to be the Youth Pastor at Forest Hills in December 2019 and arrived in late 

January 2020. I replaced a tenured Youth Ministry coordinator who had served at FHBC for 

seven years. Prior to my arrival, the Youth Ministry spent the summer months and fall semester 

in a season of transition, led by lay volunteers, as they searched for a full-time Youth Pastor. At 

the beginning of 2020, the Youth Ministry at FHBC was operating on the systems it had put in 

place when the ministry was at its peak. The ministry focused on traditional programming that 

met three times a week and a regular retreat rhythm that included an international mission trip. 

The transition of Youth leaders, a mass exodus of young families and students from incidents of 

abuse, and the changing landscape of the church in the United States shrank the Youth Ministry 

at FHBC to a shell of its former self. The expectation upon my arrival was to reinvigorate the 

systems that saw success in the twentieth century with new blood and return the program to its 

former glory. Parents and volunteers expressed their hopes for their new Youth Pastor to return 

the program to its previous numbers and prominence. Ideas such as ski trips, revivals, lock-ins, 

and mission trips were suggested as ways to connect and engage new and current students. 
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The Problem 

Seven weeks into my tenure at FHBC, the world stopped. On March 11, 2020, the World 

Health Organization declared COVID-19 a global pandemic and there was a sudden cascade of 

news stories regarding the virus: Tom Hanks and his wife tested positive for COVID-19, the 

Oklahoma City Thunder and Utah Jazz game was canceled because of a positive COVID-19 test, 

and an hour later the NBA canceled its entire season. Most notably in my life, a Baptist church in 

Raleigh canceled its Wednesday night supper. Instead of doing homework with students in the 

Youth Ministry around a table of fried chicken and church lemonade, I would not see them in the 

church building again for eighteen months. The programs and plans we put in place to propel the 

Youth Ministry to new heights were postponed. 

When the church doors reopened in August 2021, the students in Youth Ministry at 

FHBC were frustrated and isolated. Despite the best efforts of the church during the pandemic, 

virtual programming failed to provide a sense of community and connection among the students. 

Without the ability to host traditional programming and the inability to provide a sense of 

belonging and connection through virtual platforms during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

students within Youth Ministry at FHBC became disengaged, disinterested, and disconnected. 

After a year and a half of shattered hopes, the students no longer felt like they belonged in the 

FHBC family. 

When the church was able to resume regular programming, the staff and volunteers were 

eager to fill the calendar with fan favorites to engage the congregation after a long season apart. 

However, no matter what events we planned, the students did not come back and when they did, 

they did not connect. Games and activities that were filled with laughter and conversation prior 

to the pandemic now fell flat like a bad joke. It became obvious that quarantine had not left the 
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students at FHBC asking theological questions; instead, they were wrestling with their own 

identities and in search of community. The old models of ministry that we had resurrected from 

the twentieth century proved to be a celebration of community but were not the necessary 

building blocks for group belonging, at least not anymore.  

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the lack of connection and community in Youth 

Ministry, leaving students isolated and disconnected from their congregations. The programs and 

practices of the modern church no longer offered opportunities to help young people feel like 

they belonged. Instead of institutionally focusing on programs and infrastructure of the past, the 

Church needed to focus on what we can “be.” As described earlier, according to Fromm the “be” 

mindset focuses on our need to share, to give, to sacrifice, and to overcome isolation through 

community. After a season that did not provide venues for students to construct their own 

narratives, Youth Ministry needed to adapt and become a place that allows students to connect 

with a community of love, mercy, and compassion. 

The Challenge at Hand 

It quickly became obvious that traditional church programming for Youth Ministry was 

not resonating in the hearts and minds of the students at FHBC. Students who grew up together 

as members of this congregation felt disconnected and isolated from the church. Events and 

programs that once created community and connection among the students only added to the 

tension and frustration of our young people. There was a resounding belief among the students 

that they were on the outside looking in, and they continued to feel excluded regardless of how 

often they attended church. Springtide’s research even found that participating in a religious 
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community’s activities did not lead to a fuller sense of belonging nor diminish feelings of 

loneliness for young people but was actually making them feel more isolated.84 

As the Youth Pastor looking to welcome students back into the Youth Ministry after 

eighteen months of separation, I was searching for a new approach on how to engage students. In 

his book Shift: Three Big Moves for the 21st Century Church, Mark Tidsworth identifies this 

same failure, arguing that the foundational congregational composition the Church used for five 

hundred years no longer fits within our society and culture. Since the time of the Reformation 

and through the end of the twentieth century, entrance into the Christian tradition and church 

congregations followed the Believe-Behave-Belong model.85 With the church positioned as the 

center of society, all an individual needed to do was Believe the right version of the gospel, 

Behave in the correct ways, and they would Belong to whichever denomination they had 

assimilated with. The tension between the Believe-Behave-Belong model and modern society 

has become amplified through the COVID-19 pandemic.86 Tidsworth suggests that the church 

has left the center of society and as a result it must find new ways to welcome outsiders in before 

they will join a congregation.  

Having named the necessity to welcome others into the community as the primary 

obligation of the church, Tidsworth proposes that the ministry model for the twenty-first century 

will be Experience-Belong-Become-Believe.87 This four-step process begins with the assumption 

	
84Packard, Belonging, 19. 
 
85 Tidsworth, Shift, 56. 
 
86 Ibid. 
 
87 Ibid., 57. 
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that individuals feel disconnected and isolated from congregations and church communities. 

Tidsworth argues that because the cultural norms of the twentieth century that supported 

theology and doctrine are no longer present, individuals must experience genuine moments of 

community before they are willing to identify with the group (congregation).88 This experience 

allows people to feel welcomed and engaged in the community. As they continue to connect with 

others in the community, they slowly assimilate toward group norms and behaviors, creating the 

space for them to trust the opinions and beliefs of the group. Through this framework, Tidsworth 

claims that individuals who are disconnected and isolated must first experience shared moments 

of transformation within a community before they are willing to enter a mutual relationship of 

vulnerability. Understanding that the students at FHBC needed an experience that catered to their 

personal journey in order for them to feel like they belonged within the congregation was an 

essential part of the process. With the previous programs of the twentieth century failing to 

provide an experience that made students feel as if they belonged, I needed to create a structured 

experience to engage young people who were disengaged, disinterested, and disconnected.  

Volunteers 

The purpose of this research project was to determine if Youth Ministry programming 

could create a structured experience to connect students to a community. This would require the 

participation of students who were part of the Youth Ministry at FHBC. I recruited five 

participants from the Youth Ministry through an open call for volunteers. In my request for 

volunteers, I included the requirements and criteria for participation that were laid out in chapter 

1 of this dissertation. Students and their parents were informed of the purpose of the research 

	
88 Ibid. 
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study and the minimal risk associated with their participation. All participants were students aged 

fourteen to eighteen years old and were considered active members of the Youth Ministry at 

Forest Hills Baptist Church. For this project, an “active member” within the FHBC Youth 

Ministry was defined as one who participated in a minimum average Sunday school attendance 

of once a month, engaged in weekly programming outside of Sunday morning once a month or 

more, and had participated in a minimum of two Youth Ministry events or retreats a year prior to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Parents and students were made aware that their participation in this 

study was voluntary and individuals could drop out at any time without penalty. I informed the 

students and their parents that the group participating in the research study would have the 

opportunity to share their experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic through visual art as an 

act of worship with the church. I did not mention that I believed the experience of the COVID-19 

pandemic left the students feeling disengaged, disinterested, and disengaged from congregational 

life at FHBC.  

Data Collection 

Once all the participants agreed to participate in the project and all parties had signed the 

necessary informed consent and assent forms, the students and I began meeting. The purpose of 

this research study was to determine if Youth Ministry programming could create a structured 

experience that increased students’ perceived sense of belonging in the wake of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Over the course of seven weeks, the students and I met each Sunday after church, 

except for one Sunday that presented a scheduling conflict with the church calendar. These six 

meetings took place in the Attic, the Youth Ministry space at FHBC. This is a large multipurpose 

room where the majority of Youth Ministry programming takes place. Each week we met to 

discuss each student’s personal experience throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and to create 
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individual pieces of artwork to communicate their story. Mark Tidsworth believes that 

individuals must experience genuine moments of community before they are willing to identify 

with a group. With his work at the foundation of this research project, the goal of our meetings 

was not to participate in programming but to provide a platform for students to connect with a 

community of love, mercy, and compassion. At the end of the four sessions, each student had 

completed a piece of artwork and a short artist statement that described their experience during 

the COVID-19 pandemic up to that point in time.  

After the artwork was completed, the group presented their work to the church during our 

regularly scheduled contemporary worship service on Sunday morning. Because FHBC hosts 

both a traditional and contemporary worship service, the students were allowed to choose in 

which worship service they would make their presentations. The students chose to present their 

artwork in the contemporary worship service, and the entire church was informed in advance of 

the presentation so that the congregation had the opportunity to participate in the service where 

the students presented. After the service, the church was invited to a reception where the artwork 

and artist statements were on display. Throughout the reception, students stood next to their 

artwork so church members could speak to them about their piece and their experience 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.  

After the final celebration, students were handed a copy of the individual survey and 

were asked to complete it within three days. Once all the surveys were completed, the group met 

for the final interview. The meeting took place two weeks after the final celebration to 

accommodate scheduling conflicts brought on by the Thanksgiving holiday.  
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During the collection process, I was curious to learn about their experience participating in the 

research project, but more importantly I wanted to know if it increased their perceived sense of 

belonging within the Youth Ministry and at FHBC. 

Coding and Interpreting Data 

The final group interview was audio recorded with the participants’ permission, 

transcribed verbatim, and coded with the rest of the individual surveys. I used a qualitative 

methodology approach to measure the impact of this project. As mentioned in the first chapter of 

this paper, I relied on multiple sources to inform and guide my process of coding the data: 

Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry Theses89 by 

Tim Sensing; The Ethnographic Interview90 by James P. Spradley; and The Coding Manual for 

Qualitative Researchers91 by Johnny Saldana. My qualitative research design focused on two 

points of post-assessments data collection methods: an individual survey for each student 

(Appendix E) and a group interview with all the students after the completion of the project 

(Appendix F). The survey and group interview sought to identify the students’ perceived sense of 

belonging, community, and connection with the group and FHBC congregation. As described in 

chapter 1, I did not observe or measure what effects, if any, the structured experience had on 

students’ attendance, engagement, or participation at FHBC or in the Christian faith tradition. 

The purpose of this research project was to measure the effects of this study in relation to the 

students’ perceived sense of belonging within the congregation at FHBC. 

