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ANGLIA RUSKIN UNIVERSITY 

ABSTRACT 

FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 

PROFESSIONAL DOCTORATE 

MIMETIC YOUTH MINISTRY: AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC GIRARDIAN ANALYSIS 
OF THE SUBCULTURE OF YOUTH MINISTRY 

TIMOTHY SIMON LEESON 

October 2019 

In this thesis, I researched the ways in which mimetic desire and rivalry present 
themselves in the field of Christian youth ministry, using anthropologic frameworks 
from René Girard. The research is born out of a sense of frustration in my own 
practice as a youth minister, specifically around issues of professional identity. I 
wanted to discover what a less rivalrous model of youth ministry might look like. 

The research is autoethnographic. In it, I reflect on my first-hand experience as a 
practitioner, particularly on my experiences of mimetic rivalry. The main source of 
data is a reflective journal which I kept for a year. In the journal, I wrote about my 
desires and anxieties in two key areas of my work: a weekly youth group, and as 
visiting chaplain to the adolescent ward of a mental health hospital. The thesis tells 
the story of how the desire to be liked led to rivalry between myself and other 
leaders, and ultimately to an incident of scapegoating. I discovered four significant 
ways in which rivalry is manifested in my work: the drive to maintain high numbers 
of young people by entertaining them, the desire to be liked, resentment of other 
leaders and volunteers, and a desire rooted in anxiety to control people and 
situations. I related these experiences to the wider field of youth ministry using 
literature and theological reflection. Relating these experiences to the wider field, 
my thesis is that (a) youth ministry is “hypermimetic” in that its lack of professional 
identity leads practitioners to be easily swayed by the conflicting desires around 
them, (b) that the youth work principle of empowerment actually feels 
disempowering to those in charge – the youth ministers – and (c) that the blurred 
boundaries in the field nurture, rather than ease, tensions and rivalries. I conclude 
by suggesting that youth ministry would benefit from moving away from its familiar 
models and practices in order to create new communities in partnership with young 
people, as modelled by James Alison’s interpretation of St Peter in the early 
Christian church. 

Key words: youth ministry, mimetic theory, autoethnography, practical theology, 
girard, desire 
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1. Introduction 
This thesis uses Girardian mimetic theory to analyse and critique the subculture of 

UK Christian youth ministry. The research takes the form of an evocative first-

person narrative, using autoethnography to uncover insights, which I call 

hermeneutical keys, into the field. This work is rooted in a sense of frustration, and 

fatigue. Having been involved in youth ministry for sixteen years, I found myself 

feeling disillusioned and tired, and wanted to discover if those feelings had their 

roots in my context and profession. I was already familiar with mimetic theory and 

thought it might offer some insight into my personal experience and the wider 

cultural field of youth ministry. 

Although this is a multidisciplinary piece of work, it is rooted in the academic 

discipline of practical theology, as defined by Miller-McLemore (2014) and Bennett 

et al (2018). Broadly, practical theology describes the convergence of lived 

experience and doctrinal theology. Liberal practical theologians write mainly about 

theology/theory emerging from practice/experience, while more conservative 

scholars begin with doctrine and apply it to practice/experience (see Ward, 2017, 

pp. 1-8). All agree that practice and theory are interrelated and inform each other. 

Practical theology is a field too complex and fluid to easily define, but Miller-

McLemore and Bennett et al offer some touchstones to help describe what it looks 

like. 

Miller-McLemore’s definition of practical theology highlights the ultimate aim as lying 

“beyond disciplinary concerns in the pursuit of an embodied Christian faith” (Miller-

McLemore, 2014, p. 5). She highlights four distinct enterprises with which the field is 

concerned: it is an activity of faith, in the sense that adherents use it help make 

nurture and deepen their belief, it is a method, a way of understanding theology or 

analysing theology, both in research and in developing communities of faith, it is a 

curricular area, in that it teaches theology students about ministerial practice, and it 

is an academic discipline, particularly focused on challenges to the modern, 

postmodern and postcolonial contexts, which scholars research and study so as to 

sustain the former three. 

Bennett et al (2018) offer seven theses about research in practical theology: 

1. Practical theology research must start with the here and now 

2. Nothing is sacred; everything is sacred 

3. Careful attentiveness to the object of study has revelatory potential 
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4. To be a practical theological researcher is to be a reflexive, critical and 

constructive inhabitant of an action-guiding worldview 

5. Practical theology research is about moving and making, not mirroring 

6. Knowledge arises within the reality and diversity of creative practice 

7. Process is as important as telos in practical theological research 

Using Bennett et al and Miller-McLemore as guides means that this research 

probably fits more comfortably in the liberal end of practical theology, in that I am 

seeking to use experience and practice to create theology and theory (I will write 

more about this in the next chapter), but I would not define this as a primarily liberal 

piece of work. Ward rightly highlights that pure theological neutrality does not exist 

(2017, p.4), so doctrine, tradition and community will impact my theological reading 

of experience. The aim of this thesis is to deconstruct limiting narratives in order to 

nurture and deepen my understanding of the theological tradition I belong to, and to 

contribute something to the community of belief. 

In this opening chapter, I will present the architecture of the thesis. I have tried to 

intersperse the narrative elements of the thesis (see Chapter Two) with the more 

conventionally academic theoretical elements. In Chapter Two, I will present my 

research methods. It is perhaps unorthodox to open a thesis with a research 

methods chapter, but I felt the nature of this research necessitated an introduction 

to autoethnography and first-person evocative narratives, to locate the use of 

narrative within the broader theoretical framework. In this chapter, I introduce the 

fields which inform my thinking – youth ministry, practical theology and mimetic 

theory – and explain why they led me to design the research as I have. I use my 

research design to address criticisms about the validity of autoethnography, as well 

as ethical considerations, before concluding with a brief anecdote about how 

confirmation bias affected my work. 

Chapter Three marks the beginning of the narrative. In it, I tell the story of how I 

became immersed in the youth ministry subculture, starting with an exploration of 

the anxieties I felt as a child and adolescent, and the ways in which the church 

youth group I joined helped to ease those anxieties. I begin to present the recurring 

theme of structure here, particularly the apparent duality of a highly structured 

Evangelical church and a chaotic secular world. I explain that the former helped me 

to feel protected from the latter, and the in doing so actually helped to fuel the 

anxieties I thought I was escaping. This chapter ends with the dismantling of my 

idealised vision of the church. 
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In Chapter Four, I introduce the work of René Girard, and mimetic theory. The story 

of the previous chapter ends at the time in my life at which I began to discover 

Girard, so introducing the theory here makes sense from a narrative perspective. 

After a biographical sketch of Girard’s life, I present four key aspects of his work: 

mimetic desire, rivalry, the scapegoat, and Christian revelation. I have tried to 

reference the original French sources of Girard’s written work, translating quotes 

myself. Some of Girard’s language does not translate comfortably into English (see 

reference to méconnaisance in section 8.5), and I wanted to be as close to the 

source material as possible, bypassing the mediation of a translator. Where 

possible, I have highlighted the English translation of texts in my bibliography (not 

all the texts have been translated). 

Chapter Five picks the story up from Chapter Three and describes how mimetic 

theory helped me to make sense of my place within the church, and of the church’s 

place within my life. It describes how mimetic theory created a narrative framework 

which helped me to understand the ways in which rivalry and scapegoating manifest 

themselves in my experience of the church, but also in my perception of the secular 

world “outside”. It concludes with the realisation that in order to understand mimetic 

theory, I need to understand the ways in which rivalry presents itself in my own 

thoughts and actions. It is not enough to simply point the finger at the church, or 

modern secular culture, but involves recognising myself as part of the culture of 

violence and scapegoating. 

Chapter Six presents the subculture of youth ministry which I found myself 

immersed in. I present what I have called “ambiguities in youth ministry”. This marks 

a stage in my story at which I had left the Evangelical church behind, but was still 

part of the youth ministry subculture, trying to make sense of my professional 

identity. I present youth ministry as conflicted, pulled between two declining 

institutions: church and youth work. I offer a very brief history of secular youth work 

in the United Kingdom, including highlighting the National Youth Agency’s four key 

principles of youth work: equality of opportunity, voluntary participation, 

empowerment, and informal education. I go on to describe the conflicts and 

ambiguities which youth ministry faces regarding its professional identity: Christian 

youth work or youth ministry? Friend or leader? Part of the church, or something 

separate? I conclude by asking whether the subculture of youth ministry might be 

“broken” and beyond repair. 
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Having kept a reflective journal, applying mimetic theory to my practice as a youth 

minister for a year, Chapter Seven presents the findings which emerged from the 

journal. It focuses on four recurring themes: defining success through retaining high 

numbers of young people, the desire to be liked, resentment and rivalry, and 

controlling behaviours. At this stage, I simply present these themes as significant, 

without analysis. 

In Chapter Eight, I use Girardian models to analyse those themes. I return to some 

of the theory highlighted in Chapter Four: particularly mimetic desire, the collapse of 

structure, rivalry, and scapegoating. The primary motif of this chapter is that a lack 

of professional identity, and ambiguity around roles and boundaries, leads to rivalry 

and scapegoating. Returning to narrative language, I tell the story about how rivalry 

in my own practice led to an incident of scapegoating involving a volunteer at a 

youth group. 

Chapter Nine offers the field of youth ministry three hermeneutical keys. Building on 

the research theory and narrative which I have presented so far, I suggest that 

youth ministry’s ambiguous sense of self makes it hypermimetic, looking to define 

its identity in ways which are unstable and rivalrous. I also suggest that empowering 

young people and volunteers feels disempowering to the youth minister, the result 

being that much of what gets called empowerment is just tokenistic participation, as 

the youth minister wishes to hold on to power. Finally, I write about the importance 

of boundaries, proposing that a lot of the rivalry and resentment which presented 

itself in my journal was to do with blurred, or unclear, professional boundaries. This 

is the chapter which presents my contribution to knowledge. 

In Chapter Ten, I return to the ambiguities presented in Chapter Six, suggesting that 

the way for youth ministry to mitigate rivalry and scapegoating is to be willing to die. 

I suggest, using contemplative models of theology, that a loss of self presents an 

opportunity for resurrection as well as the risk of scapegoating and violence. The 

key to unlocking the former is a willingness to become the scapegoat rather than 

making scapegoats of others. Using Alison’s description of the early Christian 

church, I propose that youth ministry needs to move out of its comfortable religious 

habitat and well-worn practices, in order to create new communities with young 

people: communities which are supported by clear boundaries, but not limited by 

rivalrous hierarchies or exclusive religiosity. I suggest that the principles and 

practices of secular youth work offer youth ministry a path to follow. This chapter 

presents my contribution to practice. 
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My concluding chapter starts with a return to narrative, this time telling the story of 

how and why I left the front line of youth ministry. I go on to describe two areas in 

which my own thinking has developed and changed as a result of this work. This is 

the presentation of the research’s contribution to my personal practice. I briefly 

highlight two original contributions to knowledge related to the methodologies and 

structure of the thesis, before concluding with a reflection inspired by a scene from 

the film Babette’s Feast. 
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2. Autoethnography 
In this chapter, I will explain why I have chosen autoethnography, and particularly 

first-person evocative narrative, as a research method. I have placed this chapter at 

the beginning of the thesis because it acts to present the shape of what comes 

after. I begin by briefly highlighting the theoretical perspectives which underpin my 

research, and suggest that a qualitative, social constructivist research paradigm fits 

best in the place where those perspectives meet. I will define autoethnography, 

using a definition which is descriptive rather than prescriptive, by telling the story of 

how it emerged as an academic discipline and the ways in which it has been used 

to break down the traditional separation of researcher and research subject. I will 

also highlight some of the criticisms of the methodology before presenting my 

research design and how I used it to address those criticisms. I explain how this 

research meets the defining characteristics of autoethnography: relevance to a 

broader social context, honest and critical self-reflection, and the potential to bring 

about social change. Finally, I address ethical considerations and explain how I 

have met my duty of care for myself and the others involved in this work. 

2.1. Overlapping Disciplines 

Figure i: Overlapping Disciplines 

This piece of research finds itself in the overlap between three fields: practical 

theology, youth ministry and mimetic theory. Lincoln, Lynham & Guba suggest that 

methodology, particularly for qualitative studies, is “inevitably interwoven with and 

emerges from the nature of particular disciplines … and particular perspectives” 

(Lincoln et al, 2011, p.97). I will expand on theoretical perspectives in a later 
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chapter, but I present them briefly here because they offer an underpinning for my 

choice of methodology. 

The overlap between some of these disciplines is clearer than others. For example, 

there is a well-established connection between youth ministry and practical theology 

internationally. It could be argued that the former is a subdiscipline of the latter. Both 

are concerned with contextual theology, reflective practice, the relationship between 

theory/theology and ministerial practice, and interdisciplinarity (Collins-Mayo & 

Dandelion, 2010; Graham, 2017; Nash & Whitehead, 2014; Swinton & Mowat, 2006; 

Ward, 2017). Practical theology and mimetic theory (particularly Girardian mimetic 

theory) also have some clear points of overlap: both use the relationship between 

social sciences and theology to articulate ideas about humanity’s fears and desires, 

and ask questions about what difference the story of Jesus makes to lived realities 

(Girard, 2007; Kirwan, 2004; Ganzevoort et al, 2013; Williams, 1996). 

Perhaps the least obvious relationship between the three disciplines is that between 

youth ministry and mimetic theory, and it is the creative results of working between 

those two fields which I will articulate in this study, and which will form part of the 

original contribution to knowledge made by this work (see 11.3.2). The creative 

space between these two fields lends itself to a kind of research called First-Person 

Evocative Narrative. 

2.2. First-Person Evocative Narrative 
This refers to a form of auto-ethnographic research which prioritises the 

researcher’s own experiences and emotions. The researcher and the researched 

are one and the same, and the findings are presented in the form of a story which 

engages its readers, encouraging them to reflect on their own part in a broader story 

(see Butz & Besio, 2009; Walton, 2014). 

Girard draws key features of his mimetic theory from novels by authors like 

Dostoevsky and Cervantes (Girard, 1962), plays by Shakespeare (Girard, 1991), 

and most prominently the gospel stories of Jesus Christ (Girard, 1978; Girard, 

1999). In the introduction to De la violence à la divinité (a collection of his first four 

books, published in 2007), Girard writes that literature, theatre and poetry play a 

special role in disseminating truth: “Representing the relationships of desire, instead 

of reflecting on them in an abstract way with philosophers and psychologists, 

somewhat promotes the discovery of mimesis” (Girard, 2007, p.9, translation and 

emphasis mine). 
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Seeing, hearing, and feeling the lived realities of desire and rivalry are the way in 

which a person discovers the truth of mimetic theory. This way of thinking manifests 

itself so early in Girard’s work that it is part of the title of his first book: Mensonge 

romantique et vérité romanesque, which translates into English as Romantic Lies 

and Literary Truths. Truth, in Girardian thought, is something which is revealed 

through narrative. 

James Alison (2013, pp. 51-72), a Roman Catholic theologian, and one located very 

much within the field of mimetic theory, writes about the revelatory and 

transformative power of narrative in his account of the road to Emmaus story in 

Luke 24. The story goes that in the days following Jesus’ death, Cleopas and 

another unnamed disciple are walking from Jerusalem to Emmaus, reflecting on the 

events of the previous days. An unknown person joins them and asks what they are 

talking about, and they, apparently surprised by his ignorance, tell him the story of 

the death of Jesus. The stranger, who is later revealed to be the resurrected Jesus, 

admonishes them for their lack of faith, and proceeds to tell them a bigger story. 

Alison suggests that the reason the two disciples are batting ideas around without 

any real sense of resolution is that they are lacking a hermeneutical key. The story 

they tell Jesus is “a series of mishmashes of public persons, historical incidents, 

current events, impossibilities and interpretations which don’t make sense” (Alison, 

2013, p.64). Jesus then proceeds to tell them the story again, but crucially he holds 

the hermeneutical key. Starting with Moses and the prophets, Jesus tells the 

disciples their own cultural, political, religious and historical story, but reveals 

himself to be the thing that holds it all together; the thing by which it all makes 

sense. Later, the disciples will say of the event, “Did not our hearts burn within us 

while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the scriptures?” (Luke 

24.32). Alison goes on to write that they are given new identities in hearing Jesus’ 

retelling of the story. Hearing their own story from a different perspective changes 

who they are: they are “being re-narrated into being” (p.68). 

This interpretation of the road to Emmaus story is not unique to Alison. Johnson 

writes that the conversation between the three travellers on the road is an act of 

communal interpretation: “As people tell the story to each other, they also interpret 

the story” (Johnson, 1991, p.399). Jesus’ retelling of the story fits the passion 

narrative within the broader story of the Jewish scriptures, but also makes sense of 

Jewish scriptures through the passion narrative. In a sense, Jesus is doing what 

certain models of narrative therapy do today: deconstructing limiting stories in order 
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to construct new ones to help people make sense of their lives (Ganzevoort, 2014, 

p.217). 

Girard’s belief that truth is revealed in story, supported by Alison’s interpretation of 

The Road to Emmaus, has helped to form the foundation of my research methods. I 

have chosen to use first-person evocative narrative as a method as it allows me to 

deconstruct limiting stories (mensonge romantique) about youth ministry in order to 

construct a new one. In narrative research the telling of the story is just as 

important, maybe even more important, than the historical events: “Life is not how it 

is or how it was, but rather how it is interpreted, reinterpreted, told and retold,” writes 

Muncey (2010, p.57). The aim of this research is to tell a story which evocatively 

describes the desires and rivalries which presented themselves in my own ministry, 

and to offer a hermeneutical key to help understand them. I hope that in presenting 

my research this way, it will encourage other youth ministers and researchers to 

recognise their own desires and rivalries in their practice. 

There is a growing recognition within qualitative research that telling the story, even 

from a personal point-of-view, can add meaning to research: “Stories are the way 

humans make sense of their worlds … Given their importance, I argue that stories 

should be both a subject and a method of social science research,” writes Ellis in 

The Ethnographic I (2004, p.19). Narrative research offers a method in which, rather 

than simply communicating a pre-existing truth, truth is discovered in the telling of 

the story. In fact, The Ethnographic I is not just about stories: it is presented as one. 

The subtitle is A Methodological Novel about Autoethnography. 

Horsfall and Titchen (2011, p.237) write about stories meaning two things in the field 

of academic research. First, that the personal testimonials which make up the 

research’s data are stories in themselves, through which participants are making 

sense of experiences. Second, that the analysis of the data, in looking for 

“connections, themes, disconnections, similarities, differences, and ways of 

revealing meaning”, is constructing a meaningful story. 

In keeping with three theoretical disciplines with which I started this chapter, the aim 

of using story is not to convey whatever truths I already believed in, but to allow 

truth to emerge through narrative, even (especially) if what emerges challenges my 

preconceptions. In the next sections, I will explain the paradigms and epistemology 

which underpin first-person evocative narrative. 
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2.3. Social Constructivism 
The kind of truth I am trying to uncover emerges from the overlap between the fields 

mentioned in 2.1. This study explores the cultural identity of youth ministry. Years of 

trying to produce measurable outcomes in youth ministry for funders and 

stakeholders have taught me that concepts like identity are nearly impossible to 

measure quantitatively. This, therefore, is a qualitative piece of research, grounded 

in a research paradigm which allows for the creative emergence of truth in the 

shared values of practical theology, youth ministry and mimetic theory. Broadly, 

those values include: 

• The idea that theological truth is revealed through lived experience as well 

as religious tradition and the Bible 

• That theory and insight emerge from relationships and communal identity 

• The power of evocative narratives in revealing and changing practice 

• The importance of the specific and the local in revealing generalizable truth 

• The idea that unheard voices, once heard, can reveal significant theological 

and social truths 

• A critical engagement with power dynamics 

Lincoln et al (2011, p.100) set out five paradigms of enquiry: positivism, 

postpositivism, critical theory, constructivism, and participatory (the latter, based 

on Heron & Reason, 1997, not included in the original 2005 edition of the 

chapter, but added to the 2011 edition). They set out their corresponding 

ontologies, epistemologies and methodologies as follows: 
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Issue Positivism Postpositivism Critical 

Theory et 

al. 

Constructivism Participatory 

O
nt

ol
og

y Naïve realism – 

“real” reality but 

apprehendible 

Critical realism – 

“real” reality but only 

imperfectly and 

probabilistically 

apprehendible 

Historical 

realism – 

virtual reality 

shaped by 

social, 

political, 

cultural, 

economic, 

ethnic, and 

gender values; 

crystallized 

over time 

Relativism – local 

and specific 

co-constructed 

realities 

Participative reality 

– subjective-

objective reality, 

co-created by 

mind and given 

cosmos 

Ep
is

te
m

ol
og

y Dualist/objectivist; 

findings true 

Modified 

dualist/objectivist; 

critical 

tradition/community; 

findings probably 

true 

Transactional/ 

subjectivist; 

value-

mediated 

findings 

Transactional/ 

subjectivist; 

co-created findings 

Critical subjectivity 

in participatory 

transaction with 

cosmos; extended 

epistemology of 

experiential, 

propositional, and 

practical knowing; 

co-created 

findings 

M
et

ho
do

lo
gy Experimental/ 

manipulative; 

verification of 

hypotheses; 

chiefly quantitative 

methods 

Modified 

experimental/ 

manipulative; critical 

multiplism; 

falsification of 

hypotheses; may 

include qualitative 

methods 

Dialogic/ 

dialectic 

Hermeneutical/ 

dialectical 

Political 

participation in 

collaborative 

action inquiry; 

primacy of the 

practical; use of 

language 

grounded in 

shared 

experiential 

context 

Table i: Basic Beliefs of Alternative Inquiry Paradigms - Updated 

Rather than encouraging researchers to pick one paradigm at the expense of all the 

others, the authors are clear that the boundaries between them are not rigid 

(pp.100-116). Indeed, I would posit that there are elements of four of the five which 

will be relevant to my research. The “participative reality” of the participative 

paradigm is relevant; I am a youth minister, a participant in the field of youth 

ministry. The critique of historic structures which is involved in the critical theory 

model will play a part too; a study rooted in mimetic theory will almost inevitably 

explore themes of power and rivalry. The idea of a “real” reality is a part of my 

12 



 

 

               

          

          

               

    

            

          

        

         

         

         

          

          

        

           

          

        

              

         

          

         

          

         

            

         

         

                

            

             

           

             

         

             

            

          

theological tradition; I do not deny the idea of an absolute truth, so in that sense 

there is some grounding in a postpositivist paradigm. The only paradigm which 

really bears no relation to this study is positivism. Arguably, positivism belongs more 

to the field of quantitative research, but I have included it here as part of the entirety 

of Lincoln et al’s table. 

Although there are points of connection with several of Lincoln et al’s paradigms, it 

is the constructivist paradigm which fits most comfortably in the overlap between the 

three theoretical disciplines highlighted in 2.1. This theoretical space is well 

summarised by Smith’s and Hodkinson’s (2005, p.915) idea that “individual 

researchers cannot step outside their own social and historical standpoints. 

Because there is no possibility of theory-free observation and knowledge, the 

subject-object dualism of empiricism is untenable and the claim to objectivity is a 

chimera.” This is true of all forms of research, but it is particularly clear when 

researching something as intangible as cultural identity. 

The reality which I am trying to uncover is relativist; local, specific, and co-

constructed. A constructivist view of identity would relate to external factors: socio-

politics, upbringing, education, family, friends, and romantic relationships to name 

but a few. The truth of identity is constructed in relationship with others. This kind of 

ontology reflects the discipline of mimetic theory, which holds that the self is 

constructed in relation to others (Girard, 1961, pp.35-75). What Lincoln et al call 

“naïve realism” could be interpreted as what Girard calls mensonge romantique 

(romantic lies) in this context. This is a social constructivist piece of work, which 

emphasises “multiple influences, multiple voices… to engage with others as well as 

resist and change our social and cultural heritage” (Wetherall and Maybin, 1996, 

p.265). These influences and voices (young people, volunteers, colleagues, family, 

friends…) will present themselves throughout the narrative of the thesis. 

The truth which I am looking for is transactional, in the sense that it will emerge in 

conversation and dialogue. There is a dialogue between the part of me which is 

researcher, and the part of me which is research subject. Along the way, other 

conversation partners have been helped me to navigate that dialogue: Duncan 

Morrow (see 2.6.2), my supervisors, my peers, and a diverse group of people who 

have asked me challenging questions at presentations, contributed their thoughts 

and knowledge, and shown an interest in my work, as well as existing literature and 

stories. Crucially, the reader is part of the conversation too: writing from a 

constructivist paradigm, Ellis & Bochner write that this kind of research deals with 
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moral choices, and its usefulness related to its “capacity to inspire conversation 

from the point of view of the readers, who enter from the perspective of their own 

lives” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 748). My intention for this research is that it will offer 

youth ministers a hermeneutical key to encourage them to reflect critically on their 

own sense of professional and cultural identity. This study opens a conversation up, 

rather than shutting one down. The insight which I am looking for will be found in the 

telling of the story, which is a dialectic and hermeneutical process, rather than a 

detached, clinical one. As Ellis & Bochner write, “the meaning of prenarrative 

experience is constituted in its narrative expression” (2000, p.745). 

