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Abstract 
 
 
Christian young people face a number of challenges growing up in a technological world.  

Opportunities for young people to pause, reflect and contemplate are limited in the busyness 

of western culture.  Now more than ever, young people need to have an encounter with the 

Trinitarian God who brings about peace, wellbeing and transformation. 

 

This Study explores how a group of young people who regularly attend an evangelical church 

engage with the bible and how this helps them with their faith formation.  I have explored the 

importance of understanding how the micro-narratives of the bible fit into the meta-narrative 

of God’s salvation story.   

 

This is a small-scale research project, based in one location but draws knowledge and insight 

from a biblical narrative passed on over thousands of years to traditional development 

theorists, academic thinkers, fathers of the faith but equally importantly a small group of 11-

18 year old young people.  I’ve endeavoured to collate this information into something that is 

of relevance to my own localised context but also add value to other youth work practitioners.    

 

This study is part of ongoing action research that should not only focus on young people but 

has a relevance to the all generations that are representing in and out of the church context.   

 

I hope this study has demonstrated that by giving young people a voice, allowing them to 

engage their imagination, immerse themselves in the narrative, reflect and share in a 

supportive environment the biblical study can become a rhythm of life and important habit that 

keeps young people engaged and growing in wisdom, stature and favour (Luke 2:52). 
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Introduction 
 
 

“The bible tells a story. A story that isn’t over. 
A story that is still being told. 

A story that we have a part to play in” 
 (Rob Bell 2012:58). 

 

 

The bible is described as a meta-narrative, it describes how the relationship of the triune God 

and the rest of the world was broken through sin and God’s subsequent restoration plan of 

community.  Drane (2000:21-27) talks about how in the Old Testament ‘faith’ and ‘story’ are 

interwoven together and that these narratives are so cleverly developed.   These stories are 

passed on down the generations but still have relevance today and young people should have 

the opportunity to learn and engage with them.   Throughout the bible God gives a clear desire 

to be remembered seen clearly after the Israelites left the captivity of Egypt they were told to 

teach the law- “Teach them to your children. Repeat them when you are at home and when 

you are away, when you are resting and when you are working” (Deuteronomy 6:7 GNT).  

 

Moltmann (Mcgrath 2012:132) describes a theological concept of community defined in the 

‘Trinity’ perfectly interacting interdependently, in the form of a Greek dance, this has the 

theological term ‘Perichoresis’.  As a youth worker I desired to consider how the young people 

engaged within this dance with the Father, Spirit and Word (John 1:1-14).  

 

As Bell (ibid) shared insights of the exciting opportunities within the bible these are held 

alongside the challenges that youth workers face in promoting spiritual disciplines in a post-

modern era whilst keeping young people engaged in youth work activities.   The National 

Youth Work agency (NYA) defines youth work as enabling “young people to develop 

holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, 

to enable them to develop their voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full 

potential’. (NYA 2019:14).  Whilst secular in source this definition sits well with a value for 

youth ministry seen in the narrative of Luke - a key aspect of Jesus’ ministry was to see the 

potential in people (Roberts 2018:7) and bring life in all its fullness (John 10:10).   

 

The Growing Faith document (General Synod 2019:2) highlighted that 76% of people come to 

faith before the age of 18 of which 20% made a decision between 11 and 18.  If Bell’s (ibid) 

opinion is to be valued then learning bible stories should be key in faith development.  Passing 

on biblical narrative and the importance of training young people in spiritual quest is part of 

the early church movement in the New Testament (Ephesians 6:4 GNT). This study wanted 
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to look at how youth work plays a role within faith development and how we can nurture 

opportunities to help young people in their Christian journey.  The General Synod document 

(ibid) also highlighted the integrated needs of realising the roles of families, parents and 

grandparents in sharing the narratives of faith. This research sought to consider where and if 

this was happening and the role of the local faith community which Gough (2019:29) says 

carries responsibility and whether this does have an influence on the young person’s life.  

 

My passion for doing this research project is that I believe positive biblical engagement 

increases knowledge and nurtures wisdom and that teenage years offer a rich opportunity to 

develop opportunities and lifelong behaviour patterns. Emery-White (Nash and Whitehead 

2014:11) describes adolescence as a “God created special time in people’s lives when they 

would developmentally be spiritual seekers”.  This is seen reflectionally in the bible through 

Samuel (1 Samuel 2:26) and Jesus (Luke 2:52) who were both described as growing “in 

statue, favour with man and God”.  The NYA principles seek to enable young people to develop 

favourably with people through personal achievement, our distinctiveness as Christians is also 

desiring to encourage young people to grow in their relationship with God.  A Barna survey 

(2016) found that 54% of young people stated that reading the bible brings them closer to God 

and so my desire was to look at how we are developing opportunities to equip them to do this 

effectively.  

 

Adolescent faith development is demonstrated in the biblical story of Josiah (2 Chronicles 34), 

he began searching for God, rebuilding the temple and during this process the law given to 

Moses was discovered.  His response was to tear his clothes, repent and implement an 

intense period of study, dedication and exploration.  Rather than rip my clothes I hope my 

research will help tear down some barriers that prevent young people engaging in the meta-

narrative, inspiring them to become dedicated and passionate about their faith and enable 

their lives to become temples of the living God (1 Corinthians 3:16).  

 

Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bates 2019:280) describes the process that young people go through 

when gathering knowledge through reading, I see parallels from this theory to the process of 

theological reflection.  When supporting young people to read the bible, we need to allow those 

contemplative moments that enable deeper discovery of understanding and meaning. As the 

young people start and shape their theological thoughts they can apply and test these in their 

situation and then start the process again with evaluation.  The end result should be young 

people with a passion and desire to engage in scripture. 
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The Department for Education Report (2012) suggests that reading for pleasure is strongly 

influenced by relationship between teachers and children and children and families. This study 

seeks to explore how youth workers can relationally develop an interest and desire in engaging 

with the bible and seeks to show how knowledge and comprehension of scriptures may have 

a positive impact on how young people apply them to life in their everyday context. I want to 

try and establish a link to discover how young people move up the levels in bible study and 

the effect this has in enabling a positive transition through adolescence in the synthetic-

conventional faith formation stage (Fowler 1981:174).    

 

The study aims to demonstrate the journey of discovery that the young people went through 

whilst reading the narrative but hopefully identifies the importance of having a strong faith 

community surrounding them as they grow and develop into the people that God has called 

them to be.   
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Literature Review 
 
 
The book that is the most stolen yet the biggest selling book is the bible, despite many 

versions, translations, styles and commentaries and links to social media it seems young 

people struggle to engage, gain knowledge and understand it.  

 

Introduction 
 
The writer Donovan (2009) encourages us to be brave and journey to new places with young 

people, beyond our own comfort and discover afresh together -  but for parents, churches and 

young people alike where to start with bible exploration can be a challenge.   

 

Meek believes that “reading is a process of discovery and not a programme of instruction” 

(Briggs 2017:49) and Briggs’ pioneering research into how young people read the bible is both 

challenging and inspirational - advising the church about engaging young people to achieve 

biblical study and ‘faith development’.  Her research of getting children and young people to 

read Luke’s gospel doesn’t have the traits of a traditional youth work approach but promotes 

more of a philosophy of discovering hidden treasures than a curriculum based on adult-led 

intervention. Her findings give opportunity for the youth work practitioner to be brave and 

journey with young people, whilst still embracing the four key traditional NYA principles of 

Empowerment, Education, Participation and Equal opportunities (Dolby in Nash and 

Whitehead 2015:7). One of the ways that she does this is through dialogical questioning and 

enabling space for young people to reflect. 

 

Engaging in the narrative 
 
Briggs invites readers to allow young people to use their imagination, to allow the readers to 

become the actor or transporter and help develop their own epistemological thinking.  The 

book includes comprehensive research findings and theories that support the view that young 

people can become so engrossed in the story line that they start to develop hermeneutics.  

Her findings demonstrate evidence of young people not just reading the scripture but engaging 

in it in profound ways.  Briggs outlines two ways that young people can process narrative 

‘language based’ and ‘association based’ (2017:48).   
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Young People as Theologians 
 

Hyde introduced me to Jerome Berryman who suggests “children are, in fact, theologians who 

seek meaning and direction in life in relation to their existential issues and concerns” (Hyde in 

Cupit et al. 2012:14).  Hyde’s article talks about the importance of understanding the role of 

children and young people in the church and their own spirituality of the present not the future.  

Berryman has an approach that is about discovery and exploration, this draws similarities to 

the approach of Briggs.  He argues that children are often not recognised as practical 

theologians and don’t always have input into education and pastoral care (2009:175).  He 

gives a very comprehensive review of the history of child theology including how Anselm 

(2009:71) often engaged his pupils with “conversation to sharpen his thoughts’ rather than 

restricting them by adult boundaries. Lawrence argues that teachers encourage young people 

to ‘critically tear apart arguments, sub text, theories, and historical narrative’ and we need to 

start using those skills engaging young people with the bible.  Pimlott (2015:152) urges 

educators to promote critical thinking and curiosity with young people.  He provides 

constructive ways of how young people can demonstrate their voice and influence society in 

the form of social action and politicking from a theological and contextual point of view. 

 

 

Child Development 
 

Berryman looks at child development including child attachment theory, human development 

and how that relates to practice.  Using Gardner’s ‘Seven ways of knowing’ (Berryman 

2008:240-41) he suggests people operate in the four steps to imaginative discovery –  

• Scanning process, 

• Insight, 

•  Development of the insight  

• Closure 

 

Considering learning styles and presentation of the gospel Spindle (2012:59-61) sees 

engaging in scripture using the imagination as key with adolescents, this could be the 

environment you choose to engage with scripture, helping provide experiential learning or just 

the opportunity to experience scripture through play. He describes imaginative ways that you 

can engage young people with biblical narrative, his approach is not based on reading as a 

narrative but engagement in the story in a deep way.     

He challenges the model of ‘flashy, high energy programmes and Thursday night camp alter 

calls to a more contemplative approach that creates deep lasting joyful passionate relationship 
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with the living God’ (2012:99). He sees authentic play in youth work as the opportunity to 

enable young people to become “deep, grounded and spiritual”.   Youth work should offer the 

opportunity to explore the biblical narrative in ways that cater for different learning styles. 

 

 

Hoggarth (2011) presents a great easy-to-read handbook for engaging with the bible that 

touches on human development.  It explains key concepts, giving practitioners insights into 

alternative ways to engage with the bible, effectively use it and support others to engage with 

it.  In her chapter on ‘Young Word’ she discusses hermeneutics in light of developing the 

theme of allowing young people to interpret the bible, using Cupit’s Ladder (2011:108) as a 

point of reference she demonstrates a positive way that practitioners can measure 

engagement of the bible.   

 

• Enjoyment 

• Emotion 

• Imagination 

• Familiarity / memory 

• Personal relevance 

• Coercion  

• Implication 

• Context 

 

This approach is allied with theories of human development and takes into consideration 

young people developing abstract thoughts from the age of 11.  Her drive in this chapter is to 

see young people inhabit the scriptures and the importance of valuing their theological insight.  

 

Fowler (1987) in his classic piece of work ‘Faith Development’ suggests developmental stages 

linked into classic theories of human development such as Erickson and Piaget.  He celebrates 

that humans are formed with the imagination from the Creator’s image and encourages the 

church to help faith formation by giving gifts to the imagination, particularly in the early stages 

of formation. He encourages that bible stories are told in a way that helps children and young 

people explore who God is creatively claiming that it is the community of God that does 

practical theology.    

 

Sudbury (2015:124-132) and Crawford and Walker (2003:25-28) provide a social science 

perspective on human development of how a teenager’s world view is shaped.   Thompson 
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(2001:21) and Nash (2007:5) build on this to suggest a young person’s world and theological 

viewpoint is also shaped through personal circumstances and the culture surrounding them. 

Youth workers need to develop practice that challenges and engages young people but 

supports them through the developmental stages of adolescence. 