	
89 Sensing, Qualitative Research. 
 
90 Spradley, The Ethnographic Interview. 
 
91 Saldana, The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers.  
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Once the data was coded, I examined the research for common themes from the surveys 

and the group interview. As a result, multiple themes emerged that illuminated what effects this 

research project had on the participants and their perceived sense of belonging at FHBC. After 

evaluating the data from the surveys and the interview, my data tables included 374 items and 

revealed three major themes. The three major themes that emerged were Safety, Celebration, and 

Intergenerational Community. These themes were critical in evaluating how a structured 

experience functioned as a point of connection and source of community for the students at 

FHBC. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

METHODOLOGY 

The Project 

The first three chapters of this dissertation surveyed the theological, biblical, and 

historical groundwork for how young people became disengaged and disconnected from the 

church during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research question that this project sought to address 

was whether a structured experience could create a sense of community and connection among 

youth in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Throughout this paper, I have referenced the 

work of Mark Tidsworth and his model for church engagement for the twenty-first century. He 

proposes the ministry model for the twenty-first century will be Experience-Belong-Become-

Believe because individuals must experience genuine moments of connection before they feel 

welcomed and engaged in a community. The structured experience of this project, storytelling 

through visual art as an act of worship, was designed following Tidsworth’s model. My hope 

was to provide an experience that could create a sense of community and connection among 

young people. 

Changes in the Project 

The purpose of this research study was to connect with students who had become 

disengaged, disinterested, and disconnected from FHBC during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

project engaged students in a structured experience that was designed to increase their perceived 

sense of belonging at the church. The project described throughout this paper was in response to 

the months between March 2020 and July 2021. During this time Wake County, and specifically 

the city of Raleigh, implemented strict quarantines and safety protocols that resulted in the 

cancellation of church, school, and almost all social activities. As the health and safety protocols 
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began to shift near the end of the summer in 2021, I began the process of conducting this 

research project with the students at FHBC. However, the rise of the Delta variant and later the 

Omicron variant changed the landscape of Raleigh throughout the fall of 2021. As a result, 

several key changes had to be made to this research project in order to adapt to the new COVID-

19 variants.  

The first major change to the research project came when FHBC canceled all Wednesday 

night programming throughout the 2021–2022 school year. Traditionally, like many Baptist 

churches, FHBC hosted a Wednesday night supper each week. The original plan for this project 

was for the participants and I to meet weekly after Wednesday night supper for a total of fifteen 

meetings. As a result of the cancellation of Wednesday evening events, the meeting time for this 

project had to be moved to Sunday afternoon. This shift limited the availability of the 

participants and reduced the number of times the group was able to meet throughout the semester 

from fifteen to six. Each meeting lasted between one and two hours and was conducted in the 

Attic. In order to create the space for students to engage in this project, several adjustments were 

made in terms of the form and function of the project. The most significant change was the 

omission of several meetings that explored the history and practice of art and spirituality in the 

Church. Unable to explore the tradition of visual art in the Church, the participants had little to 

no background in exploring the divine through art. To fit the entire research project within the 

condensed meeting times, the project focused solely on individual experience. The original intent 

of the project, had more time been possible, was to explore and expose participants to the rich 

history of art within the Church.  
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My hope in immersing students in this history and exploring traditions that have endured 

generations was to connect them to the lineage of “the Church” and not just their church. While 

the goal of the project was till accomplished, this omission left out a unique and impactful 

component.  

The second change to this research project came in response to the reduced number of 

meeting times. Because the number of times I was able to meet with the students was decreased, 

the scope and size of the project had to be altered. Originally, the group was supposed to create a 

single large piece of artwork that represented their communal experience during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Because of time constraints and the necessity to allow the participants to work on 

their pieces of art at home, the original plan for a single piece of art completed by the group of 

students was not possible. Instead, each student produced his or her own individual piece of art 

that reflected their personal experience throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Finally, the rise of the Delta variant required that certain safety protocols and health 

measures be put in place throughout the duration of this project. Participants were required to 

always wear a mask while indoors and appropriate social distancing was required. This had little 

to no impact on the core elements of the research project but is a limitation worth noting.  

Participants 

Participation in this research project was limited to students between the ages of fourteen 

to eighteen who were active participants in the Youth Ministry at Forest Hills. For this project, 

an “active member” within the FHBC Youth Ministry was defined as someone who participated 

in a minimum average Sunday school attendance of once a month, engaged in weekly 

programming outside of Sunday morning once a month or more, and had participated in a 

minimum of two Youth Ministry events or retreats a year prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
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these delimitations in place, I recruited five students to volunteer for the research project. As 

mentioned in chapter 3, the Youth Ministry at FHBC has endured tragedies of abuse in the past 

and, as a result, many families with young boys left the church. Because of this past, most of the 

students in the Youth Group are female and there were no active male students between the ages 

of fourteen to eighteen in the Youth Ministry at the time of this project. All the students who 

participated in this research project belonged to middle/upper-middle class families of similar 

economic backgrounds. Each of the students was raised at FHBC and was an active participant 

within the congregation in all stages of life prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. All the participants 

were in high school, ranging from 9th through 12th grade. It is important to note that because of 

local regulations and guidelines, all the girls in this project participated in the 2020–2021 school 

year at their high school entirely through virtual platforms. Below is a brief description of each 

student who volunteered for this study. I have used pseudonyms in the description below and 

throughout the rest of this paper to better protect the identity and confidentiality of the 

participants in this study.  

Olivia 

Olivia is eighteen years old and a senior in high school. When the pandemic began, she 

was halfway through her sophomore year and was active within the art programs and clubs 

within her school. Olivia is originally from China and was adopted at a young age by the only 

parents she has ever known. She has one older brother who is also adopted. Like many families 

within the FHBC congregation, Olivia commutes to the church from outside the immediate 

neighborhood and community. As a result, she is the only student from her high school in the 

church. Though she was disappointed with the loss of social activities and events, Olivia has 

been an open advocate for online school.  
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During the pandemic, under the new environment of digital learning, she posted her highest GPA 

as a high school student. As the oldest student in the Youth Ministry, she is often responsible for 

picking up and dropping off her peers to church activities.  

Emily 

Emily is a seventeen-year-old high school senior with three sisters. She is the second 

oldest in her family, with her older sister in college and two younger sisters in middle school. 

Emily has a job at a local fast-food restaurant and is the only one of the five participants with a 

job. Both of Emily’s parents have been members of FHBC for several years; her father joined the 

church as a college student when he attended NC State. Her experience within the church and the 

Youth Ministry have been uniquely impacted by the memories and experiences of her parents 

when the church was in a separate season. 

Lauren 

Lauren is a high school senior who is seventeen years old and is a member of the school’s 

women’s basketball and softball teams. Lauren is of South American descent and was adopted 

with her birth brother at a young age. Her brother is one year older and the two are incredibly 

close. Unlike Olivia, Lauren and her brother have had the opportunity to travel to their home 

country and meet their birth parents. Of the five participants, Lauren lives closest to the church 

and attends the high school with the most students from our church. Lauren is the only 

participant in the research study who has two working parents, while the other four participants 

live in single-income homes.  
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Hailey and Hannah 

Hailey and Hannah are identical fourteen-year-old twins and freshmen in high school. 

Both are active in school sports and participate in CrossFit. Hailey and Hannah are the most 

active athletes in the Youth Ministry, participating in both varsity sports and traveling club 

teams. The twins are the only two freshmen actively involved within the Youth Ministry and 

have been the only individuals in their grade at the church for some time. Relevant to this 

research project, Hailey and Hannah’s father lost his job during the early phases on the pandemic 

and was without work for several months. Though he has found a new job and the family did not 

experience any life-altering financial hardship, this was a defining moment of their COVID-19 

pandemic experience.  

Retrieving and Coding the Data 

Having recruited five volunteers to participate in this research project, the group and I 

met six times over the course of seven weeks. During these meetings, the students had the 

opportunity to unpack and express their experiences throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. 

During the final two meetings, the students created pieces of visual artwork to express their story 

as individuals. After the artwork was completed, the students crafted an artist statement—a short 

story—to accompany the artwork and serve as a guide for viewers. The students presented their 

work to the congregation in our contemporary worship service. During the service, all the 

artwork was on display in the worship space and students shared testimonies about their 

experiences throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. After worship, the congregation was invited to 

a reception where the artwork and artist statements were on display.  
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Each student stood next to their painting and greeted church members as they mingled through 

the room and viewed the artwork. This was by far the most meaningful and impactful moment of 

the entire research project. 

After the final celebration, students were handed a copy of the individual questionnaire. 

The students were asked to complete the questionnaire within three days. Once all the 

questionnaires were completed, the group met for the final interview. The final interview took 

about an hour and consisted of myself reading questions out loud and students responding freely. 

After each question, all participants were given the opportunity to respond. Students were also 

encouraged to respond to each other's answers throughout the interview. The interview was 

audio recorded for the purpose of transcription later. The completed surveys and interview would 

enable me to see whether the structured experience created moments of connection and 

community. This information allowed me to answer the question that began this research project: 

Could Youth Ministry programming create a structured experience that increases students’ 

perceived sense of belonging in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic? 

The process of coding the data from the surveys began by reviewing each response 

individually and highlighting specific words or phrases that appeared important or stuck out to 

me. Once I reviewed each of the surveys individually, I wrote each question on large white 

boards and wrote the words or phrases that I identified in each survey. I repeated this process two 

more times, each time adding a few more words or phrases to the separate whiteboards. Once all 

the survey questions were thoroughly reviewed and the general themes were captured, I 

identified a wide spectrum of items.  
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I then created coding tables in Microsoft Word documents and each table reflected the same 

survey questions that were written on the separate whiteboards. Once all the data from the 

whiteboards were entered into my initial Word documents, I collapsed and combined common 

trends within the data. From this process I was able to identify several common themes.  

Before the data from the interview could be coded, I had to transcribe the audio 

recording. Once the audio recording was transcribed verbatim, I reviewed each response 

individually and highlighted important words and phrases. After I reviewed the interview 

transcript, I wrote each question on large white boards and listed all the words or phrases that I 

had identified in the responses. I reviewed the responses recorded in the transcription several 

times and continued to add important words or phrases to the whiteboards until I had captured 

the sweeping themes from the group interview. I then created coding tables in Microsoft Word 

documents and entered all items identified from the survey responses. Each table reflected the 

same questions from the interview and those on the whiteboards. Once all the data were entered 

into coding tables, I compounded similar terms or themes associated with one another. After 

evaluating the data from both the surveys and the interview, my data tables included 374 items 

and revealed three major themes. The three major themes that emerged were Safety, Celebration, 

and Intergenerational Community. 

Weakness in Methodology 

After reviewing the data and the results, I am confident in my chosen methodology and 

the execution of the research project. The students were active and engaged in all six sessions, 

and, from my observations, were eager to participate.  
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Their responses in both the survey and interview were thoughtful and reflective of their 

experiences. The free-flowing nature of the final interview and the combined mix of humor with 

vulnerability revealed a layer of authentic conversation from the participants.  