2.4. Autoethnography 
2.4.1. What is autoethnography? 
There appears to be consensus among those writing about autoethnography that it 

involves two things: 

1) Critical self-reflection on behalf of the researcher 

2) A connection to a social or cultural field larger than the researcher 

Ellis & Bochner (2000, p.739) define it as “an autobiographical genre of writing and 

research that displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to 

the cultural.” Similarly, Reed-Danahay (1997, p. 9) describes it as a “form of self-

narrative that places the self within a social context.” Geographers Butz & Besio 

(2009) include the concept of identity in their definition, suggesting that 

autoethnography involves doing “identity work self-consciously, or deliberately, in 

order to understand or represent some worldly phenomenon that exceeds the self.” 

Different researchers and fields will put the emphasis on different parts of the 

definition. Ellis & Bochner, for examples, emphasise the researcher’s voice, while 

Butz & Besio are more interested in the emancipatory practice of giving research 

subjects that voice. However, the two features of critical self-reflection and 

connection to a larger social or cultural field are consistent in every definition I have 

read. 

From a social constructivist perspective, “meaning” refers to something dialectic and 

hermeneutical, so it would be a disservice to the field to simply offer an abstract 

definition of autoethnography. Perhaps the best way understanding the meaning of 

the word is by looking at its historical background, and particularly the phenomenon 

which has come to be known as the “crisis of representation” (cf. Clifford 1988; 

Clifford and Marcus 1986; Denzin and Lincoln 2005; Marcus and Fischer 1986). 
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This refers to a critique of the genre constraints of anthropology, which arose in the 

1970s. Until that point, the anthropological discipline was still concerned with 

positivist, or at least postpositivist, paradigms. Researchers were looking for 

dualist/objectivist truths about anthropological groups to which they did not belong. 

The field was immersed in the kind of ontology which Lincoln et al describe as 

“naïve realism” (see figure i). 

The crisis of representation drew attention to the ways traditional 

researcher/researched dualism affirmed colonial power dynamics, in which the 

researcher (the party with a voice) defines the culture and identity of the researched 

(the party without a voice). This dynamic denies the researched group both mobility 

and a voice. Alternative, non-conventional ways of researching anthropology arose 

to challenge and critique the dominant models, attempting to give those being 

researched a voice, and the opportunity for mobility. Foregrounding the experiences 

and emotions of the researcher, which in received wisdom were to be side-lined, 

softened previously rigid boundaries. Research was happening at a particular 

moment in time, research subjects were allowed to change, researchers were not 

infallible (see Butz & Besio, 2009; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). 

One of the methodologies which emerged from this critique was autoethnography. 

Though his was not the first use of the word, Hayano (1979) is usually credited as 

the methodology’s founder. He used the term with reference to research in which 

researchers were studying their own people, writing from a group to which they 

belonged (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 100). 

The significant contribution of autoethnography to the field of ethnography was the 

removal of barriers between researcher and researched. Butz and Besio (2009) 

write about an “autoethnographic sensibility”, which sees through dualistic 

distinctions between researcher and research subject and does its work in the place 

where they overlap. Adams, Holman Jones and Ellis (2015, p.30) refer to this as an 

“epistemology of insiderness”. In autoethnography, the researcher’s insider 

perspective is not a hindrance to truth, something which must be overcome in order 

to find a pure objectivity, but rather the fertile ground from which truth grows. 

Autoethnography is a methodology well suited to the shared values of the three 

overlapping disciplines I outlined: 
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• The idea that theological truth is revealed through lived experience as well 

as religious tradition – autoethnography gives voice to the lived experience 

of the insider and does not attempt to separate that experience from theory, 

but rather uses it to generate theory. 

• That theory and insight emerge from relationships and communal identity – 

autoethnography invites the reader to “think with our story instead of about it, 

join actively in the decision points that define an autoethnographic project, 

and consider how their own lives can be made a story worth telling” (Ellis & 

Bochner, 2000, p.734). 

• The power of evocative narratives in revealing and changing practice – in 

prioritising the researcher’s experiences and emotions, autoethnography can 

tell evocative stories (see 2.4.2.). 

• The importance of the specific and the local in revealing generalizable truth 

– autoethnography focuses on the specific, local reality of the researcher 

within a specific, local culture. 

• The idea that unheard voices, once heard, can reveal significant theological 

and social truths – autoethnography has the power to give voice to 

marginalised people by inviting them to share their stories. 

• A critical engagement with power dynamics – with autoethnography, 

researchers make themselves vulnerable by revealing deep emotional 

truths. Instead of standing above the research subjects (with a gods-eye-

view), the researcher is on the ground, on the inside. 

In the penultimate value of the above list, I wrote that autoethnography has the 

power to give voice to marginalised people (see Muncey, 2006). This is particularly 

true in the subgenres which Butz and Besio (2009) call “subaltern” auto-

ethnography, or “native ethnography”. I will explain these further in the next section. 

Although autoethnography certainly gives marginalised voices a platform from which 

to be heard, I am uncomfortable suggesting that that is the purpose of this piece of 

research. It would seem disingenuous to suggest that I, as a white, heterosexual, 

Christian man, represent a marginalised voice. It would also be untrue to suggest 

that within the field of youth ministry, there is a power divide between practitioners 

and researchers – most of the youth ministry research I am aware of comes from 

researchers who are or have been themselves youth ministers. This is not the work 

of a silenced minority finding his voice. Rather, it is the outworking of reflecting on 
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what it means to be in a position of relative privilege and power. It is what Butz and 

Besio (2009) call “academic researcher autoethnography”, rather than “research 

subject autoethnography” (see figure ii). 

2.4.2. Types of Autoethnography 
Autoethnography is not a research method defined by rigid conventions, it is a 

sensibility (see Butz & Besio, 2009) which can stand on its own or engage creatively 

with other research methods. I have described my research as a first-person 

evocative narrative, a phrase which combines aspects of Butz & Besio’s (2009), and 

Walton’s (2014), typologies. Butz & Besio present five research methods to which 

autoethnography relates. Their model particularly is helpful because they help to 

situate the autoethnographic sensibility within the wider field of qualitative research. 

Just as Lincoln et al do with their research paradigms, Butz and Besio are clear that 

the boundaries between the five categories are blurred: “Few instances of actual 

self-narrative practice settle comfortably into any of these categories without 

remainder.” There is fluidity in the way autoethnography relates to each method. In 

some cases, rather than being defined by autoethnography, the researcher might 

include autoethnographic writing as part of another methodology (see Etherington, 

2004; Orsi, 2005). 

Figure ii. A Continuum of Autoethnographic Practices (Butz & Besio, 2009) 

Butz & Besio suggest that there are two sources of autoethnography. Traditional 

academic dualism would define them as researchers and research subjects. The 

autoethnographic sensibility blurs those boundaries, from whichever end of the 

spectrum it begins. Both go on reflexive journeys; the former from agent of 

signification to object of signification (from researcher to researched), and the latter 

from object of signification to agent of signification (from researched to researcher). 

Between these two poles is a spectrum of research methods to which 

autoethnography relates. 
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Personal Experience Narrative 
First defined by Denzin (1989), this refers to a kind of autoethnography in which the 

researcher is also the primary research subject. Crucially, this is not simply a navel-

gazing exercise. The researcher is using their own experiences to understand a 

culture or people-group wider than themselves. This model represents the most 

radical move from agent of signification to object of signification, because it requires 

researchers “who are already embedded in particular cultural and social practices to 

subject themselves and their most intimate surroundings to the same forms of 

critical analysis as they would any other” (Young & Meneley 2005, p.2). 

Reflexive or Narrative Ethnography 
This differs from personal experience narrative research in that the researcher is not 

the primary focus of the research. Nonetheless, the researcher’s own experiences 

and emotions are recognised as part of the story of the research. There is dialogue 

between the researcher and the group being studied, and it is in this dialogue that 

truth emerges. 

Insider Research 
This refers to a kind of autoethnography in which the researcher is studying a group 

of people which they are a part of. The dialectic epistemology of autoethnography 

means that the researcher’s insider status is an asset, rather than a problem to be 

overcome. This form of research is useful, write Butz and Besio (2009), in offering 

perspectives on “race, sexuality, gender, and other axes of identification and/or 

marginalization”. 

Native Ethnography 
In this model, subordinated groups, who are traditionally the objects of signification, 

become academics, thereby defining themselves, rather than allowing an external 

researcher to do so. This approach stands apart from the others in that it “reinstates 

the convention of ontologically separating agents of signification (academic 

researchers) from objects of signification (their research subjects), except this time 

from within a single subjectivity, and for legitimate purposes of self-definition” (Butz 

& Besio, 2009). 

Subaltern Autoethnography 
This model is similar to the previous but differs in that the subordinated groups do 

not try to become academics. The self-representations which they produce are 

politically motivated; disrupting classically academic ethnographies and giving a 

voice to those seeking self-definition and self-determination. 
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Butz & Besio’s models are about research methods which relate to 

autoethnography. Walton (2014), writing from the discipline of practical theology, 

offers three models for autoethnography, which are focused on the way the 

research is told: telling evocative stories, analytic autoethnography and performance 

autoethnography. 

Telling Evocative Stories 
This style of writing breaks away from traditional academic conventions in that the 

author-researcher is deliberately engaging the audience on a feeling level. The 

reader is encouraged to feel empathy, and to respond to the stories. Walton 

suggests that this method of writing is useful to the theologian in that it offers the 

opportunity to “speak out of epiphanic moments of transformation,” and it “can also 

convey the complexity and ambiguity of our religious selves” (Walton, 2014, p.5). 

This kind of autoethnography can complement any of Butz and Besio’s models, as it 

can be used to tell the reflexive journey story, either from agent of signification to 

subject of signification or vice versa, in such a way as to draw truth and meaning out 

in dialogue with its audience. 

Analytic Autoethnography 
Analytic autoethnography is more in keeping with traditional academic positivism, 

tied as it is to the processes of generalisation, abstraction and theory building. 

Walton cites Anderson (2006) as a proponent of this model. Anderson uses 

autoethnography as a complementary methodology, alongside other empirical data. 

Because of its connection to what Walton calls realist epistemologies, analytic 

autoethnography does not fit comfortably in a constructivist paradigm. 

Performance Autoethnography 
This marks the most significant and deliberate departure from traditional academic 

writing methods, in that it is intended to be presented outside of the walls of the 

academy. There are a variety of different ways to produce performance 

autoethnography: theatre, intervention, political display, etc. 

Different authors offer alternative typologies. Chang (2008, pp.139-149) offers four 

autoethnographic models, which cover some of the areas as Walton’s: descriptive-

realistic, confessional-emotive, analytic-interpretive and imaginative-creative. 

Significantly, all authors agree that the autoethnographic researcher need not pick 

one model and stick to it. “The theological writer should … not feel the need to be 

unduly restricted by these considerations in terms of their own writing practices,” 

writes Walton (2014, p.7). 
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    Figure iii. First-Person Evocative Narrative 

I have described what I am writing as a first-person evocative narrative, but that 

definition has soft edges. There will, for example, be traces of native ethnography 

and insider research to be seen (I am a youth minister, writing about youth ministry), 

but it is a combination of Butz and Besio’s Personal Experience Narrative model, 

and Walton’s Evocative Stories model, which fit best within my theoretical 

perspectives and research paradigms. 

2.5. Validity 
There are concerns about the academic validity of autoethnography. In this section I 

will address those concerns, and in the next I will describe the methods I have used 

to collect and analyse data in order to overcome them. 

2.5.1. Critique of the Methodology 
The two biggest hurdles for an autoethnographic study to overcome are expressed 

by Ellis and Bochner in the form of two questions: “Why would others be interested? 

How could I prove that what I have to say about my experience is true?” (Ellis & 

Bochner, 2000, p.743). 

The first question refers to the concern that autoethnographic research might just be 

a navel-gazing exercise for the researcher. This is particularly relevant to first-

person evocative narratives compared with, for example, the socio-political impact 

of subaltern autoethnography or the “mixed methods” of insider research. If I am 

primarily focusing on myself in my research, why should anyone else be interested? 

Freeman writes that “autoethnography is at once ethnographical and 

autobiographical” (Freeman, 2015, p.85). He suggests that the autoethnographer 

ought to place those terms in that order: ethnography before autobiography. If the 

autobiographical aspect of the work takes precedent over the ethnographic, there is 
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a danger of self-indulgence. This relates directly to the various definitions of 

autoethnography I presented in 2.4.1: autoethnography focuses on the researcher’s 

experiences “in order to understand or represent some worldly phenomenon that 

exceeds the self” (Butz & Besio, 2009, emphasis mine). 

Freeman suggests therefore that the autoethnographer shares a toolkit with the 

ethnographer. “Like ethnographers, autoethnographers are expected to treat their 

autobiographical data with critical, analytical and interpretive eyes in order to detect 

the subtle cultural undertones of what is recalled, observed and told to them” 

(Freeman, 2015, p.85). This also addresses Ellis & Bochner’s second question: 

“how can I prove that what I have to say about my experience is true?” The answer, 

to an extent, is that I cannot, particularly as the experiences which I am writing 

about are primarily to do with my thoughts and feelings. I can prove that the events 

which I am writing about really happened through a real-time diary, email 

correspondence, working contracts, etc., but I cannot prove to anyone that I felt a 

particular way on a particular day, and it would be very difficult to triangulate 

emotional data. Arguably, this is true of more traditional ethnographic research too. 

The researcher’s emotions, biases, desires, and prejudices inevitably shape the 

collection and analysis of data. The strength of autoethnography is that it 

encourages the researcher to face those things, not so as to remove them as one 

would a contaminant, but because they are part of the truth which the researcher is 

trying to uncover. I can do my best to ensure that my writing and reflections are as 

close as possible to lived experience and that I am engaging with those experiences 

critically, but I cannot present them objectively and without bias. 

2.5.2. Ensuring Rigour 
Autoethnography’s validity and academic rigour come from its ability to achieve 

three aims: 

- Relevance to a broader cultural context 

- Honest and critical self-reflection (transparency) 

- The potential to bring around social change 

These are based on the criteria suggested by three different authors: Ellis (2000), 

Chang (2016), and Schwandt (1996). 

Ellis (2000, p.275) encourages the autoethnographic author to reflect on the goals 

of their research: what is being achieved, and why? What did the author learn? Why 
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is it relevant? Who will it help? Does it draw the reader into the dialogue and foster 

compassion? 

Chang (2016, p.443) asks five evaluative questions: 

1) Does the autoethnography use authentic and trustworthy data? 

2) Does the autoethnography follow a reliable research process and show the 

process clearly? 

3) Does the autoethnography follow ethical steps to protect the rights of self 

and other presented and implicated in the autoethnography? 

4) Does the autoethnography analyse and interpret the sociocultural meaning 

of the author’s personal experiences? 

5) Does the autoethnography attempt to make a scholarly contribution with its 

conclusion and engagement of the existing literature? 

Schwandt (1996, p.69), writing more broadly about social enquiry within practical 

philosophy, proposes three criteria in judging its merit: 1) the generation of 

knowledge which “complements or supplements rather than displaces lay probing of 

social problems”, 2) the research should cultivate critical, rather than operational, 

intelligence (i.e. not simply “how to get from there to here”, but “whether the there is 

worth getting to”), and 3) the dissemination of the research ought to “enable the 

training or calibration of human judgment.” 

Taking recurring themes from these three sets of criteria, I have designed my 

research to ensure that the measurements of validity mentioned at the start of this 

section are met in my research design. I explain how in the next section. 

2.6. Research Design 
2.6.1. Grounding the research: Relevance to a broader cultural context 
This corresponds to Ellis’ question about why anyone would be interested. My 

findings are personal, emerging from my own practice. They are not intended to be 

one-size-fits-all recommendations for every youth minister to adopt, but they are 

intended to lead to conceptual findings which are relevant to the broader context of 

youth ministry. 

This relevance comes from a firm grounding within the field. In Chapter Six, I will 

present the wider context, and discuss some of the issues which it faces. That 

chapter illustrates the soil in which this research is grounded, and from which it will 

grow. To stretch the analogy, other practitioners within that field are working with the 
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same soil as me; the same mineral composition, the same nutrients, the same rainy 

and dry spells. Telling the story of what I have grown in that soil serves to invite 

those practitioners to reflect on what they have grown, and how they might work the 

soil differently. 

2.6.2. Research methods: Honest and critical self-reflection (transparency) 
If I distrust my memory… I am able to supplement and guarantee its working 

by making a note in writing (Freud, 1963, p.61). 

The method which I have employed to ensure that my memory is as accurate as 

possible is reflective journaling. For a year, I kept a journal, written twice a week; 

immediately after the weekday evening youth group I led, and immediately after my 

weekly visits to the adolescent ward of a local mental health hospital where I was 

chaplain. This is a form of writing I am used to. My initial training as an 

undergraduate youth ministry student was partly assessed through reflective 

journaling, and in the decade since then I have relied on this kind of writing to help 

me reflect on my personal life as well as my professional practice. The goal of using 

a journal here was twofold: 1) to help retain the memory of events in my normal 

practice, and my reactions to those events, and 2) to help ground my analysis and 

reflection in those memories. In the journal, I simply recorded what happened and 

how I felt about it. I ended up with what Walton calls a “book of all things” (2014, 

p.54). It is an aide-memoire, at times a critical-incident reflection, a prayer of 

frustration, a record of my anxieties and self-doubt, a place to note small joys, and a 

safe space in which to ask questions about what I’m doing. 

Walton (2014) suggests that there are five different kinds of reflective journals, with 

the proviso that the boundaries are blurred, and that the writer should not get too 

caught up in genres (p.47). Learning journals are used in educational contexts “to 

move learners beyond superficial understandings to deep learning” (p.47). These 

help learners to grow by giving space and time to reflect, collect their thoughts, 

address ambiguities and gaps in knowledge, and develop creativity. In critical 

incident journals “particular incidents and encounters are identified within their life 

context and selected to form the basis of much deeper and more focused reflection” 

(p.48). These tend to follow a fixed structure, along the lines of description of 

incident, analysis of personal response, experimental thinking, attention to learning, 

theological reflection and action. They can then be used as tools for reflection in a 

group setting. Research journals help the researcher to “bring diverse forms of data 

into conversation, to interrogate how personal preconceptions are being challenged 

to record new insights. … [Research] journals are sources of data in themselves” 
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(p.49). Creative journals are the kind of journaling often employed in the arts: 

sketchbooks, rhyme books, etc. They tend to be eclectic and exploratory and 

encourage creativity and imagination. Spiritual journals are difficult to separate from 

the above categories, but the term refers to journals which have a spiritual/religious 

focus. The kind of writing I did in my journal has some connection with research 

journaling in that the journal is a source of data in itself, learning journaling in that 

the process moved me into a deeper, more reflective engagement with my practice, 

and with spiritual journaling in that it is rooted within the discipline of practical 

theology, and has been a process of theological reflection for me. 

The data which form my research rely on memory. Memory is understood to be 

unreliable in discovering objective truth (although even within positivist frameworks, 

memory has its defendants, see Wixted, 2018), but I am not trying to discover 

objective truth. Instead, I am using memory of lived experiences to create a 

narrative which will contribute to a dialogue about the cultural identity of youth 

ministry. Nonetheless, it is not my intention for this work to result in a piece of 

narrative fiction, or an uncritical memoir. The story which I tell will be as accurate to 

events as possible – evocative, but unembellished – and will be rooted in critical 

reflection. 

I used Moon’s (2006, pp.102-103) advice for writing learning journals when writing 

my own, advice which she drew from research by Walker (1985) and Gibbs (1988): 

• Make the journal your own: this is where I started my journal. I wrote about 

what I felt was important and noteworthy in my experiences. I reflected on 

my own thoughts and feelings. I made it useful to myself. 

• Be honest: I tried to face whatever thoughts and emotions presented 

themselves to me as I was writing, even and especially those which made 

me uncomfortable. I wanted the experience captured on the page to be 

authentic; as close to the lived experience as possible. 

• Let words flow/use your own words: I did not worry too much about 

presentation style or writing technique in my journal. I just wrote as naturally 

as I could; not quite stream of consciousness writing, but not far off. 

• Dig deeper: I asked myself what was underneath my emotions. I used 

Girardian terms like rivalry, desire and scapegoating to understand and 

challenge my feelings about situations and people. 
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• Be flexible: I used different writing methods depending on how I felt and 

what I thought would be helpful. Some journal entries are written in the third 

person. Some focus more on analysis than on experience. Some simply 

describe what happened. 

• Write things up as soon as you can: With half a dozen exceptions due to 

circumstances or forgetfulness, I wrote my journal as soon as I finished the 

experience I was writing about; either upon coming home after the youth 

group, or on getting back to the office after my visits to the mental health 

hospital. 

• Seek help if necessary: As well as ongoing conversation with my supervisors 

about the journal over a year, I asked Duncan Morrow to help me analyse it 

after it was written. More information about this follows. 

• Be selective: This is something which I became better at over the course of 

the year. The first few journal entries were much longer than they needed to 

be. After a while, I got better at discerning what was worth writing about and 

what was not. 

I spent a year writing the journal but did not read it through again until the year was 

over. This is in keeping with Ellis’ & Bochner’s (2000, p.752) suggestion to write 

close to the time of an event, so that the lived emotions are still present, but to find 

some distance from those emotions when it comes to critical analysis. During this 

time, the youth club was undergoing a time of transition. It was over the course of 

the second of three years in which I was managing youth work degree student, and 

as part of his training he was supposed to be planning and running the youth club. 

We had also just closed our own youth centre, and started hiring another local youth 

centre to meet in. So, as I was writing my journal, the group was getting used to a 

new meeting place and a new leader, and the emotions which Ellis & Bochner refer 

to felt close to the surface. The time between collection and analysis was therefore 

particularly important. 

However, it would be unhelpful to attempt to create a concrete division between the 

collection and the analysis of data. The nature of writing about personal, lived 

experience means that the data is analysed as it is collected, and collected as it is 

analysed (see Ellis, 2000, pp.112-119). Separating collection and analysis into two 

distinct stages is probably helpful within a positivist epistemology; the researcher 

tries to hold the data at arm’s length to objectively observe and analyse it. Within a 
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constructivist framework, however, the attempt to create that division would be 

naïve, as it implies that the researcher and the data are separate, and that truth is 

dualistic and objective. 

Once the journal was written, I read through it with highlighters of different colours, 

looking for themes and patterns. Ellis describes this stage as choosing a plot line 

and developing it (2004, p.117). In the journal-writing stage, the researcher is trying 

to make as many notes as possible, while the story-construction stage involves 

finding a theme and forgoing the data which does not contribute to the story that is 

being told. 

There is a risk, in analysing my own writing like this, of confirmation bias or of over-

narrativising, which is to say focusing more on telling an engaging story than on 

presenting an honest and critical piece of reflection. I mitigated these risks by 

engaging Duncan Morrow as a dialogue partner. Morrow is a lecturer in politics at 

Belfast University in Northern Ireland. He is also an expert in the application of 

mimetic theory to lived experience. He co-wrote On the Way of Freedom with 

Kaptein (1993), a book which relates mimetic theory to human relations and 

Christian theology. One of my first experiences with Morrow was in a workshop 

which he led at the Corrymeela Community in Northern Ireland, in which he applied 

mimetic theory to the lived experiences of the workshop attendees. I asked Morrow 

to read my journal and then to lead a recorded conversation with me, reflecting on 

what I’d written. 

The idea was that he would bring perspectives which had not occurred to me, 

seeing things which I had not seen. This would interrupt unreflective thought 

processes and encourage me to think more deeply about my analysis. Our 

conversation helped me to notice at one stage that I was beginning to shape this 

research to confirm my biases, rather than to discover new truths. I will explain this 

more fully in section 8 of this chapter. 

2.6.3. Presenting the research: the potential to bring around social change 
If the social context in question is outside of academia, research needs to be 

accessible to non-academics of in order to bring change. The social context which I 

am trying to bring change into is youth ministry, and in order to do that, I want this 

work to feel relevant to practitioners, as well as academics. Professor and social 

activist hooks (who chooses not to capitalise her name), writing in and about the 

social context of black feminism in the USA, writes that “clearly, a feminist theory 

that [in no way connects to “lived” realities beyond the classroom] may function to 

26 



 

 

           

        

            

            

         

         

        

          

       

          

       

            

          

             

            

             

           

  
           

             

             

             

           

           

          

             

          

         

   

           

             

           

               

            

              

            

legitimize Women’s Studies and feminist scholarship in the eyes of the ruling 

patriarchy, but it undermines and subverts feminist movements” (hooks, 1994, 

p.65). To create a youth ministry theory that does not connect to lived practice of 

youth ministers would undermine the principles and practices of all three of the 

theoretical fields which this work is grounded in; youth ministry with its focus on 

empowerment and equal opportunities, practical theology with its prioritisation of 

practice, and mimetic theory with its critique of rivalrous power structures. With 

particular regard to the latter, hooks is excoriating in her analysis of the academy’s 

rivalrous power structures: “They … set up unnecessary and competing hierarchies 

of thought which reinscribe the politics of domination by designating work as either 

inferior, superior, or more or less worthy of attention” (p.64). 