 

Nash and Whitehead (2014:138) have edited a Handbook of Christian Youthwork that is 

informative and packed with wise guidance on how youth workers can develop programmes 

and good practice.  The book has two chapters key for this essay on ‘Identity’ and ‘Faith 

Formation’ each has an equally informative response and critique to the theories.  Whitehead 

challenges traditional views of faith formation and thinking suggesting an approach that 

nurtures young people to living a life of fullness.  She encourages youth workers to engage 

young people’s imagination to enable them to understand the deeper narrative of the bible, 

develop rhythms and disciplines that lead to transformation.  Within this study this will be 

considered through the methodology but in considering if offering a narrative approach helps 

young people in these two areas. 

 

 

Spiritual Reading 
 

Nick Shepherd (2016:100) developing this argument further talks about a ‘faith habitus’ the 

practice of prayer, bible reading and worship.  His book develops the theme of creating 

environments that nurture young people into faith from churched and unchurched 

backgrounds.  I believe exploration in how young people engage in spirituality is key in 

enabling young people to form their faith, his research interests me because it focusses on a 

secular youth work and a church-based context.  His book draws parallels to faith formation 

in a secular age by Andrew Root (2017), both authors aim to address the challenges the 

church is facing of young people leaving, the generation gap and provide insight into how the 

church can respond to this.  Root looks into the history of western culture and how the church 

has moved into “moral, therapeutic, deism”.  He suggests that the solution is a Christological 

model that encounters God as young people go through a process of kenosis that brings about 

transformation.    Both writers warn a belief in God is no longer ‘plausible’ for a section of 

society and that testimony or story is an important part of faith development.  Root (2017:201) 

encourages youth workers to reconsider approaches that simply entertain young people.  Both 

books highlight the importance of faith formation and the youth worker’s role. 
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The idea of sharing the story is developed by Weaver (2018) who reinforces reading the bible 

as a spiritual discipline and encourages teenagers to look at context, word meaning, 

connections and application and practice such as Lectio Divina.  Helman (2019) encourages 

teenagers to read a Psalm a day and look at reading other books in large chunks using 

narrative, arguing that they get a feel of the story by doing this.  Taylor (2015) and Paul’s 

(2003) books on biblical engagement present a knowledge of theory with practical suggestions 

to help people understand how to engage and interpret the bible.  Paul explains the importance 

of reading the bible with an understanding of the meta-narrative and Taylor devotes a section 

outlining the story in the form of scenes from Genesis to Acts.  The number of author’s 

articulating good ideas that are practical and seem realistic show a desire to engage young 

people, but if they themselves do not engage with reading then to suggest any of these remain 

dated and disconnected to the reality of this generation. 

 

 

The Journey  
 
Ward (2017:136) cites Donavon and his missionary passion for telling the Gospel story in a 

contextual way that seemingly made God plausible to the people he was reaching out to. 

Ward gives a detailed explanation about practical theology, outlining how it is developed and 

highlights the importance of having practitioners who are educated and able to facilitate 

practical theology as a way ‘to nurture, discipline and provide resources to the church’ (Ward 

2017:75). 

 

Roberts (2018) brings a theological perspective of fruitful youth ministry inviting his readers to 

help young people grow in wisdom, stature and in favour with God and humanity (Luke 2:52).   

Briggs (2016:23) develops this opinion further by suggesting through reading the gospel 

narrative young people can start the process of interpreting the bible, applying it to their 

context and enable teenagers to imagine and experience who Jesus is.  I believe reading 

Luke’s Gospel as a narrative can introduce young people to a foundational knowledge of who 

Jesus is, what He thought about justice and how He demonstrated an existence of being fully 

human and divine.  The hope is through reading and engaging with part of the story the young 

people develop that passion and we as youth workers develop new ways to adventure with 

them in the timeless story in which we all take part. 
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Chapter 1: Methodology and Findings 
 

 

The context of this study is young people in an evangelical church in North Nottinghamshire 

who regularly attend a weekly bible study led by youth workers.  My empirical research 

provided the opportunity for young people to choose two journeys of discovery- take the 

challenge of reading the whole of Luke’s Gospel (Group 1) or engage with five short key 

readings (Group 2) over a period of five weeks.   Young people were given a small Good News 

version of Luke’s gospel, this method was chosen to make the narrative easy to read and 

allow the young people to develop their own thoughts and reflections.  

 

My inspiration for research was to explore - “reading is a process of discovery and not a 

programme of instruction” (Briggs 2017:48).   Lodge, states “despite an interest in spirituality, 

ethics and social justice, over 70 per cent of young people never read the Bible” (Lodge 2014) 

which sits alongside teenagers in Western Society having freedom in their expression of 

religion and spirituality.   When asked, young people in this survey indicated that they didn’t 

spend enough time reading the bible although this question could have had better definition. 

 

 

Figure 1 Bible Reading Time 

 

My research aims to establish. 

• Has reading Luke’s Gospel developed their faith formation? 

• Have they gained new knowledge of scriptures and can they use this theologically? 

• Do young people engage in shorter forms of biblical narrative? 

• Is this a way to read the bible? 

 

 

(PQ) Do you spend enough time 
reading the bible?

Yes Inbetween No
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Data Gathering Methods 
 

I chose to conduct a mixed-method approach of empirical research with the group of 13 young 

people including questionnaires, focus groups with activities and informal interviews.  I wanted 

to give them a voice and audience (Lundy 2013) to share their views whilst creating 

opportunities for them to feel they could be honest, sharing ideas with confidence and without 

fear.  Davies (Nash 2011:28) and Lundy (2013) warn about making consultation tokenistic, 

and to avoid this I produced activities that the young people would benefit from spiritually whilst 

feeling their views were valued.  Voluntary participation was key in the consultation, so 

occasionally young people opted not to fill in the questionnaires, this has created gaps in the 

research but hasn’t affected the overall outcome.  The study desired to offer an environment 

that was ethical, appropriate and allowed the possibility for young people to feel this was 

meaningful through participation, being heard and influence.  Young people were given 

information verbally and in written form as to understand the process taking place. 

 

 

Sampling and Selection of Participants  
 

The sampling process would be classified as convenience and purposive approach by 

Dahlberg and McCaig (2010:127).  This is because the group was selected from a group of 

20 young people who access the youth provision already, the young people were given the 

choice of what method to engage with.  It is purposive because they all have a level of Christian 

belief and will be taking part in activities that they would usually do in a youth club setting  

 

The sample group had the following breakdown of ages and gender, this wasn’t a planned 

approach, although Bell (2005:164) would argue there is value in this.     

 

  
Figure 2 Participant Age           Figure 3 Male and Female 

 

Age of Participants 

11-13 Years Old 14-17 Years Old
0

2

4

6

8

10

Males Females

Breakdown of Males and 
Females
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Validity and Reliability  
 
 
To enable validity of results Lancaster et al. (2002:308) suggests “studies should have a well-

defined set of aims and objectives to ensure methodological rigour and scientific validity”.  

They also warn about drawing conclusions from a small sample group, I am aware that this 

study is a small sample of young people, designed with participative and experiential methods 

which could question the validity of the research.  However, this research is designed to offer 

findings and consideration representative of young people in this context and could be 

replicated on a wider scale in the future. 

 

Ezzy (2002:62) argues about the importance of gathering and processing qualitative data 

straight away, this enabled me to reflect, validate, monitor, restructure and develop key 

themes during and between the sessions. I evaluated my own practice using Kolb’s reflective 

cycle (Thompson 2002:67).  The danger of this approach could be a bias and subjective view 

point, to counteract this a number of activities were chosen to try and establish a pattern of 

results.   Quantitative data from the questionnaires was collated and then tabulated into 

various forms offering visual comparisons and consideration of responses. The interviews and 

focus groups were recorded on a locked phone, transcribed and then stored on a password 

protected computer respecting confidentiality.   

 

 

Three different ways of collecting quantitative data were used, the first was a paper 

questionnaire (PQ) which 10 young people returned. The second and third were discussion 

activities with both groups together (DA) and an activity where young people were given metal 

disks to place in a paper cup (CP), 13 young people took part in these focus groups.  I have 

provided the activities and discussion questions for the focus group in the Appendix 1 for the 

empirical research activities. 

 

 

Figure 4 Understanding 

(DA)Do you feel you understand 
enough of the bible when you read 

it?

Yes Inbetween No
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Young people suggested that they had a basic knowledge about the bible, it’s purpose and 

how to use it and understand it.  Most young people have access to easy to read versions and 

see it as important.    

 

    

Figure 5 Why do you read the bible?     Figure 6 Importance 

 

Motivation of young people was a challenge as many participants only read the bible in youth 

work settings or when initiated by an adult and highlighted limitations with church modelling 

and promoting the importance of bible reading.  This study does not offer space to explore 

these but could be considered in the future about how youth work promotes bible reading and 

how adults can use influence well.  

 

I wanted to avoid young people feeling pressured to take part in the survey and promote 

voluntary participation which meant only five young people read the whole of Luke.  The short 

timescale and motivation were factors for participants in Group 2 not managing to read the 

small readings prior to the focus group sessions. It should be noted that none of the 11-13-

year old’s read Luke’s gospel Briggs (2017) research offered insight into this age which could 

be considered giving validity to my research still.  One female and four males read the whole 

of Luke’s Gospel. 

 

 

Focus groups explore and consider different viewpoints enabling participants to “collectively 

make sense of a phenomenon and construct meanings around it.”  (Bryman 2004:348).  Richie 

and Lewis (2006:115) suggest focus groups and interviews need to have a structure in place 

that enables the discussion to be steered in a certain direction.  With that in mind, I designed 

the focus groups with set activities, structured and semi structured questions, activities that 

demonstrated engagement.  For some of the discussion it was necessary for Group 1 and 2 

(DA)Why do you read the bible? 
1 Adults Asks 

2 My own choice 
3 Both

1 2 3

(DA) What is most important 
when reading the bible? 

1 Verse 2 Book
3 Mixture of all   4 Chapter

1 2 3 4
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to meet separately to allow some control and reliability in the data collected but the young 

people were given the same set of questions. 

 

Carr and Kemmis (Bradford and Cullen 2012:15) suggest “action research is simply a form of 

self-reflective enquiry” although not fully action research my study enabled the young people 

to think about the subject, formulate solutions and provided a platform for them to share ideas 

as Davies (Nash and Whitehead 2014:203) call ‘deep dialogue’.   The dialogue was more 

comprehensive with Group 1 this could have been due to the size of the group or the maturity 

of the participants or group dynamics as identified by Tuckman (Bates 2019:174).  

 

Figure 7 Tuckman’s Groupwork Stages 

 
The groups positioning in this model were notably different.  Group 1 formed quicker, focussing 

on the task which may have been due to their investment outside the project or confidence of 

their own knowledge and experience. Group 1 had a far superior knowledge about the 

gospels, stories and biblical characters than the second group and demonstrated a deeper 

engagement with the reflective theological process and exploring meaning in a deeper way.   

The group described different aspects of theological themes and were able to demonstrate 

this theology with contextual and biblical stories.  They had a willingness to explore the hidden 

meanings in all the narratives they read, often relating this to stories or characters in Luke.  

The young people were able to reflect on the character of Jesus and the difference he made 

with a passion and ownership of their faith.    

 

Group 2 were able to spot metaphors in some of the stories but were often reluctant to engage 

in any deep dialogue but there was some theological reflection took place and evidence of 

engagement in the narrative.   Group 1 shared stories or thinking quickly with a passion where 

Group 2 struggled to find meaning without the intervention of further questions from the 

facilitator. Within the ‘creative’ exercise Group 2 stayed within the boundaries of the stories 



 19 

that they had learnt in childhood or read in the readings, the first groups pictures and 

explanations were more detailed with theological reflection included. Group 2’s engagement 

was light as they couldn’t relate Gospel stories to their own context although one young person 

could name the four gospel books and one young people listed a number of interesting facts 

about Jesus.  One young person in the group had taken part in the original pilot study but 

hadn’t developed any more theological knowledge or reflection since then. 

 

Ward (2017:155) suggests that theological empirical research enables the practitioner to focus 

on the individuals he serves, this particular research should enable me to better understand 

how the young people theologically reflect, test their knowledge and establish if the methods 

used have developed their spirituality.  The interviews presented an opportunity to talk with 

the young people about their journey of completing the full Luke gospel narrative, all the young 

people expressed that this the process was significant in their own faith journey.  The 

interviews enabled the young people to process who they were, their role within the wider 

youth context and the next step of their own development. 