Despite my confidence in the chosen methodology and the execution of the research 

project, I did identify four weaknesses in the study. The primary weakness in my methodology 

was the sample size of my research study. Restricted by the limitations and delimitations laid out 

in chapter 1 of this study, the population I was able to recruit participants from for this study was 

limited to a small number. When this project began, multiple families and students within the 

congregation had chosen not to return to in-person activities for health and safety reasons. As a 

result, the population size of active students at FHBC between the ages of fourteen and eighteen 

at the time of this project was only nine students. The other four students who chose not to 

participate in this project were unable to be part of the group because of time constraints or 

scheduling conflicts. Limited to a sample size of five participants, this research project may not 

translate to a larger group. This weakness in my methodology limits the scope of this project 

exploring how to create ministry practices that increase an individual’s perceived sense of 

belonging through small group exercises. More research would be required to understand if this 

process and structure would work with large groups. 

Without the possibility of Wednesday night programming in the church calendar, it was 

difficult to find times when all five students could meet. As a result, the number of meetings for 

this project dropped from fifteen to six. This was a significant shift in the format and function of 

the project and was reflective of the new normal emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic. It 

became evident that routine, structured institutional programming no longer fit within the life 

rhythms of the young people involved. In order to create the space for students to engage in this 
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project, several adjustments had to be made. Like any study, I believe that more time would have 

enriched the experiences of the students and provided more in-depth conversation. However, I do 

not believe that the results of the data would have been changed by the addition of more time. 

The third weakness of the methodology was a result of another of the delimitations 

defined in chapter 1 of this paper. Because this project focused on research involving minors, 

certain constraints were put in place to protect myself and the participants and to abide by 

appropriate protocols. In conjunction with IRB protocols and the Church Protection Policies for 

Youth and Children, delimitations were put in place that prevented me from conducting one-on-

one interviews with the students. Instead, I chose to host a group interview as part of my 

methodology. While individual interviews may be preferred for collecting data, I do not believe 

that the results of the data would have changed. Because the data from the individual 

questionnaires filled out prior to the group interview revealed the same themes in the data as the 

group interview itself, it is safe to assume that the group setting did not have a negative effect on 

the study.  

The final weakness in the methodology was the restrictions and limitations imposed on 

the project because of my ministerial context. As noted in previous chapters, the scars of the past 

at FHBC have had a tremendous impact on the size and demographic of the Youth Ministry. 

With the student body available under the limitations and delimitations set forth by this project, a 

more diverse and larger volunteer group was simply not possible. However, the group of five 

individuals who participated in this project created a diverse and wide-reaching sample 

population. Spanning the full spectrum of age delimitations of the project, the group included 

students from three separate ethnicities and varying social backgrounds.  
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Though there were no male participants involved in the project, I firmly believe the variety of 

individuals provided valuable data for how young people engage with large groups and 

institutions in the wake of COVID-19. 

Interpreting the Results 

Throughout the process of rereading the individual surveys and reviewing the transcript 

from the group interview, themes began to emerge from the coded data that illuminated the 

answers this research project was seeking. As mentioned in chapter 1, I did not observe or 

measure what the effects, if any, the structured experience had on students’ attendance, 

engagement, or participation at FHBC or in the Christian faith tradition. The purpose of this 

research project was to measure the effects of this study in relation to the students’ perceived 

sense of belonging within the congregation at FHBC. As I reviewed and coded the data through 

this lens, three major themes emerged: Safety, Celebration, and Intergenerational Community.  

Safety 

To belong is to be loved and known through our vulnerability with others. There is 

mystery in vulnerability that cannot operate under the “have” mindset of our capitalist culture.92 

When we are vulnerable, we are seen as a person and given the connection and union for which 

we so yearn.93 However, as individuals living in this modern age, we are conditioned against 

vulnerability. We fear and often avoid taking a step into the unknown or the uncertain because 

every new step contains the danger of failure.94 In search of security in this age of authenticity, 

we rely on what we have. We depend on our money, prestige, and ego—on something outside 

	
92 Fromm, To Have or To Be? 104. 
 
93 Root, Relational Pastor, 130. 
 
94 Fromm, To Have or To Be? 104. 
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ourselves. By relying on our possessions to provide security, we become increasingly insecure 

because whatever one has can be lost.95 This fear prevents us from entering into a sense of 

vulnerability, because if we define ourselves by what we have, and if what we have is lost, then 

we have lost ourselves.96 This is a burden on every individual in our culture, and it prevents us 

from ever finding a place where we belong. However, if we are free to open our personhood to 

another through vulnerability, we become free to live in the “being” mindset. 

Participants in the study needed to feel accepted in order to experience a sense of 

belonging. This is the notion that individuals are welcomed for who they truly are, with no 

strings attached. Fromm explores this concept through the lens of sin and forgiveness. He claims 

that the sin-centered mindset that consumes individuals in the “having” mode focuses on an 

authoritarian structure that requires repentance and punishment for individuals to belong.97 All 

too often this is how the Church is portrayed to outsiders. Though it is wrapped in the language 

of forgiveness, sin is the spoken and unspoken theology of the twentieth century. The church 

(community) that operates under the “have” mindset offers forgiveness through the sequence of 

individual sin (disobedience), feeling of guilt (exclusion), new submission (punishment), and 

forgiveness.98 This model runs against Taylor’s ethics of authenticity and our modern age. In 

contrast, Fromm presents the concept of forgiveness through the lens of the “being” mode, which 

embodies an entirely different meaning in a nonauthoritarian structure. When an individual 

	
95 Ibid. 
 
96 Ibid., 103. 
 
97 Ibid., 104. 
 
98 Ibid. 
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encounters this power of love, they will not and cannot feel ashamed for they will not experience 

the other as a stranger, as a separate individual, but as “one” with all. This is the table that must 

be set by the pastor to create a sense of belonging. To welcome others into our community of the 

church, there must be no expectations or prerequisite requirements to belong. With the church no 

longer situated at the center of society and due to the onset of multiple plausibility structures 

within our culture, the church must create an experience that welcomes individuals at face value 

upon their arrival. 

Having been conditioned that the community of the church functions through the lens of 

“sin,” the participants of this study did not believe that the congregation was a community where 

they could be vulnerable. All too often the church appears as a community of fake expectations. 

Authors Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey describe this notion of institutional communities 

as places 

where most people are spending time and energy covering up their weaknesses, 
managing other people’s impressions of them, showing themselves to their best 
advantage, playing politics, hiding their inadequacies, hiding their uncertainties, hiding 
their limitations. Hiding.99  
 
The participants in this study were “hiding” at church. Because they spent most of their 

energy presenting a mask of prescribed identity at church, it was impossible for the congregation 

to connect with their true identity. The church was unable to recognize them as unique and 

beautiful human beings. To recognize someone or something is to enthusiastically offer your 

acceptance and support. This is a fundamental aspect of belonging and is accomplished more 

readily when individuals can be vulnerable enough to reveal themselves to others. As mentioned 

	
99 Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey. An Everyone Culture: Becoming a Deliberately 

Developmental Organization (Boston: Harvard Business Review Press, 2016), 85. 
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in earlier chapters, individuals living in our current cultural context are gifted the freedom and 

burden of curating their own identity. Young people today are tasked with carefully constructing 

their own identity through association with or participation in a plethora of communities, ideas, 

and activities. Because identity is no longer bound in some higher purpose, this newfound 

freedom comes with the need for others to affirm the individual’s chosen collage of their own 

unique identity. Being recognized happens when others affirm one’s chosen persona and identity. 

To recognize someone or something is to enthusiastically offer one’s acceptance and support. 

The final question on the individual survey filled out by each participant asked, “Did this 

process make you feel like you belonged in the community at FHBC?” Lauren’s response to this 

question was enlightening and embodied the sentiment of the entire group: 

I felt less alone, and we were able to connect over the bad things that had happened. 
During COVID it felt really hard to feel like you belonged. But during this project we 
broke down some walls and barriers within in the community. We talked about the 
uncomfortable and I felt supported by the congregation. It was a scary thing to talk about 
but the space felt safe and I could like, you know, let go.100 

 
The safety that Lauren and the rest of the group referenced in their responses opened the 

door for them to be vulnerable with the community at FHBC. Vulnerability happens when 

individuals are given the space to express their need. One who cannot admit need also cannot 

allow himself or herself to celebrate. This celebration is the truest expression of joy and is the 

glow that accompanies “being.” Joy is the opposite of pleasure. Pleasure is the satisfaction of our 

desire and thus closes us off from others. Joy is the process of our needs being fulfilled through 

the sharing of each other’s personhood. It is important to note that the participants’ experience of 

celebration, which we will explore in the next section, is not possible without vulnerability. 

	
100 Lauren, Individual Survey completed by the participant, November 28, 2021, Forest Hills 

Baptist Church, Raleigh, North Carolina.  
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Celebration 

 The importance of celebration was a key component for the participants in this study to 

feel as if they belonged in the community at FHBC. Throughout the responses, the theme of 

celebration surfaced almost twice as often as any other theme, making it the most prevalent 

theme to emerge from the data. After a season of isolation and quarantine, the participants 

indicated their primary experience had been profound disappointment. For eighteen months, their 

only connections to community and the world around them were canceled. Moments such as 

eighth-grade graduation, prom, birthday parties, and so much more had been lost. Without these 

moments, the participants in this study could not be celebrated by those around them and began 

to question if they belonged. Having the church at-large celebrate them in worship highlighted 

the significance and value of the participants within the congregation.  

Participants noted that the most meaningful part of this experience was being celebrated 

by the congregation. In describing this experience, Olivia said, “I felt appreciated, and it is kind 

of a flex,” noting that being celebrated instilled within her a sense of pride and self-worth.101 In a 

culture that communicates to the young people that their only value in society is measured 

through achievements represented by the bullet points on their resume, affirming their self-worth 

helps to create a community where students feel as if the belong. This sentiment was echoed by 

the other participants in the research study. Emily noted that she felt “honored and proud to 

know that our group means that much to the church. It showed me how much the Youth [Group] 

	
101 Olivia, Individual Survey completed by the participant, November 28, 2021, Forest Hills 

Baptist Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
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mean to the congregation.”102  A key part of the data revealing the importance of celebration was 

that it came as a surprise to the students. In the group interview, Hannah shared her shock in 

being celebrated by the congregation. When asked how this experience changed her perception 

of FHBC, she responded, “To be honest, I didn’t think they really cared about me. That’s really 

bad, but it was nice to see that they did [care]. Because to actually have them [the congregation] 

celebrate us and come up afterwards and talk to us was really nice.”103 This statement was 

immediately echoed through laughter and affirmation from the group. Her admission, that she 

believed the congregation did not care about her, opened the door for others to respond. Hailey 

replied to Hannah’s statement by saying, “Yeah, like I knew the congregation was interested 

about us, but I didn’t think that they actually cared. But having them show up was really nice. It 

felt like a big deal. More than just a Youth project.”104 Their responses revealed that there was a 

deep-seated desire to be celebrated and affirmed that had not been previously met.  