Although I will use academic language, my goal is to create a thesis which is 

evocative and emotionally resonant, and which encourages other youth ministers to 

participate. The participation of the practitioner is not just a nice ideal; it is an 

integral part of social constructivism. The goal of this thesis is not to close a 

conversation down by pointing to a final, objective truth, but to start a conversation 

with those who are interested by pointing to an emerging, dialectic truth. 

2.7. Ethical Considerations 
Although there were no research participants apart from myself in this research, 

there are still important ethical considerations to keep in mind. I wrote about real 

experiences, which involve real people. The focus of my writing was on me and my 

emotional responses, but those real people feature in the stories which I tell. At 

times, it was important for me reflect on negative feelings or critical thoughts 

towards another. The stories will also feature people who are facing challenging, 

and sometimes very private, circumstances, which I have had the privilege of 

sharing with them. For these reasons, I have taken every measure to conceal the 

identities of those involved. Although the stories are true, the details which are 

presented are changed. Names, locations, and even particular circumstances will 

be changed or redacted. 

Where critical thought or negative feelings towards another are an important part of 

the story, the focus is always on me, rather than on the person they were directed 

towards. In other words, this thesis will not try to explain what another person has 

done wrong, but rather question what it is in me that has led me to feel wronged. 

“Anger, violence and aggression may arise, but I think it’s on a secondary or more 

superficial level; in a sense, they arise when we are frustrated in our efforts to 

achieve love and affection” (HH The Dalai Lama & Cutler, 1999, p.390). My task is 
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not simply to express or justify my anger or other rivalrous emotions, but to explore 

the ways in which they present a frustration in my own efforts to achieve love, or the 

ways in which they manifest themselves when my mimetic desires feel threatened. 

An important motivating factor in doing this research is that I want my practice, and 

my life, to be less rivalrous and more compassionate (Zajonc, 2009, calls it an 

epistemology of love). As such, it would be counter-productive to use my thesis to 

make people involved in my story feel judged or unloved. 

As the research subject, it is also important for that epistemology of love to extend 

towards myself. As an ethnographer should be therapeutic with his interviewees, so 

an autoethnographer should be therapeutic with themselves (see Ellis, 2000, 

pp.135-137). Although I write confessionally, I was careful to maintain a clear 

boundary between what is private in my life and what is for sharing. When I 

analysed my thoughts and emotions, it was with compassion, patience and 

understanding. I spoke regularly to a counsellor while doing this work, to make sure 

that critical self-reflection did not become self-flagellation, and to be able to talk 

about anything which came up which I found difficult or emotionally painful. I was 

also very clear with myself from the beginning about when I was in “research mode” 

and when I was not. I made sure to have enough time off from research and writing, 

and I tried to always do it away from my home, so that I had somewhere to build my 

emotional/mental reserves back up. 

2.8. The Recognition of Bias 
Recognising bias is crucial in autoethnographic research. Ellis’ notion than 

autoethnographic data analysis involves choosing and developing a plot line (2004, 

p.117) necessarily involves prioritising some of the data in the journal and 

neglecting other parts of it. If this process is done without critical self-reflexivity, or 

what Freeman calls a “tempering judgement” (2015, p.29), it risks becoming a 

platform for egocentrism, or even a moralising soap box, rather than an 

engagement with truth. 

What follows is a short reflection on an integral part of my process of data analysis. 

As I read through and began analysing the journal I had kept for a year, I realised 

that I was looking for evidence which supported a hypothesis, rather than allowing 

the data to shape and change my understanding of myself and the field of youth 

ministry. I was trying to control the data, a realisation which allowed me to recognise 

a more fundamental impulse within myself to control and manage situations which 

potentially feel chaotic or unstructured. Because this recognition of bias helped to 
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shape the way in which I finally analysed my journal, I present it here, before 

presenting my findings. 

Early in the research process, I noticed frustrations and complexities in my feelings 

around the youth club, and more fulfilment and enjoyment in my feelings around the 

chaplaincy. I concluded that the youth club model was the problem, and that I 

wanted to tell a story which highlighted chaplaincy as a positive alternative. As I 

read through my journal, I highlighted the aspects which supported this position, and 

overlooked those which challenged it. The story which I was trying to create 

suggested that the youth group model of ministry is unhelpful because it is 

unfocused. Unlike other youth-focused professions, like teachers, social workers, or 

counsellors, the parameters of youth ministry are poorly defined. Nobody, including 

the youth minister, quite knows what youth ministry does or why it does it (this is 

supported by some of the ambiguities presented in Chapter Six). I planned to write 

that as a result, youth ministers end up measuring their success in unstable, and 

rivalrous, ways. They focus on how liked they feel, or how many hours they are 

working, or how many young people come to their youth groups. 

I noticed, as I read through my journal, that the desire to be liked featured 

prominently, which I interpreted as a confirmation of the story I wanted to tell. I 

highlighted passages in the journal which supported this: 

I enjoy seeing Lawrence and Charles, I think of them as my boys. Why is 

that? I think it’s something to do with finding them easy to relate to. … 

Maybe I’m drawn towards these young people in particular because I think 

they will like me. 

I felt slightly wounded this week, because [two people in the youth team] had 

gone out for drinks together … and not invited me. I don’t think I would have 

wanted to go anyway, but I felt a bit sad about not being invited. 

It felt clear that I wanted people to like me in my practice, and I interpreted this as 

meaning that my job was lacking in structure. I would write that the lack of key 

performance indicators meant that I was using something fleeting and unstable to 

define my professional identity. The conclusion I came to was that youth ministry 

really needs clearer definition. I wanted to find ways of knowing if I am doing a good 

job that aren’t defined by my own perception of how popular I am. My thesis, I 

believed, was about applying order, structure, to the field. In her PhD thesis, 

Griffiths (2013) writes that youth ministry operates in liminal spaces. Using mimetic 

theory (see Chapter Four), I was going to explain why this is a bad thing and 
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suggest that the field needed to find clearer, more structured, places to operate. 

Then I spent some time re-reading the transcript of the conversation I had with 

Duncan Morrow, and noticed something which gave me pause. One of the themes 

of our conversation was the duality of what Morrow called “classical Evangelical 

youth work” and the apparent chaos of the world outside. 

The dream of, if you like, classical Evangelical youth work … is to go back to 

something which is very ordered. Very ordered. In which there’s a very clear 

understanding of what you’re doing. The … idea is to invite young people 

into this church and then keep them there. The difficulty is that this structure 

is incapable actually of containing everything that’s coming into it (see 

Appendix A). 

Morrow’s suggestion was that the order which presents itself as safety leads to 

authoritarianism, violence, and repression. I started to wonder if my desire to 

remove youth ministry from its liminal space, and to impose order onto it was in fact 

a manifestation of the dualism of the Evangelical youth ministry subculture which I 

was formed by. I no longer identify as Evangelical. I have let go, on an intellectual 

level, of the Evangelical philosophy and ethics which I grew up with. But on an 

emotional level, it is possible that I am still searching for order and safety and am 

still frightened by situations which I perceive as chaotic or unstructured. 

In this sense, the conversation with Morrow did what I had hoped that it might. It 

challenged my biases and preconceptions and encouraged me look at my data in 

new ways. It also presented an important new theme for me to include in my 

analysis; the desire to control and impose order. The results of this reflection are 

presented in Chapters Seven onwards. 

2.9. Conclusion 
I have tried in this chapter to articulate why autoethnography was the best choice of 

research method for this piece of work, and to explain how I have constructed the 

research in order to draw out the kind of epistemology which I believe the field of 

youth ministry would benefit from discovering: narrative, evocative, self-reflective, 

and social constructivist. In the next chapter, I will use narrative language to locate 

myself within the subculture of youth ministry, beginning by describing the anxieties 

I felt as a child which youth ministry offered me refuge from. 
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3. A Story Leading into Youth Ministry 
In this chapter, I tell the story of how and why I found myself in the subculture of 

youth ministry. I begin by describing myself as an anxious nine-year old, one who 

felt particularly uncomfortable around situations which felt chaotic or outside of my 

control. I write that as I grew into adolescence, I found refuge from those situations 

in an evangelical Christian youth group, which felt structured and safe. I immersed 

myself in the group, subconsciously mimicking the belief system, language, and 

even sartorial choices of those around me. I go on to describe how I become a 

youth minister, a leader in the subculture, before experience the collapsing of 

structure. Over a few years, the subculture which I believed had kept me safe from 

chaos and disorder itself became chaotic and unsafe. The chapter concludes with 

me leaving the evangelical church to try to find a new safety. 

3.1. Being Nine 
I do not remember as much as I would like to 

about the experience of being nine years old. I 

recently came across a picture of myself at that 

age, and it was a pleasant surprise to be 

reminded of things which felt true and real 

about me then, but which had since been buried 

under time. 

The picture is of me opening a present on my 

birthday. I cannot make out what the present is, 

but there are indications in the photo which 

remind me of the kind of things I might have 

asked for. I am wearing dinosaur pyjamas, or to 

be more specific, triceratops pyjamas. I was 

fascinated with dinosaurs, and the triceratops 

was my favourite. It still is. Jurassic Park was my favourite film, even though I had 

not seen it because I was not old enough. If asked today, I still say that Jurassic 

Park is my favourite film, although I suspect that is related to an impulse towards 

nostalgia more than anything else. I cannot remember when I received it, but I 

remember being really excited about receiving the official, branded Jurassic Park 

roaring t-rex action figure. That might have been one of the presents I was opening 

on the day of the picture. 

Figure iv: Nine Years Old 
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On the wall in the background of the picture, there are sheets of paper with 

drawings on them. It is not clear what the drawings are in the picture, but I can 

make a decent guess. At that age, my hope for the future was to one day design a 

dinosaur-themed amusement park. Part of the fun of that dream was spending time 

with my best friend David drawing maps of what the theme park would look like. If 

memory serves, the amusement parks did not have much by way of rides but were 

full of animatronic dinosaurs that moved and roared. I remember there being a lazy 

river ride populated by diplodocuses. I have since been to these kinds of theme 

parks, and the experience is exciting in that it appeals to my sense of nostalgia, and 

no other way. It is possible that the gift I am about to open in the photo is computer 

game called Theme Park, which allows the player to design and manage their own 

amusement parks. My parents thought I would enjoy designing these parks on the 

computer, and they were correct. 

The photo, when I spend some time with it, acts as a sort of Proustian madeleine. 

Unlocking one memory unlocks another adjacent one, and a world bigger than the 

one revealed in the picture starts to come back to me. It was at about this age that I 

discovered Marvel comics. My best friend was into the X-Men, and through him, I 

discovered first the animated TV shows and then the comic books. I was particularly 

fond of Spider-Man. I collected the Spider-Man action figures, and started buying 

the comic books just as Peter Parker was handing over the Spider-Man mantle to 

his clone, Ben Reilly (I was coming on board just at the tail end of the “clone saga”, 

a near decade-long plotline I am glad to have mostly missed). 

Not visible in the picture is the ever-looming spectre of anxiety; a feeling I became 

familiar with at a young age. The crime-fighting courage of Spider-Man and the 

sense of outdoors-y adventure of Jurassic Park were comfortably framed by pages 

or screens and did not make their way into the rest of my life. My mother used to 

write diaries about our family holidays. A few years ago, she had them bound, and 

gave my sister and I each a copy of them to enjoy. Here are some highlights from a 

camping trip to Delaware, in the USA, from around the same time as the picture was 

taken: 

…our Timmy loves the outdoors about as much as a mole, and when there 

was the slightest hint of an adventure, he turned greenish in the face and 

only wanted to go home. 

We wanted to make a cup of tea after our dinner which had been spoiled by 

a bug which Timmy identified as a life threatening hornet. 
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…we had walked on the beach for a while, until Timmy discovered a dead 

“stingray” lying on the sand and decreed that he would never set foot on any 

Delaware beach again. We later learned that it was the shell of a completely 

harmless horseshoe crab. 

The evening ended with a panic attack of Timmy’s, who saw movements in 

the woods and knew that only wolves moved with that kind of movement… 

Timmy by then was in hysterics: wind like this wasn’t normal, this was going 

to be a tornado, were we out to kill him, and could we PLEASE go home 

now? 

I could go on, but the picture is clear enough – I was not Peter Parker, or Jurassic 

Park’s adventurer-palaeontologist Alan Grant. I was an anxious child. I will point out 

that that in the last example, my anxieties were right – there were two tornadoes 

heading towards our campsite, and we ended up having to seek refuge in a local 

supermarket. Even a stopped clock is right twice a day. 

My anxiety was particularly triggered by situations which felt chaotic, or outside of 

my control. Camping in an unfamiliar place is a good example. I wanted solid walls, 

predictability, comfort, and order. My sense of adventure could live within the safe 

confines of comic books, films and toys. Everything in its right place. 

3.2. Finding Youth Ministry 
My anxiety did not disappear as I grew older. I headed into adolescence still looking 

for safety in the same kinds of places I did as a nine-year old. The world around me 

felt outside of my control. On a local scale, my friends were beginning to enjoy 

things which felt scary to me; the noise of nightclubs, the buzz of alcohol and 

marijuana, and the rush of sex. On a global scale, the news was littered with stories 

about terrorism and chaos. I remember cycling home from school one afternoon to 

discover that terrorists had hijacked planes in America and flown them into the 

World Trade Centre. By that stage in life, I had a part-time job washing dishes in a 

restaurant, and I went to work that evening worrying that the indoor shopping centre 

which housed that restaurant might be Al-Qaeda’s next target. 

While all this was going on, I was also becoming aware that I was supposed to be 

becoming an adult. Soon I would be responsible for myself. I would need to make 

my own choices, instead of having them made for me by parents and teachers. I 

was supposed to know what was right and wrong, what I wanted to do with my life, 
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and how to do it. More than ever I wanted safety, structure, boundaries, and control. 

I found them in a subculture which I now recognise as youth ministry. 

I had been brought up in the Christian church. My parents started taking me to 

church when I was five or six years old, and I was raised going to Sunday School, 

listening to Christian children’s music, and with some pretty clear teachings about 

things like sex and alcohol (“steer clear for now”). By the time I was fourteen years 

old, my family was involved in the local Anglican church. This was by no means a 

fundamentalist religious setting. It was the kind of religion that one could feel good 

about taking part in on a Sunday, but then remain relatively unbothered by the rest 

of the week. It was nice, and I liked the people there, but it did little to ease my 

growing sense of anxiety. 

When I was fourteen, my best friend and his family left that little Anglican church, to 

go to a big Charismatic Evangelical church, and I followed them. This church was 

new. It met in a school hall because it did not have its own building. It had a youth 

group with thirty or so young people who were going to church because they wanted 

to be there, not just because their parents dragged them along. They looked forward 

to seeing each other, and they actually, seriously, believed the God stuff too. It did 

not take long for me to fall in love with this new church. I started going there every 

Sunday morning, I went to every youth group gathering, and together we went to 

bigger, town-wide youth events and residential summer holiday camps. These 

young people were my best friends, and this religion held the answers to all my 

troubles. 

Although I would not have been able to articulate this at the time, what the 

subculture of youth ministry offered me was the security, and the structure, that I felt 

was lacking in the rest of my life. Not only were the young people in the youth group 

worried about the same things I was (sex and alcohol), but we believed that we 

were morally justified in reacting against those things. It was not me that was weird 

or wrong-headed, it was the rest of the world. We knew wrong from right, and we 

had a purpose, a divine mandate; to let the world know that we were right, and that 

they ought to join us if they don’t want to be wrong. In a conversation with Duncan 

Morrow (see 2.6.3.), he characterised this dynamic in two drawings: 
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   Figure v. Morrow's Drawings 

The drawing on the left represents the clearly defined hierarchical structures of the 

Evangelical Church. In this structure there are clear boundaries, people have a 

sense of identity, there is a goal to aim towards at the top of the pyramid, and there 

is an understanding of which people and behaviours are good, safe, and saved, and 

which are bad, dangerous and unsaved. The drawing on the right represents the 

perceived chaos of the world outside of the Evangelical Church. Here there is no 

structure, no boundaries, and no goal to aim towards. Outside of the safe structures 

of the church, we thought, people turn to drugs, violence, and sexual promiscuity, 

trying in vain to find a sense of identity and belonging. 

Although these are caricatures of the contrast between church and the world 

outside of the church, they are very close to what I was learning to believe. Finding 

security and comfort within the structures of the youth group did not make me feel 

better about the world outside. The more I immersed myself in the church, the more 

convinced I became that the world outside was scary and unsafe. The scarier the 

world outside became, the more I craved the security and the structures of the 

church. 

I remember at one point having a conversation with my concerned parents about my 

new church and youth group. They were worried that I was spending too much time 

on church stuff and distancing myself from everything else. I remember them 

invoking a scary word, “cult”, in that conversation. I reacted with anger to that 

suggestion. My parents did not understand. They were not a part of it. With 

hindsight, while I do not believe my youth group was a cult, my parents were close 

to an important truth. It was offering me the same thing that cults offer their 

adherents: belonging at the expense of everything else. 
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3.3. Becoming a Youth Minister 
At the age of eighteen, my post-school plan was to take a gap year working from 

home to earn some money before going to university to study film. I did not want to 

design a dinosaur-themed amusement park anymore by that stage. I wanted to be 

an actor. At one point in exam season, I was sitting in Milton Keynes Central 

Library, trying to understand what people do when they are revising, when I 

received a phone call from someone I knew as a summer camp leader. 

For the past few years she had been running a performing arts themed Christian 

summer camp, for young people between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, which 

I had been going along to. She was about to start a new camp, for younger people 

(ten- to thirteen-year olds) and wondered if I might come along as a leader. One of 

my best friends was going to be there, so I jumped at the chance. I finished my A-

Levels and travelled to Brighton to join the team for the week. This would change 

the trajectory of my life. I discovered that I loved working with young people. In that 

week I felt like I belonged, like I was loved, like I was good at something. I had 

already discovered a place of safety and belonging within the subculture of youth 

ministry, but in this new position of leadership I found a place where people listened 

to me, people looked up to me, some people even, and this was very new to me, 

had crushes on me! Not only did I belong, but I had moved up a few places in the 

hierarchy. 

I decided that week that I was not quite ready to stop being a youth minister, and 

that I could use my forthcoming gap year to continue down the path which the 

summer camp had placed me on. Some internet research led me to a church in 

Essex which wanted a gap year youth worker and a few weeks later I moved there. 

As I recall, Essex was a particularly attractive destination because it would move me 

nearer to a girl I had met on the summer camp who I had a crush on, although I lost 

touch with her very soon after the move. 

With all the confidence of someone who had found their place in the world, I started 

my gap year. The church I now belonged to was a part of the same tradition that I 

had become used to. It was Charismatic Evangelical, though with a stronger 

emphasis on the Charismatic than the church I had come from. It was common for 

members to speak or sing in tongues, dance, offer prophecies, and attempt to heal 

physical and mental ill-health through prayer. 

The young people at the church were even more fired up about God than the youth 

group I had grown up in and were even more convinced of their status as God’s 
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chosen. Everybody else: Roman Catholics, atheists, Muslims, gay people, people 

who practise yoga, and theologically liberal Protestants were part of the chaos of 

the world outside, to be defended against and converted into the one true faith. 

One evening, I remember observing the young people worshipping. They were 

speaking in tongues, kneeling, with arms outstretched, and I felt intimidated by 

them. It looked from where I was sitting like these young people were further ahead 

than I was on their walk of faith. But they liked me, and I liked them, and after a year 

I did not want to leave. The church could not pay me, so it was up to me to figure 

out how to make ends meet if I was going to continue being their youth worker. The 

solution I landed on was to embark on a youth work and theology degree. The 

degree would allow me to stay at the church, as my placement, for three years, and 

get a student loan. I applied, was interviewed, and ultimately accepted onto the 

course where I would, over three years, learn about youth work practice and 

theology. Those three years marked another significant turning point in my life. 

3.4. Leaving the Evangelical Church 
Three significant things happened in my early twenties to mean that the Charismatic 

Evangelical church where I had found my refuge began to feel unsafe. The first of 

these things is that I started studying theology. My tutors at university asked me 

questions about what I believed and why I believed it. I had to write essays and 

journals which demonstrated a critical engagement with my comfortable beliefs. I 

had to articulate why those clear boundaries and structures which had kept me safe 

from the world outside were placed where they were. I was asked to question my 

beliefs about the nature of salvation, how to read the Bible, and who got to define 

orthodoxy. I had never been encouraged to question these things before. I was also 

presented with alternative understandings of faith. I learned about Roman 

Catholicism, iconography, Anabaptists, Liberals, contemplative prayer, and other 

religions. One of the lecturers who I looked up to identified as a Christian Buddhist, 

something which I am still not entirely sure is possible, but which at the time blew 

my world apart; how could someone who I admire believe in something which I had 

been told was demonic? I started to understand that I was part of a tradition, and 

that there were others out there. This meant that borders of faith started to feel 

softer. It was not all that clear anymore who was “in” and who was “out”. This 

threatened the whole structure of my religion. It was like discovering life on Mars. It 

was simultaneously scary and exciting; would I learn and grow as I opened myself 

up to other ideas, or would inviting those ideas lead to my spiritual annihilation? 
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The second thing that was happening simultaneously was that a few leaders of local 

big Evangelical churches had to step down from their positions because of different 

abuses of trust. It would not be appropriate for me to go into detail here, but it was 

destabilising to see people I knew, people who were above me in the hierarchy of 

the church, people who preached about moral conviction, hurting others by taking 

advantage of their trust. The issue for me here was not about what these men did, 

but about the fact that these things happened within what was supposed to be a 

safe place. Their actions belonged to the world outside; the world of chaos. Those 

of us on the inside, particularly those at the top of hierarchy, were supposed to be 

separate from that kind of behaviour. We were supposed to look out at the people 

who did those things from the safety of our religious piety and tut and pray that 

those lost souls would become more like us. In these incidents, it felt as though the 

chaos outside was breaking into my safe refuge. 

The third thing that happened at around the same time was that my father came out 

as gay. I had been brought up homophobic. This predates my joining the youth 

ministry subculture. Since I was a child, I had been taught that sex was to be 

reserved for marriage, and that marriage was to be shared by one man and one 

woman. That belief system was strongly reinforced by the church I started attending 

as a teenager, where same-sex relationships (or any kind of sexuality that was not 

straight-forwardly between husband and wife) were sinful. Depending on who was 

doing the teaching, gay people were either victims of demonic temptations (“love the 

sinner, hate the sin”) or actively wicked, on a mission to dismantle the entire 

concept of divinely mandated heteronormative marriage. 

Because of my experience studying theology, I had already started to reassess my 

understanding of human sexuality. I had, by that point, discovered James Alison, a 

gay Catholic theologian, and was beginning to believe that the Bible might not be 

quite as clear about these issues as I had previously thought. The implications of 

my father being gay were more to do with how I understood the concept of truth 

than how I understood human sexuality. My understanding of what a healthy, loving 

relationship looks like came from my parents. If their marriage broke down, what 

would it mean for everything I believed about relationships? And if my dad had been 

able to lie to himself for so long, how did I know if I was being truthful with myself 

about my beliefs and identity? The concepts of truth, honesty, and love, which had 

until then seemed relatively stable, began to feel unstable. Black and white were 

being replaced by shades of grey, and shades of grey did not feel as safe. 
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At the age of twenty-two, I graduated from my degree and my time at the church 

where I had been for the past four years ended. I do not remember if there were any 

conversations about the possibility of staying there after I graduated, but I do 

remember being clear that I did not want to. The Evangelical church, which had 

been my refuge from the chaos of the world outside, had become infected with 

chaos. It no longer felt safe. 

I left. I did not “lose my faith”, although I think I came close to it, but I decided I 

needed to work out what I believed somewhere else. I still wanted to be a youth 

worker, and I still wanted to be a Christian, but I did not really know what either of 

those things meant outside of the structures of Evangelicalism. 