 

 

The Lost Sheep Discussion 
 

Using the model created by Briggs, I gave the young people the short narrative of the lost 

sheep story with questions to answer.  Ten young people took part in the exercise, the young 

people had clear view points on the meaning of the story and the results suggested an 

understanding of the theological principle of grace.  The young people engaged with the 

narrative and were able to spend a moment of theological reflection. 

 

 

Figure 8 Lost Sheep 

 

In this story I am most like?

The Shepherd The Lost Sheep One of the 99
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Figure 9 Unpopular     Figure 10 Heaven 

 

 

Lectio Divina 
 

Wilkinson (Silverman 2009:179) suggests the facilitator is key to success within a focus group 

as they can maintain a positive environment for participation, ensuring all voices are heard 

and discussion is not dominated.   To enable greater participation and voice I used a number 

of activities that allow for a more creative and experiential approach.  The final activity I chose 

to do was Lectio Divina based on ‘the calming of the storm’ and ‘the boy in the temple’.  This 

was a new activity to the group, the majority of young people engaged at different levels and 

all read the narrative at least once reflecting Briggs (2016:16) sense that to interpret the story 

a reader has to think with it. They were encouraged to treat this as a spiritual exercise and 

they respected each other, engaging in silence, with some young people requesting to go into 

an area that was quieter. Responses to this exercise were varied and interesting, one young 

person (Participant 5) suggested that this was “just reading” but engaged in dialogue about 

the story demonstrating he had formed opinions about the characters.  It was difficult to judge 

engagement from some whose response was doodling which they took away, but some 

appeared to have had a spiritual encounter and dialogue with God.  They responded with 

writing that explained their thoughts and prayers for other members of the group but in the 

discussion afterward young people were unsure if they had heard God’s voice or their own 

thoughts.   
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Chapter 2 : Engaged in the Narrative. 
 

 
Stories form part of our culture, it may be discussions round a table, bedtime stories, children 

and adults reading a book together, morals, lessons and parables.  Our imagination enters 

and connects us to a world of discovery as the narrative sets the scene to a story, describing 

history, context, characters and gives the reader a plot to follow.  The Luke 2:41-52 narrative 

describes how Jesus at an early age was allowed a voice to demonstrate the knowledge that 

he had gained at the temple. His whole ministry praxis reflected his deep understanding of the 

scriptures, his ability to contextualise theology into imaginative forms to the people around 

him, telling stories.  Berryman (2008:8) describes times when children often ‘astonish’ adults 

with their deep theological thinking, he suggests that room should be made for young people 

to share their deep theological thoughts or as Bushnell described “gifts to the imagination” 

(Fowler 1987:83). This challenges me as a practitioner to provide an environment where 

knowledge is learnt but also demonstrated.  

 

The biblical narrative has been written for us for hundreds of years, yet the stories become 

real and fresh and new to generations and individuals. Psalm 78 encourages “finding ‘chidah’ 

a riddle, an enigmatic, perplexing saying or question” (Strong’s 2420). Fowler (1987:83) 

suggests that we need to allow stories to intrigue our young people and avoid putting ‘moral 

or moralistic meanings’ that prevent exploration or encounter.  Instead of giving young people 

the answers, we allow them to find the meaning and this study looked to see if young people 

could enter the ancient yet modern world and become part of the story.  Zimmerman (2004:19) 

describes how the Old Testament stories were told experientially in the Israelite tradition of 

festivals, Sacks (2014) talks about how narrative in Jewish culture is used to remember but 

also pass on important lessons and traditions to the next generation.  

 

Our culture uses traditions and significant dates to remember the narrative with storytelling 

and experiential methods, Maundy Thursday, Bonfire night and Christian festivals are 

celebrated widely.  This was demonstrated in the nation’s remembrance of 100 years since 

the First World War ended, the poppy provides a symbolic reminder to the nation combined 

with the recitation of John Mcrae’s (1915) ‘In Flanders Field’ poem (British Legion). The digital 

age has meant that young people have started to follow other people’s stories using social 

media, where young people have used books in the past, they opt to follow the storyline of 

their favourite bloggers, vloggers and youtubers engaging in the instant storyline.  Youth for 

Christ (2019) suggests ‘Generation Z’ value authenticity, we need to encourage practitioners 
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to support young people in their quest of discovery, but more importantly help them explore 

God’s narrative.  

 

 

Knowledge 
 

Green talks about how narratives shapes our knowledge base and belief in positive and 

negative ways citing Turner who says, “most of our experience, our knowledge and thinking 

is organised as stories” (Green 2011:27).   Group 1 engaged the narrative of Luke’s Gospel 

imaginatively deepening their knowledge of who Jesus was and the context he lived in and 

one young person described the Gospel as “basically the diary of Jesus” (FGD2:17).  For 

many people keeping a diary is a personal account that helps them to process their thoughts, 

feelings and experiences.  A connection between the bible and diary could suggest that by 

reading this account the young people felt a new connection to Jesus and an invitation to 

follow his story.   

 

As the group engaged in broader Christological examination of the divinity and humanity of 

Christ, they responded with empathy to his struggles and constructed a theological view 

developed from His values, teaching, relationships and mission.  They not only found answers 

in the narrative to who Jesus was, they started to apply their knowledge to the context they 

were in. One young person compared the boldness of Jesus and the other characters, 

discussing faith in the everyday part of life and how he struggles in this (FGD2:18). The group 

started to form ‘practical theology’, described as reflecting and studying ‘those moments, 

context, situations and practices in which God’s action intersects with our actions’ (Root and 

Dean 2011:17) 

 

“Everything he did it all has a purpose and was working to the end goal, the cross” – 

 Participant 8 (FGD2:19) 

 

Hoggarth (2011:55) encourages an approach of reading the bible as a whole canonically, 

grasping the narratives but also seeing the wider meta-narrative the ‘purpose and goal of 

God’s plan’.  Group 1 moved from an approach of scratching the surface with bible verses and 

analogical discussion, to digging deeper into experiencing the narrative of Luke’s Gospel.    

Reading Luke both groups mentioned regularly that the parables were ‘metaphors’ that led to 

the wide story of Jesus on the cross. For Group 1 the foundations of reading Luke’s gospel 

provided the knowledge and information to explore the narrative in a deeper way, relating the 

text to its place in God’s wider story that offers “transformative interpretation” (Paul 2017:19). 
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Group 1 identified Jesus wrestled with who he was, faced challenges and wasn’t universally 

popular.  One young person mentioned that “he was kind through it, if you knew you were 

going to die you wouldn’t be as calm, I would think I’ll leave that because it’s not going to 

matter to me anyway” -Participant 3 (FGD2:19).  As young people talked about how they 

engaged in the plot, sub plot, learned characters and found deep meaning, Jesus became a 

‘living’ role model and example.  One young person talked about the conflict between Jesus 

and Pharisees as a ‘cold war’ (FGD2:19), another talked about how Jesus was in a competitive 

environment where people were trying to come out on top (FGD2:19).  It seems that young 

people were able to understand the context of the biblical narrative and apply it to some of the 

situations they find themselves in today. Bush (Yoder and Kaethler 2011:26) encourages us 

to remind young people that scriptures were written by humans and their experience of life, 

he suggests that this should give all people the confidence to feel that they can interpret 

scripture.  The other characters came alive in the story also, one young person talked about 

how often they felt like Zacchaeus, “he tried to see Jesus as best he could and then he just 

got picked out from the crowd” Participant 4 (FGD2). 

 

This immersion in the Luke narrative was a clear advantage over Group 2, who relied on past 

teaching and engagement to develop thoughts and opinions.  The narratives they were given 

were not sufficient enough for them to use as a clear interpretive lens.  In the interviews (AI:34-

35) participants 1 and 2 (Group 1) talked about hearing some of the stories and described how 

reading in more detail brought a deeper level of understanding.  It is evident that prior exposure 

to scripture has helped both groups in this process and it’s difficult to measure how much 

exposure Group 1 have had previously to this study.  Knowing these groups, I am aware that 

both have had similar life experiences and exposure to church but the transformation in 

knowledge of Group 1 since the pilot study suggests that in four weeks they have increased 

their knowledge significantly.  The variables of prior knowledge and learning of scripture is one 

of the weaknesses of this study and utilising an existing group meant no measure was taken 

or administered to the findings.  Future studies could develop the discussion of bible 

knowledge and apply this to findings to create stronger validity. 

 

 

Interpretive lenses 
 

Briggs (2017) talks about the hermeneutic circle, this is the process of finding meaning within 

a text and is affected by people’s understanding of the context and own perspectives that can 
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be interchangeable which Taylor (2015:5) reflects can be affected through your own context.  

This circle reminded me of Thompsons (2001:21) PCS model and applying it into this situation.  

I can see young people’s personal beliefs about the bible can be shaped by life experience 

and family upbringing values, the cultural experiences and customs and also the structural 

influences shape contextual theology. 

 

Brueggeman (2011:11) talks about the rule of faith including creeds, doctrine and Trinitarian 

viewpoints having an effect on how the bible is interpreted in protestant church life.  The study 

is focussed on young people who have been brought up in a ‘new church’ without traditional 

forms of Denominational liturgy and structures.  When asked, young people identified that little 

time was spent reading the bible at home (FGD4), this supported my original evidence from 

my pilot study where only one participant in my original pilot study (PS8) stated that they read 

the bible at home with parents. They have recently joined the church from a traditional 

denominational church background that celebrates the use of liturgy and the lectionary as a 

yearly pattern.  It would be interesting to explore what effect a more traditional model of church 

has on young people’s engagement and interpretation of biblical narrative.   Nash (2007:5) 

describes four theological influences that shape our theology ‘biblical and applied’ (above) 

‘denominational’ (between), ‘reflection’ (among) and ‘contextual’ (below).    The non-liturgical 

expression of church that the young people are a part of, their lack of deep meaningful biblical 

engagement would suggest that they are weak on the denominational and biblical influences 

of their theology.  This has an effect on their ability to theologically reflect about the context 

they are in and could mean that their views are shaped by the opinions of others or their own 

reflection of societal values, morals and beliefs. 

 

Group 2 when presented with a narrative text and dialogical approaches were unable to draw 

on a deep knowledge base to produce new reflective insight, developed with reason and 

critique.  Their experience of church is of an entertainment approach to facilitation where a 

behaviourist style of learning is modelled.  Briggs (2017:70) argues that young people often 

don’t engage in biblical narrative because they expect adult intervention.  Perhaps this is 

stronger when the whole church models a banking approach described by Freire (Smith 

1994:155).  In my original pilot study; a key outcome was the young people suggested a way 

of engaging in the bible was through an adult mentor.  It seems a shame that one participant 

in Group 2 was able to quote some interesting facts about Jesus but not given the opportunity 

to turn this into knowledge and deeper engagement.  Instead of forming his own views, he 

asked me what I thought (FGD5:31).   
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Fowler (1987:82) suggests that faith formation plays a big part in the interpretation of scripture 

and that people bring different levels of understanding to a group.   We need to find ways of 

offering safe places for our young people to share thoughts, opinion and questions from their 

level without fear of ridicule but being able to support and teach one another. 

 

 

Philosophical interpretation 
 

The impact of social science has and will have a significant effect on the lenses that young 

people interpret scripture, sin and morality where the bible is no longer a guide for lifestyles in 

an increasing post modernistic pluralistic society.  The structural influence of religious 

education can no longer be deemed of Christian nature where historically the story of creation 

and sin was told, young people are exposed to philosophical world views that present a greater 

degree of tolerance.  Feminist theologian Elaine Graham (2011:3) says people should be 

totally immersed in the culture they belong, understand the challenges and from there practical 

theology can be developed, she suggests a model shaped by being ‘among’ and ‘below’, 

finding meaning through the context and reflection, moving away from a theology of rescue, 

to promoting salvation as achieving happiness and flourishing that rethinks traditions.  Bush 

(Yoder and Kaethler 2011:24) suggests that just reflecting on postmodern culture can negate 

the concept that truth is timeless and is just relative to particular context.  He suggests this 

can lead to the bible meaning whatever people want it to.  It is evident that as Disbrey 

(2007:29) suggests the New Testament promotes to young people a sense of flourishing with 

virtues like fruitfulness and positive character rather than a list of rules.  Asking young people 

to read seemed a formal approach however this process didn’t have vast amounts of formal 

education, Jeff’s and Smith (1996:61) state that informal educational benefits from ‘being 

around’ and taking part in the activities provided opportunities for a transactional learning 

environment between myself and the young people.  I would have liked to explore the effect 

of young people sharing information in the context of the group and how this shaped the 

theological view of Group 2. 