To be celebrated by the congregation has long been a public action of the church to 

communicate to individuals that they belong. From child dedication services to funerals honoring 

the life of a loved one, the church shows others that they belong through acts of celebration. 

Though this often takes on the form of joyous occasions and festivities, such as weddings or 

receptions, the celebration of the church is not defined as a party.   

	
102 Emily, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist Church, 

Raleigh, North Carolina. 
 
103 Hannah, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist 

Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
 
104 Hailey, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist 

Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
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 To be celebrated by the church permits the congregation to publicly honor or recognize the 

significance and worth of an individual. This is why the church celebrates significant milestones 

and events in the life people through communal expressions and ritual acts of worship.  

We see this in the life cycle of individuals within congregations. For those that are born 

into a Christian home, they are dedicated (or baptized, depending on the denominational 

tradition) as an infant to celebrate their place within in the community. As a child grows older, 

their achievements and milestones are celebrated by the church at-large. This often comes in the 

form of a bible dedication when the child enters grade school or a graduation service when they 

graduate from high school. These events are not bound in theological or biblical convictions but 

are rooted in the emotional journey of the community. This ethos is so deeply embedded within 

the congregational identity of churches that it extends beyond the ritual rhythms of worship and 

into the muscle memory of the programs and habits of the community. Celebration is the most 

authentic way that a community can communicate to an individual that they belong. 

Celebrations long practiced by the church, however, still follow the outdated model of 

Believe-Become-Belong. It was only after the individual entered and integrated into the 

community that they were celebrated. Child dedications celebrate the newborn baby but are an 

affirmation of the parent’s participation in the community, not the child’s. Senior celebrations for 

students graduating high school are not directed towards individuals outside regular activity in 

the church. While one or two stragglers may wander in because their parents were members of 

the church years ago, these celebrations are centered in the past, not the present. Like a birthday 

party, these celebrations are designed to highlight a sense of belonging, not create it. Youth who 

became disengaged, disinterested, and disconnected from church in the wake of the COVID-19 

pandemic were seeking an experience that created a newfound sense of belonging. 
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Intergenerational Community 

Intergenerational community has long been a buzzword throughout church culture and 

literature. It was a notable and significant surprise to see intergenerational community emerge as 

a theme from the data. From my conversations and observations with the participants throughout 

the duration of the project and through the data collection process, it became obvious that they 

did not believe the older generations in the church cared about the Youth Ministry or them as 

individuals. The interview revealed that they were surprised by the overwhelming response from 

the older generations in the church. While each student voiced this in different ways, the impact 

the presence of older adults had upon the participants in this study cannot be ignored. 

Early in the group interview, the students began to express their surprise and excitement 

that “the old people” participated in this project. This humorous and nondescript term of “old 

people” is often used by teenagers in the church to describe a wide variety of adults. As a 

teenager, my home church was in the process of searching for the next senior pastor. When the 

search committee announced the final candidate, my sister was shocked to hear that the new 

pastor was forty years old. She immediately turned to my parents and asked, “I thought we were 

going to get somebody young?!” This pastor was by no means a senior citizen, and he was well 

below the average age of the membership at the church. But in the eyes of a young teenager, 

forty was old. For this reason, I feel that it is important to clarify the responses from the 

participants in this survey.  
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From my professional observation, personal relationship with the participants, and contextual 

clues from the interview process, the participants in this research project used the terms “old 

person” or “old people” to describe adults who did not have children in the Youth or Children’s 

Ministry at the church. This included young adults in their early twenties and adults who were 

older than the combined age of all five participants.105  

The students who participated in the study valued the presence of all adults who were not 

directly connected to the project. At no point in the individual questionnaires or interview 

process did any of the participants mention or reference their parents or the parents of other 

participants. The single mention of any parent came during the interview process when I asked 

them to clarify what they meant by the presence of “old people.” Olivia responded by saying, “It 

was cool to see them there, because like the only old people we see in the church are our parents. 

And like parents don’t really count. I mean we’re glad they come, but like they don’t count.”106 

This answer was met with a few chuckles and silent nods from the rest of the group. This 

important distinction indicates that the presence of parents was not impactful in creating an 

experience that increased the perceived sense of belonging in the participants of this study. It is 

relevant to note that each participant’s parents were fully engaged during this project. From my 

observation and connection with the families of the participants, it can be reasonably assumed 

that participants’ parents are present and invested in their lives. 

 

	
105 The combined age of all five participants in this research study was 82.  
 
106 Olivia, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist 

Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
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As our conversation continued, it became clear that the students had previously perceived 

that the “old people” at the church did not care about and did not value the youth in the 

congregation. This theme was mentioned throughout the interview by each of the participants, 

reoccurring again and again. Even when I believed that a question I was asking had nothing to 

with intergenerational community, the participants continued to reference its importance. When 

asked what their most meaningful experience was in this process, Emily said, “Breaking 

boundaries between the older congregation and the younger congregation by letting them listen 

to us. Like, it wasn’t just the five of us talking but like everybody, the entire church was part of 

this.”107 In response to the same question, Olivia added,  

Having the old people there made it feel like a big deal. It was exciting that everyone 
came to listen and that the entire church cares. I appreciated it, I guess because I feel like 
we’re all kind of, like, in different groups too. So, we never really interact with other 
people at the church as much.108 
 
When articulating their most meaningful experience, these two students emphasized the 

presence of adults who were actively invested in their lives. This was reflective of the entire 

group and the most surprising factor of the data. Teenagers, who stereotypically have developed 

a reputation for not wanting to be associated with “old people,” indicated that the most important 

experience in increasing their sense of belonging was the active and engaged presence of older 

adults. The value placed on the presence of “old people” by the participants in this survey 

contradicted a generation of Youth Ministry program structure and practices. Lauren added this 

in the interview: 

	
107 Emily, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist Church, 

Raleigh, North Carolina. 
 
108 Olivia, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist 

Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
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I feel like our church, it can be based on groups, like ages. One age normally stays with 
that age, like the Youth usually stay with the Youth and, like, young adults have young 
adult small group. But with this project, it just seems like all generations were coming 
together and were interested in what we had to say.109 
 
Fifty years ago, churches were scrambling to find old futons and Ping-Pong tables to fill 

attics and basements in the corner of the church so they could provide the youth with their own 

space. In 2021, after enduring isolation and quarantine because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

participants in this research project were yearning to be included with the adults of the church.  

As we concluded the interview, the two youngest participants, Hailey and Hannah, both 

emphasized that intergeneration in the community was not simply inviting the youth into 

programs for “old people” but includes adults intentionally investing their presence in moments 

that matter to students. Hailey said, “I didn’t really think the church cared what the Youth had to 

say and share. But this made me feel like people care about what happened to me and what I 

went through during COVID. But, like, before I thought that the older people in the church 

didn’t really care.”110 Following her sister, and after a brief quip about the congregation not 

being patronizing, Hannah said, “Seeing the congregation take the time to, like, listen to us 

showed me that they cared and were interested. I learned that our church honestly cares a lot 

about the Youth and that’s really special. Because usually older people don’t care about us 

[teenagers] and it feels like a real community.”111 

 

	
109 Lauren, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist 

Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
 
110 Hailey, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist 

Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
 
111 Hannah, interview completed by the author, December 5, 2021, Forest Hills Baptist 

Church, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
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Impact of this Study 

The goal of this research project was to determine if Youth Ministry could produce a 

structured experience that increased students’ perceived sense of belonging at church. This 

project provided the platform for five students who had become disconnected, disinterested, and 

disengaged from church to engage in a structured experience as a group. Data collected from 

individual questionnaires and a group interview revealed three key themes that emerged from the 

structured experience. These themes, as we will explore in the final chapter, revealed that the 

structured experience of this project increased the participants perceived sense of belonging at 

FHBC. The data affirmed that the process of sharing individual stories through visual artwork, as 

an act of worship, with the congregation at FHBC created moments of recognition and 

affirmation among the participants. This experience allowed the students to feel connected and 

engage in the community at FHBC.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

This research project was born out of necessity in response to the new and emerging 

world created by the COVID-19 pandemic. While it is impossible to know to what extent, it is 

obvious that the onset of the coronavirus has changed the world as we knew it. Students around 

the country, and in Wake County, watched as the world around them came to a complete and 

sudden stop. Plans, hopes, and dreams for the future disappeared as quickly as toilet paper from 

the shelves throughout the spring months of 2020. Lost in the limbo of quarantine, students 

became disengaged, disinterested, and disconnected from the communities around them. This 

was most evident within the church. Youth Ministry programming and activities at FHBC were 

halted or significantly altered in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. From March 2020 

through July 2021, all student interaction and programming at FHBC was hosted through digital 

platforms. Despite the best efforts of the church during this season, virtual programming failed to 

provide a sense of community and connection among the students at FHBC. When the church 

finally reopened its doors in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, students did not connect with 

traditional programs and activities. This reality revealed a tension that had been haunting 

congregational Youth Ministry for years. The programmatic structure and practices of the 

twentieth century were no longer resonating in the hearts and minds of students living in our 

current cultural context. The Youth Ministry at FHBC and the Church at-large need new 

practices and experiences that can resonate and connect with students. Searching for what 

ministry with young people looks like in the twenty-first century, I began my research in hopes 

of developing ministry practices that would increase the perceived sense of belonging among 

students in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Project Summary 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic shut down Youth Ministry and church activities at 

Forest Hills Baptist Church for over a year and a half. From the early spring of 2020 to the 

beginning of the 2021 school year, youth were required to participate in ministry and church 

activities through virtual and digital programs. Despite trying every conceivable idea to engage 

students through digital discipleship, virtual programming failed to provide a sense of 

community and connection among the students at FHBC. Instead of engaging in community and 

fellowship with others around them, youth had no community to serve as their support system, 

no cheerleaders, and no shoulder to cry on. As a result, students were isolated and alone. The 

students at Forest Hills felt a lack of community, connection, and family within their church. The 

inability to interact, engage, and fellowship with the church, their peers, and the leadership meant 

that the students at Forest Hills no longer felt like they belonged as part of the group.  