3.5. Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have described the safety which the subculture of youth ministry 

offered me as an anxious adolescent by giving me a sense of identity and 

belonging. Belonging to the youth group encouraged my existing belief that the 

world outside of our subculture was dangerous and chaotic. Eventually, the 

apparent safety of the subculture was revealed to be illusory; built on shaky 

theology, creating false divisions, and making scapegoats. The themes of structure 

and identity will continue to be important throughout this thesis. Having focused on 

my personal narrative in this chapter, I will return to theory in Chapter Four, 

introducing René Girard and his mimetic theory. 
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4. René Girard 
This chapter introduces mimetic theory. I placed this chapter here because Girard’s 

work came into my life at the point at which the narrative of the previous chapter 

ended. I had just left the evangelical Christian behind, but thought I was probably 

still a Christian and mimetic theory helped me to make sense of my faith. Using a 

brief biographical synopsis, I will start by introducing René Girard at an evocative 

narrative level before moving into a more traditionally academic description of his 

theory. I will focus on what I understand to be the four major themes of his work: 

mimetic desire, rivalry, the scapegoat, and the Christian revelation. I will focus on 

Girard’s theory of mimesis. This is not a concept which Girard invented. The word 

mimesis can be traced back to Plato, who used it to articulate his criticism of the 

arts, suggesting that they are an imitation of life, which is itself an imitation of the 

ideal forms (Schechner, 1988, pp.28-30). It has since been used in the arts 

(Coleridge, 1983), feminist theory (Donovan, 2019), and to analyse cultural 

appropriation (Taussig, 1993). I will not be engaging in a comparative study of the 

ways the word is used in different fields, focussing instead on Girard’s 

anthropological use of it as describing the subconscious process of triangular desire 

(see 4.2). 

4.1. A Biographical Sketch of René Girard 
René Girard’s ideas helped me to make some sense of my relationship with religion 

and of what had happened to me in the previous decade. Having left church work 

behind for the time being, I spent some time exploring. I visited several different 

churches: Roman Catholic, Anglo-Catholic, Quaker, Greek Orthodox, and 

something called the emerging church. I also tried my hand at a few jobs; at an 

alternative education programme for a local school, as a community carer for adults 

with learning difficulties, and some bar work. I continued studying after graduating 

from my undergraduate degree. I did an MA in Youth Ministry and Theology, having 

unanswered questions that I wanted to explore about my religion and career. I 

discovered the work of James Alison, which led me to Girard. 

Before introducing aspects of his mimetic theory, I will introduce René Girard 

himself, and particularly the aspects of his life which potentially shaped the themes 

of his writing. In the introduction to her book Writing Methods in Theological 

Reflection, Walton suggests that the reflexive practitioner needs to ask questions 

about how personal history, gender, class, ethnicity, allegiances and commitments 

shape understanding and knowledge (2014, p. xvi).Walton is writing in the context 

of self-reflexivity, but these kinds of questions are useful in gaining insight into the 
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work of another as well. In this instance, an understanding of Girard’s personal 

history will help to clarify his theoretical work. Girard himself was interested in how 

story reveals truth. 

Most of the information which follows comes from biographical writing by Kirwan 

(2004), Williams (1996) and Chantre (2016). These are the most authoritative 

sources I was able to find. Each of them knew Girard personally and are recognised 

as experts in the field of mimetic theory. As far as I have been able to find, these 

biographies are not contested. 

Girard was born in Avignon, France, on the 25th December 1923. His mother was a 

practising Roman Catholic, but his father had “little sympathy for Christianity” 

(Kirwan, 2004, p.10). Girard had an agnostic relationship with the church until his 

conversion later in life. Although he did not write substantially about the war, it is 

likely that the violence and division which he witnessed growing up in France during 

the Second World War would influence his later writings on rivalry. He later said that 

he remembered being impressed by the Young Christian Workers, whom he saw 

resisting the attractions of communism and fascism (Kirwan, 2004, p.11). A 

significant moment in Girard’s formation in France was his brother’s suicide. His 

family’s attempts at making sense of the event, without anyone to blame, would 

later shape his understanding of the importance of the scapegoat; that having 

someone to attribute guilt to makes life easier (Kirwan, 2004, p.12). 

His initial academic training was in medieval history and he left France in his 

twenties, attracted by the USA’s academic freedom. He taught French language 

and literature, initially being asked to teach literature he had never read, which 

would become the building blocks of his first book. He eventually became Professor 

of Literature at John Hopkins University in Baltimore. His first book, Mensonge 

romantique et vérité romanesque (1962), published at this time, was a critical 

examination of classical European literature, and laid the foundation for his mimetic 

theory. It was as he wrote this book that he experienced his conversions to Roman 

Catholicism – the first an intellectual conversion, and the second something more 

life-altering. He described his intellectual conversion as comfortable and 

unchallenging. While writing the last chapter of his first book, he read the Gospels, 

and they made sense to him. “But this initial conversion did not imply any change of 

life … up until I found out that I had a cancerous spot in the middle of my forehead” 

(Girard and Williams, 1996, p.285). Dealing with the fear of cancer in the season of 

Lent, his newfound religion became something more than intellectual. He went to 
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confession, had his children baptised, even remarried his wife, this time by a priest, 

and found that the resurrection story took on a new meaning for him. “I felt that God 

liberated me just in time for me to have a real Easter experience, a death and 

resurrection experience” (Girard and Williams, 1996, p.286). 

I draw attention to this because of the priority which Girard placed on narrative. It is 

the story of Jesus, as told by the gospels, which he suggested reveals our capacity 

for violence and scapegoating, and it is in critical engagement with the stories in the 

Bible that he formulated his understanding of God (Girard et al, 1978). 

In the publication of Des choses cachées depuis la fondation du monde in 1978, 

Girard essentially came out as a Roman Catholic, which helped to elevate his 

celebrity (or infamy) amongst French academics. Christianity was not fashionable at 

the time, so people reacted with varying degrees of excitement or contempt at the 

literary critic who was adopting such an unorthodox stance. 

Girard’s last academic post, after working for a few different universities, was as the 

Andrew B. Hammond Professor of French Language, Literature and Civilisation at 

Stanford University. Here, he had an uneasy relationship with liberal political 

correctness, which he perceived as pretending to uphold the rights of victims and 

minorities, but “tends to give the upper hand to those who exalt individual self-

fulfillment at the one extreme and, at the other extreme, to those who are able to 

take advantage of the politics of victimization to gain power over others” (Williams, 

1996, p.6). This was not, in Girard’s case, a sensationalised reaction against 

“political correctness gone mad”, but a recognition that even apparently noble ideas 

like equality and justice become corrupted by rivalry. 

Girard retired in 1995 and continued to write until a stroke in 2013. He died in 2015, 

aged 91, and was buried on the 14 November, just a day after the terrorist attack on 

the Bataclan centre in Paris. In the days after his death, his wife Martha found some 

notes he had scribbled as a sixteen-year-old during the war. On the 16th of June 

1940, all in capitals, he had written, “LA RÉSURRECTION VIENDRA” – the 

resurrection will come (Chantre, 2016, p.32). In a life bookended by violence in his 

home country, he was characterised by his understanding of the Christ who reveals 

humanity’s violence and invites his followers into a new way of being, free of 

scapegoats. 

In an academic sense, it would be difficult to maintain the claim that Girard was 

primarily a theologian. His full name was René Noël Théophile Girard, and it is his 

second middle name which perhaps best describe his relationship with theology. He 
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was a literary critic, a medieval historian, an anthropologist, and a theophile: a man 

who loved the Christian story, and whose understanding of the world pivoted on it. 

4.2. Mimetic Desire 
Girard’s first book critically examined European literature, particularly drawing 

attention to a contrast between what Girard called Romantic Lies and Literary 

Truths. Mensonge romantique et verité romanesque is primarily a literary study, 

which sets the scenes for Girard’s later anthropological work. Girard is beginning to 

fall in love with the Roman Catholic faith as he writes but does not call himself a 

theologian; the work is rooted in the social sciences. 

Heitink defines Practical Theology as “the empirically oriented theological theory of 

the mediation of the Christian faith in the praxis of modern society” (1993, p.6). Paul 

Ballard and John Pritchard (1996) describe the pastoral cycle as a defining 

characteristic of practical theology: 

1. Experience 

2. Exploration 

3. Reflection 

4. Action (pp.77-78) 

Veling writes that practical theology “displays a general wariness toward great 

systems of thought … [and] necessarily attends to the conditions of human life. It is 

concerned with the unique, the particular, the concrete” (2005, pp.10, 16). Bennett 

et al (2018, pp. 1-11) characterise practical theology as rooted, changed, lost, and 

claimed. Practical theological research, they suggest, is rooted in culture and 

tradition, leads to the transformation of theory and practice, tolerates uncertainty, 

and leads to a deepened engagement with spirituality. As a field, it is 

interdisciplinary, taking seriously the secular disciplines of psychology, sociology, 

and philosophy as ways by which God reveals God’s self. In this sense, Girard is an 

example of practical theology in action. He starts with human experience: as 

revealed in the disciplines of literary criticism and anthropology, as well as his own 

lived experiences, a contemporary of other liberal scholars like Derrida and Lacan, 

eventually discovering Christianity and becoming a theophile. In her analysis of the 

gendered roles of poetry and metaphysics, Walton writes that “neither literature nor 

theology is good, or true, or equal to its task. But both, imperfect as they are, clutch 

at the infinite with a desperate reach we might call faith” (Walton, 2011, p. 52). 

Girard is not a perfect theologian, and the literary sources he draws upon for 
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inspiration are not perfect reflections of the divine, but together they point towards 

something greater than the sum of their parts. 

Mensonge romantique et verité romanesque is a literary study of desire. Girard 

critiques the romantic idea that desire is autonomous. Romantic pulp suggests that 

people fall in love because the beloved is inherently beautiful, that the knight acts 

chivalrous because he is inherently noble, and that material wealth is inherently 

desirable. Girard wrote that cinema and television are even more powerful 

proponents of these romantic myths than literature (Girard, 2007, p.10), and modern 

superhero films provide an example: the superhero is a modern-day knight. He (and 

they are more often male than female) is driven purely by noble intentions, which 

usually culminate in the violent defeat of a supervillain, who is driven by greed and a 

lust for power. The love interest conforms to modern standards of beauty; young, 

athletic and confident, and is drawn to the superhero because of his selfless heart. 

The superheroes are funded by a seemingly bottomless source of money, living in 

futuristic skyscrapers with access to all the resources they need. Good is inherently 

good. Evil is inherently evil. Occasionally, a superhero movie challenges the genre’s 

norms. Recently, Logan (2017) portrayed the “hero” as a wounded and selfish man, 

living in relative poverty, and unable to come to terms with his violent past, but such 

portrayals are exceptional. 

Figure vi: Triangular Desire 

Girard proposes an alternative understanding of desire, one which he suggests 

classic novelists like Proust, Dostoevsky, and Stendhal understood. Desire, he 

writes, is triangular. The three points on the triangle are subject, object, and model. 

The subject sees the model desiring the object, and so learns that the object is 

desirable. Desire is therefore learned, and often subconsciously. This is what Girard 

calls mimesis. 

In the opening chapter of Mensonge Romantique… Girard uses Cervantés’ Don 

Quixote to illustrate this: 
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Since spending time with Quixote, [Quixote’s squire, Sancho Panza] dreams 

of an island of which he is governor, he wants the title of duchess for his 

daughter. These desires didn’t arise spontaneously in the simple man who is 

Sancho. Don Quixote suggested them to him (Girard, 1961, p.36, translation 

mine)1. 

Sancho Panza, by spending time with Don Quixote, is beginning to desire according 

to him. Quixote is the model, Sancho Panza is the subject, and an island is the 

object of desire. The island, according to Girard’s mimetic theory, has no inherent 

desirability, and neither does the title of duchess. These things are given value 

because they are desired by another. 

If superhero cinemas were produced in accordance with mimetic theory, the viewer 

would be encouraged to reflect on why the superhero acts nobly; whose desire is he 

imitating? The same question would be applied to the supervillain; where has the 

villain’s selfish desire been learned? A Girardian superhero film might begin to 

question whether the superhero and the supervillain are really all that different; are 

they as opposite as black and white, or are they both part of the same system of 

triangular desire, in rivalry with each other for the same object of desire (power, 

justice, freedom…)? 

This poses a challenge to received romantic wisdom. Girard is proposing that even 

the most noble and beautiful desires are learned mimetically. Husbands and wives, 

religion, culture, favourite meals; none of these are inherently and universally 

desirable. As objects of desire, their value is mediated by a model or models. 

Far from being weaker than spontaneous desire, mimetic desire is more 

powerful: the only real desire. It is a strange but fundamental paradox that it 

is because desire is mimetic that it “rings true” in our ears (Girard, 2007, 

p.10, translation mine)2. 

A critique of Girard’s mimetic theory comes from Milbank. Milbank’s critique is 

significant in the context of youth ministry because it addresses the “moral 

1 Depuis qu’il fréquente Don Quichotte il rêve d’une «île» dont il sera gouverneur, il veut un 
titre de duchesse pour sa fille. Ces désirs-là ne sont pas venus spontanément à l’homme 
simple qu’est Sancho. C’est Don Quichotte qui les lui a suggérés. 
2 Loin d’être plus faible que le désir spontané, le désir mimétique est le plus fort, le seul 
désir vrai. Par un paradoxe étrange mais fondamental, c’est parce que le désir est 
mimétique qu’il «sonne juste» à nos oreilles. 
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therapeutic deism” which Smith & Denton (2005) suggest has replaced religion for 

young people: 

Given Girard’s identification of culture with a mimetic desire, the denial of the 

possibility of an objective desire or a benign eros, it is difficult to see what 

“the Kingdom” could really amount to, other than the negative gesture of a 

refusal to desire, along with all cultural difference (Milbank, 1993, p.395). 

Milbank sees Girard as too ambivalent about desire; if desire is purely mimetic, 

simply learned behaviour, can there be such a thing as objectively positive desire? 

This is a difficult criticism to argue with, not because it is impossible to square 

mimetic theory with an orthodox cataphatic theology, but because Girard does not 

quite get there himself. It is possible to interpret aspects of Girard’s work as verging 

on Gnosticism, suggesting an understanding of Christian freedom as meaning “free 

from desire”. Roel Kaptein was a student of Girard’s, such that Girard wrote of him 

that “His ideas … are my ideas” (Kaptein, 1993, p.9). In On the Way of Freedom, 

Kaptein suggests that “because he is in mimesis with the Father [Jesus] is outside 

the mimesis of desire when he meets other people” (Kaptein, 1993, p.82). It is 

difficult to square this image of Christ with the Jesus who wept over his dead friend 

(John 11:35), or turned tables over in anger (Matthew 21:12), or was moved to 

compassion by the faith of a Canaanite woman (Matthew 15:28). Caputo, who is not 

from the Girardian school, offers some insight which helps to steer mimetic theory 

towards orthodoxy. 

Caputo is interested in Derridean deconstructionism, and particularly the ways in 

which it relates to the Hebrew prophets. Girard found contact with Derrida to be “of 

especial importance” (Kirwan, 2004, p.11), and Caputo’s theistic reading of 

deconstructionism helps to make sense of how mimetic theory fits within the context 

of the yearning, desiring God. Caputo suggests that deconstructionism offers an 

avenue into what Milbank calls “the Kingdom” and does so in a way which is 

unshackled from religion (Girard, too, was critical of “religion”, seeing it as part of 

the scapegoating mechanism, see 4.4). Caputo summarises his Judeo-Christian 

reading of Derrida thus: “I do not know what I love when I love my God” (Caputo, 

1997, p.332). This is not a kind of Buddhist maxim, suggesting that the enlightened 

human transcends desire, or an absurdist statement concluding with “…therefore 

the love of God is meaningless.” Instead, it is to encourage the reader to desire 

more: 
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Derrida discusses the désir de Dieu … opening up the possibility of a desire 

in “the other voice,” … a desire going toward the “absolute other,” 

renouncing appropriation, in short, a desire that is not the moment of a 

subject for possession, but the affirmation, sans avoir, of the tout autre 

(Caputo, 1997, p.369). 

In other words, Caputo is not proposing the eradication of desire, but is suggesting 

that the deconstruction of possessive, rivalrous, and coercive desires opens the 

subject up to something wholly other. The wholly other, which Christians call God 

but is beyond ontological categorisation, is defined by “a longing and sighing, a 

weeping and praying, a dream and a desire” (Caputo, 1997, p.333). 

This is close to Girard’s idea of internal/external mediation. There are models which 

exist within the subject’s world, and models which speak to the subject from a 

different time and place. Desire which is mediated internally, from a friend or a 

colleague for example, can lead the subject into feelings of envy and rivalry, even 

hatred and violence. As the models become more distant, such as celebrities, 

politicians, historical figures, and even images of god, the roles between subject and 

model become clearer, and possessiveness and coercion become less destructive. 

Milbank, Girard and Caputo each offer something important to mimetic theory. 

Drawing insights from all three voices suggests that the Kingdom of God is real, and 

to be desired, but it is beyond even the scale of internal/external mediation. It is 

wholly other; free from coercion and violence. So, triangular desire does not need to 

correspond to a refusal to desire. The opposite is true; an awareness of mimetic 

desire begins to deconstruct possessiveness, coercion and violence in favour of the 

richer, deeper and more powerful desire of God. Milbank points out that “the 

exemplary narratives of Jesus show us the ‘shape’, and the concrete possibility, of a 

non-violent practice” (Milbank, 1993, p.396). This is not a practice marked by a 

serene detachment, but one marked by prayers and tears; passion and desire. This 

offers an important theological perspective to young people; an alternative to moral 

therapeutic deism on the one hand and religious puritanism on the other. It values 

the human experience of mimetic desire and its potential for positive transformation 

when directed towards Christ. It also recognises the danger of desire in leading to 

rivalry. 

4.3. Rivalry 
The kind of desire which leads to coercion and violence is what Girard calls rivalry. 

This is a major theme of Girard’s work, from his earliest works right up until his 
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death. In A Theatre of Envy (Girard, 1991), he makes use of Shakespeare’s Two 

Gentlemen of Verona to illustrate mimetic rivalry. In the play, the two lead men, 

Valentine and Proteus, are sent from Verona to Milan by their fathers. Proteus, 

however, does not want to leave Verona. He is in love with Julia and stays for her 

sake. Valentine travels to Milan alone. There, he falls in love with Silvia. When 

Proteus later comes to visit his friend, Valentine tells him about Silvia, extolling her 

beauty and saying along the way that Julia is worthy only of carrying her train. 

Rivalry is already beginning to manifest itself. For Valentine, it is insufficient to say 

that Silvia is beautiful: she is the most beautiful, “sovereign to all the creatures of 

this world,” even to his best friend’s beloved. Proteus is offended and irritated, but 

something appears to shift in him once Valentine leaves: 

Even as one heat another heat expels, 

Or as one nail by strength drives out another, 

So the remembrance of my former love 

Is by a newer object quite forgotten (Shakespeare, cited in Girard, 1991, 

p.8). 

Proteus, affected by Valentine’s monologue, has fallen in love with Silvia, all but 

forgetting his lover in Verona. Shakespeare, Girard suggests, is not promoting a 

“love at first sight” romantic ideal, but rather presenting a clear image of the real-life 

phenomenon of mimetic, or triangular, desire. In this instance, Valentine is the 

model, Proteus is the subject, and Silvia the object of desire. Unlike many desirable 

things, “a book, a bottle of wine, a piece of music, a beautiful landscape” (Girard, 

1991, p.9), Silvia cannot be shared, and so the two friends become rivals. The 

peaceful status quo is disturbed, and chaos and violence take its place. At the play’s 

climax, Proteus is on the verge of raping Silvia, before being stopped by Valentine. 

Mimetic theory holds to the idea that triangular desire is morally neutral. Just like 

evolution, gravity, and the stars in the sky, it is not good or evil, but simply the way 

things are. It can lead to great good, but it can also lead to rivalry, violence and 

chaos, as in Two Gentlemen of Verona. “The great enigma of human experience 

and reality is that human life comes from, consists of, and at the same time is 

destroyed by mimesis” (Kaptein, 1993, p.17). When mimetic desire becomes 

rivalrous it can cause great damage. 

Kaptein presents two diagrams to demonstrate the outworking of mimetic rivalry: 
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Figure vii. Model-Rival 

In the first (Kaptein, 1993, p.18), he demonstrates the idea of the “model-rival”. The 

two parallel lines represent the model and the subject, both moving towards the 

shared object of desire, like Valentine and Proteus, both pursuing Silvia. When one 

makes progress, the other tries harder, and the rivalry becomes self-fuelling. If the 

desire is strong enough, the subject and the model risk becoming obsessed with the 

prize, and therefore with each other. The original object of desire might even be 

forgotten about, as each focuses all of their energy on defeating the other. 

Unconsciously, the two begin to mirror each other, using the same language, the 

same weapons, and the same tactics. Girard calls this doubling. Although there are 

many real-life conflicts which demonstrate this situation (Kaptein refers to Northern 

Ireland, Lebanon, Yugoslavia and the Cold War as examples), I am drawn to the 

following illustration from Marvel comics: 
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         Figure viii. Silver Surfer Comic 1 (Straczynski and Ribic, 2008) 
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         Figure ix. Silver Surfer Comic 2 (Straczynski and Ribic, 2008) 
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         Figure x. Silver Surfer Comic 3 (Straczynski and Ribic, 2008) 
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         Figure xi. Silver Surfer Comic 4 (Straczynski and Ribic, 2008) 
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          Figure xii. Silver Surfer Comic 5 (Straczynski and Ribic, 2008) 
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The two alien species, the Rumati and the Linneads, each desire the same thing; 

the veneration of religious tradition. Convinced that the other presents an obstacle 

to their practices, they seek to destroy each other. Every escalation of the rivalry is 

matched by the other side, such that to the outsider (in this case the Silver Surfer), 

the two become indiscernible. Girard calls this “escalation to extremes” (Girard et al, 

2010). The rivalry becomes all-consuming and unmanageable, to the point that the 

original object of desire is forgotten about. This example is a dramatic one, but the 

model-rival relationship can be much more subtle. It manifests itself in workplaces, 

families, school playgrounds, and anywhere where humans relate to other humans. 

The important point about this relationship is that the parties are more or less equal 

to each other. 

When the parties are not equal, mimetic rivalry can develop in a different way 

(Kaptein, 1993, p.20): 

Figure xiii. Model-Obstacle 

The model-obstacle relationship begins in a similar way to the model-rival. The 

model and the subject both desire the same object. The difference is that the model 

is so great that the subject can never win. The subject always loses. Victory is 

attractive, even more attractive than in the model-rival relationship, because it would 

make the subject godlike. It is, however, impossible, and the interminable defeat 

makes the subject feel inferior and worthless. 

Kaptein points out that the desire in a model-obstacle relationship might seem very 

noble. He gives the example of becoming more like Christ, and I would add to that 

examples like overcoming addiction, effecting socio-political change, or even 

achieving academic success. In these cases, the risk is that the harder the subject 
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tries, the further they feel from victory. It is instructive to note that the first step in the 

Alcoholics Anonymous programme involves admitting powerlessness; there is a 

recognition that trying to defeat the model-obstacle (in this case, alcohol 

dependency) only leads to an increased sense of failure and worthlessness. 

In my role as chaplain to a mental health hospital, I am aware of the ways in which 

this relationship applies to many of the patients I meet. Illnesses like depression, 

anxiety and eating disorders share the common trait of wanting to surmount the 

insurmountable and feeling exhausted and worthless because of the failure to do so 

(see figure 15, taken from a mental health art project called Project 1 in 4). In many 

cases, peace seems to finally come when the patient stops trying to win a battle. 

Figure xiv. Get Over It (Project 1 in 4, 2015) 

The subject is not free in either the model-rival or model-obstacle relationships. The 

subject is obsessed with defeating the model. 

4.4. The Scapegoat 
When rivalry gets to the point at which it threatens to be destructive, Girard 

suggests that humanity has depended on scapegoats to keep society functioning. 

The concept of the scapegoat comes from the Hebrew Scriptures. Once a year, on 
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the Day of Atonement, two unblemished lambs or goats would be chosen; one to 

represent God, and the other to represent Azazel. The lamb which represented God 

would be sacrificed as an offering, and the priest would lay hands on the other, 

transferring onto it the transgressions of the people. The people would then chase 

the victim out of the temple precincts, and probably to its death (Leviticus 16 and 

Alison, 2013, pp. 241-252). While ritual animal sacrifices are no longer 

commonplace in modern Europe and North America, Girard suggests that the 

function which they fulfilled is still very much active and has been for as long as 

humans have been humans. When rivalry gets to a point at which a group can no 

longer function – the mimetic crisis – the group can either fall apart or transfer their 

transgressions on to a scapegoat, which is to say that they can find someone to 

blame. Having found someone to lay their guilt onto, the fear and hatred which the 

members of the group previously felt for each other are redirected onto the 

scapegoat. The group is united against a common enemy, and they conspire to 

exile or kill it. Once the scapegoat is effectively removed from the group, peace 

returns and the preceding rivalry is forgotten. 