 

My findings are based on young people having the opportunity to explore meaning and 

develop their own viewpoint in discussion groups where they were able to develop deep 

theological understanding around the values promoted in the narrative.  I recognise that Hart 

(1997) would consider this adult-led participation and it could have been developed so the 

young people set agendas and chose discussion themes.  As it stood this study didn’t dig 

deeply to debate some of the view’s society has around sexuality, relationships and lifestyle 

and a weakness in using the narrative is young people might see the values represented as 
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not relevant for today or leave the interpretation of the story in the context that it is found. I 

believe youth workers need to make a professional judgement about their role of facilitating 

participation, this can only be determined through assessment of the group and the faith 

formation of the young people present.  Empowering people to take more responsibility should 

be a step by step process that allows young people to have dialogue with the group, have 

their voice heard and respected but also good positive empowering direction from the 

facilitator.   

 

 

Voice for the Marginalised 
 
Hershberger (Yoder and Kaethler 2011:68) suggests that we need to see the biblical meta-

narrative through a Christocentric hermeneutic, the young people described how Jesus’ 

engagement was full of grace and virtue for sinners and the marginalised. Root and Dean 

(2011:63-75) suggest that young people who are immersed in the culture but are strong in 

their faith can be proclaimers of hope.  I noticed this in one young person’s theological 

reflection on poverty, and how he felt the church needed to act to address the needs of the 

local community and the world.   It seems that he understood the theory of reaching out to the 

lost but his immersion in the scriptures meant that this led to a formational moment of wanting 

to intervene and activate his life.  This would support Green’s idea that for scripture to be 

transformative it must “transform the reader rather than the other way round” (2011:127). 

 

 

Divine interpretation.  
 

Brueggemann (2009:28) invites readers to read the scriptures as an art and let the Holy Spirit 

help bring transformational interpretation in a modernistic society.  He encourages the 

interpreter to read the scripture, critically see the struggles of the context and leave knowing 

that God can bring about a change, restoration, righteousness, truth and life.  Aristotle (Fowler 

1987:15) described two types of knowledge, Thorea - the understanding of the process and 

theories and Poeisis – a process that is ‘shaped’ and develop and nurtured into being.    In the 

case of the young people they started to form and a deeper understanding of the theory and 

started to form their faith view. 

 

Taylor (2015:5) suggests putting yourself in the character of the stories you are reading,  

Oatley (Briggs2017:47) argues that better reflections come if young people can draw on past 

knowledge and are immersed in the story line.  In the Lost Son exercise (FGD1:11) one young 
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person from Group 2 saw God’s heart of grace and forgiveness in the father and another felt 

the disappointment and injustice of the Son who had served his father faithfully.  Briggs argues 

that young people read the narrative in two different forms, “language and association based” 

(2017:48).  Group 1 expanded beyond these answers, one young person described the story 

as “It kind of links in with Jesus, because Jesus always forgives our sins even if we make 

mistakes, he was saying what was going to happen” (FGD1:12) another talked about being 

the ‘lost son’ “often you go down different paths, but you will always be forgiven no matter 

what you do” (ibid).  This reflection was more than language based, it was formed from a 

theological lens that understand the wider meta-narrative Jesus used these micro-narratives, 

to remind people of the meta-narrative of God’s salvation message.   It seems interesting the 

young people have gathered information or bible stories that they have heard and begin to 

process them a little bit deeper. The symbolic nature of being fruitful and planted suggests 

that God has a bigger story for the young people to step into and understanding the history, 

the meta-narrative can help young people create a philosophy that moves from being rescued 

to living a life of abundance and a formed faith. 
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Chapter 3: Faith Formation 
 

 

Jesus presented a theological perspective for faith formation in Luke 8:11-15, He talked about 

a farmer sowing seed and the environment that the seed fell.  A challenge to youth work is 

making sure that we have a strategy, focus and environment for the spiritual seed we sow to 

grow faith in young people’s lives. Failure to prepare, nurture and maintain the ground means 

young people can’t grow deep roots and have shallow faith.  Formation is explored through in 

the riverbank as a metaphor in Psalm 1 as a description of the philosophy our youthwork 

practice should aspire to.  Youth workers practice, organisational culture, programmes and 

environment should be conducive for spiritual growth, nurture and faith formation.   Jeremiah 

uses the metaphor of strong roots as demonstrating a generational effect which should inspire 

youth workers to look further than formative years to provide a foundation that supports a 

fruitful transition into adulthood and lifelong inheritance.  Henry and Winter (1995:389) explains 

this metaphor is also related to the word of God (Luke 8:11) and it is this that I want to explore 

the effect that study of the bible has on faith formation. 

 

Faith Formation 

Fowler (1987:96) presents a process of faith formation that is allied with other development 

theories, it helps explain how the young people develop their thinking, not only about the 

Christian faith but also other faiths, values and their own beliefs.   Erickson’s Life Development 

Theory and Piaget’s (Sudbury 2015:124-132) writings on early teenage years explain how 

beliefs and worldviews are shaped and how teenagers question personal values, morals, 

virtues and philosophical belief.  Crawford and Walker (2003:25-28) cite (Erikson 1995 and 

Steinberg 1993) suggesting adolescents go through a stage of questioning roles, identity and 

values often moving away from views that are held by society and parents.  This would support 

the sense of Folmsbee (2007:41) who argues youth work that just transfers information and 

doesn’t nurture spiritual growth leads to static faith. This is a key time when youth work can 

intervene to impart knowledge and experience that can support young people to shape and 

explore their opinions.  
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Many studies have been done on adolescent development as well as models of faith 

formation, for example Fowler would refer to the mythical literal, imperial self, and the synthetic 

conventional faith, institutional stage (1987:96). Westerhoff (cited in Nash and Whitehead 

2014:147) describes the adolescent stage as a time of searching and risky behaviour whilst 

these have truth and value Nouwen critiques models of faith formation suggesting they 

represent an impossible ideal of reaching a summit whereas he believed spiritual formation is 

often “horizontal movements that produce spiritual wholeness” (2011:132).  This idea would 

be supported within this study by young people identifying their faith moving up and down 

scales and it being a spiritual journey rather than a process (Whitehead, ibid).  I like this 

thought as it reminds me that sometimes journeys are not always straightforward and at times 

involve detours. 

 

Parents and Growth 

Barna’s (2019) research highlighted the importance of parents for the spiritual formation of 

Gen Z, followed by the church and schools and the report suggested more joined-up 

approaches between the three groups.  Perhaps a reason for the young people in Group 1 

engaging more is that their parents have a higher value of the bible and its importance to their 

life.  When surveyed both groups expressed the view that parents were not involved in 

promoting bible reading regularly at home. It seems that parents are content for ‘church’ to be 

the major educator and influence with exploration and faith development and that young 

people need to discover their own faith.  Many of our parents are part of generations who have 

seen the investment churches have made in youth work, to provide educational, social 

activities in church settings dating back to 1960’s where organisations like Youth for Christ 

gathered momentum.  Ward (1996:183-84) argues that parents see the youth club as a place 

their child can be educated and a safe place they can experiment and take risks.  Reflecting 

further about this, I believe that some parents feel unsure of how to approach educating and 

communicating with their teen and see the ‘church youth group’ as an opportunity to hand the 

responsibility to the youth worker.    

 

Observations of the young people in my study suggests some young people are reaching a 

point where they will have to make a concrete decision about their faith, the Prodigal Son 

narrative was poignant as a participant (1:12) said “often you go down different paths, but you 

will always be forgiven no matter what you do” another compared the Prodigal Son directly to 

himself- “I’m on the edge just mucking about” participant (10:12).  From an observation of the 
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two groups, Group 1 were really engaged and developed the themes and came across 

passionate about their faith, whereas members of Group 2 lacked passion, were disengaged 

and were reluctant to share their views. Participant 1 and 8, both were really serious about the 

importance of bible study and when asked at interview (AI:32) if they would recommend young 

people reading Luke’s gospel cited motivation and commitment as being a key barrier that 

could prevent young people taking part.   

 

Let me Entertain You 

I believe that much of the work with this group is sowing seeds that are hitting hard ground or 

are not able to be rooted with any depth.  For one participant who is capable of theological 

discussion, the current entertainment style of curriculum is not relevant for his age, intellect or 

learning style. Davis (Nash 2014:199) encourages youth work that is wisdom seeking, 

inhabitation and discovery of scripture that suggests the move away from Christian youth work 

as entertainment. Dean suggests attending and participation is not enough to develop deep 

faith and creates the idea within young people that Christianity is for “those with lesser 

intellects” (Dean 2004:166).  The age of some of the disconnected young people would mean 

that the appeal of just attending may not be enough to keep them in the church long term. 

Root (2017:30) also argues programmes are often more centred around attendance than 

transcendence, we put value on keeping the young people entertained and give little thought 

about how we develop a place where knowledge and meaning are found.  Faith formation with 

in these settings can be measured on attendance and expression in worship on a Sunday 

morning which is based on observable assessment that does not offer a true reflection of the 

young person’s engagement in a faith filled life enriched through payer, bible and relationship. 

We need to be able to measure the effectiveness of our programmes firstly by the spiritual 

fruit and formation they produce but also young people’s ability to form rational, knowledgeable 

and informed thoughts.  Spiritual formation should encourage self-reflection and allowing the 

young people to reflect on who I am and who do I want to become.   

Development theory identifies that adolescence is a time when struggles with identity, morality 

and beliefs are questioned.  Our aim should enable young people to develop a greater 

meaning and understanding of transcendence, helping guide young people through the 

‘Moratorium’ crisis to ‘identity achievement’ Marcia (Coleman and Hendry 1999:63). One 

young person was particularly challenged about his lifestyle and how he presented himself to 

his peers, reading the scripture had challenged him to think about how he identifies as a 



 31 

Christian to his friends outside of a Sunday evening youth night, reading the Jesus narrative 

was a testimony to him. 

 

 

Contemplation 
 

Nouwen suggests time in contemplation and spiritual disciplines such as Lectio Divina are key 

for spiritual formation, they “remind us that we are beloved” (Nouwen 2011:81), Responding 

to Lectio Divina activity, young people reflected and identified fears, worries and hopes, 

describing a deeper sense and knowledge, through engagement in the narrative of Jesus 

calming the storm.  They theologically reflected on him being around to calm their storms of 

life.  This was an interesting development in the study as the young people hadn’t engaged in 

reading all of Luke’s gospel, claiming that they didn’t really like reading.   This indicated that 

for some young people, engaging for a length of time with large chunks of narrative, enabled 

a deeper reflection but more importantly a direct dialogue with God. Some of the young people 

just didn’t engage, one participant claimed that lectio Divina was “just reading”, another young 

person was unsure how to distinguish between his own voice and God’s.  This process allowed 

the young people to take part in spiritual reading in a moment of contemplation. 

 

The whole group is part of a non-book culture who are a part of the digital age that uses 

technology, Carr (2010:261) argues that the internet “reroutes our vital paths and diminishes 

our capacity for contemplation”.  YFC state “Gen Z are known for highly valuing the trait for 

authenticity” (2019:36) yet teens through technology invite a world that has so many voices, 

instant information, fake news, secular world views and philosophy that truth can become 

confusion.  