Recognizing the reality of the world surrounding ministry with young people, this 

research project began with three goals in mind. The first goal was to create a structured 

experience that increased students’ perceived sense of belonging within the congregation and at 

FHBC. The second goal was for the structured experience to provide moments of recognition 

and affirmation for the students at FHBC. Finally, this project hoped to create a structured 

experience that allowed students in the Youth Group to feel connected and engaged in the church 

community. These goals were developed to address the needs of the students at FHBC.  

Theological and Historical Foundations 

In pursuit of these goals, I engaged in extensive research about the cultural shifts of the 

twenty-first century and the impact these shifts had on young people. I examined the theological 

and historical work of Charles Taylor, Peter Berger, and others to craft a cultural understanding 
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of how young people view themselves and the world around them. Beginning with the 

foundation laid by Charles Taylor’s in his book A Secular Age, I established that the conditions 

for belief in the divine or supernatural have changed over the course of the last five hundred 

years. These changes have made belief in the divine not only contestable but unjustifiable. 

Following Taylor’s thesis, I elaborated on Peter Berger’s work to show how the dismantling of 

plausibility structures in our current culture has led to conflicting narratives and choices. Without 

the structure of common narratives, our identities have become flexible and interchangeable like 

masks. Swimming in the ever-changing cultural waters of our day, I identified how the onset of 

pluralism has created a mix-and-match flavor of theology and belief. With this foundation at the 

base of our society, our culture has arrived at what Taylor calls the “age of authenticity.” This 

liberating freedom of expressive humanism has made the identity of the individual into personal 

art projects to be curated, crafted, and presented to the outside world. However, the burden of 

creating our own identity without the security of a higher purpose or meaning in the world has 

led to a feeling of malaise that haunts society. Despite the countless technological freedoms of 

our new age, these advancements continue to become more oppressive than liberating.  

Having painted the picture of how young people view the world around them and 

themselves, I turned to the work of Mark Tidsworth to understand how young people engage 

with the church and institutional community. Recognizing that the church is no longer at the 

center of society or our communities, new and creative practices are needed to engage people 

with the church. Understanding that this shift now requires people to experience transformational 

moments of community to connect with others, this project sought to find concrete examples of 

ministry practices that embody Tidsworth’s model. Following the work of Alan Roxburgh and 

Bryant Myers, I designed this project to engage in ministry practices that were not based on 
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programs but instead created opportunities to connect though the shared experience of story. My 

hope was to empower young people to share their stories in the context of a larger community 

that provided the framework and invitation into a larger narrative and, in doing so, to allow them 

to find meaning and purpose through the relationships that they are searching for in this world. 

The Challenge 

 When the church was able to open its doors and resume regular ministry programming, 

the problems surrounding Youth Ministry and virtual platforms did not disappear. Programs and 

events of the past fell flat when the students returned after the season of quarantine. The church 

was open, but young people were no longer showing up. Retreats and events that were once the 

highlight of the student ministry calendar were filled with frustrated students who continued to 

feel disconnected, disinterested, and disengaged, regardless of their presence. It was obvious that 

something had changed. Ping-Pong tables that were once surrounded by laughter and chaos now 

collected dust under the desolate gaze of students glancing up from their phones. Recognizing 

that the “normal” way of doing things was not getting things done, it was time to change. The 

church was desperately in need of new ways to interact with young people in the wake of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Research Question  

This project sought to answer the following research question: Could Youth Ministry 

practices create a structured experience that increased students’ perceived sense of belonging in 

the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic? It was my belief that traditional programming and Youth 

Ministry models no longer resonated with students who had become disengaged, disinterested, 

and disengaged from church during the COVID-19 pandemic. In need of new resources to reach 

the youth at FHBC, this research project implemented Mark Tidsworth’s model for engaging 
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individuals within a congregation. As such, the primary focus of this research project was to 

create a structured experience that increased individuals perceived sense of belonging. As 

previously mentioned, this research project did not seek to measure what effects, if any, the 

structured experience had on students’ attendance, engagement, or participation at FHBC or in 

the Christian faith tradition. The research from this project, as well as the theological, biblical 

and historical foundations, have revealed that Youth Ministry can create structured experiences 

that increase students’ perceived sense of belonging. If implemented correctly, and not 

approached as another BEHAG, the practices from this project provide a way to connect with 

young people in the shadow of COVID-19. 

Process and Procedure 

To determine if Youth Ministry could create a structured experience that increased 

participants’ perceived sense of belonging, I needed to provide a platform for students to 

experience connection and community. To accomplish this task, I recruited a group of five 

students to participate in this research project. All participants were students between the ages of 

fourteen to eighteen years old and considered active members of the Youth Ministry at Forest 

Hills Baptist Church. Once the group of five students had been assembled, I scheduled a time to 

meet with all the students outside of our regular ministry programming. After recruiting the 

needed volunteers, the next step was obtaining the necessary supplies for the project. The church 

provided all raw materials, such as paint, paper, canvas, general art supplies, and other basic 

building materials, required for the project. The group of students and I met six times throughout 

the course of the fall semester. During our meetings the group took time to engage in multiple 

practices: reflect and unpack the past eighteen months spent during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

share and explore their stories and experiences from the pandemic, and create personal pieces of 



	
	

 86 

visual art that represented their experience during the COVID-19 pandemic. After the artwork 

had been completed, the students shared their project and their story with the artwork as an 

element of worship with the congregation on a Sunday morning. After worship, the entire 

congregation attended an exhibition to view the artwork and hear the stories from the students in 

more detail. 

I used a qualitative methods approach to measure the impact of this project. My 

qualitative research design focused on two points of data collection methods: individual 

questionnaires (Appendix E) and a group interview with all the students after completion of the 

project (Appendix F). The questionnaires and group interview sought to identify the students’ 

perceived sense of belonging, community, and connection with the group and the FHBC 

congregation. I analyzed the data from the individual surveys and group interview to determine if 

the participants who participated in the project felt like they belonged to the congregation. As the 

data was coded, I began looking for trends or themes around the topics of the students’ perceived 

sense of affirmation, recognition, community, connection, and belonging. After evaluating the 

data from both the surveys and interview, my data tables included 374 items and revealed three 

major themes. The three major themes that emerged were Safety, Celebration, and 

Intergenerational Community. These themes and more were critical in evaluating whether a 

structured experience can function as a point of connection and source of community for the 

students at FHBC. Through my personal observation and through analyzing the data, I was able 

to determine that allowing students to share their experience through visual artwork as an act of 

worship helped them identify FHBC as a place where they belong. 
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Results 

The data gathered from the individual surveys and group interview were coded to 

determine the significant themes related to the experience of the five participants. Throughout 

the process of reading the individuals surveys and reviewing the transcript from the group 

interview, themes began to emerge from the coded data that illuminated the answers this research 

project sought. As mentioned in chapter 1, I did not observe or measure what effects, if any, the 

structured experience had on students’ attendance, engagement, or participation at FHBC or in 

the Christian faith tradition. The purpose of this research project was to measure the effects of 

this study in relation to the students’ perceived sense of belonging within the congregation at 

FHBC. As I reviewed and coded the data through this lens, three major themes emerged: Safety, 

Celebration, and Intergenerational Community.  

A primary requirement for the participants in this study to experience a sense of 

belonging was “saftey.” This is the notion that individuals are welcomed for who they truly are, 

with no strings attached. Because they spent most of their energy presenting a mask of prescribed 

identity at church, it was impossible for the congregation to connect with their true identity. The 

church was unable to recognize them as unique and beautiful human beings. To recognize 

someone or something is to enthusiastically offer your acceptance and support. This is a 

fundamental aspect of belonging and also requires individuals to be vulnerable enough to reveal 

themselves to others. 

The second theme that emerged was the importance of celebration was a key component 

for the participants in this study to feel as if they belonged in the community at FHBC. In a 

culture that communicates to young people that their only value in society is measured through 

achievements represented by the bullet points on their resume, an affirmation of self-worth 
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creates a community where students feel as if the belong. Their responses revealed that there was 

a deep-seated desire to be celebrated and affirmed that had not been previously met. To be 

celebrated by the congregation was a powerful and public demonstration that communicated to 

the participants that they belong. 

Finally, the data revealed that intergenerational community was a key factor in creating a 

sense of belonging among the research participants. After enduring isolation and quarantine 

because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the participants were yearning to be included with the 

adults of the church. But they did not believe the older generations in the church cared about the 

Youth Ministry or them as individuals. This project revealed their surprise regarding the 

overwhelming response from the older generations in the church and how their presence was 

valued. While each student voiced this in different ways, the impact the older adults had on the 

participants in this study cannot be ignored. 

Possibilities for Future Development 

The results and data collected from this project opened the door for exciting and new 

ways to explore ministry with young people in the twenty-first century. With the rise of recent 

COVID-19 variants and the reality that the pandemic will continue to shape the way we interact 

and minister to others for the foreseeable future, I have identified at least three ways that this 

project could be adapted to fit other ministry settings. Each of these elements is explored with 

the purpose of creating community and connection with others in the shadow of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The three ways that this project could be adapted to fit separate ministry settings are 

intergenerational groups, exploring other styles of art in worship, and going into the 

neighborhood. 
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Engaging Intergenerational Groups 

The most surprising theme that emerged from this project was the value the participants 

placed on intergenerational community. From my personal observation and reviewing the data 

collected in this research study, I believe a promising pathway for future development would be 

to reproduce or replicate this project with intergenerational participants from throughout the 

church. By expanding the participant group beyond individuals within the same age bracket, 

students would be able to connect with adults in an intentional and personal environment. This 

opportunity would open the door for deeper moments of conversation and connection. Allowing 

for voices from multiple walks and stages of life would create authentic moments of community 

where individuals could connect with each other across generational boundaries. In addition to 

integrating “old people” into the process, I believe expanding the experience to welcome and 

encounter all ages would be fruitful. This would allow for younger children to engage in the 

process and empower the youth to be leaders. Finding new and creative ways that provide the 

space for all generations to interact in the context of community will be the future of the church. 

Exploring Other Styles of Art in Worship 

Though this project did not require artistic experience or talent, it was centered around 

the action of creating individual pieces of visual art. For the participants in this project, this took 

on the form of drawing and painting. This was a liberating and enriching experience for them, 

but it might have limited the individuals who volunteered for the project. Individuals who are not 

gifted or do not enjoy painting might be hesitant to engage in this experience and may even have 

a negative experience if they participated. The restrictive nature of engaging in the creation of 

visual art could encourage ministries to expand to other opportunities.  
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Exploring other forms of art, such as dance, music, drama, and more, would create unique and 

engaging opportunities for others to participate in this process. Empowering groups to share their 

stories through individual forms of artistic expression would be a liberating and creative way to 

welcome others into worship.  