Figure xv. The Scapegoat Mechanism (Kaptein, 1993, p.32) 

Girard believed that the scapegoat mechanism is how cultures are formed, and 

moreover, that it was the very process by which sentient apes became humanity 

(Girard et al, 1978, pp.114-139). This somewhat sharpens the critique of Girard as 

leaning too heavily on gnostic ideas. He constructs a creation myth which tells a 

story of humanity being formed out of a foundational act of violence, as opposed to 

the orthodox Christian narrative, in which humanity is created in an act of self-giving 
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love. It might be possible, through a series of mental gymnastics, to fit Girard within 

an orthodox framework, but it is perhaps more valuable at this stage to simply 

recognise that this is something with which Girard struggles. In Des chose 

cachées… Girard cites Cain and Abel, Sodom and Gomorrah, and Jacob and Esau 

as supporting evidence for a foundational act of violence (Girard et al, 1978, pp.203-

207), but does not sufficiently grapple with the first chapter in Genesis, in which God 

creates humanity in God’s own image, saying of it that it is very good. Girard 

depends on more traditionally theological interpreters to marry his theories with 

Christian orthodoxy. Alison, for example, engages with the creation story in a much 

more rigorous way in Raising Abel (Alison, 1996). 

The scapegoat mechanism is of interest to this piece of research not as a 

foundational creation narrative, but as the description of a lived experience. It plays 

out on large, geopolitical stages in wars and revolutionary coups, and the same 

process manifests itself on a more intimate scale; when co-workers complain in 

hushed tones about a colleague, or a church congregation makes a difficult visitor 

feel unwelcome, or staff and volunteers at a youth group get together to talk about 

what is to be done with a young person who causes trouble in the group. In all these 

examples community, or culture, is being created at the expense of a scapegoat. 

The act of exclusion is the very process by which the group is united. 

In all these examples, on whatever scale, those who are involved in the banishing of 

the scapegoat feel that they have the upper moral hand. The scapegoat must be 

perceived as disruptive and evil, and the act of exile must be understood as being 

for the greater good. 

4.5. The Christian Revelation 
The story of the gospels sees the scapegoat narrative playing itself out in a familiar 

way. Jesus comes into the world at time of cultural mimetic crisis. According to 

Feldman, an authority on Josephus, the 1st Century Jewish historian, the Jewish 

world which Jesus had been born into was living under a militaristic and oppressive 

king, Herod, a man of non-Jewish descent who made the streets safe by ruling with 

an iron rod. When Herod died, his successor Archelaus was so unpopular with the 

Jewish people that they appealed to the Roman emperor, who responded by turning 

Judea into a Roman province (6 CE). The province of Judea would fall under the 

jurisdiction of the Syrian governor and be overseen by a variety of different Roman 

procurators, each in place for an average of four years, most of whom did not 

understand the culture they were overseeing, and made money by taking bribes 

(Feldman, 1992, pp. 2-3). 
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The 1st Century Jews had conflicting opinions about the ruling authorities. On one 

hand, the governor of Syria, under whose jurisdiction the Judean province fell, was 

recognised as being a fair man. On the other, to the Jews who continued to identify 

with the Maccabean revolt, and the idea of being ruled by a Syrian emperor felt 

intensely distasteful. The last Jewish kings, Archelaus and Herod both persecuted 

their subjects, but there was still a political party in Jesus’ time who sought to re-

establish the rule of Herod’s ancestors. By the time of the destruction of the temple, 

there were 24 Jewish sects, broadly divided into three schools of thoughts: the 

Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the Essenes, and bitter divisions existed between 

them (Feldman, 1992, pp.12-19). 

Jesus began his ministry just as 1st Century Palestine was heading into a mimetic 

crisis. He appears to identify himself as divine (John 8:58), while holding a relaxed 

attitude to the law (Mark 3:1-6, Mark 2:23-28). He associated with tax-collectors, 

seen by many to be traitors by working for the oppressors (Matthew 9:9-13, Luke 

19:1-10), and adulterous women (Luke 7:37-50, John 8:1-11). At one point he 

suggests that the Pharisaic leaders who call Abraham their father are actually the 

children of Satan (John 8:37-47), and at another, tells them that the tax collectors 

and prostitutes will get into the Kingdom of God before they do (Matthew 21:31-32). 

Eventually, the scapegoat mechanism is triggered; Jesus must be killed. The 

formerly divided Jewish people become united when Pilate asks them what they 

would have him do with Jesus: “Crucify him!” (Mark 15.12-15). The people are 

united at the expense of a common enemy. 

The difference in the gospel story, Girard suggests, is the way in which the 

scapegoat is portrayed. In this instance, the scapegoat is not a villain, but a victim. 

Jesus was without sin, which means that his death was not a victorious moment for 

humanity, in which the evil one is overthrown, but rather a heart-breaking moment. 

Humanity stands with the blood of an innocent victim on its hands. Jesus’ innocence 

is so important that the New Testament authors highlight it in the symbols they 

employ for Jesus: 

“But never,” you will tell me, “does the New Testament resort to the term 

“scapegoat” to designate Jesus as the innocent victim of an escalation of 

mimetic contagion.” You are right, no doubt, but it does use an expression 

equal and even superior to “scapegoat” and this is lamb of God. It eliminates 

the negative attributes and unsympathetic connotations of the goat. Thereby 
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it better corresponds to the idea of an innocent victim sacrificed unjustly 

(Girard, 1999, p.154). 

The sky turns black, and humanity is left holding the hammer, terrified, saying “Truly 

this was the son of God” (Matthew 27:54). Of course, that is not the end of the story. 

The gospel narratives tell the story of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. He does 

not return like a vengeful Quentin Tarantino character to punish those who 

murdered him, nor is his return that of a defeated man, cowering in fear from his 

persecutors. He returns with forgiveness and compassion, encouraging humanity to 

learn a lesson from what has happened and to start living in a different way. 

He’s saying “I do want to play with you. I know you’re a susceptible lot, and 

the only way I can get it across to you that I like you is by occupying the very 

worst space that any of you can come up with, a place which you typically 

think I like to put people in. I don’t. It’s you who put people there, you at your 

very worst. I’ll occupy that space to show you that I’m not out to get you, that 

I really do like you. The moment you see that, then you can relax, and trust 

my goodness. Then you need no longer engage in that awful business of 

making yourself good over against, or by comparison with each other. 

Instead you can relax about being good, and as you relax you will find 

yourselves becoming something much better, much richer in humanity than 

you can possibly imagine” (Alison, 2013, p.298). 

Jesus’ death and resurrection, in Girardian thought, reveal that it is better to be the 

victim of the scapegoating mechanism than to be complicit in it. Salvation comes 

when humanity recognises its propensity towards rivalry and violence, sees its 

victim, receives forgiveness, and becomes open to a new way of existing which is 

not dependent on scapegoats. 

I discovered Girardian thought in my early twenties, at a time of wondering what it 

meant to be a Christian outside of the Evangelical church which had for a long time 

made me feel safe. What I found attractive about his work was the idea that 

Christianity might be a way out of rivalry, rather than a way into it. Although I would 

not have used this language at the time, until that point in my life my faith had been 

defined by what Alison calls goodness over against. Like Jonah, angry that God 

should want to save his enemies the Ninevites, or like the older brother in the 

Prodigal Son parable, resentful of the party being thrown for his rebellious young 

brother while he worked at home, my sense of belonging was dependent on others 

not belonging. 
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4.6. Conclusion 
Girard’s work is complex and multi-dimensional. In the dozens of books and papers 

which he authored, he acts as a literary critic, an anthropologist, a political theorist, 

a psychologist, and a theologian. It has not been possible in this chapter, or even in 

this thesis, to present the entirety of his work and theory, not least because his own 

understanding of mimetic theory evolved over his life. In this context, I am primarily 

referring to Girard the anthropologist. I have found that Girardians like Alison, 

Kaptein, and Kirwan do a better job of articulating Girard’s theories theologically 

than he does himself. To his detriment, Girard’s use of literature is also almost 

exclusively male. He references Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, Proust, Stendhal, and 

Flaubert, while all but ignoring Austen, Dickinson, Shelley, Woolf and the Brontë 

sisters. As such, his worldview is almost unarguably androcentric, and would benefit 

from critical engagement with feminist theologies of literature and desire (see 

Walton, 2007). Despite these weaknesses, Girard’s anthropological models were 

useful to me in a time at which I was trying to make sense of my experience of 

religion and my place within the church, clutching “at the infinite with a desperate 

reach we might call faith” (Walton, 2011, p. 52). In the following chapter, I will 

explain why they were so helpful. 
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5. Girardian Insights 
Having described Girard’s anthropological theories in the previous chapter, here I 

will explain why they were important to me, following the story presented in Chapter 

Three. This combination of theory and lived experience is what led me to the 

starting place of this research; a curiosity about what might emerge if I started to 

apply mimetic theory to youth ministry. This chapter reintroduces some of the key 

themes which presented themselves in Chapter Three, particularly focusing on 

creating theory around the ideas of structure and chaos, before concluding with a 

critical self-reflection about the ways in which rivalry manifests itself in me. 

5.1. The Structures of the Evangelical Church 
Having just left the Evangelical Church, I felt the kind of resentment one feels after a 

difficult break-up, and I found mimetic theory helpful, even comforting. It gave me a 

narrative on to which to hold, explaining that the structures of the church were 

defined by rivalry and scapegoating. It took longer for me to realise that demonising 

the Evangelical church was in itself an act of rivalry and scapegoating, of which I 

was guilty (see 5.3.). At the time, it simply offered me an analytical tool to 

understand some of the things I felt resentful about, and a language with which to 

articulate that resentment. 

The clear boundaries of the church provided me with a sense of community by 

defining who was on the inside (us), and who was on the outside (everyone else). 

We knew right and wrong. We were chosen by God. They were lost and/or wicked. 

At the time, the movement known as New Atheism was at its peak. Richard 

Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and Sam Harris gave us immeasurable comfort, 

because they were playing the rivalrous game with us and, as we understood it, 

losing. More frustrating was the fact that most people on the outside were not 

militantly anti-religion, so did not join in with the game. This is evidenced by Savage 

et al’s Making Sense of Generation Y (2006), a piece of research which suggests 

that most young people at the time did not really have strong feelings about religion 

one way or the other. We ran high street missions and youth events to get people 

talking about religion, and hopefully be converted, which would further confirm that 

we were on the right side of the boundary. Our sense of rivalry with the apparently 

chaotic world outside was clear. We felt it was divinely mandated. Even though I did 

not yet have the Girardian language of rivalry, I think I would have probably been 

very comfortable with the concept of being in competition with the world outside. 
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There were rivalries within the church too. Having orthodoxy defined by such 

immovable boundaries meant that differences of opinion were difficult to manage. 

There were, for example, some heated arguments about the role of Charismatic 

gifts. Some believed that everybody ought to receive the gift of tongues, and felt it 

right to pray for people to receive it, and others believed the gift of tongues was a 

grace bestowed by God on some, not all. Equally, there were people who believed 

that we ought all to steer clear of the Harry Potter books, because they promoted 

witchcraft, and others who felt that separating ourselves from popular culture would 

make us ineffective in our evangelism. While these rivalries occasionally felt 

serious, they generally did not escalate beyond control. We were held in place by 

the structures of the church. At the top of the pyramid was the leadership team, 

who, through preaching and relationship, would guide us back onto the tracks of 

orthodoxy. 

While at times, this could be experienced as a comforting presence, it could also 

feel oppressive, even bullying, to people who found themselves on the wrong end of 

it. When a group of young men with working-class backgrounds started coming to 

the church, people were delighted to welcome them. Their apparent conversion 

reinforced that we were winning in our rivalry against the outside world from which 

they had come. But as it became clear that they did not understand the conventions 

of the church around things like swearing and smoking and sex they gradually sat 

further and further to the back of the church until one day they just stopped coming. 

The church had not consciously expelled them, but they had decided for themselves 

that they were never going to be quite as welcome as everyone else. 

I began to feel the same way towards the end of my time in the church. I had 

accepted that Charismatic gifts of the spirit were not going to manifest themselves in 

me at that point. I had tried praying in tongues and asked for the gift of prophecy, 

but never attained those things in a way that felt real or natural. Perhaps 

surprisingly, that did not feel like a failure on my part. I just felt that those things 

were not really for me. However, because the church I worked for placed such 

importance on those gifts, I felt cajoled into demonstrating them. The leadership 

team prayed for me to receive them and encouraged me to immerse myself more in 

the worship of the church. The more they pushed, the less welcome I felt, and the 

more I felt that people were looking at me with disdain. I do not know if people really 

were looking at me with disdain; it is possible I was imagining it. But the fact that I 

felt that way reveals a truth about how oppressive religious structures can appear to 
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people who do not quite fit in, and how easily the issue of spiritual abuse can 

become a factor. 

5.2. The World Outside 
Leaving the Evangelical church did not make me want to give up my faith 

altogether. The world outside of the structures of the church was still a scary place 

to me, and my newly found Girardian language helped me to make some sense of 

that, too. The world of structure can feel oppressive and bullying, particularly to the 

people at the bottom, but to simply dismantle the structure can lead to other, much 

more monstrous, forms of rivalry and scapegoating. The negative effects of 

dismantling structure are articulated in Kaptein’s On the Way of Freedom (1993). 

Figure xvi. The Disappearance of Structure (Kaptein, 1993, p. 38) 

In the chapter titled, “The Rise and Fall of Culture”, Kaptein suggests that the old 

myths, rites, laws and structures which held western society in place (just as the 

myths, rites, laws and structures of the Evangelical church held our rivalries in 

check) are becoming increasingly ineffective. Those old structures were useful to 

the people with power, at the top of them, but brutally oppressive to non-white 

people, women, people born into poverty, disabled people, gay people, and so on. 

The old structures only really “worked” for the few. Indeed, it has been suggested 

that the resurgence of right-wing populism in Europe and America is a reaction by 

the people for whom the old structures worked to a world in which other, competing, 

powerful voices are emerging (Inglehart & Norris, 2016). 

However, Kaptein points out that simply dismantling the old structures does not 

create a rivalry-free utopia. The world outside of those structures can be much more 

dangerous than the world inside of them. 

Because structure has disappeared, all clarity in our relationships 

disappears. We cannot live without clarity. So we end up fighting to create 

our own structure, a temporary, personal one. … Of course lots of other 
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people are fighting for their own structures. … The predicament which 

Dostoevsky describes in his novels of the single person who is opposed to 

everybody else – that I am alone and all the others are together – has 

become the reality in our life. Everybody is to some degree our rival and 

enemy (Kaptein, 1993, p.39). 

Perhaps the most visible demonstration of this is in the Wild West of internet social 

media. In online forums like Twitter, YouTube Facebook, Reddit, and 4Chan, there 

is no law or structure. There are some basic rules, but like in the Wild West, to have 

these rules enforced, one needs to send a telegram to a federal ranger, who will 

take a week to show up by horseback, if he shows up at all. The perpetrator might 

be banned from the forum, but within minutes that same perpetrator can create a 

new account under a different name and be back at it. Robert Leroy Parker 

becomes Butch Cassidy. 

Whatever their creators’ intentions, these online forums are not an egalitarian 

utopia, but the space in which vicious harassment and bullying can take place, 

unchecked. The people who suffered under the weight of the old structures continue 

to be attacked by misogynistic bullies (see the online movement known as 

Gamergate), racist bullies (see the “birther” movement which attacked Barack 

Obama, led by now-president Donald Trump), homophobic bullies (see Westboro 

Baptist Church’s online presence), and so on. Coupled with online trolling is the 

normalisation of far-fetched conspiracy theories (see Pizzagate, Q-Anon, the flat-

earth movement). In the new Wild West, even truth is up for grabs. This is a 

frightening place to be. In the old structures, there was always a chance that one 

might end up the scapegoat, if another was not available. But in the Wild West, one 

is constantly at risk of becoming the scapegoat. Whatever one says, whatever one’s 

opinions, there is always a group of people who disagree and are ready to attack. In 

his book So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed (2015), Ronson meets people who have 

become scapegoats, suggesting that the punishment of becoming publicly shamed 

far outweighs the crime in every case. That is the risk of a world without structure. A 

world emptied of structure, myth, ritual and law is not safer than a world defined by 

those things. 

It is also true to say that the structure-less world is in rivalry with the world of 

structure. I have already mentioned that the Evangelical church was in rivalry with 

the world outside; we defined our belonging at the expense of those who did not 

belong. We knew we were saved, because we were not like them. But the reverse is 
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also true. In my early twenties, I started going to Greenbelt, a Christian festival. The 

spirituality and religious worldview of Greenbelt is difficult to define, but it is certainly 

not conservative. Unlike some other Christian gatherings, like Spring Harvest or 

Soul Survivor, Greenbelt does not officially offer its attendees a party line. There are 

a range of different speakers, performers, and activities coming from a number of 

different backgrounds. I have listened to atheist comedians at Greenbelt, and 

Muslim speakers, and this summer’s (2018) festival featured a performance by 

Russian feminist punk band Pussy Riot, who were imprisoned for “hooliganism 

motivated by religious hatred” in 2012 (see BBC, 2012). Greenbelt is not only “not 

conservative” but seems to pride itself on challenging the hard edges of 

Evangelicalism. At times, it feels like the festival is a reaction to conservative 

theology. Although it invites participants from diverse backgrounds, somebody who 

is pro-Israel, or holds heteronormative views on human sexuality, or is a member of 

the Conservative party, might not feel entirely welcome. 

In 2014, left-wing political journalist Owen Jones was invited to come and speak at 

the festival. I noticed an uncomfortable thought: that the big tent which hosted him 

and hundreds of like-minded people was as much of an echo-chamber as the 

Evangelical church which I had left behind. People cheered when he mentioned 

trade unions and booed when he mentioned the Conservative party. It felt like the 

same thoughtless, unengaged rivalry as I had experienced in the Evangelical 

church, just on the other side of the border. 

I remember talking with an Evangelical friend who had come to the festival with me 

one year. He said that he felt slightly unwelcome in a lot of the talks he had been to 

listen to, in which, as he understood it, the message was, “thank goodness we’re 

not like those homophobic Evangelicals.” This helped ease the resentment I wrote 

about earlier: I started to realise that those on the outside of the Evangelical church 

were just as rivalrous as those on the inside. 

Duncan Morrow pointed this out in our recent conversation: 

And I suppose the early versions of this are in the Salvation Army and things 

like that where people give their testimonies, you know, “I once was a 

druggy, and now because I met the Lord, I am healed.” And that was a kind 

of way of witnessing that went on in these congregations, people stand up 

and give their testimony and all this kind of thing. And it is true. It is not not-

true. But there’s also people here [indicating the drawing representing the 

world outside of the church] who you meet who go, “I was once a member of 
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an Evangelical church and I was very badly injured by it because they told 

me I was a bad person and they shunned me and they threw me out and it 

was just horrendous.” And it was (see Appendix A). 

In both cases, identity is defined over against those on the other side. Both sides 

are in rivalry with the other, and see the other as lost, oppressed/oppressive, naïve, 

or hateful. Like the Rumati and the Linneads in the Silver Surfer comic, both are 

convinced of their righteousness, and of the other’s wrongness. 

5.3. Conclusion 
To use mimetic theory simply to point out that other people are rivalrous would, 

ironically, be an act of rivalry. It would be pointing out the mote in someone else’s 

eye, while ignoring the beam in my own. To really grasp Girard’s work involves an 

awareness of one’s own mimetic desires, rivalries, and scapegoating tendencies. I 

have written here that violence exists in cultures both inside and outside of the 

structures of the Evangelical church, but as an autoethnographic piece of research, 

this thesis is underpinned by the concept that I am a rivalrous person, with 

conflicting desires and a propensity towards scapegoating in order to protect myself. 

Just as Augustinian theology does with the doctrine of original sin, mimetic theory 

states that all of humanity is touched by mimetic rivalry; that no one is free of it. 

Indeed, Girard’s concept of a “founding murder” (see Girard, 1972) has much in 

common with Augustine’s idea that the City of Man was founded on violence (see 

Augustine, ca. 420, p.435; Wills, 2000, pp.303-207). 

It is with this in mind that I am undertaking this research; not to point out the rivalry 

of the evangelical church or youth ministry subculture, but to recognise my own 

rivalry, and what it has to say about the culture I exist in. In the following chapter, I 

will describe that culture (the subculture of youth ministry), focusing particularly on 

the ambiguities of a field which is torn between order and chaos before presenting 

the findings of my research and how they reveal my part in rivalry and 

scapegoating. 
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6. Ambiguities in Youth Ministry 
In 1979, Hebdige wrote an analysis of UK youth subcultures: teddy boys, mods, 

rockers, skinheads and punks. He focused on the concept of “style”, as that which 

delineates and separates these different groups from each other: “the cultivation of 

a quiff, the acquisition of a scooter or a record” (Hebdige, 1979, p.3) signals a 

gesture of defiance; a resistance to the dominant contemporary cultural norms. By 

the early 2000s, I had found myself immersed in a different subculture: youth 

ministry. Like the mods and punks, youth ministry sets itself in opposition to the 

perceived values of the mainstream, and like other subcultures its resistance was 

marked by a “style”, including clothes (hoodies and W.W.J.D. wristbands), music 

(Delirious? and dc Talk), language (talents are referred to as “giftings”, the word 

“just” gets used a lot in prayer), and rituals (youth groups, bible studies, and 

charismatic worship events). What makes youth ministry different to the subcultures 

Hebdige studied is that it defends the post-war, middle-class ethos which those 

movements defied (Clyne, 2015). The perception is that mainstream culture has 

become morally and spiritually destitute, and so to restore the ethics which have 

been lost is an act of creative defiance. The style uses language like Jesus Freak 

(dc Talk, 1995), Ordinary Radicals (2008), and Wild at Heart (Eldredge, 2001), 

which implies a kind of anarchic rebellion, but in reality points to the very culture 

against which Hebdige’s subcultures were rebelling. 

Youth ministry faces several ambiguities in its own self-understanding. As such the 

youth minister’s professional identity feels unstable to me. Over the course of this 

chapter, I will present some of these ambiguities, to give a sense of where the field 

finds itself, and the questions it faces. I have at times in my career found myself 

feeling disorientated by the lack of clarity around what youth ministry is, what it’s 

defining narratives are, how it should engage with the church and the world outside 

of the church, and so on. The field of youth ministry in the UK has changed 

significantly since I did my initial training, but the answers have not become clearer. 

My goal with this chapter is not to so much to give answers, but rather to analyse 

and articulate how confusing it can be to work in such a complex field of practice. 

In this chapter I will articulate what youth ministry looks like and some of its key 

principles and practices. As a very broad starting point, youth ministry is work with 

young people which is interested in sharing and nurturing religious faith. As such, it 

finds itself torn between two cultural “pulls”: 
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Figure xvii. Cultural Pulls 

On the one hand, it identifies with the principles and practices of youth work, and on 

the other, with the church. For reasons which I will develop, these pulls do not 

always sit comfortably with one another, and it can feel as if youth ministry is being 

pulled in two different directions. Both the field of youth work and the church are 

faced with their own questions and uncertainty and have anxieties about how to 

manage decline. I will not write much about church decline because it is not crucial 

to my thesis (though I will return to ecclesiological themes), but in order to help 

define youth ministry in the UK, I will give a short précis of the state in which youth 

work finds itself, with particular focus on the statutory youth services, before sharing 

some of the ambiguities which I have experienced in my own practice, broadly 

representing the conflicting pulls of structure and chaos. 

6.1. Youth Work 
6.1.1. Expansion: The Albermarle Report 
Cultural anxiety about young people seems to be eternal. In 1274, French priest 

Peter the Hermit is reputed to have said that “young people of today think of nothing 

but themselves. They have no reverence for parents or old age. They are 

impatient... As for the girls, they are forward, immodest and unladylike in speech, 

behavior and dress” (quoted by Scales, 2013, p. 228). In 1960, it was similar 

anxieties which led the UK government to write a review of the Youth Service in 

England and Wales; The Albermarle Report (Ministry of Education, 1960). 

The report proposed that the Youth Service’s aim should be: 

To offer individual young people in their leisure time opportunities of various 

kinds, complementary to those of home, formal education and work, to 

discover and develop their personal resources of body, mind and spirit and 

thus to better equip themselves to live the life of mature, creative and 

responsible members of a free society (Ministry of Education, 1960, p. 36). 

Crucially, the report suggested that the youth service ought not to present young 

people with pre-packaged moral, spiritual or political codes to adhere to, recognising 

that to do so would serve only to alienate them. The focus, instead, was on 

encouraging young people to come together voluntarily, and on meeting social 

needs through association, training and challenge. 
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There are significant criticisms about the lack of research and analysis that went 

into the report (Jeffs, 1979), and many of its recommendations were simply 

underscoring what was already happening, rather than suggesting something new 

(Davies, 1999, p.54), but its impact was significant. Smith (1997) suggests that the 

report directly led to a major increase in the number of full-time youth workers, 

increased training for those youth workers, and increased government spending on 

the youth services. Smith & Doyle (2002) draw attention to the way in youth services 

and voluntary organisations responded to the Albermarle report by prioritising “club 

and centred-based models of provision”, which young people would eventually lose 

interest in, and through the professionalisation of youth work, with volunteers being 

replaced by trained professionals. 