 

Shepherd (2016:79) urges faith communities to allow young people to experience a God that 

is real, allow young people to question their faith and provide a context that helps 

transcendence make sense.   One young person was able to see the beauty of the narrative, 

the cleverness of the hidden plots and treasures as he read through Luke, he described it as 

finding the ‘Easter eggs in a film’ (hidden message or inside joke placed within films).  I believe 

by reading Luke’s gospel he was able to go deeper into the story, he discovered and realised 

the hidden plot and clues of God’s meta-narrative.   Fowler (1987:43) talks about the 

importance of the ‘Logos’ and how it brings about the direction and formation of faith.  The 

Logos that formed the world can have an influence in forming the young people in the now, 

bringing instruction and true freedom to those we serve in a youth work context.  
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The Encounter 
 

Fowler (1981:153) highlights that adolescents go through three formation stages ending at 

‘synthetic conventional faith’ he outlines that at this stage adolescents are searching for a God 

who knows, accepts and confirms the self deeply”.  This process starts to test and then shape 

a strong value and belief system.  Dean (2004:245) encourages youth workers to immerse 

young people in the person of Jesus, the young people highlighted the incarnate nature of 

Jesus, discovered a new sense of encounter that seemed to be more transformational than 

just theological interpretation.   Participant 1 (1:33) talked about a “lifting feeling of grace and 

forgiveness” and “having an encounter with faith” after reading the narrative Participant 4 

(4:19) stated “my faith has been boosted a little bit whilst reading some of it, there has been 

bits that are prophesies for people that are sort of linked to the story” all the young people who 

read the Gospel implied that the process was a spiritual journey they had.  

 

Root (2017:184) explores the concept of ‘hypostasis’ a union with Christ, suggesting that 

through kenosis (emptying), we go through a process called theosis (transformation) having 

encounters and becoming ‘little Christs’.   I like the concept that as the young people read they 

engaged with spirituality and the Godhead, beginning a process of transformation.  The young 

people were committed to sacrificially reading the bible and I believe this commitment brought 

them deeper into the presence of Jesus, in the same way that prayer, worship and communion 

with other believers draws Jesus closer. The reading of the scriptures enabled them to 

encounter Jesus in a new way that led to a greater level of faith development and a life 

transforming encounter. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

My personal faith development was influenced by an upbringing in a Christian home, a 

traditional Methodist church background and attending a Catholic school.  This has helped me 

recognise what an important role belonging to a community of faith has in the spiritual, social, 

physical, moral and intellectual development of young people.    

 

Part of the curriculum for secondary school was to read the whole of Marks gospel, at the time 

this was a real challenge but as I look back on that experience I feel that it helped shape the 

way I view and understand the bible.  Having personally read the bible a number of times I 

feel this has enabled me to draw closer to God, understand Him better but also establish firm 

foundations in my own spiritual journey.  This has ignited a passion to read the bible not just 

to gain knowledge or out of duty but to be able to reflect theologically and apply it contextually. 

 

A key influence and inspiration in my choice of dissertation was a lecture I attended by Melody 

Briggs, she presented her research and findings on young people engaging in biblical 

narrative.   I wanted to investigate further her findings and see if this translated to the young 

people in my unique faith context.  When I began this research, I wanted to explore and find 

opportunities to understand how young people engage with biblical narrative and how this 

effects their faith development.  I wanted to discover ways young people can participate in the 

bible as part of their faith discipline enabling them to immerse and engage in the narrative and 

not just scripture.  With all of the research and findings there are gaps that require further 

consideration to widen contextualisation of this study and improve validity, but I have managed 

to explore a situation and discover ideas, thoughts and possibilities for this group, church and 

youth provision.  In the findings around faith formation and biblical narrative has come a 

greater appreciation of the ability of young people to engage with the bible but also the deep 

need for workers to offer and encourage this. 

 

 

Pause 
 

Through the research, I discovered by reading Luke’s Gospel the young people’s faith has 

been challenged, grown and transformed.  Immersion in the Luke narrative was a significant 

factor and the young people had moments of transcendence where God had spoken to them 

through the journey.  Through taking time to pause, reflect and contemplate the young people 

in both groups benefited from reading beyond a selection of verses and were able to start the 
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process of reflection. This was seen for example in both groups as they read the Calming of 

the Storm and spent time in contextual theological reflection.  The comments and feedback 

from the young people around this signify a clear need for youth workers to consider how we 

approach the scriptures offering moments and silent opportunities for significant personal 

discoveries.  To engage young people not only in practices that we may be comfortable in but 

allowing them space and fresh ways of taking moments and times to connect with God. 

 

 

The process has enabled the young people to interpret scriptures and find meaning.    I 

strongly believe that supporting young people to read the bible as a narrative at a younger age 

and revisiting this in early adulthood is really important in faith development.  From the young 

people the idea around adults helping them in bible studies needs to be explored further and 

to consider ways as professionals we can create opportunities to support parents, guardians 

and wider family to engage in the bible including training, mentoring and developing family 

patterns.  This should be done in this exploring manner that recognises the wisdom and 

understanding that young people do possess and allows intergenerational sharing and 

communion. 

 

 

I’m Not Reading It 
 
Throughout the study there has been an ongoing conversation of young people not reading 

and the increase in a non-book culture.  This has been highlighted by recent publications by 

Youth for Christ (ibid) and the General Synod (ibid).  We need to consider how we authentically 

engage the ancient yet timeless biblical treasures to the digital culture.  Nash and Whitehead 

(2014:24) suggest that learning is achieved through formal and informal contexts.  We need 

to create a variety of learning environments that cater for multiple learning styles and thus 

enable young people to gather knowledge, use their imagination and be fully engaged in 

learning.  Fleming’s VARK model (Bates 2019:120) suggests that people have four different 

learning styles visual, auditory, reading and kinaesthetic.  Whilst reading focused on one style, 

the various approaches used in the focus group consultation show that moving away from 

traditional behaviourists approaches can aid engagement and learning. Gough (2018:80) 

encourages youth workers to become facilitators, create a culture of conversation and use 

models like Edgars ‘Cone of Learning’ (Lee and Reeves 2007:47-56) that promote 

participation and deeper learning outcomes.  We see this modelled throughout the biblical 

narrative in the Old Testament where God engaged in dialogue with Moses or the visual acts 

of the Prophets and Jesus would often use a small group discussion in his discipleship model. 
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Smith (1994:58) outlines the importance of creating an environment where people feel they 

can share their views, conversation should be more about being around than having a fixed 

agenda.    

 

 

This study has helped me reflect on how reading the bible as a narrative has helped in the 

spiritual growth of the young people who took part. I would like to conclude with how the 

reading and studying the bible in a youth ministry context can support growth.    

 

 

Figure 11 Hutson, N. (2019) 

 

My findings have demonstrated that the young people gained knowledge throughout the 

process.  Seeing the young people develop in their theological reflection has been possible 

because of the investment they made reading Luke’s gospel.  It is not the only way that they 

have gained knowledge, but it has built on some of the foundational work that has been done 

through their interaction with the faith community.   

 

 

Connection 
 

Shepherd (2016:120) argues that faith development cannot be achieved through knowledge 

alone and that Christians need to create supportive environments for young people where 

they can interact with their peers and also the wider community.   I saw this in the study in the 

way that the young people interacted and shared a connection through the experience that 

they had, the young people created their own cultural rules for the group that promoted a good 

learning environment.  Creating groups that stimulate a shared knowledge, can enable young 
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people who struggle to engage in the biblical narrative the opportunity to gain understanding 

through transaction with other group members and the wider faith community has a role to 

play in this sense of connectivity. 

 

As young people theologically reflect they need to be able to test their knowledge and beliefs. 

Experience plays a big role in this process of testing, but this testing is done through the 

nurture and security of knowledge and supportive connections.  If we want young people to 

become passionate followers of God, we need to give them the opportunity to experience 

spiritual disciplines of prayer, bible study and worship.   Real spiritual growth can occur if we 

teach them the tools to develop a natural rhythm of life that offers encounters with the Divine 

whilst living in the now.  

 

Seize the Moment 
 
Spindle (2012:39) talks about Kairos and Chronos, youth workers only have a small window 

of time to help young people navigate their way through adolescence.  We need to help them 

in the Chronos seasons to experience those Kairos moments when time stands still, and 

young people can experience a life enriching encounter with the author of the narrative.   

 

 

We began with the idea from Bell (2012:58) that said  

 

“The bible tells a story. 

A story that isn’t over. 

A story that is still being told. 

A story that we have a part to play in. 

 

This study has enabled me to think again about the story, to join in it once more and to see 

young people considering their character within this great narrative.  The story is still being 

told and it is too good to be kept on a shelf. 

 

Word Count 10919. 
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Stories from Luke 
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Selected by Stories from Luke 

 

The Boy Jesus in the Temple  

Jesus Calls the First Disciples  

Calming of the Storm 

Parable of the Sower 

Feeding of the five thousand  

Trust in God 

The Lost Coin 

Lost Son 

Jesus and Zaccheus  

The Lost Sheep 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reading Day 1 
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The Boy Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2: 41-52) 

41 Every year the parents of Jesus went to Jerusalem for the Passover Festival. 42 When Jesus was twelve 

years old, they went to the festival as usual. 43 When the festival was over, they started back home, but the boy 

Jesus stayed in Jerusalem. His parents did not know this; 44 they thought that he was with the group, so they 

travelled a whole day and then started looking for him among their relatives and friends. 45 They did not find 

him, so they went back to Jerusalem looking for him. 46 On the third day they found him in the Temple, sitting 

with the Jewish teachers, listening to them and asking questions. 47 All who heard him were amazed at his 

intelligent answers. 48 His parents were astonished when they saw him, and his mother said to him, “Son, why 

have you done this to us? Your father and I have been terribly worried trying to find you.” 

49 He answered them, “Why did you have to look for me? Didn't you know that I had to be in my Father's 

house?” 50 But they did not understand his answer. 

51 So Jesus went back with them to Nazareth, where he was obedient to them. His mother treasured all these 

things in her heart. 52 Jesus grew both in body and in wisdom, gaining favor with God and people. 

 

Jesus Calls the First Disciples (Luke 5: 1-11) 

5 One day Jesus was standing on the shore of Lake Gennesaret while the people pushed their 

way up to him to listen to the word of God. 2 He saw two boats pulled up on the beach; the fishermen 

had left them and were washing the nets. 3 Jesus got into one of the boats—it belonged to Simon—

and asked him to push off a little from the shore. Jesus sat in the boat and taught the crowd. 

4 When he finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Push the boat out further to the deep water, and 

you and your partners let down your nets for a catch.” 

5 “Master,” Simon answered, “we worked hard all night long and caught nothing. But if you say so, I 

will let down the nets.” 6 They let them down and caught such a large number of fish that the nets were 

about to break. 7 So they motioned to their partners in the other boat to come and help them. They came 

and filled both boats so full of fish that the boats were about to sink. 8 When Simon Peter saw what had 

happened, he fell on his knees before Jesus and said, “Go away from me, Lord! I am a sinful man!” 

9 He and the others with him were all amazed at the large number of fish they had caught. 10 The 

same was true of Simon's partners, James and John, the sons of Zebedee. Jesus said to Simon, “Don't 

be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.” 

11 They pulled the boats up on the beach, left everything, and followed Jesus. 
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Reading Day 2 

Jesus Calms a Storm (Luke 8: 22-25) 

22 One day Jesus got into a boat with his disciples and said to them, “Let us go across to the other side of the 

lake.” So they started out. 23 As they were sailing, Jesus fell asleep. Suddenly a strong wind blew down on the 

lake, and the boat began to fill with water, so that they were all in great danger. 24 The disciples went to Jesus 

and woke him up, saying, “Master, Master! We are about to die!” 

Jesus got up and gave an order to the wind and to the stormy water; they quieted down, and there was a 

great calm. 25 Then he said to the disciples, “Where is your faith?” 

But they were amazed and afraid, and said to one another, “Who is this man? He gives orders to the winds 

and waves, and they obey him!” 

 

The Parable of the Sower (Luke 8: 4-15) 

4 People kept coming to Jesus from one town after another; and when a great crowd gathered, Jesus told this 

parable: 

5 “Once there was a man who went out to sow grain. As he scattered the seed in the field, some of it fell 

along the path, where it was stepped on, and the birds ate it up. 6 Some of it fell on rocky ground, and when the 

plants sprouted, they dried up because the soil had no moisture. 7 Some of the seed fell among thorn bushes, 

which grew up with the plants and choked them. 8 And some seeds fell in good soil; the plants grew and bore 

grain, one hundred grains each.” 