Going into the Neighborhood 

Following Roxburgh’s call to be the missional church, the most exciting and promising 

option for future development of this project is going into the neighborhood. With the goal of the 

project to produce a structured experience that increased participants’ perceived sense of 

belonging, the next step is to move outside the church. What would it look like for the church to 

open its doors and welcome the community to a space of shared storytelling and vulnerability? 

Equipped with facilities and resources to serve the community, the church has the capability to 

host events for the larger neighborhood. Unlike cumbersome BEHAGs that only exhaust energy 

and expectations, this project would welcome others into the church through Tidsworth’s 

Experience-Belong-Become-Believe model.  

This could take on the form of a neighborhood-wide art show. In seasons when the entire 

community endures a common hardship, celebration, or journey, the church could provide the 

safe space and platform for those in the neighborhood to share their stories. Imagine if the entire 

community gathered together on an evening in the church for a celebration similar to the 

reception that FHBC hosted for the students of this project. Individuals would be given the 

platform to present their artwork and stories to those around them.  
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In a culture that is drifting further away from the congregational worship that used to serve as the 

centerpiece for community, the church must find new and creative ways for God’s people to 

gather together. In this age of authenticity, platforms and places that celebrate self-expression 

and individual experience will become more central.  

Impact on Ministry  

From my personal observation and the themes that emerged from coding the data 

collected during the group interview and from the individual questionnaires, this project was 

successful in creating practices to connect young people with the community in the shadow of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. By exploring new and alternative ways for the church to minister to 

youth, this research study provided important factors in creating a sense of belonging within the 

context of congregational ministry. This information has the opportunity to serve as a key 

building block for the church as it pivots in the twenty-first century. The resulting data confirmed 

that Youth Ministry is capable of curating experiences that increase students’ perceived sense of 

belonging within the church.  

As a youth pastor, this project has changed the way I view and approach ministry with 

young people. The purpose of this project was to identify ministry practices that would increase 

the sense of belonging among students who were disengaged, disinterested, and disconnected. 

From my observation and research, I am confident that Tidsworth’s proposal of creating 

transformational experiences of community is a necessary step in cultivating a sense of 

belonging. In ministering to young people isolated through their own individualism, the church is 

called to create platforms for connection and community. The research and data that emerged 

from this study have better equipped me to engage a world that is experiencing a major cultural 

shift. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the lack of connection and community in Youth 
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Ministry, leaving students isolated and disconnected from their congregations. The programs and 

practices of the modern church no longer offered opportunities to help young people feel like 

they belong. Instead of institutionally focusing on programs and infrastructure of the past, the 

church needs to focus on what we can “be.” Young people today are desperately yearning to 

belong in a community that focuses on their need to share, to give, to sacrifice, and to overcome 

isolation. 

 In a season that did not provide venues for students to construct their own narratives, 

Youth Ministry learned that we must adapt and become a place that allows students to connect 

with a community of love, mercy, and compassion. This project created a desire in my call to 

engage in ministry practices that equip my students to share stories. Because when students are 

given the space to speak their need, they are able to find their place in God’s family. 

Conclusion 

My first job in the ministry was working for the Baptist campus ministry at Clemson 

University. One of my responsibilities was coordinating with local churches to provide weekly 

meals for our students. Every Thursday, a local church would send a handful of members with a 

meal to feed our students before worship. It was a great ministry model that engaged the local 

church with the younger generation. Church members were encouraged and enthusiastic to 

volunteer their time and money to help college students discover the Gospel. The students were 

excited and enthusiastic to welcome anyone who brought them free food. On the fifth Thursday 

of October that year, a small-town church from across the county came to feed us dinner.  

It was the classic Baptist spread of fried chicken, mac and cheese, and vegetables that had 

been cooked in enough butter to make them taste like dessert. Once worship concluded, the 

students shuffled downstairs for small groups and I walked three women to their car. As we 
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opened the door to the parking lot, all three of them froze in their tracks. The fraternity house 

party next door had overflowed into our parking lot and encompassed every meaning of the 

phrase “sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll.” Unfortunately for those three women, and through my poor 

planning, that fifth Thursday in October was Halloween. Here they were in God’s Kingdom, 

doing the work of the Lord, and to their surprise there was enough alcohol in our parking lot for 

a small army—not to mention the attire, or lack of attire, being worn to celebrate the festivities. 

As she tightened the grip on her purse, one of the women lamented, “Lord Jesus, just take us 

back or call us home.” 

As the Church enters a world beyond the COVID-19 pandemic, countless voices and 

congregations will repeat the cry for Christ to “take us back.” People will point fingers and cast 

blame. Conversations will begin to percolate over poured coffee as the pews don’t fill up like 

they did in the past. Passive-aggressive whispers will seep through the halls about how “that” 

family hasn’t come back from the beach since the church launched a livestream service. Leaders 

will come up with a big plan to make the church work. Capital campaigns and committees will 

be launched in pursuit of BEHAGs. Knee-jerk reactions of leaders to take us “back” with some 

really big idea that catches the imagination of the people and will fill the pews will be 

proclaimed from the pulpit. Expectations to reinvigorate the systems that saw success in the 

twentieth century with new blood and to return the program to its former glory will soar. Then 

one Sunday, the pews and parking lot appear to be slightly emptier than the week before, and 

whispers will begin anew to drift through the halls.  

As the world enters into a normal beyond mask mandates and social distancing, the 

church stands at a crossroad between past, present, and future. The world we knew has changed, 

and it is never going back. The church has left the center of society and as a result, it must find 
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new ways that will welcome outsiders in, even before they join a congregation. After enduring a 

global pandemic, individuals feel disconnected and isolated from the world around them. This 

reality has created the necessity to welcome others into the community in new ways and 

highlights the primary obligation of the church. Because the cultural norms of the twentieth 

century that supported theology and doctrine are no longer present, modern individuals must 

experience genuine moments of community before they feel as if they belong. Fostering a sense 

of belonging allows people to feel welcomed and engaged with the people around them. 

However, individuals who are disconnected and isolated must first experience shared moments 

of transformation within a community before they are willing to enter a mutual relationship of 

vulnerability. 

This will be the call of the church in the twenty-first century—to enter into moments of 

transformation with those on the edges of society who are isolated and alone, to open our 

personhood to another through vulnerability and love. This was the ministry of Christ on earth 

and the ministry that we are called to follow. The church is not a campus created by brick and 

mortar; rather it is a community who welcomes the weary, serves the sick, and does not pass by 

on the other side of the road. The Church, when it is at its best, is the call of Christ out into the 

world, proclaiming to all whom can hear, “You belong!” 
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Tuesday, May 11, 2021

Rev Kirby Eugene Pate Jr
3001 Mercer University Drive
School of Theology
Atlanta, GA 30341

RE: FINDING COMMUNITY AND CONNECTION IN THE SHADOW OF COVID-19 AT FOREST HILLS BAPTIST CHURCH IN RALEIGH, NORTH
CAROLINA (H2105089)

Dear Rev Pate Jr:

KŶ�ďĞŚĂůĨ�ŽĨ�DĞƌĐĞƌ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇΖƐ�/ŶƐƟƚƵƟŽŶĂů�ZĞǀŝĞǁ��ŽĂƌĚ�ĨŽƌ�,ƵŵĂŶ�^ƵďũĞĐƚƐ�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͕�ǇŽƵƌ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂƟŽŶ�ƐƵďŵŝƩĞĚ�ŽŶ�ϬϲͲDĂǇͲϮϬϮϭ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĂďŽǀĞ
ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞĚ�ƉƌŽƚŽĐŽů�ǁĂƐ�ƌĞǀŝĞǁĞĚ�ŝŶ�ĂĐĐŽƌĚĂŶĐĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ϮϬϭϴ�&ĞĚĞƌĂů�ZĞŐƵůĂƟŽŶƐ�Ϯϭ��&Z�ϱϲ͘ϭϭϬ;ďͿ�ĂŶĚ�ϰϱ��&Z�ϰϲ͘ϭϭϬ;ďͿ�;ĨŽƌ�ĞǆƉĞĚŝƚĞĚ�ƌĞǀŝĞǁͿ�ĂŶĚ
ǁĂƐ�ĂƉƉƌŽǀĞĚ�ƵŶĚĞƌ�ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ;ŝĞƐͿ�ͺϲ͕�ͺϳ�ƉĞƌ�ϲϯ�&Z�ϲϬϯϲϰ͘

zŽƵƌ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂƟŽŶ�ǁĂƐ�ĂƉƉƌŽǀĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�ŽŶĞ�ǇĞĂƌ�ŽĨ�ƐƚƵĚǇ�ŽŶ�ϭϭͲDĂǇͲϮϬϮϭ͘�dŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚŽĐŽů�ĞǆƉŝƌĞƐ�ŽŶ�ϭϬͲDĂǇͲϮϬϮϮ͘�/Ĩ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚƵĚǇ�ĐŽŶƟŶƵĞƐ�ďĞǇŽŶĚ�ŽŶĞ�ǇĞĂƌ͕
ŝƚ�ŵƵƐƚ�ďĞ�ƌĞͲĞǀĂůƵĂƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�/Z���ŽŵŵŝƩĞĞ͘

Item(s) Approved:
dŽ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĞīĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ƐŚĂƌĞĚ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƚŽƌǇ�ƚĞůůŝŶŐ�ŽŶ�ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚΖƐ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƟŽŶ�Ăƚ�&ŽƌĞƐƚ�,ŝůůƐ��ĂƉƟƐƚ��ŚƵƌĐŚ͘

NOTE:�zŽƵ�MUST�ƌĞƉŽƌƚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵŵŝƩĞĞ�ǁŚĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚŽĐŽů�ŝƐ�ŝŶŝƟĂƚĞĚ͘�ZĞƉŽƌƚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ��ŽŵŵŝƩĞĞ�ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞůǇ�ĂŶǇ�ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƚŽĐŽů�Žƌ�ĐŽŶƐĞŶƚ
ĨŽƌŵ�ĂŶĚ�ALL�ĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚƐ͕�ŝŶũƵƌŝĞƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐ�Žƌ�ƵŶĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ�ĂĚǀĞƌƐĞ�ĞǀĞŶƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽĐĐƵƌ�ƚŽ�ǇŽƵƌ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞƐƵůƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐƚƵĚǇ͘

tĞ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�/Z��ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�KĸĐĞ�ŽĨ�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ��ŽŵƉůŝĂŶĐĞ�ĂƌĞ�ĚĞĚŝĐĂƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ďĞƐƚ�ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ�ƚŽ�ŽƵƌ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͘��Ɛ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ŽƵƌ
ŝŶǀĞƐƟŐĂƚŽƌƐ͕�ǁĞ�ǀĂůƵĞ�ǇŽƵƌ�ĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƐŬ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǇŽƵ�ƉůĞĂƐĞ�ƚĂŬĞ�Ă�ŵŽŵĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ�ŽƵƌ�^ĂƟƐĨĂĐƟŽŶ�^ƵƌǀĞǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞůƉ�ƵƐ�ƚŽ�ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ
ŽĨ�ŽƵƌ�ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ͘