6.1.2. Principles and Practices 
The National Youth Agency, a QUANGO information centre for youth services, was 

born out of the Albermarle report, in 1964. In 1991 (as the National Youth Bureau), 

they produced what have been become known as the four key principles of youth 

work: 

- Equality of opportunity 

- Voluntary participation 

- Empowerment 

- Informal education (National Youth Bureau, 1991) 

These are to this day defining features of youth work in the UK. They are still taught 

to trainee youth workers, and still feature prominently in UK youth work literature 

(Brierley, 2003; Crouch, 2015; Griffiths, 2013; Wheatley, 2018). 

Equality of Opportunity 
Youth work aims to give all young people the same access and opportunities, 

regardless of background, gender, religious belief, ethnicity, sexuality or ability. Of 

the four principles, this is potentially the one which poses the greatest challenge to 

faith-based work with young people. Christian youth workers might reflect, for 

instance, on how accessible church services or Bible study groups are for young 

people brought up outside of Christian traditions. How might a youth worker who 

holds conservative views on human sexuality and gender make sure that LGBT+ 

young people have the same opportunities as heterosexual/cisgender young 

people? 
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Voluntary Participation 
Young people participate in youth work projects out of choice. This separates youth 

work from schools and social services, which young people are obliged to interact 

with, whether they want to or not. How one defines “voluntary” is not straight-

forward. If a Scout group awards their young people badge points for attending 

church parade services, is that attendance still voluntary? What if a young person is 

attending that same Scout group because his parents tell him to go, rather than 

because he enjoys it? Nevertheless, voluntary participation is something which 

youth work aspires to; no one should be obliged to take part in youth work projects. 

Empowerment 
Empowerment means that youth work is not simply something done for young 

people; it is done with young people. Young people involved in youth work projects 

should have opportunities and encouragement to find their voice and self-

confidence, as opposed to being passive recipients. A phrase which captures the 

principle of empowerment is one used in YMCAs across the UK: “belong, contribute 

and thrive” (see YMCA, 2019). These could be understood as revealing a 

progression. First, young people should feel like they belong; as a result of feeling 

they belong, young people are able to make a contribution; and as a result of being 

empowered to contribute, they are able to thrive and develop. 

Informal Education 
Youth work is not simply about giving young people a space to socialise with each 

other. It is about education. What is meant by education depends on the aims of the 

youth service provider. In a faith-based context, education might refer to catechism. 

In an after-school club, education might be part of the school curriculum. An open 

youth centre might focus on social education and life skills. Education in youth work 

is informal, but crucial. Research has shown that youth work provision which does 

not have a focus on informal education can actually have a detrimental effect on the 

young person’s development (Feinstein et al, 2005). 

These four principles shaped and defined youth work theory and practice for the 

next twenty years. Then, in 2010, statutory youth work would face drastic change 

and upheaval. 

6.1.3. Contraction: Coalition Cuts 
Following a general election, 2010 saw a new government come to power in the UK; 

a coalition of the Conservative party and the Liberal Democrats. The Conservative 

party had made national debt the key focal point of its election campaign, and once 

in power, implemented a policy of austerity in order to reduce public spending. The 
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public sector was faced with significant cuts to their budgets, and the youth service 

was, in the words of Nichols (2018), “the first public service to be destroyed”. 

Research by Unison reveals that in the period between 2012 and 2014, youth 

services lost at least £60 million of funding, resulting in the loss of 2000 jobs, 350 

youth centres, 41,000 youth service places for young people, and 35,000 hours of 

outreach work by youth workers (UNISON, 2014, p.5). In the area where I work, 

Essex, youth service spending fell from £8.4 million to £4.7 million in the space of 

one year. In 2010/11, local authorities were spending £1,184 million on services for 

young people. By 2016/17, that figure down to £448 million (YMCA, 2018, p.4). 

A report by the YMCA points out that spending on children and young people’s 

services by Local Authorities in England has remained fairly consistent, suggesting 

that the money being cut from youth services is being diverted to other areas. It 

highlights safeguarding and looked after children as two examples (YMCA, 2018, 

pp.8-9). The result of this redirection of funding within youth and children’s services, 

according to a report by the National Youth Agency published in 2014 is that there is 

no longer a national youth service, there is an absence of national youth policy, and 

that council-run youth services have shifted from open-access models to models 

targeting specific groups of vulnerable young people (NYA, 2014, p.2). Work with 

children and young people continues, but the kind of youth services which the 

Albermarle report helped to create in the 1960s are essentially gone. In a paper for 

Youth & Policy in 2011, Jeffs wrote that we are living in a “post-statutory youth work 

era” (p. 7) and that youth workers need to give serious thought to what will replace 

local authority provision. Though youth work is not defined by the statutory sector, 

and third-sector organisations like the YMCA are still doing pioneering work with 

young people, the youth service was so influential in its scope that Richards & Lewis 

(2018) suggest that this means letting go of youth work as they know it, and 

“accepting its death”. 

At the time of writing (September 2019), there are signs that statutory youth 

services are beginning to come back to life. The National Youth Agency recently 

initiated a government led debate on the role and sufficiency of youth work (NYA, 

2019a), which led to an increase in national funding (NYA, 2019b). Newham 

Borough Council (East London) are in the process of rapidly expanding their youth 

provision, investing £1.4m in creating youth work jobs and increasing provision 

(Jacobs, 2019). This is promising, but it is still too early to determine how this 
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increase in interest and funding will impact the field. A decade of decline means 

statutory youth services will not be quickly restored, if at all. 

The themes of managing decline, coupled with the sadness, anxiety, and anger that 

they engender (Richards & Lewis’ paper quoted above is poetically titled Is it okay 

to miss you?) will be familiar to many within the church. For as long as I have been 

alive, there has been a sense of anxiety about the declining numbers of people in 

churches on Sunday mornings, and a plethora of voice asking questions and 

offering answers about how to fix it. The difference between the two is that the 

church has had longer to get used to the idea of decline. Indeed, Thompson (2018, 

p.117) draws attention to the fact that much of the church’s provision for young 

people has arisen as a response to decline (Church of England, 1996; Green, 2006; 

Pimlott & Pimlott, 2008). Church-based provision for young people faces the 

question of which declining institution it identifies more closely: youth work, or the 

church. This is characterised by the debate between those who identify as Christian 

youth workers on the hand, and youth ministers on the other. 

6.2. Youth Ministry or Christian Youth Work? 
Although the boundaries are blurred, there is a distinction between youth ministry 

and Christian youth work. Each has slightly different focuses in their theology and in 

their practice: 
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Youth Ministry Christian Youth Work 

Key Texts 

Core Values 

Christian spirituality 

Models of practice 

Examples of 
organisations 

Berry, 2006; Collins-

Mayo et al, 2010b; 

Griffiths, 2013; Hoskins, 

2006; Nash, 2011, 

Yaconelli, 2006 

Transformation through 

encounter with Christian 

faith 

Overt, evangelistic 

Bible study, church 

worship 

Soul Survivor, Premier 

Youth and Children’s 

Work, Scripture Union, 

Urban Saints 

Brierley, 2003; Ellis, 

1990; Green, 2010; 

Passmore, 2004; Pugh, 

1999; Richards, 1999; 

Strommen, 2001 

Transformation through 

empowerment, 

participation, equal 

opportunities, voluntary 

participation 

Implicit 

Youth club, community 

centre 

Frontier Youth Trust, 

YMCA, uniformed groups 

(Scouts, Guides, etc), 

Institute for Children, 

Youth and Mission 

Table ii: Youth Ministry/Youth Work 

The reality is that most practitioners can recognise both narratives in their work with 

young people. In some contexts, the practitioner will need to adopt the values of 

youth work, while in others, they will be expected to speak and behave like a 

minister. Thompson (2018, p.133) suggests that practitioners manage this tension 

by separating their work into three distinct domains. 

75 



 

 

 

           

           

             

         

         

          

           

             

           

           

   

               

         

           

         

       

         

             

            

        

        

            

            

          

           

           

           

            

Figure xviii. Illustration of the “three-domain model of Christian youth work” 

In the social club, the Christian practitioner embodies the principles and practices of 

youth work; focusing on social need and maintaining a light-touch with regards to 

religious content (see The Albermarle Report’s recommendations in section 6.1.1.). 

At Sunday services, however, that same practitioner becomes a minister; open 

about his or her religious beliefs, and prioritising transformation through faith. The 

middle domain, the cell group, involves both skills. I recognise this reality in my 

practice as a youth minister. I run a social youth group, and a smaller Bible-study 

group, as well as being involved in Sunday-morning worship services, and a recent 

conversation with a national Church of England youth adviser revealed that this 

model is prevalent. 

The issue here is that in trying to be a youth worker and a youth minister, the 

practitioner struggles to do either. Clyne suggests the interchangeability of the two 

terms has led to a “confusing amalgam of the two professional narratives” (2015, 

p.24). While youth work has engaged more with theory, historical narratives and 

professionalism, youth ministry has focused more on ministerial development. 

Griffiths, for example, writes that Christian youth worker’s primary vocation is not to 

understand theories or current legislation, but to be attuned to the will of God (2013, 

p.11). On the other hand, Passmore (2004) suggests that youth ministry, with its 

ecclesiocentric position, is not compatible with the fundamental principles of youth 

work: empowerment, participation, equality of opportunity and informal education. 

Collins-Mayo et al (2010b) are critical of youth work’s liberalism and its promotion of 

choice over truth. Thomson disagrees: “people are not obliged to believe. Youth 

workers do not give choice, young people have choice” (2018, p.123). 

There is conflict between the principles of youth work and youth ministry, and 

despite attempts to bridge the gap (Brierley, 2003; Strommen, 2001; Nash, 2011), 

there are philosophical, practical and ethical issues which mean that the differences 

cannot be eradicated. A clear example is the ethical concerns a youth worker would 
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have about Ward’s (1997, p.57-58) suggestion that youth ministers need not be 

upfront about their conversionist agenda (Clyne, 2015, p.58; Du Feu, 2018). 

The questions with which the Christian practitioner grapples therefore are: “Am I a 

Christian youth worker, primarily motivated by ‘a professional system of values and 

skills that are shared beyond Christianity’ (Hall, 2007, p.14), or a youth minister, 

primarily motivated by a faith which is ‘not just a motivating factor, but the explicit 

purpose and message of the work’ (p.14)? Do I need to choose? And if not, how do 

I reconcile the areas of conflict between the two positions? Can I put my practice 

into ‘youth work’ and ‘youth ministry’ boxes?” Each answered question leads to 

more challenges and questions. 

My job description defines me as a youth minister. In most regards, my role is 

explicitly religious. I work for a church. I am part of a ministry team. I begin and end 

each day with a time of prayer. I serve as a chaplain to young people in a hospital, a 

school, and a YMCA. I lead a Bible study group for young people and run 

confirmation and first communion classes. However, conversion-focused 

evangelism is not something with which I feel comfortable. I see tremendous value 

in the youth work principles of empowerment, equal opportunity, informal education 

and voluntary participation. When the principle of equal opportunity clashes with 

religious doctrine, I err on the side of the former. Like Richards & Lewis (2018), I 

think the way in which youth work institutions have been unravelled over the past 

decade is something to be lamented, and I am not at all convinced that faith-based 

practice is equipped to fill the void. These are ambiguities which cannot simply be 

done away with. They are related to the practitioner’s sense of identity and ethics. 

They are linked to other questions about youth work practice. It leads into the 

question of how the practitioner relates to young people; as a friend or as a leader. 

6.3. Friend or Leader? 
It is [mistaking relationships for what they are not] that is the greatest cause 

of disappointment, pain and failure in interpersonal relationships and 

potentially the greatest cause of boundary violation in professional 

relationships (Richards, 2014, p.114). 

Because youth ministers often work in liminal spaces, with blurred-edged 

boundaries, it can be difficult to define the kind of relationship that they have with 

young people. This difficulty can lead to confusion, hurt feelings, and even abuse. 

On the one hand, the youth minister is a leader; a professional, with goals and 

strategic objectives. On the other, they are a friend, who will at times be involved in 
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intimate and personal conversations with young people. Much youth work literature 

focuses on the former, with an emphasis on professionalism, while youth ministry 

literature tends to focus on the latter. 

The concept of leadership is one which is difficult to navigate in youth ministry. 

However, the fields of youth work and church both place leadership expectations on 

the youth minister which cannot be avoided. The church expects the youth minister 

to lead young people in the development of their religious identity (Alford, 2019; 

Root, 2012; Shepherd, 2010), and youth work principles and practices expect the 

youth minister to lead as an informal educator and equal opportunities practitioner. 

Many youth ministers I know, myself included, aspire to being good leaders, but are 

much less happy about being managers. However, Dumain believes that both skills 

are necessary. Leadership will guide young people in forming healthy relationships, 

and help them to develop into adulthood (Dumain, 2014, p.245), while management 

means that young people are safe if a fire breaks out, that the tuck shop is fully 

stocked, and that volunteers are well briefed (p.248). 

Dumain suggests that Christian leadership 

(she calls it “Christ-centred” leadership) 

involves three things: skill/ability, character 

and what she calls the “supernatural”. The 

latter refers to the work of God, guiding the 

youth minister “to just ‘know’ when something 

isn’t right … or to ‘see’ what is really 

happening in a situation” (p.253). The nature 

of what Dumain calls the supernatural is an 

enormous theological issue, one which I do 

not have the scope to address here. I would 

suggest that something similar exists in non-religious contexts too, where it might be 

called intuition or instinct. However one defines it, the “gut feeling” which it relates to 

is an important aspect of leadership, and relating to young people. 

Quoting Maxwell (2011), Dumain presents five levels of leadership (pp.250-251): 

• Position, which refers to leading by “right”. This often looks like 

management. People follow the leader because they must. 

• Permission, or leading through relationship. People follow the leader 

because they want to. 

Figure xix. Christ-centred leadership 
(Dumain, 2014, p.252) 
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• Production, in which results do the leading. People follow the leader 

because of what they achieve. 

• People development refers to the leaders’ ability to invest in others. People 

follow the leader because of what they have done for them. 

• Pinnacle, in which leaders represent something greater than themselves. 

People follow the leader because of what they represent. 

Although it is certainly true that much Christian leadership aspires to the pinnacle 

model of leadership, which suggests that youth ministry should focus on leading the 

young person into a relationship with God, with the youth minister simply acting as a 

tool of the Holy Spirit, my experience of leadership in youth ministry has tended to 

revolve around the permission model. This is not surprising, given that voluntary 

participation is so important in youth work. Nobody has to follow the youth minister, 

and so youth ministry has relied heavily on relationship, building connections with 

young people that end up looking like personal, rather than professional, friendships 

(Ward, 1995, p.23). 

In her essay about appropriate relationships in youth ministry, Richards (2014) 

suggests that Christian youth workers look a lot “like a friend” to young people. 

…youth work maintains as a core value a commitment to equality and seeks 

to empower young people – it strives to overcome structural inequality, 

seeking to foster open, two-way relationships between youth workers and 

young people, characterized by a respect for young people (Richards, 2014, 

p. 116). 

Youth ministers become emotionally invested in young people; they care for them. 

As such, it is tempting to expect a return on that emotional investment. Youth 

worker Brent writes about the feelings of irritation, disappointment, and even 

betrayal he, and many other youth workers, have experienced when that return is 

not fulfilled (Brent, 2018). This is deeply problematic. At its worst, the hope of 

reciprocity can lead to coercion and abuse, but on a more mundane level, it can 

lead to exhaustion, resentment, and anxiety (Watts et al, 2002). 

Outside of a professional context, friendship is related to reciprocal attraction; “we 

are drawn to people we like as well as those who we feel are like us” (Richards, 

2014, p. 116). Bearing in mind that one of the key principles of youth work is 

equality of opportunity, the kind of friendship that is shared between youth worker 

and young person cannot be defined in the same way: “the youth worker should 
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take an equal interest in all the young people, regardless of personal likes or 

dislikes” (p. 116). 

Youth workers are rightly motivated by their love of young people but need to 

exercise serious discernment and critical reflection about the potential power 

imbalances and blurred boundaries of those relationships. The friendships youth 

workers build with young people must be delineated by professional boundaries, to 

ensure that the relationship stays within its purpose; “the healing, defence and 

transformation” (Sercombe, 2010, p. 12) of the young person. 

“Too often,” writes Brent (2004, p.69), “youth workers claim that their relationship 

with young people is so special that it provides a complete justification of their 

work.” Richards illustrates appropriate relationships between youth worker and 

young person with the following Venn diagram: 

Figure xx. The zone of helpfulness (Richards, 2014, p.114) 

The risks are, on the one hand, under-involvement (that is, strict professionalism, 

with no sense of love or care), and the other, over-involvement (the negation of the 

difference between the youth worker and the young person). In between the two is 

what Richards call the “zone of helpfulness”, in which the youth worker is 

emotionally available to the young person, but disciplined in expressing his or own 

emotions (p. 118), and does not expect complete mutuality or reciprocity from the 

relationship (p. 122). 

As Dumain does with leadership, Richards concludes her essay on friendship with 

the suggestion that the youth worker’s relationship with young people should be 

modelled on Jesus Christ. She suggests that the twelve disciples might be more 

accurately described as “friends of God”, rather than “friends with God”. Although 

they were close to Jesus on many levels, he remained “other” (p. 122). She 

highlights three incarnational principles in particular: 
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• Jesus as a pattern for ministry – Jesus is the disciples’ friend but remains 

“other”. 

• Participation in the presence of Jesus – Jesus loves his disciples and 

encourages them to share that love with each other, so in offering friendship 

to young people the youth minister is revealing Christ. 

• Joining in God’s mission of enfleshment – Jesus crosses boundaries to 

make friends with the other, and by making friends with young people, we 

are showing God’s love. 

The risk, when using this kind of religious language, is that without the youth work 

principles of informal education, empowerment, voluntary participation and equality 

of opportunity, youth ministry ends up tied to reductive theological models. When 

this happens, relational youth ministry can be an “excuse for theological laziness” 

(Griffiths, 2008, p.15; 2013, p.3), and lead to a loss of focus and passion for the 

youth minister (Jones, 2014, p.170). In his critique of incarnational youth ministry, 

Du Feu points out that conflating the incarnation of Christ with simply “being there” 

for young people (Ward, 1997, p. 13; Root, 2009, p. 113; Bright, 2015, p. 151) feels 

theologically thin. “Jesus did not come to ‘be with us’. For Christians trusting his 

words in the Bible, he came to ‘seek and save the lost’” (Du Feu, 2018). I would 

question whether this is more theologically rigorous than the idea of just being there. 

What does it mean to seek and save the lost? Who are the lost? Who is doing the 

saving? How does one know if one has been successful in doing it? 

The youth minister is a leader. The values of voluntary participation and equality of 

opportunity mean that the kind of leadership embodied by youth ministry is 

relational; something approaching friendship. There is value in meeting young 

people where they are, and “being there” for them. However, if the relationship with 

the youth minister is not encouraging the young person to develop and grow 

emotionally and spiritually, what is it for? There is no fixed point to find on the 

spectrum between leadership and friendship. The youth minister is left in an 

ambiguous position in this regard. Related to this is a question about to what extent 

youth ministry is, or should be, connected to Sunday morning church services. 

6.4. Part of the church, or something separate? 
There is some debate in youth ministry circles about the merit of youth groups, and 

even youth churches, which do not lead to young people to full participation in 

traditional Sunday services. Writing from an American context, Clark defines the 

missional approach to youth ministry as “as the community of faith corporately 
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committed to caring for and reaching out into the adolescent world ... in order to 

meaningfully assimilate them into their fellowship” (Clark, 2001, p.80). In Clark’s 

understanding of youth mission, adults are missionaries, and young people are the 

ones to be reached. This is an approach to youth ministry with which I am very 

uncomfortable. It feels contrary to the key youth work principle of empowerment; it 

diminishes the value of the un-evangelised culture and lives of young people. 

Arguably, it also contradicts Jesus’ teaching that the kingdom of Heaven belongs to 

those who are like children (John 19.14; Luke 18.16), as it suggests that young 

people need to become like adults. Certainly, in the light of the ethnographic crisis 

of representation which I wrote about the Chapter Two, I would not be happy 

endorsing Clark’s language of assimilation. 

Clark’s understanding of mission, despite my reservations, is one which is prevalent 

in youth ministry. Like many in my field of practice, I find myself trying to work within 

the social values of youth work and the priorities of the institutional church, like faith 

transmission and increasing church attendance (Thompson, 2018, p.40). As a 

Christian, I believe in the principles and practices of youth work, but I also believe in 

religious salvation. I want the young people I work with to know themselves as loved 

by God, and to have faith in Jesus Christ. What this means, what salvation looks 

like, and whether it should (or can) be experienced outside of the Sunday service, 

are open to debate. 

As mentioned earlier, youth ministers tend to operate in three distinct domains: the 

social club, the cell group, and the Sunday service (Thompson, 2018, p.133). 

Thompson’s research shows that some young people may move through the 

domains, from the social club to the Sunday service (p.134), but that more 

generally, young people are “open, but not committed” (Dean, 2010, p.6) to the 

church (see Collins-Mayo et al, 2010b; Smith & Denton, 2005; Davie, 2007). 

The question, therefore, is about to what extent the established church should see 

the social club, the cell group, or even the youth church, as worthwhile ends in the 

own rights. Thompson (2018, p.121) responds to Collins-Mayo et al’s (2010b) 

contention that youth ministry should be leading young people into the church 

community by arguing that youth ministry is important precisely because the church 

has not been able to engage with young people. Her suggestion is that faith is more 

easily nurtured in youth settings than in church services, because youth settings 

are, in Shepherd’s (2009) words, social, participatory, relational and experiential. 

However, there is growing recognition that youth ministry does not do enough to 
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prepare young people to maintain faith as they transition into adulthood (Dean, 

2010, p.11; DeVries, 2008, p.31; Kinnaman, 2011; Kinnaman & Lyons, 2007, p.23; 

Smith & Snell, 2009). If youth ministry does not engage with the wider church, as 

Collins-Mayo et al suggest it ought to, does it simply become a way of holding on to 

young people for as long as possible before they inevitably move on to something 

else? 

When three dioceses in the Western Cape of South Africa suggested that churches 

should make efforts to include young people in the central, decision-making body of 

the church, Klaasen published a paper challenging their conclusions. Klaasen 

recognises that young people are marginalised within the church, often separated 

from the main worship services, but, like Thompson, questions whether bringing 

them in is the answer. He suggests that doing so could cause “alienation, co-option, 

coercion or condemnation” (Klaasen, 2018, p.2). Klaasen’s argument is that the 

church should go to meet young people at the margins, not so as to draw them into 

the centre, but recognising that the margins are an important place in their own 

right. Citing Boyle S.J., he writes that “God vision [sic] is not a place to do the right 

thing but to be in the right place” (Boyle, 2010, p.382). Klaasen suggests that the 

church should think of itself as a body with a centre and a margin, with neither being 

more important than the other. “There is difference of culture, practice, habits and 

modalities of communication. This does not mean that the different spaces are 

separated or divided into unequal power relations” (Klaasen, 2018, p.6). Youth 

ministry, he writes, should be focused on the margins, as part of the church’s 

mission, not on representation in boards and committees. 

Though I admire Klaasen’s conclusions, they are idealistic. He is right in suggesting 

that there should be no separation or unequal power relations between the centre 

and the margins, but the reality is that there are. The decision-making centre has 

the power, and the people on the margins do not. While co-opting young people 

onto synods probably does lead to alienation and coercion, simply leaving people 

on the margins is not empowering. Like the relational model of youth ministry 

mentioned in the previous section, there is a risk that simply “being with” people at 

the margins ends up justifying theological laziness. 

When Jesus healed the Gerasene demoniac, a man who had been marginalised by 

his community, he instructed him to “Go home to your friends, and tell them how 

much the Lord has done for you, and what mercy he has shown you” (Mark 5.19). In 

other words, Jesus instructed the man to return to the centre of his community and 
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to be an instrument in their own salvation. Keeping young people separate from the 

main body of the church has the potential to disenfranchise them or keep them in a 

perpetually adolescent faith. It also does a disservice to the church, in rejecting 

potentially prophetic voices and so stunting its own growth. 