And Jesus concluded, “Listen, then, if you have ears!” 

 

The Purpose of the Parables   

9 His disciples asked Jesus what this parable meant, 10 and he answered, “The knowledge of the secrets of the 

Kingdom of God has been given to you, but to the rest it comes by means of parables, so that they may look but 

not see, and listen but not understand. 

 

Jesus Explains the Parable of the Sower 

11 “This is what the parable means: the seed is the word of God. 12 The seeds that fell along the path stand for 

those who hear; but the Devil comes and takes the message away from their hearts in order to keep them from 

believing and being saved. 13 The seeds that fell on rocky ground stand for those who hear the message and 

receive it gladly. But it does not sink deep into them; they believe only for a while but when the time of testing 

comes, they fall away. 14 The seeds that fell among thorn bushes stand for those who hear; but the worries and 
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riches and pleasures of this life crowd in and choke them, and their fruit never ripens. 15 The seeds that fell in 

good soil stand for those who hear the message and retain it in a good and obedient heart, and they persist until 

they bear fruit. 
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Reading Day 3 

Jesus Feeds Five Thousand (Luke 9: 10-17) 

10 The apostles came back and told Jesus everything they had done. He took them with him, and they went 

off by themselves to a town named Bethsaida. 11 When the crowds heard about it, they followed him. He 

welcomed them, spoke to them about the Kingdom of God, and healed those who needed it. 

12 When the sun was beginning to set, the twelve disciples came to him and said, “Send the people away so 

that they can go to the villages and farms around here and find food and lodging, because this is a lonely place.” 

13 But Jesus said to them, “You yourselves give them something to eat.” 

They answered, “All we have are five loaves and two fish. Do you want us to go and buy food for this 

whole crowd?” 14 (There were about five thousand men there.) 

Jesus said to his disciples, “Make the people sit down in groups of about fifty each.” 

15 After the disciples had done so, 16 Jesus took the five loaves and two fish, looked up to heaven, thanked 

God for them, broke them, and gave them to the disciples to distribute to the people. 17 They all ate and had 

enough, and the disciples took up twelve baskets of what was left over. 

 

Trust in God (Luke 12: 22-31) 

22 Then Jesus said to the disciples, “And so I tell you not to worry about the food you need to stay alive or 

about the clothes you need for your body. 23 Life is much more important than food, and the body much more 

important than clothes. 24 Look at the crows: they don't plant seeds or gather a harvest; they don't have storage 

rooms or barns; God feeds them! You are worth so much more than birds! 25 Can any of you live a bit longer[a] by 

worrying about it? 26 If you can't manage even such a small thing, why worry about the other things? 27 Look how 

the wild flowers grow: they don't work or make clothes for themselves. But I tell you that not even King 

Solomon with all his wealth had clothes as beautiful as one of these flowers. 28 It is God who clothes the wild 

grass—grass that is here today and gone tomorrow, burned up in the oven. Won't he be all the more sure to 

clothe you? What little faith you have! 

29 “So don't be all upset, always concerned about what you will eat and drink. 30 (For the pagans of this world 

are always concerned about all these things.) Your Father knows that you need these things. 31 Instead, be 

concerned with his Kingdom, and he will provide you with these things. 

Reading Day 4 

The Lost Coin  (Luke 15: 8-10) 

8 “Or suppose a woman who has ten silver coins loses one of them—what does she do? She lights a lamp, 

sweeps her house, and looks carefully everywhere until she finds it. 9 When she finds it, she calls her friends and 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+12%3A+22-31&version=GNT#fen-GNT-28527a
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neighbors together, and says to them, ‘I am so happy I found the coin I lost. Let us celebrate!’ 10 In the same 

way, I tell you, the angels of God rejoice over one sinner who repents.” 

 

The Lost Son 

11 Jesus went on to say, “There was once a man who had two sons. 12 The younger one said to him, ‘Father, 

give me my share of the property now.’ So, the man divided his property between his two sons. 13 After a few 

days the younger son sold his part of the property and left home with the money. He went to a country far away, 

where he wasted his money in reckless living. 14 He spent everything he had. Then a severe famine spread over 

that country, and he was left without a thing. 15 So he went to work for one of the citizens of that country, who 

sent him out to his farm to take care of the pigs. 16 He wished he could fill himself with the bean pods the pigs 

ate, but no one gave him anything to eat. 17 At last he came to his senses and said, ‘All my father's hired workers 

have more than they can eat, and here I am about to starve! 18 I will get up and go to my father and say, “Father, I 

have sinned against God and against you. 19 I am no longer fit to be called your son; treat me as one of your hired 

workers.”’ 20 So he got up and started back to his father. 

“He was still a long way from home when his father saw him; his heart was filled with pity, and he ran, 

threw his arms around his son, and kissed him. 21 ‘Father,’ the son said, ‘I have sinned against God and against 

you. I am no longer fit to be called your son.’ 22 But the father called to his servants. ‘Hurry!’ he said. ‘Bring the 

best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and shoes on his feet. 23 Then go and get the prize calf and 

kill it, and let us celebrate with a feast! 24 For this son of mine was dead, but now he is alive; he was lost, but 

now he has been found.’ And so the feasting began. 

25 “In the meantime the older son was out in the field. On his way back, when he came close to the house, he 

heard the music and dancing. 26 So he called one of the servants and asked him, ‘What's going on?’ 27 ‘Your 

brother has come back home,’ the servant answered, ‘and your father has killed the prize calf, because he got 

him back safe and sound.’ 28 The older brother was so angry that he would not go into the house; so his father 

came out and begged him to come in. 29 But he spoke back to his father, ‘Look, all these years I have worked for 

you like a slave, and I have never disobeyed your orders. What have you given me? Not even a goat for me to 

have a feast with my friends! 30 But this son of yours wasted all your property on prostitutes, and when he comes 

back home, you kill the prize calf for him!’ 31 ‘My son,’ the father answered, ‘you are always here with me, and 

everything I have is yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and be happy, because your brother was dead, but now he 

is alive; he was lost, but now he has been found.’” 
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Reading Day 5 

Jesus and Zacchaeus (Luke19: 1-10) 

Jesus went on into Jericho and was passing through. 2 There was a chief tax collector there named 

Zacchaeus, who was rich. 3 He was trying to see who Jesus was, but he was a little man and could not see 

Jesus because of the crowd. 4 So he ran ahead of the crowd and climbed a sycamore tree to see Jesus, who 

was going to pass that way. 5 When Jesus came to that place, he looked up and said to Zacchaeus, “Hurry 

down, Zacchaeus, because I must stay in your house today.” 

6 Zacchaeus hurried down and welcomed him with great joy. 7 All the people who saw it started grumbling, 

“This man has gone as a guest to the home of a sinner!” 

8 Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Listen, sir! I will give half my belongings to the poor, and if I 

have cheated anyone, I will pay back four times as much.” 

9 Jesus said to him, “Salvation has come to this house today, for this man, also, is a descendant of 

Abraham. 10 The Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” 

 
 

The Lost Sheep (Luke 15: 11-32) 

One day when many tax collectors and other outcasts came to listen to Jesus, 2 the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the Law started grumbling, “This man welcomes outcasts and even eats with them!” 3 So Jesus 

told them this parable: 

4 “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them—what do you do? You leave the other 

ninety-nine sheep in the pasture and go looking for the one that got lost until you find it. 5 When you find it, 

you are so happy that you put it on your shoulders 6 and carry it back home. Then you call your friends and 

neighbors together and say to them, ‘I am so happy I found my lost sheep. Let us celebrate!’ 7 In the same 

way, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine 

respectable people who do not need to repent. 
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Lectio Divina 

The Boy Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2: 41-52) 

41 Every year the parents of Jesus went to Jerusalem for the Passover Festival. 42 When Jesus was twelve 

years old, they went to the festival as usual. 43 When the festival was over, they started back home, but the boy 

Jesus stayed in Jerusalem. His parents did not know this; 44 they thought that he was with the group, so they 

travelled a whole day and then started looking for him among their relatives and friends. 45 They did not find 

him, so they went back to Jerusalem looking for him. 46 On the third day they found him in the Temple, sitting 

with the Jewish teachers, listening to them and asking questions. 47 All who heard him were amazed at his 

intelligent answers. 48 His parents were astonished when they saw him, and his mother said to him, “Son, why 

have you done this to us? Your father and I have been terribly worried trying to find you.” 

49 He answered them, “Why did you have to look for me? Didn't you know that I had to be in my Father's 

house?” 50 But they did not understand his answer. 

51 So Jesus went back with them to Nazareth, where he was obedient to them. His mother treasured all these 

things in her heart. 52 Jesus grew both in body and in wisdom, gaining favor with God and people. 

 

Jesus Calms a Storm (Luke 8: 22-25) 

22 One day Jesus got into a boat with his disciples and said to them, “Let us go across to the other side of the 

lake.” So, they started out. 23 As they were sailing, Jesus fell asleep. Suddenly a strong wind blew down on the 

lake, and the boat began to fill with water, so that they were all in great danger. 24 The disciples went to Jesus 

and woke him up, saying, “Master, Master! We are about to die!” 

Jesus got up and gave an order to the wind and to the stormy water; they quieted down, and there was a 

great calm. 25 Then he said to the disciples, “Where is your faith?” 

But they were amazed and afraid, and said to one another, “Who is this man? He gives orders to the winds 

and waves, and they obey him!” 

 

The Lost Sheep (Luke 15: 11-32) 

15 One day when many tax collectors and other outcasts came to listen to Jesus, 2 the Pharisees and the teachers 

of the Law started grumbling, “This man welcomes outcasts and even eats with them!” 3 So Jesus told them this 

parable: 

4 “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them—what do you do? You leave the other ninety-

nine sheep in the pasture and go looking for the one that got lost until you find it. 5 When you find it, you are so 

happy that you put it on your shoulders 6 and carry it back home. Then you call your friends and neighbors 

together and say to them, ‘I am so happy I found my lost sheep. Let us celebrate!’ 7 In the same way, I tell you, 
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there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine respectable people who do 

not need to repent. 

 

 

The Lost Sheep (Adapted from Briggs 2017) 

In this story I am most like (Circle 1) 

The Shepherd      the Lost Sheep    One of the ninety nine  

Other Please state_____________________________ 

This makes me think about my own life: 

Strongly agree     Agree      Uncertain    Disagree     Strongly disagree 

The lost sheep is someone who is unpopular at the youth group: 

Strongly agree     Agree      Uncertain    Disagree     Strongly disagree 

This story shows that you can get into heaven if you say sorry: 

Strongly agree     Agree      Uncertain    Disagree     Strongly disagree 

If Jesus lived today he would tell this story differently: 

Strongly agree     Agree      Uncertain    Disagree     Strongly disagree 

This story is about  

A shepherd 

A Lost person 

How each person is special 

How Jesus treats people who are not popular 

Saying sorry 

Other: -  

 

 

What’s This Story All About?  
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The Lost Son 

11 Jesus went on to say, “There was once a man who had two sons. 12 The younger one said to him, ‘Father, 

give me my share of the property now.’ So the man divided his property between his two sons. 13 After a few 

days the younger son sold his part of the property and left home with the money. He went to a country far away, 

where he wasted his money in reckless living. 14 He spent everything he had. Then a severe famine spread over 

that country, and he was left without a thing. 15 So he went to work for one of the citizens of that country, who 

sent him out to his farm to take care of the pigs. 16 He wished he could fill himself with the bean pods the pigs 

ate, but no one gave him anything to eat. 17 At last he came to his senses and said, ‘All my father's hired workers 

have more than they can eat, and here I am about to starve! 18 I will get up and go to my father and say, “Father, I 

have sinned against God and against you. 19 I am no longer fit to be called your son; treat me as one of your hired 

workers.”’ 20 So he got up and started back to his father. 