/ƚ�ŚĂƐ�ďĞĞŶ�Ă�ƉůĞĂƐƵƌĞ�ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ǇŽƵ�ĂŶĚ�ǁĞ�ǁŝƐŚ�ǇŽƵ�ŵƵĐŚ�ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ǇŽƵƌ�ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͊�/Ĩ�ǇŽƵ�ŶĞĞĚ�ĂŶǇ�ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ�ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕�ƉůĞĂƐĞ�ĨĞĞů�ĨƌĞĞ�ƚŽ
ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚ�ŽƵƌ�ŽĸĐĞ͘

ZĞƐƉĞĐƞƵůůǇ͕

�ǀĂ��ŚĂŵďůŝƐƐͲZŝĐŚĂƌĚƐŽŶ͕�WŚ͘�͕͘��/W͕ ��/D͘
�ŝƌĞĐƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ��ŽŵƉůŝĂŶĐĞ
DĞŵďĞƌ
/ŶƐƟƚƵƟŽŶĂů�ZĞǀŝĞǁ��ŽĂƌĚ

ΗDĞƌĐĞƌ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ�ŚĂƐ�ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚ�ĂŶĚ�ĂŐƌĞĞƐ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚ�ŝƚƐ�ĐůŝŶŝĐĂů�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�ĂĐĐŽƌĚĂŶĐĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů��ŽŶĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ŽŶ�,ĂƌŵŽŶŝǌĂƟŽŶΖƐ
;/�,Ϳ�'ƵŝĚĞůŝŶĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�'ŽŽĚ��ůŝŶŝĐĂů�WƌĂĐƟĐĞ͘Η

Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance
Phone: 478-301-4101 | Email: ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu | Fax: 478-301-2329

1501 Mercer University Drive, Macon, Georgia 31207-0001
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Parents and Students,  
 
Our Youth Pastor, Kep Pate, is currently conducting research for his Doctor of Ministry degree 

at Mercer University and is seeking volunteers to participate in a research study. The research 

study is open to students between the ages of 14 and 18 who are active members of the FHBC 

Youth Ministry. Participants must provide a parental consent form in order to participate. 

Students who participate in the project will be asked to share their stories from the COVID-19 

pandemic with the congregation at FHBC through pieces of visual artwork. The project will last 

no more than 12 weeks and will require one hour a week of participation. Participants will be 

asked to complete a brief survey and group interview after the completion of the project. 

Responses will be kept confidential and no identifying information will be included in the survey 

or interview. If you have any questions or would like to participate in the research study, please 

contact Kep at Kep@foresthills.org.  
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INFORMED ASSENT FORM 
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Theology	

Finding Community And Connection In The Shadow Of COVID-19 At Forest 
Hills Baptist Church In Raleigh, North Carolina 

Informed Assent for Participants Ages 14–18 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many questions as 
necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigators at Mercer University are doing a research study where we are trying to learn about 
students’ perceived sense of belonging in communities.  

Procedures 

You will be asked to curate, create, install, and become the storytellers for a piece of site-specific 
art on the campus of Forest Hills Baptist Church. You have the right to refuse to have your 
information included in the research. Refusing to include your information will not jeopardize 
you receiving any services related to your participation as a student at Forest Hills Baptist 
Church and the Youth Ministry program of the church. 

Questionnaires 

Participants will complete three questionnaires throughout the duration of the research study. 
Questionnaires will range from five to ten questions will not take longer that 15 minutes to 
complete. One questionnaire will ask participants to respond using a 1-5 scale format. Two 
questionnaires will ask to the participants to respond to questions in a short answer format.  

Videotaping 

There will be no use of videotaping in this research study. 

Interviews 

There will be a single group interview at the conclusion of the research study. Participants will 
be asked to answer questions about their experience in front of the other participants. The 
questions will focus on the participants perceived sense of belonging at Forest Hills Baptist 
Church and the church’s Youth Ministry program. 
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Potential Risk and Discomforts 

While there are no foreseeable risks, the possibility of risk is always present. Because this study 
focuses on individuals’ perceived sense of belonging, participants may be asked about emotional 
or sensitive topics. Participants who have experienced emotional trauma or struggle with social 
settings may become anxious or upset with specific topics addressed in this study.  

Potential Benefits of the Research 

The benefits of participation in the research may not directly assist you but will assist researchers 
at Mercer University and the ministry staff at Forest Hills Baptist Church with providing 
communities that allow students to feel as if they belong. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

Your response to questionnaires and interviews will remain anonymous and only accessible to 
the researchers involved with this study. Questionnaires will be submitted anonymously, and any 
notes or transcripts of interviews will not include your name or the names of other participants. 
Your name will not be associated with your responses and will be identified only by an assigned 
coded number. At no time will your name be associated with the results of the research. 
However, any identifying information you provide while being recorded will never be used as 
part of the research or associated with the results of the study. 

Your responses will be stored in a locked location and will only be used for research purposes by 
Mercer University School.  

Your parent(s) have said that it is okay for you to be in this research study. You do not have to be 
in this study if you do not want to be. You can change your mind at any time by telling your 
mom, your dad, or your therapist. 

  NO, I do not want to be in this study.  YES, I want to be in this s 
study. 

 

 

     

 Signature of Participant  Date  

     

 Signature of Person Obtaining Assent  Date  
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APPENDIX D 
 

PARENT/GUARDIAN INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
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Theology	

Finding Community in the Shadow of COVID-19 at Forest Hills Baptist 
Church in Raleigh, North Carolina 

Parent or Guardian Informed Consent Form 

Your child is being asked to participate in a research study entitled, Finding Community in the 
Shadow of COVID-19 at Forest Hills Baptist Church. The study is being conducted by Kirby 
Pate (Phone: 404-606-7680 Email: Kirby.eugene.pate@live.mercer.edu ) and Dr. Graham 
Walker (Phone: 678-547-6027 Email: Walker_gb@mercer.edu). The results will be used to 
further the understanding of students’ perceived sense of belonging in the Youth Ministry 
program at Forest Hills Baptist Church. Your child’s participation is voluntary. A decision to 
participate in the research will not affect his/her relationship with Forest Hills Baptist Church or 
the Youth Ministry program, his/her relationship with other pastors, leaders, or members. 

I. The purpose of my study is to explore: 

This research study is designed to examine the effects of shared experiences and storytelling 
have on students’ perceived sense of belonging in a community. 

The data from this research will be used to interpret how shared experiences and storytelling 
affect students’ perceived sense of belonging. 

The study will contribute to the D.Min. project thesis of Kirby Pate, providing the primary data.  

II. Procedures 

If you allow your child to volunteer for this study, your child will be asked to curate, create, 
install, and become the storyteller for a piece of site-specific art on the campus of Forest Hills 
Baptist Church. Your child’s participation will take approximately 15 hours, over the course of 
one semester. Participants will meet for one hour at a time at a frequency no more than once a 
week. 

Your child will be asked to assent to participate in this research (assent means that your child 
will be asked to voluntarily participate in this research). Your child will tell the pastor they want 
to participate by answering YES or NO after the pastor verbally reads to your child what the 
research is about and what he or she will be asked to do. Students will be asked to curate, create, 
install, and become the storytellers for a piece of site-specific art on the campus of Forest Hills 
Baptist Church over the course of 15 weeks. 
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Parent/Guardians who allow students to participate must: 
 
Parents/Guardians who allow students to participate must read and complete an informed consent 
form giving their son or daughter permission to participate in the research study. 
Parents/Guardians must also give permission for the primary researcher to collect and examine 
data from the questionnaires, surveys, and interviews completed by their son or daughter. This 
data will be collected in the “Attic” of Forest Hills Baptist Church and will take about one hour. 
Finally, parents/guardians will be responsible for transporting their son or daughter to and from 
meetings associated with the research study.  

III. Potential Benefits to Students and/or Society 

Some potential benefits for students and society will be a better understating of how shared 
experiences and storytelling affect students’ perceived sense of belonging, allowing communities 
to become more welcoming and provide a safe space for young people. 

IV. Potential Risk and Discomforts 

There is no foreseeable risk associated with this study.     

V. Withdrawal of Participation 

Your child's participation is voluntary. Your child will not be penalized or lose any benefits that 
he/she is otherwise entitled to if you decide that your child will not participate in this research 
project. 

If your child decides to participate in this project, he/she may discontinue participation at any 
time without penalty or loss of benefits. You have the right to inspect any instrument or materials 
related to the proposal. Your request will be honored within a reasonable period after the request 
is received. 

VI. Payment for Participation 

Students will not be paid for their participation. There is no financial obligation for participants. 

VII. Confidentiality and Data Storage 

Participants will be given a number to preserve confidentiality. An audio recording will be taken 
during interviews, and any identifying information will be excluded from the final report. 

All data (questionnaires, surveys, interview audio recordings, and interview transcripts) will be 
stored in the office of Kirby Pate in a locked cabinet (Kirby is the only individual with a key to 
this cabinet) for the duration of the project. After the completion of the project, all data will be 
stored at Mercer University for a period of 3 years.  

Interviews will be recorded on a voice recorder and later transcribed into a text document. The 
audio recording will not contain the names of any of the students or any other identifying 
information. The only individuals who will have access to the audio recording and transcript will 
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be Kirby Pate and Dr. Graham Walker. The audio recording and transcript will be stored in a 
locked cabinet in Kirby Pate’s office for the duration of the research study, after which it will be 
stored at Mercer University for 3 years.  

Participants will be given a number to preserve confidentiality. Your child’s name will not be 
associated with his or her individual responses and will be identified only by an assigned coded 
number. At no time will your child’s name be associated with the results of the research or 
shared with parents or others. Any identifying information provided by your child will never be 
used as part of the research or associated with the results of the study. 

Your child’s responses will be stored in a locked location and will only be used for research 
purposes by Mercer University. A number will identify the information that I collect from the 
questionnaire, survey, and group interview audio recording from your child. The list connecting 
participant numbers and names will also be kept in separate locked cabinets. 

Questions about the Research 

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Kirby Pate. If you have questions 
later, you may contact Dr. Graham Walker at 678-547-6460 or Walker_gb@mercer.edu. 

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to your 
satisfaction. If you agree to allow your child to participate in this research, please complete the 
information below: 

I,  , grant my 
child, 

 , 

 Name of Parent or Legal Guardian  Name of Child Participating in Study  

permission to participate in this research study. 

     
 Parent/Guardian Name (Print)  Name of Person Obtaining Consent 

(Print) 
 

     
 Parent/Guardian Signature  Person Obtaining Consent Signature  

     
 Date  Date  
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Please return to Kirby Pate as soon as possible. 