I am drawn to Brent’s suggestion that youth work represents a “kink in the chain of 

command” (Brent, 2004, p.73). It does not break, or separate from, the established 

structures of the church, but it disrupts them, throws them off balance, and forces 

them to reflect critically on themselves. Of course, this can be an uncomfortable role 

to play. To maintain that kind of position in the face of pressures from stakeholders 

who simply want to see increased attendance requires fortitude of character and 

dogged perseverance and could potentially lead to exhaustion and burnout. It is no 

wonder that so much of youth ministry ends up being programme-orientated, simply 

trying to retain young people by entertaining them (Klaasen, 2018, p.4). 

Chaplaincy is an increasingly popular model of youth ministry; one which seems to 

offer a practice which is simultaneously part of the church and something else. This 

way of working is a core part of my own practice, and of this research. The kind of 

chaplaincy which I am involved in refers to being a Christian presence within an 

institution. I am paid by the church, rather than the mental health hospital, meaning 

that while I follow a code of professional and spiritual etiquette, I am not constrained 

by the institution and so can move freely within its structures. Staff and young 

people on the hospital ward are aware that I am a representative of the church, but 

the aim is not to convert young people to faith or to increase church attendance. 

Chaplaincy is a broad field of practice, and what I have described here might feel 

quite alien to other practitioners. Some are employed by the institution, for example. 

Some work in faith organisations. I am not a chaplaincy expert so, in order to avoid 

mischaracterising the field, I will focus here only on the model which I am familiar 

with. 

Whether or not chaplaincy is part of the youth ministry subculture is debatable. On 

an evangelistic level it could be used as a fourth domain for Thompson’s model; a 

gateway into the social group. This is an issue which I have grappled with, and 

which presents itself in my journal. Many of its practices, however, seem more 

closely aligned with the principles of youth work than of youth ministry. It is 

participative, multi-disciplinary, contextual, and inclusive. In a booklet about 

chaplaincy standards, Nash, Nash & Roberts (CYM & Centre for Chaplaincy with 

Children and Young People, 2019, pp.5-6) list the variety of job titles given to 
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chaplaincy roles, including schools worker, pastoral assistant and youth worker. 

Interestingly, “youth minister” is absent from the list. 

6.5. Is Youth Ministry Broken? 
Much youth ministry literature critiques the idea that the youth minister’s job is to 

retain young people by offering them entertaining programmes (King, 2006; Lief, 

2015; Root, 2012; Shepherd, 2016; Yaconelli, 2006). This is not a new suggestion, 

and yet much of youth ministry practice continues on “a spectrum ranging from 

entertainment to conversion” (Savage et al, 2006, p.17). Many of these programmes 

revolve around easily replicable resources, rooted in a post-war, white, middle-class 

culture which feels out to date to many young people today. The result is a youth 

ministry subculture which “keeps young people childlike and isolates them from the 

perceived dangers of a forbidding outside culture as well as appearing to exclude 

‘undesirable’ young people from its groups” (Clyne, 2015, p.35). 

This is a result of the many ambiguities with which youth ministers are faced. Are 

they church ministers or professional youth workers? Are they friends or leaders? 

Do they operate as part of the established church or separately from it? Lifting a 

resource from Youth and Children’s Work magazine is attractive in its simplicity 

compared to the overwhelming and exhausting task of critically reflecting on 

questions with no answers about one’s professional identity. 

Aspects of youth ministry were born out of the church’s anxieties about decline, 

which continues to be the case to this day. In March 2019, the Church of England’s 

General Synod passed a motion to do more about youth evangelism. Although the 

introduction to the motion stated that “Evangelism wasn’t about preventing the 

extinction of the church”, that same introduction drew attention to the low numbers 

of teenagers in church, and made reference to the “thousands and millions of young 

people who had nothing to do with the Church” (Church Times, 2019). Even 

conversations that purport not to be about managing decline are fixated with 

numerical growth. 

The lack of definitions and structure in youth ministry means that I have spent 

significant amounts of time and energy trying to figure out what my identity is, what 

my job is, who it is for, what success looks like, and so on. That kind of ongoing 

internal debate is hard, and sometimes settling for a lowest-common-denominator 

model of ministry/work is all I feel able to do. I am also aware that in Girardian 

thought, a lack of structure can lead to rivalry, resentment, and even violence. Of 

course, this is just my analysis, filtered through my upbringing (as described in 
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Chapter Three), the Girardian anthropology and theology which I have since 

discovered (Chapters Four and Five), and my own experiences of youth ministry, 

which are not necessarily those of every youth minister. 

Plato wrote that knowledge was subject to three constraints: psychology, truth, 

evidence (Carr, 2003, pp.118-120). In other words, knowledge comes from the 

answers to the following questions: “What do I believe?”, “What is true?”, and “What 

proof is there of that truth?” I have articulated what I believe about the field of youth 

ministry and used the field of literature to point to something which is true. Wanting 

to be sure that my experience and my use of the literature was pointing to an 

authentic experience wider than my own (to find proof for my beliefs) I informally 

asked a few friends, all experienced youth ministers, to reflect on their own 

experiences of professional identity, role definition, and measures of success. Here 

are some extracts from those (online) conversations. Unless otherwise stated, I 

have written permission from all the people referenced to quote them and use their 

real names. 

Robin Barden, Director of Lay Ministry Training at Ridley Hall: 

It was only when I became a drugs worker in a prison that I realized how 

confused people had been when previously I’d told them I was a youth 

worker. As a drugs worker people would respond positively, seemingly 

impressed and with some understanding of why this role was needed. … 

This put in sharp relief the responses I had previously experienced when 

telling people I was a youth worker. Not only did people struggle to 

understand what the role of a youth worker might entail, let alone why it may 

be needed, but I struggled to explain it in terms that were readily understood. 

All too often I found myself mired in esoteric terms or sharing stories that 

unravelled in their complexity. … The feeling I was often left being one of 

pity. Not so much for the young people but for the well-meaning but naïve 

youth worker who one day surely, would get a proper job (Barden, 2019). 

Jo Griffiths, former Director at the Cambridge Institute for Children, Youth and 

Mission: 

I think [youth ministers] inhabit a liminal space. We are in between the 

theological and the secular. This can be a confusing space but the liminal 

allows us to be really creative and interact with [young people] in a creative 

and relevant way. This is where faith and everyday life can really be 

explored. Youth ministers are in a beautiful and privileged position to use 
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this in between space to their full advantage. … It also means that youth 

ministers never stand still in terms of their own development. As youth 

‘culture’ moves so quickly, we too need to ensure we are developing 

alongside them. This means that [young people] are forming us as much as 

we are hopefully enabling them to form (Griffiths, 2019). 

Scott Paget, postgraduate researcher and Youth Minister in the Church of Scotland: 

I am not sure I know what [success in youth ministry] is. … Youth ministry is 

similar to the “being there” [which Wells & Owen (2011, p.23-26) describe], it 

is a process of voluntary association, a young person choosing to engage 

with an adult of any kind, let alone one paid to be there by a Christian 

organisation, a process of listening and learning, building relationships with 

people within and without the religious community. … One of my Youth work 

Jobs was working for a church in a smaller denomination. Once a year each 

minister of each church would be called to regional headquarters, and in a 

big meeting setting, seeing a projected image of the best and worst 

performing church according to a pre agreed formula at regional level. Our 

church was the worst performing church of fall the churches in our part of 

Scotland. The response of Regional HQ was to give us a 2 page document 

which looked to engage us a bit deeper on their success criteria, and point 

out ways we could meet it. Our response was to submit a 40 page 

sociological/theological paper on why those criteria were inappropriate for us 

in that place, at that time. A small battle won. Within 3 years both myself 

and the minister had been moved, directly and indirectly. The war had been 

lost. The need for translation had been heard briefly, but the central power 

did not take part in this (Paget, 2019). 

Peter White, Anglican Diocesan Youth Adviser for Peterborough diocese: 

There's several issues for me I think, one is the question over whether we 

are youth workers or ministers, responsible for mission or discipleship or 

both; one about outcomes and measures related to diverse expectations, 

especially in an age of anxiety over numbers and church growth and then 

one about the lack of recognition or status in the Anglican church, youth 

workers are not ordained nor licensed lay ministers yet the work we do 

arguably falls in both categories. That's not to mention the problem of short-

term contracts that makes 'success' hard to achieve! In terms of your 

question re measures of success the most prevalent is numbers and the 
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pressure to have a large youth group, to reach many and grow the church. 

However the fact is that we will achieve more if we invest in a few and 

disciple them to disciple others (White, 2019). 

Ben Bell, Anglican priest and former Youth Minister at St Stephens, Islington: 

In terms of professional identity I often found myself in the middle of 

competing narratives about the purpose of my work. One of the blessings 

and challenges of youth ministry is that there are often multiple key stake 

holders in the congregation, and because the church is largely a voluntary 

organisation, they all feel that they have the authority to determine 

outcomes/outputs.The very notion of professional identity was frequently 

challenged by church members who were deeply suspicious of any attempt 

to professionalise youth work. This was contrasted by a felt pressure from 

the local authority to become more professionalised (by which they meant ... 

like their youth workers). I often felt stuck in between these two poles (Bell, 

2019). 

Another friend and experienced youth minister who preferred to remain anonymous: 

I was managing a small team of both paid and volunteer staff running a 

charity in London. My main member of staff - after a particularly difficult 

incident was signed off work because of anxiety. After months of discussion 

and working together it was clear that the fluidity of outcomes and the 

unpredictability of the work - young people turning up or not, presenting with 

a vast range of issues etc. was the main issue in her practice. Through this 

process it also became apparent to me that whilst it did not affect me in the 

same way, the nature of the work was causing me some stress and required 

me needing to take a slight change of course (anon, 2019). 

I found myself asking what a model of youth ministry might look like which enables 

not just the freedom of young people, but also that of the youth minister. To do so, I 

have tried to look deeply at my practice, particularly at the areas of freedom 

(authenticity, hope, enjoyment…) and those of un-freedom (rivalry, anxiety, 

tiredness…), to see what patterns emerge. 

6.6. Conclusion 
I have presented some of the ambiguities in the subculture of youth ministry as I see 

it. It is a subculture conflicted between a desire for order and stability, represented 

by the clear boundaries of leadership and church hierarchies, and the desire to 
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deconstruct that order and embrace liminality; being a friend to young people and 

breaking out of the structures of the established church. I have also explained the 

subtle, but important, ideological differences between the fields of youth work and 

youth ministry; another ambiguity with which practitioners are faced. These conflicts 

mean that the identity of youth ministry is not clear. In the following chapter, I will 

present the findings which emerged from my journal, highlighting the ways in which 

these ambiguities have produced mimetic rivalry in my own work. 
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7. Findings 
At this stage, I have done four things in this thesis: described my research 

methodology and design (Chapter Two), told the personal story of how and why I 

undertook the research (Chapter Three), introduced Girardian mimetic theory and 

applied it to that story (Chapters Four and Five), and presented the field of youth 

ministry as a subculture (Chapter Six). In this chapter, I will reveal the findings of 

my research, highlighting the recurring themes which presented themselves in the 

journal which I spent a year (summer 2016 - summer 2017) writing: retaining young 

people through entertainment, the desire to be liked, rivalry and resentment, and 

trying to control and impose order. As mentioned in Chapter 2, names of people and 

locations have been changed or redacted to protect the anonymity of the people 

who appear in my journal. The black bars which conceal some of the text are 

intended to conceal any information which could be used to identify anyone without 

their consent. 

7.1. Four themes 
The four key themes which presented themselves in the journal are: 

• Being successful, as defined by retaining young people by entertaining them 

• The desire to be liked; to be “like a friend” (Richards, 2014) 

• Rivalry and resentment 

• Trying to control and impose order 

These four themes present a synthesis of the ambiguities presented in Chapter Six, 

Girardian motifs of desire and rivalry, and the need to control which I wrote about 

section 2.8. As Chapter Two makes clear, pure objectivity is impossible in 

autoethnography, and arguably in any form of research, so these themes do not 

emerge from a pure, untainted reading of the journal. I read my journal through the 

filters of the experiences and theories which I have described in previous chapters, 

as well as through filters which I am not even aware of. Choosing these themes 

(recognising that another researcher might have highlighted different themes from 

the same data) was an analytical process, part of the process of what Ellis calls 

developing a plot line (2004, p.117). There is tension in this stage between looking 

for themes and allowing themes to emerge, and I have tried to navigate that tension 

by maintaining a critically self-reflective stance. 

Having looked for/discovered these four themes, I looked for an emerging narrative 

in the data. I did this by reading through the journal and highlighting every instance 
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of each theme in different colours. I copied and pasted each highlighted section into 

a new document, under two columns: youth group, and mental health hospital, and 

then looked at the total word count in each section. The aim here was not to 

measure every instance of, for example, rivalry and resentment in a year. Rather, it 

was to give an idea of the amount of thought and time I had committed to each topic 

while writing the journal. 

As an example, one journal entry which focuses almost entirely on my feelings of 

rivalry with some of my co-leaders. Even though this is only one instance, it clearly 

held a good deal of emotional significance for me: 

Youth Group 20th March 2017 

I feel quite unhappy about youth group tonight, and I’m not sure if I can put my 

finger on why. So I’ll start writing, and see if the reason why emerges as I type. 

I took the afternoon off today, went for a massage, and to see a movie in the 

cinema. I felt pretty good about taking some time off, although the movie touched 

on some nerves for me, so I arrived at the youth group with some mixed emotions 

going on anyway. 

When I got there, Ray said that he had forgotten the register at the office, and I 

said we should wait until there’s a third leader before going to get it, because the 

young people would start arriving soon. People (including leaders) started to 

arrive, and I spent some time joking around with Charles. Eventually, Ray asked 

if I could go and get the register (and some pens), because I would do it faster 

than him (down to his bad ankle). That pissed me off, though I didn’t tell him so. 

The group is his responsibility, and I don’t really want to be rescuing him by going 

to get the things that he forgets. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it, so I 

wandered over to the office to get them, taking Charles with me. 

Charles and I joked and chatted on the way, and got back just as Ray was 

gathering the young people. Lisa and Jane were leading the group tonight, doing 

some work on self-esteem with the group. While they led, I had a chat with the 

buildings managers at the YMCA, who told me that one of our group had broken 

a toilet seat last week. I was annoyed to find that out, because in the short time 

we’ve been there, we’ve broken a lot of their stuff: a table, a window, and now 

this. She pointed out that she thought it was partly down to my volunteers not 

being particularly observant, a sentiment which rang true… 
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After she left, I went down to the sports hall, where Lisa and Jane were leading 

the group, and doing a good job with it. I joined in, engaging with the young 

people, and feeling pretty resentful towards the volunteers who weren’t really 

engaging. 

After the session ended, Billy asked if the young people could get a football out, 

and I said, “Only if they’re supervised.” I turned my back for a couple of minutes, 

to find that Billy had disappeared, and the young people were playing with the 

football unsupervised. Again, that pissed me off. 

Afterwards, Ellie, Billy, Ray and I went to the pub for dinner, and the three of them 

talked about how much alcohol they consumed last weekend, after Ray made a 

big sweary deal about having to pay for his drink (he works at the pub, and 

expects drinks to be free). I made a tongue-in-cheek comment about how this 

really puts the world’s problems into perspective. 

I find myself wondering tonight what’s gone wrong. Is it just that I was in a funny 

mood? I feel like we have a team of volunteers (apart from Cynthia) who don’t 

really get what the youth group is about: who don’t see it as anything meaningful. 

Is it because I’m not a strong enough leader? Do we have the wrong volunteers? 

I feel like the group is lacking control, and that we’re just waiting for something 

more serious to go wrong. At one point tonight, I actually felt like closing the 

youth group for a few weeks, and starting from scratch. I don’t think that’s the 

answer, but the thought was significant. 

I might wake up in the morning and feel fine about all of this, but none of these 

feelings are especially new: just more acute than usual. I’ll continue to ponder on 

it over the next few days. 

Even though this is just one journal entry, it is a significant one. It recognises 

feelings of resentment and envy, anxiety about my ability to lead, and the fear of 

losing control of something. It is the quality of these kinds of entries, rather than the 

quantity, which I am endeavouring to capture, and a word count seemed like a 
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helpful way of measuring how much these themes meant to me over the course of a 

year. The result of the word count was as follows: 

Entertainment/Retaining 

Being Liked 

Resentment/Rivalry 

Controlling 

Figure xxi. Word Count 

By a clear margin, the issue which I devoted most words to in my journal was that of 

trying to control and impose order. That I was able to dedicate such a large amount 

of time to this theme, and still somehow miss it on my initial analysis (see 2.8), 

speaks to the power of confirmation bias. 

When I looked at how much these themes presented themselves in each area of my 

work; the youth group (indicated by YG on the graph) and the mental health hospital 

(MH on the graph), I was surprised by what presented itself. 

3000 

2500 
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1500 
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YG MH YG MH YG MH YG MH 

Entertainment/Retaining Being Liked Resentment/Rivalry Controlling 

Figure xxii. Word Count Divided into Areas of Work 

The four themes presented themselves in noticeably different amounts in each area 

of work. The issue of retaining young people through entertainment was more of an 

issue when it came to the youth group. Resentment and rivalry, and the desire to 

control and impose order, were also both much more prevalent in the youth group 

than in the hospital. What surprised me was that the issue of wanting to be liked 

presented itself much more clearly in my journal entries about the mental health 

hospital than the youth group. 
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7.2. Success through Retaining Young People 
This did not come up as often as I expected it to, or in the ways in which I expected 

it to. The primary way in which this manifested itself was in trying to get young 

people from the mental health hospital to come to the youth group. The idea was 

that it would get the young people out of the confinement of the ward for a while, as 

well as preparing them for when they leave the hospital, by encouraging socialising 

with other young people. I tried hard to make this happen, but never managed to get 

it off the ground in any kind of ongoing way. The young people from the ward would 

occasionally turn up, but not regularly or frequently enough to really integrate with 

the rest of the group. This was down to practicalities; the trips needed to be staffed 

by hospital staff, some young people were not allowed out of the hospital, some did 

not want to go, and so on. 

I put each reference to entertainment/retaining in my journal into an online word 

cloud generator (at www.wordclouds.com). I did this for each of the four themes, 

and each time, removed the words “young” and “people” from the results (these two 

words appear frequently, and do not reveal much). The result in this section was as 

follows: 

Figure xxiii. Entertainment/retaining word cloud 
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Even though most of the instances of entertainment/retaining occurred in the 

context of journal entries about the youth group, rather than the hospital, most of 

them refer to the young people from the hospital. The words that appear most 

frequently are “hospital”, “health”, “mental”, “youth”, “see”, and “group”. In other 

words, the phrase that appears the most often is “mental health hospital”. The next 

most common phrase is “youth group”, but the this occurs in reference to the young 

people from the hospital: 

Would they come back next week if this was their first experience of youth 

group? 

[I] worried that the guys from the ward would be bored and annoyed by the 

(on average much younger) guys at the youth group. 

We had lots of people at the youth group, including a pretty big number from 

the mental health hospital, which was great. 

The fifth most common word, “see”, also most commonly refers to seeing the young 

people from the ward at the youth group: 

I was pleased to see half a dozen young people from the mental health 

hospital. 

We played some pool, and some table tennis, and it was nice to see that 

they genuinely seem to be enjoying themselves… 

So that hopefully means that we’ll see some of them at the [youth group] 

tonight. 

The theme which presents itself most clearly here is my desire for the young people 

from the ward to come to, and enjoy, the youth group. 

7.3. Being Liked 
I initially thought that this thesis was going to be focused on my desire to be liked as 

a critique of established models of youth ministry (Thompson’s “three-domain” 

model; 2018, p. 133). A more thorough analysis of my journal reveals that the desire 

to be liked features much more prominently in my work at the mental health hospital 

than in the youth group. Most the references to being liked from the youth group 

setting appear non-anxious. They are reflective of someone who enjoys his job and 

gets on with the people he works with, rather than someone tormented by 

insecurity: 
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I always enjoy seeing Lawrence and Charles, I think of them as my boys. 

I had a good time joking about with some of the young people and 

volunteers before the film started: the atmosphere felt relaxed and happy. 

I’m really pleased that Michael is back at the group – I really enjoy hanging 

out with him. 

I enjoyed hanging out them, telling jokes and being silly. 

Where insecurity does present itself in the context of the youth group is when I find 

myself in rivalry with the other leaders, rather than the young people: 

I felt slightly wounded earlier this week, because Ray and Billy had gone out 

for drinks together (with others), and not invited me. I don’t think I would 

have wanted to go anyway, but I felt a bit sad about not being invited. 

I imagine that they see me as a nice, but slightly square, presence who is 

good at organising thing, but not as cool as Billy or Ray. 

I will write about this in the next section. Here, I will focus more on how the desire to 

be liked reveals itself in my journal entries about the mental health hospital. There is 

more of an edge to the references to being liked in these entries. They reveal some 

anxiety. At the youth group, being “like a friend” feels comfortable and natural. At 

the mental health hospital, it feels like a state which I am trying to achieve: 

Tina was one of my favourite patients on the ward. I think she made me feel 

validated. 

I pretended to know more than I actually do. 

Was I afraid that conversation with the staff members would reveal my 

insecurities: my lack of confidence? 

It’s not the first time she’s been quite blunt with me, and I guess it feels like 

she doesn’t like me very much. 

My feeling as I left the ward today was, “Fuck it. If you don’t want me to be 

here, I’ll leave.” 

This is always something I struggle with at the hospital: it’s sad to see 

people disappear from one week to the next, especially not having time to 

say goodbye. 
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I can’t quite get my head around what she thinks of me: she’s quite distant 

around me. 

One entry is particularly revealing. As I was about the leave the hospital on that day, 

I found out that one the patients, a young man with whom I got on well, had 

absconded: 

As I walked towards my scooter, I daydreamed about a cool big-brother-youth-

work-guy kind of situation, in which I’d see Clarence as I drove back to the office. 

I’d pull over, and sit with him for a while. Eventually, I’d convince him to go back 

to the hospital, and give him a lift back on my scooter (I had a spare helmet and 

everything). He’d think I was a really cool guy, and I’d feel like one. 

I took a slightly detoured way home, thinking it was more likely to be where he 

was, and lo and behold, there he was. He was casually strolling across the 

common. My cool big-brother-youth-work-guy didn’t manifest quite as magically 

as I’d hoped, and I felt my adrenalin start to pump: What do I do? 

I pulled over, and walked towards him. I lifted my faceplate up and waved: 

“Clarence!” I called. 

He saw me, and for a split second, looked happy to see me, and I thought my 

fantasy was actually coming to life. Then, he turned and ran. I started calling the 

ward to let them know where I’d seen him, but before they’d even picked up, a 

police car pulled up, and the policeman came out. “That’s your man,” I said. 

“That’s him?” 

“Definitely, 100%.” 

So the policeman gave chase, and soon after, Mary and Barbara were there, 

along with a couple more police officers. I told them what had happened, by 

which time the first policeman was already walking back with Clarence. As he 

came back, I smiled and joked, to show him that there were no hard feelings 

about him running way, and left the staff and police to take him back. 

I drove back feeling like I had done a good job, but I wonder. Just yesterday, I 

was listening to a podcast about the Dunning-Kruger effect. This describes the 

experience of people performing really badly, but being confident that they have 

performed brilliantly. Often, people are too nice to tell them they did a bad job, so 

they continue in ignorant bliss, thinking that they’re really good at whatever it is. 
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I just wonder, now, how the staff, patients, and even police will see my limited 

involvement today. Will they say, “Isn’t it good that Tim was there? How cool of 

him to stop and try to help”? 

Or will they say, “What the hell was Tim doing, getting involved? All he did was to 

get in the way”? 

Or, which is probably the most likely, will they say very little about me, being 

wrapped in processing Clarence and all the admin that follows an absconding 

patient? Was I really just incidental? 

What makes this entry interesting is not the events themselves, but the thought 

processes before and after. The entry begins with a kind of a daydream, in which I 

have the opportunity to look after a young man in need. The young man is not the 

subject of the daydream though, I am. It is about how I look, and what other people 

think of me. It is about being liked. Reflecting on the events afterwards, my 

questions are about the same thing. They are not about how Clarence is doing, why 

he absconded, or whether he needs some extra support. They are about whether 

people liked me. Were they impressed by my actions? Were they annoyed with me? 

Were they thinking about me at all? 

It is clear that while I wrote my journal, my desire to be liked was more anxious in 

the context of the mental health hospital than that of the youth group. This could be 

because it is a context I was less confident in. I had been running youth groups for 

thirteen years by this point, and this particular group for five. I had only been 

working in the hospital for two. It could also be because the staff and patient 

turnover at the hospital is higher than the turnover of young people and volunteers 

at the youth group, so I could never get to know them quite as well. Or, perhaps 

there was something truthful in the initial hypothesis I mentioned in Section 2.8; my 

role as chaplain feels unstructured, lacking things like a job description or key 

performance indicators, so I find myself relying on fragile measures of success like 

how liked I feel. 
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7.4. Resentment/Rivalry 
Putting all the instances of resentment/rivalry into the same word cloud generator I 

used previously (again removing the words “young” and “people” from the results), 

produces the following: 

Figure xxiv. Resentment/Rivalry Word Cloud 

The word “Billy” appears more than any other, followed closely by “Ray”. Those two 

names appear more often than any other name in the whole journal. Billy and Ray 

are volunteers who helped run the youth group during the year I was writing. I was 

worried that the young people liked them more than me. 