“He was still a long way from home when his father saw him; his heart was filled with pity, and he ran, 

threw his arms around his son, and kissed him. 21 ‘Father,’ the son said, ‘I have sinned against God and against 

you. I am no longer fit to be called your son.’ 22 But the father called to his servants. ‘Hurry!’ he said. ‘Bring the 

best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and shoes on his feet. 23 Then go and get the prize calf and 

kill it, and let us celebrate with a feast! 24 For this son of mine was dead, but now he is alive; he was lost, but 

now he has been found.’ And so the feasting began. 

25 “In the meantime the older son was out in the field. On his way back, when he came close to the house, he 

heard the music and dancing. 26 So he called one of the servants and asked him, ‘What's going on?’ 27 ‘Your 

brother has come back home,’ the servant answered, ‘and your father has killed the prize calf, because he got 

him back safe and sound.’ 28 The older brother was so angry that he would not go into the house; so his father 

came out and begged him to come in. 29 But he spoke back to his father, ‘Look, all these years I have worked for 

you like a slave, and I have never disobeyed your orders. What have you given me? Not even a goat for me to 

have a feast with my friends! 30 But this son of yours wasted all your property on prostitutes, and when he comes 

back home, you kill the prize calf for him!’ 31 ‘My son,’ the father answered, ‘you are always here with me, and 

everything I have is yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and be happy, because your brother was dead, but now he 

is alive; he was lost, but now he has been found.’” 
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Group Work Discussion. (Adapted from Briggs 2017)  

 

 

What is this story about? 

 

Who do you most relate to  

The Brother       The  Lost Son       The Father       

The Crowd of Friends      The hired workers        Other 

 

What scene do you imagine the most? 

 

What is the story about? 

 

 

Discussion Questions. 

 

 

What are the Gospels about? 

Which Gospel Character do you most identify with? 

What is the conflict in the story? 

Has reading these scriptures changed your view of Jesus? 

How have these readings related to me? 

How has your faith been challenged by what you have read? 
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Section A 

Student information 

 

Name: Neil Hutson 
 

Address: 59 Hornbeam Way, Kirkby in Ashfield, Nottinghamshire, NG17 8RL 
 

Tel. No.: 07821111206 
 

Email: nahutson@msn.com 
 

Regional Centre: Midland Centre for Youth and Mission. 
 

Title of dissertation/PPE:   
“How young people engage with the bible through biblical narrative” 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Section B 

Initial declaration  

 
This investigation will include formal study of children, young people or vulnerable adults?
  
 Yes  
 
This investigation will include formal study of adults?     
  No 
 
If you have answered YES to either statements above, then it is presumed that you are 
completing an Empirical -based Dissertation.  You must complete Sections C, D E and F.  
 
You will also MUST include a copy of your Consent Form and Information sheet for human 
subjects. 
 
If you have answered NO to BOTH statements above, then it is presumed that you are 
completing a Library-based Dissertation.  You must go straight to Section E and obtained 
your tutor's signature only, then complete Section F. 
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Section C 

 
Please answer the following questions, and give details if answering Yes (or if necessary to 
explain No): 
 

1 Does the study involve participants who are particularly 
vulnerable or unable to give informed consent?   

The study will be based on young people aged 11-16 years old 
who have regular contact with the Ashwood youth work and are 
able to communicate whether they want to participate. 
 
Time will be given to young people with additional learning needs 
such as Autistic Spectrum Disorders or dyslexia to process the 
information presented to them in verbal and non-verbal forms, 
enabling them to fully understand the expectations and purpose of 
the study and make a decision whether to participate. 
 
As good practice, we will require written consent from parents or 
legal guardians for all the young people to take part as well as from 
the young people themselves. 
 

 
 

Yes 

2 Will the study require access to groups or individuals because 
of their membership of a particular group, organisation, place 
of study or dwelling place? (e.g. particular youth group, 
school, community group)  

The study will be based on young people who regularly access the 
Thursday night open youth group and the Sunday night bible study 
group.  
 
The study will take part in the Ashwood Centre building which the 
young people regularly use or in other context that Ashwood 
Church young people meet.  
 
All young people will be given the option to volunteer to take part in 
the study or to opt out.   
 
If the consultation takes place on a youth club evening, we will 
offer activities as usual for young people who decide not to take 
part, turn up on the night, haven’t gone through the consent 
process or parents have not given consent for them to participate.   
 
All consultation will be done by staff and volunteers who regularly 
take part in the youth work session. 

 
 

Yes  

3 Will it be necessary for participants to take part in the study 
without their knowledge/consent at the time? 

Some observation of participants will take place during the study, 
this is something that we would typically do as youth workers 

 No 
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during a session and to highlight this would influence our findings 
or cause unnecessary concern for the young people.     

4 Will the study involve discussion of sensitive topics not 
usually addressed in your placement work?   

The study will cover topics around reading and personal interests 
and will be presented in a format that is common for the young 
people to participate in.   Careful support and help will be given to 
any young people who may struggle to read, write or express their 
views in group settings. 

 
 

No 

5 Could the study induce psychological stress, anxiety, or 
cause harm or negative consequences beyond the risks 
encounter in normal life?  

We will support anyone who finds any aspect of the session 
distressing, a member of the youth leadership team will be on hand 
and available to support and help young people experiencing 
difficulty.  
 
Support available will be explained at the start of the session and 
clear boundaries will be set around confidentiality in line with good 
safeguarding practice and policies. 

 
 

No 

6 Will financial inducements (other than reasonable expenses) 
be offered to participants? 

 
 

No 
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Section D 
 
The investigation that you are about to begin is potentially harmful to participants. You are 
being judged on four issues: 
 Is your study valuable enough to ask other people to give up their time? 
 Have you considered that some people might not want to take part in your study, and 

how they will say no (the issue of informed consent)? 
 How can individuals leave the study if they wish to? 
 How are you going to store and use the information you have gained? 
 

1. What do you hope to achieve through this study? 

 
The study has the title of “How young people engage with the bible through biblical 
narrative” 
 
Growing up in the Methodist church, I am grateful for the time my Sunday school teachers 
invested in my life and helped me interpret bible scriptures.  I recognise that we need to 
develop practice that enables young people to move from being ‘spoon fed’ interpretations 
of the bible to a deeper understanding and engagement in theological application.  I 
believe that the bible has a transformative message for young people and value the 
influence it has had on my life. 
 
I am a married 43 year old youth worker with two teenage sons and have a passion for 
them and my other young people to grow in their knowledge of God.  My context is a 
former mining town in Nottinghamshire and my church is evangelical in it’s approach and 
part of a network of churches that was formed through the house church movement in the 
late 70’s and early 80’s.  
 
This study aims to explore how young people engage with the bible.  Ian Paul (2017) 
suggests that good engagement is when people understand what is the writing, what does 
it mean and what does it say?  I’m passionate about giving the young people who already 
read the bible, the skills to apply this into their context in a relevant way.  
 
 Authors like Gordon Fee and Douglas Stewart (2003) suggest that often bible study can 
become a dry, academic exercise for adults in a church.  I want to try to understand how 
young people read the bible as a narrative, my pilot study identified that young people 
often read just bible verses and don’t always have the benefit of studying the full context of 
the verse.  I want to see if young people can enjoy reading the bible for their own 
enjoyment, learning and spiritual development. 
 
I have been a part of my placement church for over 20 years, my observations, pilot study 
and discussions suggest that the young people engage in the bible in different ways, some 
have limited knowledge of bible scriptures and how to use and interpret the bible. Other 
young people may have a grasp of some of the key bible stories and some relevant 
scriptures but are not sure about context or location of these scriptures or where books 
can be found in the bible.  There are some of the young people in the group who have 
good bible knowledge but find it difficult to apply it to their context and theologically reflect.  
My pilot study suggested that young people understand the importance of the bible and 
engage with it through youth work, church, private study and occasionally through bible 
reading plans.  Young people were able to identify key bible verses that were a comfort, 
inspiration and encouragement and suggested that this was important.  The young people 
had a desire to have a deeper knowledge of the bible. 
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Our youth team goals are to see young people develop further their relationship with God 
and I have recently implemented Mike Breen’s discipleship model of “Up, In and Out” 
(Breen 2012).  I see encouraging the young people to engage in individually led personal 
and communal bible study as an important element of their spiritual formation.  
 
My pilot study enabled me to understand how the young people in the local context 
engage with literature and the bible, how they source information, what they read and from 
this evidence, I wish to test the concept of young people engaging with the bible by 
reading the biblical narrative of Luke’s Gospel.  
 
My study will help me further identify key strategies for effective facilitation of bible studies 
and how to support young people to engage with the bible, what different approaches to 
informal learning could be beneficial and what things are barriers or opportunities to help 
young people grow in group and personal study.   This will be discovered through the 
consultation with the young people as part of my study. 
 
The young people in my pilot study research identified that adults, 1-1 mentoring, social 
media and the youth work environments help play a part in encouraging them to engage in 
bible reading.  I want to explore if getting the young people to read a biblical narrative is 
beneficial, achievable and fruitful in the spiritual formation of young people in my context 
and whether through this they can develop an understanding of personal responsibility and 
desire for bible reading rather than feeling they need to have an adult to do this for them. 
 
 

2. How will the study be carried out? (e.g. interviews, questionnaires, observation. 

 
I will use a mixed methods approach in my research questionnaires interviews, focus 
groups and observation. 
 
Questionnaire  
 
The process will be to use a questionnaire to enable large amounts of quantitative data to 
be collected.   Surveying a small group of young people will enable me to gather evidence 
of how young people engaged with the bible throughout the process.  I will use structured 
questions to help me to collect quantitative data and help establish some qualitative data 
through scales such as from 1-10 did you feel you understood the bible.  This consultation 
will be short, take no longer than 5 minutes at a time to complete and usually be part of the 
focus group process.  
 
I want to create a questionnaire that helps the young people feel that they can express 
their view confidentially.   This means that I will need to avoid any questions that could 
make the young people feel identifiable, for example I will only using age ranges such as 
11-13 and 14-16 rather than specific ages.  Young people will be given the same coloured 
pen and an envelope to put the questionnaires in.  I will construct a post box for the 
surveys to be placed in.  
 
Focus groups 
 
I will run interactive focus groups over a number of weeks, these will include discussions 
using experiential methods this will be structured like a typical youth work session.   
 
An example of an experiential method I may use is - young people could be encouraged to 
produce a picture, write a poem or other creative piece of work to describe a story or 
character from the narrative. 
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I have chosen focus groups as a method because sometimes being part of a group helps 
to spark off different ideas in young people.  To maintain a supportive environment, they 
will be hosted by myself with other members of the Ashwood youth team.   I will have clear 
expectations for the group and rules and ensure that all young people have the opportunity 
to speak.   
 
To help gather the data I will record this session.  
 
 
Interviews 
 
I will interview up to 10 young people separately, the questions will be given to the young 
people one week prior to the meeting and the session will be recorded.   I will use open 
ended questions that will explore their experiences of engaging with the bible, their 
behaviours of reading, perceptions of how young people engage with the bible, their own 
experiences and understanding.  
 
A colleague will assist me in the interview to help observe the young people and enable 
best safeguarding practice is achieved.  If a young person doesn’t want to be recorded I 
will make notes on the session.   
 
The interviews will include some introducing questions, probing questions, direct and 
indirect questioning and last up to 20 minutes. 
 

Observation 

 

The study will take place over six weeks, which will allow opportunity for myself to 

observe how some of the young people engage in the bible during our planned 

activities.  Our regular Sunday night youth group engages in bible study discussion on a 

weekly basis and occasionally some of the young people may lead the session.  I will use 

a participatory observation style to establish how it appears the young people are 

engaging and draw conclusions in a way that we would in a typical youth work session.   

Anything noted in the observation will be recorded as ‘a participant in a youth work session 

said’   

 

 

 

3. How will you collect and store the data (e.g. recording, written notes) 
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I will make written notes, audio record and collect data on my computer.  All data, 
questionnaires and forms will be stored on a password protected computer or device.  All 
data collected on paper will be stored in a locked cupboard, where data can be kept 
confidential and secure. 
 
When volunteers collect data this will need to be stored in the locked cupboard alongside 
my notes. 
 