In order to conduct this research, this project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer 
University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). If you believe there is any infringement upon 
your child’s rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB Chair at (478) 301-4101. The 
IRBs are the governing bodies that are set in place to ensure responsible and safe conduct of 
research investigations. 
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APPENDIX E 

SURVEY QUESTIONS 
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Individual Survey Questions 

1. What was the most meaningful part of this experience for you? Why? 

2. In what ways did this process allow you to connect to the Youth Group and congregation 

at FHBC? 

3. To what degree did this process make you feel valued within the Youth Group? 

4. To what degree did this process make you feel that the congregation at FHBC values the 

Youth Ministry? 

5. How did the collaborative portion of this project change how you interact and connect 

with your peers? 

6. How important was the creative portion of this project for your experience? 

7. How important was the storytelling portion of this project for your experience? 

8. What was is like having the congregation recognize and affirm your work? 

9. What did it mean to you to have your work installed on the church campus? 

10. Did this process make you feel like you belong within the community at FHBC? 
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APPENDIX F 

GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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Group Interview Questions 

1. What words or phrases would you use to describe this experience for you? Why? 

2. What was the most meaningful part of this experience for you? Why? 

3. In what ways, if any, did this experience change your perception of FHBC or the Youth 

Group? Why? 

4. In what ways, if any, did this experience change your perception of your place at FHBC 

and in the Youth Group? Why? 

5. How will you engage in the Youth Group after this experience? 

6. How will you connect with the church after this experience? 

7. What does it mean for you to be able to participate in the design process of artwork on 

the FHBC campus? 

8. What does it mean for you to be able to participate in the installation of art on the FHBC 

campus? 

9. What does it mean for you to be able to participate in the storytelling of artwork on the 

FHBC campus? 

10. What does it mean for you for the church at-large and the congregation to recognize and 

celebrate your work through this process? 
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APPENDIX G 

SURVEY CODING TABLES 
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Individual Survey Coding Tables 

1. What was the most meaningful part of this experience for you? Why? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

5 8 7 
 

2. In what ways did this process allow you to connect to the Youth Group and congregation 
at FHBC? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
9 6 0 

 
3. To what degree did this process make you feel valued within the Youth Group? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
6 15 4 

 
4. To what degree did this process make you feel that the congregation at FHBC values the 

Youth Ministry? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

12 4 4 
 

5. How did the collaborative portion of this project change how you interact and connect 
with your peers? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
6 8 13 

 
6. How important was the creative portion of this project for your experience? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
4 13 2 

 
7. How important was the storytelling portion of this project for your experience? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
6 9 4 

 
8. What was is like having the congregation recognize and affirm your work? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
5 12 8 

 
9. What did it mean to you to have your work installed on the church campus? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
4 8 15 

 
10. Did this process make you feel like you belong within the community at FHBC? 

Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 
4 12 8 
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APPENDIX H 

INTERVIEW CODING TABLES 
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Group Interview Coding Tables 

1. What words or phrases would you use to describe this experience for you? Why? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

13 4 2 
 

2. What was the most meaningful part of this experience for you? Why? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

2 4 13 
 

3. In what ways, if any, did this experience change your perception of FHBC or the 
Youth Group? Why? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

2 7 3 
 

4. In what ways, if any, did this experience change your perception of your place at 
FHBC and in the Youth Group? Why? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

3 5 7 
 

5. How will you engage in the Youth Group after this experience? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

5 6 3 
 

6. How will you connect with the church after this experience? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

5 6 3 
 

7. What does it mean for you to be able to participate in the design process of artwork 
on the FHBC campus? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

2 9 4 
 

8. What does it mean for you to be able to participate in the installation of art on the 
FHBC campus? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

9 9 4 
 

9. What does it mean for you to be able to participate in the storytelling of artwork on 
the FHBC campus? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

6 8 10 
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10. What does it mean for you for the church at-large and the congregation to recognize 
and celebrate your work through this process? 
Safety Celebration Intergenerational Community 

4 6 3 
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APPENDIX I 

OLIVIA’S ARTIST STATEMENT 
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When thinking about the year of COVID, I think about the year where everything 

stopped but time. In the beginning of quarantine, it was my spring semester of my sophomore 

year. Suddenly I am now a senior applying for colleges. Over the past year and a half, it seems 

that so much has happened yet, there has been so much that I missed. I missed my junior year 

inside a school atmosphere, sport events, time with family, summer vacations, and so much 

more. As a reflection of how I felt during the midst of COVID, I illustrated a painting of a 

silhouette of me waiting for time to become “normal” again. To me I felt trapped physically and 

mentally by COVID. It felt as if I was alone while everyone was adjusting to the new 

normal. Although COVID is still affecting our everyday lives, I am grateful that society is 

opening up again and that I had the opportunity to share this illustration.  
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APPENDIX J 

EMILY’S ARTIST STATEMENT 
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Nobody could ever imagine what was coming our way once 2020 came upon us. Events 

canceled, online school and work, nothing was the same anymore. For me, this meant missing 

out on nearly two whole years of my life. I was just a sophomore in high school, and suddenly I 

am a senior. COVID canceled most of the important events in my life. I did not get to have a 

sweet 16 party, I missed out on school games and events, church events got canceled or switched 

to online. Nothing was the same. And now, I am about to graduate high school and go off to 

college. 2022 is calling me, and I am not ready to answer that call. 
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APPENDIX K 

LAUREN’S ARTIST STATEMENT 
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I’d like to think of life as a journey out at sea. There are beautiful sunsets on the sea’s 

horizon to enjoy, quiet starry nights, and beautiful blue waters, these are the good things in life. 

The journey can be steady but then the wind may blow and put you in a different direction. 

Sometimes you get off route and end up lost. I was in my boat on a steady journey and one day I 

woke up headed straight toward the biggest storm I’ve ever seen. COVID. I was in the middle of 

the sea alone trying to keep my boat from flipping over. Waves crashing left and right, things in 

my life disappearing and changing. I cry for help but I’m in complete isolation, I’m scared. I 

finally got out of the storm. The sun and moon haven’t changed and they rest when the other 

comes around, the same way that some people’s lives were just put on pause and slowed down. 

I’ve been turned in a different direction than I planned to journey and I’m unprepared. I’ve lost 

my supplies in the storm, like the big moments in my life that I didn’t get and somehow, it’s 

expected of me to quickly get back on track and act like the storm didn’t mess up my steady 

journey. I don’t have time to journey back to what I missed. Even if I could, my body is tired 

from rowing and my eyes burn from the salty water, similar to how my shoulders get stiff from 

sitting in a chair on a computer and dry eyes from staring at a screen. This was my journey and 

thankfully I’m getting closer to my destination, normality in life. 

	  



	
	

 126 

APPENDIX L 

HAILEY’S ARTIST STATEMENT 
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This painting is representing a hard time in my life that I can mostly share with a lot of 

teenagers during COVID. I felt trapped and abandoned from my normal life. We took this pause 

in 2020 and all of a sudden, we hit play and it’s almost 2022. I have missed out on so much like a 

lot of other people have. COVID kept us from living our lives. I honestly sometimes wish that I 

could go back to my 7th grade year and be able to not take for granted the stuff I was able to do 

back then and the things I had, but I can’t. I sometimes miss my old friendships and life I had 

back then, but if it wasn’t for COVID I wouldn’t have made these new friendships, stronger 

bonds with people, memories with my family, and the ability to learn to not take things like that 

for granted. We have been in this dark and gloomy room for so long and I hope that the next 

door we enter is going to be a bright and happy one. That fills us with hope and happiness going 

forward in our lives. So in a way I’m excited for the future and the new door we all get to enter. 
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APPENDIX M 

HANNAH’S ARTIST STATEMENT 
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COVID-19 changed my life in a tremendous way with negative and positive effects. I had 

to stop going to school in person, I couldn’t see my best friend for over 4 months, I couldn’t 

hang out with any of my family (except the ones I lived with), had to stop playing softball, going 

outside just felt unsafe for me, there was an impact on my mental health, I couldn’t see my 

grandparents for over a year, stopped going to church, my dad lost his job, there was a lot of fear 

and unknown, and so much more. But I also got to meet new people when I went back to school, 

build relationships, grew closer with my sisters, tried new things like dance in school, changed as 

a person, looked at myself and others in a different way, looked at the whole world in a different 

perspective, and definitely learned to not take things for granted anymore. It was really weird 

though because during that year I had never felt so alone and isolated from everyone but then 

also there were new relationships and developed relationships. I really don’t know what kind of a 

person I would be today if COVID-19 didn’t happen because so much about me and my life has 

changed because of it and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Yes, COVID-19 was absolutely the 

worst thing that had ever happened in my life but I think that my life and the person that I have 

become has changed for the better because of it. This piece of artwork describes my COVID-19 

experience because during that one year I felt very isolated away from everyone else and it was a 

very bad part of my life but I also think that it shouldn’t be ignored and that I should look back 

on it as a way that my life had changed. 
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APPENDIX N 

OLIVIA’S ARTWORK 
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APPENDIX O 

EMILY’S ARTWORK 
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APPENDIX P 

LAUREN’S ARTWORK 
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APPENDIX Q 

HAILEY’S ARTWORK 

  



	
	

 137 

 



	
	

 138 

APPENDIX R 

HANNAH’S ARTWORK 
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APPENDIX S 

ATELIER IN-SITE 
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The purpose of this project was to determine if structured experiences could create an 

increased sense of belonging among the students at Forest Hills Baptist Church. In pursuing this 

idea, I began researching programs that had successfully increased the sense of belonging among 

young people within large institutions. In searching for structured experiences that increased 

connection and community among young people within large institutions, I discovered Atelier 

Insite. Clemson’s Public Art program, Atelier InSite, is a student-led initiative to engage and 

incorporate the student body with the public art installations on Clemson’s campus. In 2012, a 

group of students and professors recognized that there was a disconnect between the student 

population and the public art installations at Clemson. In response, the art department launched 

Atelier InSite. This innovational and unique approach brings student from various backgrounds 

and departments together under the common bond of art. Students in Atelier InSite are tasked 

with curating pieces of public art to be placed on Clemson’s campus that reflect the context of 

the surroundings. At the end of each project, a large reception is held where the art work is 

displayed and the students become the storytellers for the piece. The result is a program that 

empowers students to become storytellers for their institution and creates a passionate and 

invested culture toward public art within the student body at Clemson. Having successfully 

identified a structed experience (or program) that increased community and connection among 

young people within a large institution, I knew that I had found the model I was looking for. 

Using the structure of Clemson’s public art program, Atelier InSite, I created a structured 

experience where students would curate and become the storytellers for public works of art for 

the campus of FHBC.  