All information will be kept strictly confidential and the identity, privacy, anonymity of the 
participants and Ashwood Church will be ensured.   
 
The data collection, storage and publication of research material will be retained in 
accordance with Gloucester University’s policy on Academic Integrity and Ashwood 
Churches own data protection policy 2018 and staff handbook.  This means, information 
will be stored in a locked cabinet that only I have access to or in password protected 
devices. 
 
Young people will be assured that their confidentiality is maintained unless it puts them, 
myself or others at risk. 
 
I will inform people that they can withdraw data collected up until the 1st of March 2019.  I 
will inform participants that the data they give may be presented in my dissertation. 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How many participants will be recruited, and by what criteria will they be selected? 

All young people who attend Ashwood church youth activities in the 11-17 age range will 
have the opportunity to take part in the activities. The sampling method I will use is 
opportunity sampling.  
 
I plan to recruit up to 12 young people in the age range of 11-17.  Young people will be 
able to choose to voluntarily take part in survey, focus group and interview. 
 
It is important to note that I have two sons who attend the youth group and may want to 
participate in the study.  I am aware that this could present a conflict of interest but their 
contribution will be anonymous. 
  
I will be make every effort to ensure that all young people can take part in the study and 
take into consideration how I can make my methods and environment as accessible as 
possible for participants. 
 

5. Outline your plan for gaining informed consent 

(a) initial approach 

I will announce a week before about the study and briefly explain what is going 
to happen and ask if people may be interested in taking part. 
 
If young people express an interest, they will be given an information sheet, 
parental  and participant consent forms to take away and bring back (see 
attachment 1).  I will also verbally explain what the study entails so they can 
make an informed choice about consent.  
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I will arrange a mutually convenient time to deliver the focus groups and 
interviews with the young people who are interested.  I will make sure that I will 
put a poster up and remind the young people when the groups are taking place.  
 
The young people will be able to choose which part of the process they would 
like to be involved with, for example the interview, questionnaire and the focus 
group.  There will be no expectation that they have to take part in all the 
methods. 
 
A selection of young people will read Luke’s Gospel as a narrative and a 
selection will read extracts of the Luke’s Gospel narrative. 
 

(b) individual consent   
I will make age appropriate consent forms and information sheets for the young 
people that are easy for young people to understand. 
 
I will allow space and opportunity for young people to say no and explain that 
they have a right to choose to take part or not. 
 
I will give opportunity for young people to say no to the research and explain 
that they will be still welcome to attend the normal youth work activities, so they 
don’t feel excluded. 
 
Young people will be informed that the group work will be recorded but will have 
the option for the interviews to be recorded or not. 

 

 (c) ability to withdraw 

At the start of each session I will explain that young people are able to withdraw 
from the sessions at any time and also the process up until the 1st March 2019 I 
will inform them of people they can speak to if they find something upsetting 
during the sessions. 
 
I will use age appropriate language in the consent forms for the young people 
that is easy for them to understand.  I will also take time to answer questions 
and reaffirm the process verbally. 
 
I will verbally explain to the young people about the project and what I would 
like to achieve. 
 
Young people should not be expected to take part because they have been 
encouraged to do so by their youth worker, parents or peers. 
 
Young people can withdraw data up until the 1st of March 2019. 

(d)parental consent 

Parents will be informed about the dissertation and their consent will be needed 
for the young person to take part.  I will do this in the form of an information 
letter and consent form.  I will also be available to answer any questions. 
 

6. Do you foresee any potential adverse effects of the study?  

 
I see this as a fairly low risk study, however careful planning and thought should be given 
to enable participants to feel that they have contributed.   
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Care should be taken for people with dyslexia, difficulty in reading or other learning 
barriers that if not supported correctly could lead to low self-esteem or a negative 
experience. 
 
I need to support young people who make a contribution to feel safe and not fearful of 
critique or ridicule from other young people.  I will do this of being aware of the group 
dynamics and challenging inappropriate behaviour. 
 
I will not force any young people to read in a group session who doesn’t want to and will 
make it clear that to take part in the process this isn’t a necessary requirement.  I will ask 
for volunteers to read but not choose people directly. 
 
I will be sensitive in my approach and always ask if people understand the questions for 
example the interview questions. 
 
We will make young people aware that pastoral support is available in the unlikely event 
that they have any adverse effects from this study. 
 
 

7. Will confidentiality be maintained and if so how? 

(a) Confidentiality of the individual? 

Young people and parents will be given the option to suggest a name change 
or allow me to change their name or remain anonymous.  I will not use the 
name of the church or the individuals in my writing of this study. 
 
All names on the evidence such as questionnaires will be deleted after the 
evidence has been collected and analysed. This data will be stored in a locked 
cupboard when not in use. 

(b) Confidentiality of the Agency? 

The placement will not be named in the dissertation and the name of the church 
will be changed to safeguard confidentiality. 
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Section E 

Supervisors 
Supervisors are required to have personal experience of formally studying human subjects. The 
professional practice agency line-manager / gatekeeper (if appropriate) has a particular responsibility 
to ensure the well-being of the people involved in the study. 

 

CYM Supervisor Professional Practice Agency Line-manager 
/Gatekeeper (empirical-based dissertation only) 

Name: Robin Smith Name: Zoe Bell 

Address: 
 St John's School of Mission 
Chilwell Lane, Bramcote, Nottingham, NG9 3DS 
 
 
 

Address: Ashwood Centre, Portland Street, Kirkby 
in Ashfield, Nottinghamshire, NG17 7AB 

Tel:  0115 9683222  Tel: 07736317399 

Email: robin.smith@stjohns-nottm.ac.uk 
 

Email zoe@ashwoodchurch.org.uk 

Signature:  See Attachment 2 
 
 

Signature: See Attachment 2 

 
 

 

Section F 
 
 
 
 

I agree to conduct this study in line with the ethical guidelines laid down in the National Youth Agency 
document ‘Ethical Conduct in Youth Work’, and the ethical expectations placed on me by the Practice 
Agency supervisor. 
 

Signature of student   
 
Date:  13/1/18 
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Student name: 
 
DISSERTATION ETHICAL CLEARANCE HAS BEEN APPROVED / REJECTED 
FOR AN EMPIRICAL / LIBRARY-BASED STUDY 
 
COMMENTS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Regional Centre Ethics Officer 
Name:  
 
Signed: 
 
Date: 
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Attachments 
 

 
 
Attachment 1 Participant Information Sheet and Consent   Forms 
 
Attachment 2   Section E Signed 
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Attachment 1 
 
 
 
 
Dear Parent/Carer 
 
I would like to offer the opportunity for your child to take part in a small research project 
looking at “How young people engage with the bible through biblical narrative” 
 
The research is part of my BA (Hons) degree in Youth and Community Work with Practical 
Theology and my ongoing development work within Ashwood Church youth.  It is hoped that 
in taking part the young people will be encouraged to actively participate in the group 
discussion, become more confident, learn negotiation skills in a variety of settings and learn 
about the Gospel of Luke.  I believe this study is relevant for young people, parents and youth 
work providers.  I’m hoping this will give invaluable insight into how we can best support young 
people to study, apply and learn from their bible now and into adulthood.  Ideas raised will be 
shared anonymously with the youth team and leadership as well as part of the final research 
project.  If you would like to see the results or discuss any of the research further please do 
not hesitate to contact me at nahutson@msn.com 
 
I would be so grateful if you would give consent to your child taking part in this research, there 
will be no financial or other compensation for taking part, it is by choice.    You or your child 
may withdraw your consent at any time up to 1st March 2019.  Anyone will be able to opt out 
of the research up until this date.  
 
I have purchased some copies of Luke’s gospel in narrative form from the Bible Society which 
will be used for this study.  It is an easy to read format of 87 pages, including age appropriate 
images and I am asking that young people either read the whole of this or use a small 
information pack with selected extracts within it.   If you would like a copy to read through with 
your young person or as a family please speak to me.  We will then give your child the 
opportunity to take part in questionnaires, focus groups and an interview all of which are 
optional and not compulsory.   
 
All information will be kept strictly confidential and the identity, privacy, anonymity of the 
participants and Ashwood Church will be ensured.  The data collection, storage and 
publication of research material will be retained in accordance with Gloucester University’s 
policy on Academic Integrity and Ashwood Churches own data protection policy 2018.  Copies 
of these policies are available on request. The electronic information I gather will be stored on 
a personal password protected device which will be stored in a locked cabinet. 
 
Zoe Bell will be line managing this pilot study and can be contacted on 
zoe@ashwoodchurch.org.uk should you have any further questions or concerns. 
Thank you for taking the time to consider your child being involved with this exciting research 
project on young people.  To participate I need to receive the completed participant consent 
form (attached) signed by a parent or carer by 27th January 2019.  
Kind Regards, 
 
 
 
 
Neil Hutson. 
 

mailto:nahutson@msn.com
mailto:zoe@ashwoodchurch.org.uk
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Participant Information Sheet 
“How Young People Engage With The Bible 
Through Biblical Narrative” 
 
 
I would like to offer you the opportunity to participate in a project I am doing for my BA Hons 
Youth and Community Work Course with Practical Theology at Gloucestershire University and 
as part of our ongoing work.  We want to dedicate some time to thinking about how effectively 
we can support young people to read and understand the bible.  We think young people are 
the best people to ask to help us find out.  
 
The research will be based around reading the story of Jesus told in Luke’s Gospel.  I have 
some specially produced copies of the Gospel of Luke which is an easy format and only 87 
pages in total.  You will be given the opportunity to either read this or just read part of the story 
in a pack.  I will then ask you about what you have learned. I will give you the opportunity to 
take part in questionnaires, a youth work session called a ‘focus group’ and a short interview.   
These are all totally optional and you can read the book or stories and not take part in the 
study.  I will need to record (audible only) the focus group and interview to consider the 
information you share and your ideas. This will be kept securely on a personal password 
protected device which is stored in a locked cabinet.  All the results will be totally anonymous 
and data destroyed after one year.  
 
Taking part in the study is completely voluntary, there will be no financial or other 
compensation for taking part it is by your choice. If you agree to take part you will be given 
this information sheet to keep and you and your parent / carer will need to sign the attached 
consent.  You can take part in one or all the research activities and the youth club will be 
running as normal during these weeks if you don’t want to participate.  You can change your 
mind and withdraw from the research up until the 1st March 2019. If for any reason, you wanted 
to talk about any of the issues raised I will be available during and after the sessions as well 
as the normal members of team or you can contact Zoe Bell (zoe@ashwoodchurch.org.uk). 
 
All information will be kept strictly confidential and your identity will not be used on any of the 
material.  This means, we will not use your name or the name of the church when we write the 
project up.  The data collection, storage and publication of research material will be retained 
in accordance with Gloucester University’s policy on Academic Integrity and Ashwood 
Churches own data protection policy 2018.  Copies of these policies are available on request.  
This means that the information we collect will only be used for the right purpose. 
 
Taking Part 
If you want to take part, please do the following steps: -  
 

 Listen to the talk about what the project is all about. 

  Get your parent  / carer to sign. 

➔  Bring back your participant consent for 

If you require any further information or have any questions please speak to me or another 
member of the youth team.  

mailto:zoe@ashwoodchurch.org.uk
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Participant Consent for Research Project 
Context of Research University of Gloucester Youth and Community Work with practical 
Theology BA Hons 
 
 

“How Young People Engage With The Bible Through Biblical Narrative” 
 
 
 
By signing the form you  
 

• Agree to take part in questionnaire / focus group /and interview (delete if necessary)

  

• Agree to take part in the research described in the information sheet  

• Agree to the session being audio recorded      

• Agree that your contributions can be used anonymously    

• Agree to the information obtained being used in Neil’s dissertation 

• Agree to the information obtained in the research project being used by Ashwood 

Church to help develop our youth work project 

• Have understood the information sheet. 

                

Name of Participant Date           Signature 

 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Name of Parent/Carer (please state relationship) Date           Signature of 
parent/carer 

 
 
 

  

 
If you require more information before signing this consent form, then please contact 
Neil Hutson on 07821 111206 or at nahutson@msn.com 
 
 
Thank You for agreeing to take part in this project 
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Attachment 2 
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