I find it difficult that some of the boys, especially Kenneth and Gregory, are 

so drawn towards Billy. I feel quite threatened by Billy at youth group 

actually, despite him being one of my closest friends outside of work. There's 

probably some envy there. He doesn't have a job, he doesn't take anything 

seriously, I feel like he undermines me, but the young people all love him. 

I imagine that [the young people] see me as a nice, but slightly square, 

presence who is good at organising thing, but not as cool as Billy or Ray. 

I recognised recently that I feel some jealousy about his relationship with the 

young people, particularly the older ones. 
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I was envious of their friendship with each other: 

I walked home with Billy, and joked around with him on the walk. I’m 

conscious that I feel slightly uncomfortable around him at the moment. I am 

aware that he and Ray seem to be becoming best buddies, and I guess 

there’s a bit of me that’s a bit jealous. 

I felt a moment of sadness again tonight when Ray mentioned going out for 

coffee with Billy: remembering that I used to be the guy that Billy went out for 

coffee with 

I felt irritated by what I perceive as a lack of professionalism: 

Ray hadn’t really organised much this evening. That’s something I want to 

pull him up on really… 

I’m going to push him a bit to up his professional game… 

The interesting thing about managing Ray is noticing him (as well as Billy) 

wanting to be liked by young people. Seeing it in them means that I feel I’ve 

become more switched on to it myself: I’m more aware of myself as a 

professional friend, as opposed to a friend, now than ever before. 

When the film came on, pretty much all of the volunteers (except Ellie) came 

out and sat behind the coffee bar, talking to each other. That wound me up – 

I felt (and still feel) that they should be with the young people, not giving all 

of their attention to other adults. 

I fret about how they see me, and particularly that they don’t respect me: 

I feel like he doesn’t take me very seriously, and can be quite dismissive of 

my authority… 

As it stands, I’m the boss, but I don’t feel like it. As I perceive it, Billy, Jerry 

[another volunteer] and Ray in particular [are in rivalry] with me: they don’t 

see me as the boss, so I don’t carry the same authority with them that my 

manager carries with me. 

My desires are to be liked, to be successful, to have authority and control, and to 

have a clear sense of my own identity, and in varying degrees over the course of 

the year, I found myself in rivalry with Billy and Ray for these things. At times, I saw 

them as a threat to my desires. One entry is particularly revealing: 
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In other news, Billy has applied for a job at the mental health hospital, which I’m 

anxious about. Billy is someone who has been the source of some stress for me 

in the past, and I don’t feel great about him at the mental health hospital. I feel 

like he doesn’t take me very seriously, and can be quite dismissive of my 

authority, and I’m nervous about that happening at the mental health hospital, 

where I feel my role is well-established. That being written, I do think the job 

would be good for him, and that he could be good at it! He’s asked me for a 

reference, which of course I’ll give, and it’ll be positive. 

There are three things happening in this paragraph: 1) I am trying to protect an 

environment which I feel offers me the desires I mentioned above, 2) I am worried 

that that environment is threatened by a someone whom I am in rivalry with, and 3) 

writing a reference gives me a sense of power. I am trying to control the situation, 

claiming to know what is best for Billy and what he could be good at. When it comes 

to Ray, the power dynamics are even messier. This is brought into sharp focus by 

my anxieties about an upcoming residential, which Ray and I had both been invited 

to lead: 

I found myself feeling stressed out by Ray last night, and not sleeping 

tremendously well because of it. It’s hard really to put my finger on why, and a 

general feeling of tiredness and frustration probably contributed to it. … 

The assistant organist … asked me a while ago if I could come along on their 

summer tour at the end of August. I agreed, despite it potentially complicating the 

house move which will probably be coming together at around the same time, 

and felt pretty good about it. I get on well with the girls’ choir, I enjoy hanging out 

with him and the organ scholar, who will be there as well, and thought it would be 

fun. 

A couple of days ago, he told me that he’d invited Ray to come along as well, and 

suddenly the trip felt like a chore, rather than something to look forward to. I think 

I hid my disappointment well enough from him, but I’m really aware of it myself. 

I’ve been trying to reflect on why I feel the way I do. I guess the truth is that I find 

Ray annoying, but it’s not helpful for me to list the reasons why he’s annoying – 

the task is to find out what’s going on in me. What is my problem? 
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Ray and I are very different. He’s an extravert who loves to chat, and enjoys 

drinking and partying. I’m an introvert who values time away from people, and 

likes being at home. So that’s part of it. When Ray comes into the office and 

starts talking to me about what he did at the weekend, I find it irritating. But again 

– this is about me, not him. When other people, like the clergy, do the same thing 

it doesn’t bother me as much. 

I think Girard might have some insight here. With the dean and the vice dean, the 

roles are clear, and there isn’t much by way of rivalry. Even if I occasionally 

disagree with them, or feel frustrated by them, the relationship makes sense. 

[They] support me, we get on well together, but I recognise that they’re in charge 

and I show them deference. 

With Ray, the boundaries are much less clear. He is doing the same job that I 

was doing, and in some cases, the same job that I’m still doing. I don’t think he 

does it as well as me. He probably thinks he does it better than I do. So we both 

push against the other: I try (usually quite unsuccessfully) to assert my seniority, 

and he (I think) pushes back against it, possibly seeing me as too straight-laced 

and rule-bound. 

So I get wound up by what I see as his not doing stuff unless he’s interested in it, 

and I think he gets wound up by me trying to impose a vision of youth work on 

him that isn’t his own. 

Back to the choir tour – I was looking forward to being the expert on the tour. My 

vision for it was that I would the youth worker; I’d be the one who knows how to 

relate to the young people, and that my contribution would be really clear. Now, I 

feel like I’ll spend the week in rivalry with Ray, both competing for the same role. 

He sees himself as the expert. And we can’t both be the expert. 

As I write, this is making more and more sense. This has plagued my relationship 

with Ray for the past year or so. So what do I need to do? The first answer which 

comes into my head is to let him be the expert: take a step back from youth 

group, stop trying to run it from the shadows like Rasputin, and let Ray be the 

expert. That doesn’t solve the choir tour problem, but I think it would help our 

relationship in a broader sense (it would also give me more time). I don’t know if 

that’s the right solution, but it’s a thought to play around with. 

103 



 

 

                

                

     

     

 

              

               

                

            

             

          

            

        

 
             

            

              

            

              

          

 

 

  

 

 

 

I’ll keep thinking about the choir tour, and how to enjoy that. It might be that the 

answer is simply to pull out of it, but of course I don’t want to let people down, 

having agreed to do it. 

I’ll keep thinking about it. 

I was in rivalry with Ray because we were both fighting for the same position. On 

the one hand, I was trying to manage him; to empower him and to let him run things, 

feeling frustrated when he did not run them as I wanted him to. On the other, I 

wanted to be the youth worker, the expert, running things myself, and not really 

letting him take the lead. There are numerous examples in the journal of my taking 

control of things which really Ray should have been running, and potentially robbing 

him of opportunities to learn and develop. This leads into the fourth theme of the 

journal: my tendency to try to impose order and control things. 

7.5. Controlling 
This is the theme which had the highest word count in my journal. There are three 

levels of my attempts to control: at the most superficial level, I write about taking 

charge of events and situations. At a deeper level, I write about trying to control 

people and relationships. And at the deepest level, I try to control my own feelings 

and emotions. In terms of the word count dedicated to each level of control, least 

time is given to controlling situations, and most to controlling relationships and my 

own emotions. 

Controlling Situations 

Controlling Relationships 

Controlling Emotions 

Figure xxv. Controlling Word Count 
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In each instance, the word count was significantly higher when writing about the 

youth group. 
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Figure xxvi. Controlling Word Count Divided into Areas of Work 

7.5.1. Controlling Situations 
The recurring theme here is to do with me taking charge of the youth group instead 

of empowering volunteers to lead it. I found it surprising, as I read back through the 

journal, just how often I did this: 

I must admit, I piped up a few times, because there were things that I felt 

were important to say (things about not joking about this stuff, and about 

talking to leaders if they felt they were affected by it, for example). I generally 

try not to step on Ray’s toes when he’s leading stuff, but I didn’t want 

important things to go unsaid. 

I didn’t have much time to reflect, but I notice now that I took charge. I had 

gotten the hang of letting Ray run the show, but tonight, I ran it – dealing 

with the various problems myself. It felt good. I felt like I knew what to do, 

kept calm, and held the show together. I don’t really know that I could have 

let Ray deal with the problems, because they were all presented directly to 

me. But maybe that’s appropriate. 

I fear might slightly have taken control away from Ray, but that was at least 

in part because he’s on crutches and struggled to get around the building. I 

don’t feel too worried about this time around – it felt appropriate. 

I piped up once or twice: I didn’t want to appear to be taking control … and I 

don’t think I did, but there were one or two points which I thought were 

important to raise. 
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One incident in particular stands out: 

I arrived a bit late at youth group tonight, having come straight from a book 

launch in London. As I’ve noted previously, I like getting there just as it starts, or 

even a little bit late. I feel it gives Ray a chance to get things up and running 

without me feeling anxious about it. 

When I got there, [young volunteer] Gregory was trying to control a game of Mafia 

with the young people, who were hyperactive and noisy. They were happy to see 

me, which was nice, but I left the room quite soon to make myself a cup of tea, 

finding the noise a bit jarring. 

Out in the coffee bar, I noticed some of the [youth centre] staff. They told me that 

they had invited head teachers from around [the city] to come to a presentation 

about young carers, but no one had shown up. The young carers’ coordinator 

was pretty gutted about it, having put a lot of effort into it. I asked them to 

introduce me to her (there’s some history here, as I started the [youth centre]’s 

young carers’ group, years ago). She introduced me and we chatted a little bit. I 

suggested that we bring the youth group in once they finish their game, so that 

they could learn a bit about young carers, and she seemed up for it. 

So that’s what we did. The youth group came in (lured by the promise of free 

food), and engaged really well with the fifteen-minute presentation. I must admit, I 

enjoyed the opportunity to look good in front of everyone: my ego told me that I 

had saved the evening for the [youth centre] (helped by the fact that Adam, when 

asked who he would talk to about young carers, said he’d come to me). I felt 

confident and positive, and I was pleased that the youth group responded well to 

the presentation. 

With hindsight, that journal entry tells the story of me arriving to the youth group, 

which was already in full swing, with activities going on, and taking control of it. I 

would have waited for the game to be finished, and I would have spoken about with 

the volunteers to make sure nothing else was happening, but there is nonetheless a 

certain irony that the entry begins with me trying to give them control, and ending 

with me taking over. There are plenty of other examples of this in the journal; 

situations in which I try to fix a problem or organise an activity without giving other 

leaders a chance to do it themselves. 
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I could find only three examples of trying to control situations in my entries about the 

mental health hospital, and there was not much overlap between any of them. One 

was about trying to get the young people to the youth group, one was wondering if I 

ought to somehow make my visits more structured, and one was to do with leading 

some parachute games without being asked, which I felt at the time that the staff at 

the hospital were happy about. I am not in charge of the hospital’s programmes and 

activities, so there is little evidence in the journal of me trying to control things in the 

same way as at the youth group. 

7.5.2. Controlling Relationships 
This does not feature heavily in the entries I wrote about the hospital. There are a 

few instances in which I notice myself falling into the role of a “fixer”, trying to make 

people feel happy instead of sitting with them in their unhappiness, but not much of 

any note beyond them. The youth group, however, is a different story. I find myself 

grappling with my relationship with one volunteer in particular. It is clear throughout 

the journal that I do not find this person easy to get on with. We are in rivalry with 

each other. The journal reveals that I try to manage these difficulties by creating 

boundaries: 

On reflection, what made the thought easier was being clear with myself that 

I am Ray’s [colleague], not his friend. We can still get on, still have fun 

together, but I don’t need to expect to be invited out by him. My close friends 

are outside of work. This makes my relationship with Ray easier: I know 

where I stand. 

I think that’s okay, now that I’ve recognised it. I don’t have to be their friend. 

Of course I want them to like me, but I don’t need to go to work on my day 

off to help out, and I don’t need to go to the pub with them. I think simply 

being a bit clearer about where the boundaries lie in my relationship with 

those guys will probably be a helpful thing. 

The other thought is to focus less on my relationship with the leaders, and 

more on the young people. There’s less rivalry with the young people, 

particularly the younger ones. Again, the relationship is clearer. 

As well as creating boundaries, I try to apply labels to our professional roles: 

My job is shifting towards Community Chaplaincy, and maybe I need to 

slightly shift my perception of myself towards being the youth group’s 
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chaplain, rather than their leader. That’s a tricky thing to navigate though, 

especially as I’m their leader’s manager. 

I wonder if this further confirms my idea that my role at the group might be 

that of chaplain, rather than events coordinator. 

What’s presenting itself is a chaplaincy role. If I see my responsibility as 

looking after the spiritual and emotional well-being of people who are 

possibly anxious and stressed as well, I feel less anxious about the whole 

situation. I need to be careful about slipping into a helper/helped mentality, 

which is still rivalrous. It’s not my job to make everything better for everyone, 

but to listen and empathise. 

So, I’m going to try to claim that as my identity …. [Volunteer] is in charge of 

organising the trip, liaising with people over there, etc., so I can focus more 

on stillness, presence, listening, etc. I think I’ll try to play that role and see 

what happens. 

What I am trying to create is the kind of structure with Duncan Morrow related to the 

Evangelical church in our conversation; the kind of structure which helped ease my 

anxiety as an adolescent. At a surface level, the way in which I write about 

volunteers in my journal does not look like authoritarianism, violence, or repression. 

And yet it might be suggested that my decision to relate to people as a leader or 

colleague rather than a friend represents a kind of violence; a severing of familiarity 

and warmth in favour something more ordered. I decided that I could not be an 

equal, or a peer, instead opting to act as an authority figure. It is possible that this 

was an appropriate managerial decision, but it leaves me feeling uneasy. 

7.5.3. Controlling My Own Feelings 
Tim felt a bit melancholic leaving the mental health hospital that afternoon. It was 

a familiar kind of feeling, one that he first remembered feeling just a few weeks 

after starting there. It would have been right to call what he was feeling sadness, 

but it was a nice kind of sadness: the kind of sadness that warms a person, rather 

than making them cold. … 

On the way out, Wanda stopped him and said it was probably the last time he’d 

see her, because she was about to get discharged. He wished her all the best, 

and she gave him a hug. On his way down the stairs, the melancholy crept on 

him. He liked Wanda. She had come to [a residential trip] a few months ago, and 
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he enjoyed her irreverence and positivity. He was sad, he realised, that he 

probably wouldn’t see her again. 

Tim was glad to feel sad. He’d occasionally felt that way when patients left 

before, and it meant that some part of him had connected. The sadness here 

reminded him that he was alive, and that was nice. 

I include that journal entry here because it is unusual, almost unique, in a year of 

writing. I was experimenting at the time with writing in the third person, but that is 

not what makes it unusual. What makes it stand out is that it represents a rare 

instance in which I allowed myself to feel a complicated emotion without 

intellectualising it. The emotion is there, it is profound, and it speaks for itself. I 

wonder if writing in the third person allowed me to feel freer about expressing myself 

on an emotional level, because it created a distance between me and the 

experience. 

Throughout the journal, I tend to explain my feelings away by fitting them into neatly 

labelled theoretical boxes. In this sense, there were times when the act of journal-

writing in itself became an exercise in control. Instead of trying to control situations 

or relationships, I was trying to control my own inner world. My usual response to 

difficult emotions is to try to dissect them using theology or mimetic theory: 

…maybe I need to focus on the idea of being liked by God: and being in 

mimesis with him, rather than my immediate surroundings, in which being 

liked feels dependent on being successful and confident. If I could find 

myself in mimesis with a God who is not in rivalry with me, perhaps I would 

find myself less quick to enter into an anxious kind of rivalry with those 

around me to feel liked. 

There is a recurring theme emerging of my need (desire?) to discover myself 

as liked by God. It’s important that this doesn’t become some kind of 

Gnosticism or asceticism. Is God’s love mediated to us through others? 

Another way of looking at it might be – what would it look like if I saw myself 

as part of the web of mimesis: influencing people, while being influenced by 

others? I wonder if that might be quite a liberating thought. In that web, I can 

just allow myself to be: I don’t need to try to impress people, because some 

people will naturally be influenced by me, just as I am naturally influenced by 
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others. Maybe I need to try to find ways to think of my ministry more as 

mimetic being, than anxious doing. 

Girard writes a lot about the redemptive importance of the victim. Those 

people who are not liked, who are at the bottom of the pile, show us 

something of the God who likes us. Maybe I need to find a way of seeing the 

victim (in this case, maybe the young people from The mental health 

hospital?), without it being about me saving them, but about them saving 

me. 

If I’ve understood Girard right, the three of them are internal mediators: they 

are close to my age, male, and our work (in this context) overlaps. So the 

rivalry between us feels more destructive to me. 

Frequently, rather than allowing my feelings to be, I try to control them by explaining 

them. It is possible that this is appropriate. Perhaps it is better to do this than to 

allow my insecurities and resentments to control me. But it is something which 

happened often enough in my journal for me to notice it, and the few instances in 

which I allowed myself to feel my emotions without deconstructing them felt 

healthier and more hopeful as a reader. This desire to impose order and retain 

control is emotionally exhausting, which may come as a surprise to the people who 

see youth ministry as a job which just involves chatting and playing games. 

7.6. Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have highlighted the themes which presented themselves to me in 

my analysis of my journal: retaining young people through entertainment, the desire 

to be liked, rivalry and resentment, and the desire to control and impose order. As I 

wrote in the opening paragraphs, I have tried to retain as much objectivity in 

possible, but the reality is that this process represents an iterative dialogue between 

the data and me. I was aware of mimetic theory while I was writing the journal, so 

inevitably much of what has emerged has an implicit Girardian flavour. In the 

following chapter, I will make that flavour explicit by consciously analysing the four 

themes revealed here in through a Girardian filter. 
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8. Girardian Analysis of Findings 
In this chapter, I will apply Girard’s mimetic theory to the findings of the previous 

chapter, looking particularly at how the four themes which emerged from my journal 

relate to the Girardian themes of triangular desire, rivalry, and scapegoating. In the 

section on triangular desire, I will analyse my desires to be liked and to be 

successful, and how they relate to my desire to impose order and control. The 

section on rivalry analyses the rivalries and resentments which presented 

themselves. I will conclude with a story about scapegoating, which does not come 

from the journal, but from an incident which occurred just a few weeks after I had 

finished writing it. 

8.1. Desire 
The starting point of my analysis is to ask what it 

is that I desire, and where that desire comes from. 

Mimetic theory posits that desire is “triangular”; 

the three points on the triangle being subject, 

object, and model (see 4.2). This being an 

autoethnographic piece of research, I am the 

desiring subject. 

The object is revealed in my journal. It is clear, as 

I wrote in the previous chapter, that I want to be liked by young people, by 

volunteers, and by colleagues. I want to be seen as successful; success being 

measured in terms of how many young people are coming to the youth group, and 

particularly whether or not the young people from the mental health hospital come 

and enjoy it. I write about being drawn to people who I think will like me, and 

frustrated or anxious when I feel excluded or disliked. I worry when young people 

appear not to be enjoying the youth group. The emotional high points in the journal 

usually involve me being relaxed and having fun with a group of young people or 

volunteers. As such, the priorities of my desire are not focused on helping young 

people or improving their lives, as much as on being appreciated, feeling valued, 

being “like a friend”.  

To understand this desire, mimetic theory leads me to ask where it comes from. 

Who have I learned it from? In one sense it feels entirely natural. As Morrow said in 

our recorded conversation, “none of us like not to be liked … you must have some 

kind of liking otherwise you wouldn’t be there” (see Appendix A). If I did not like the 

young people I work with, and if they did not like me at least a bit, chances are that I 

Figure xxvii. Triangular Desire 
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would not stay in this profession for very long. My desire to be liked feels like 

something which is innate within me; I want to be liked because it is nice to be liked. 

This, according to Girard, is a romantic myth. It suggests that desire is linear, rather 

than triangular. In linear desire there are two points; the subject (me) and the object 

(to be liked). In order to understand my desire through the filter of mimetic theory, a 

third point is necessary; the model. Girard explains this using the story of Don 

Quixote: 

Don Quixote has surrendered to Amadis the most fundamental prerogative 

of the individual: he no longer chooses the objects of his own desire: Amadis 

chooses them for him. The student pursues that which is designated for him 

(or at least seems to be) by the model of chivalry. … Don Quixote and 

Sancho Panza both borrow their desires from another in a movement which 

is so fundamental, so innate, that they confuse it with the desire to be 

themselves (Girard, 1961, pp.35-37, translation mine)3. 

Quixote believes that he is being true to himself by pursuing the chivalric code. It 

feels inherently desirable, just like my desire to be liked does to me. Even so, it is 

something which he has learned; he is simply imitating his model. To really 

understand Quixote’s desire, the reader needs to understand that it is mimetic. 

Equally, according to mimetic theory, to really understand my desire to be liked, I 

need to ask where it comes from. Who are my models? 

This is not a question with a straight-forward answer. I am aware of certain models: 

authors whose books have spoken to me, practitioners whose work which I admire, 

lecturers whom I have looked up to, friends and colleagues who get on well with 

young people, and so on. Because mimesis is subconscious, there is also a far 

greater number of people whose desires I am imitating without even being aware of 

it. Further complicating things, Kaptein (1993, pp.22-24, 137) distinguishes between 

two different kinds of mimesis: temporal and spatial. The latter refers to the way 

people subconsciously imitate the people around them in the present. When I 

subconsciously imitate my colleagues at work, for example, I am in spatial mimesis 

with them. The former refers to mimesis with experiences of the past; the repetition 

of things previously learned. When I find myself reacting to people and situations in 

3 Don Quichotte a renoncé, en faveur d’Amadis, à la prerogative fondamentale de l’indivdu : 
il ne choisit plus les objects de son désir, c’est Amadis qui doit choisir pour lui. Le disciple se 
précipite vers les objets que lui désigne, ou semble lui désigner, le modèle de toute 
chevalerie. … Don Quichotte et Sancho empruntent à l’Autre leurs désirs en un mouvement 
si fondamental, si originel, qu’ils le confondent parfaitment avec la volonté d’être Soi. 
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the same ways I did when I was nine years old, I am in temporal mimesis with 

myself, repeating and reinforcing fears and desires learned in the past. The answer 

to the question about where I have learned my desire to be like is complex. There 

are people within my field who I admire, and whose desires I have learned to imitate 

(lecturers, practitioners, and authors). There are also individuals which feature in my 

journal who I am in mimesis with (I will write more about these below). These are 

examples of temporal mimesis, but my personal and professional history, my 

temporal mimesis, is also a factor. There are anxieties and desires which I learned 

from my parents, from my friends at school, from former colleagues, and a multitude 

of other people I am not even aware of continue to play a part in shaping my 

character and personality (Kaptein, 1993, p.23). Rather than writing about individual 

models then, I will focus this chapter on the culture which I am in mimesis with. 

Specifically, I will explore the subculture of youth ministry, and how it, and I, have 

been affected by what Kaptein (1993, p.38) calls “the disappearance of structure”. 

8.2. The Disappearance of Structure 
Social structures, suggests Kaptein, 

are used by cultures to “prevent 

desire and hence rivalry” (1993, 

p.34). Structures are used to 

differentiate people, to keep them in 

place, and to ascribe rights and 

duties (see Girard et al, 1978, 

pp.759-801). They are built on 

scapegoating and violence, but they 

maintain peace for the majority. 

When structure collapses, people no longer know their place; relationships become 

undifferentiated, and boundaries become unclear. 

We cannot live without clarity. So we end up fighting to create our own 

structure, a temporary, personal one. The only possibility that appears open 

to us, whether we are conscious of it or not, is to order the universe we live 

in after our design. Thus even if we put somebody else or an ideal on top of 

our system, it remains our system where we retain the power in it (Kaptein, 

1993, p.39). 

Youth ministry, with its lack of clarity and its various conflicting voices, is an 

example of a collapsed structure. The youth minister does not sit at the top of the 

pyramid, with volunteers and young people below. Instead, the youth minister is 

Figure xxviii: The Disappearance of Structure (Kaptein, 
1993, p. 38) 
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“like a friend”. Unstructured practice is written into the core principles of youth work; 

education is informal, participation is voluntary, opportunities are equal (National 

Youth Bureau, 1991). Where youth ministers do act as leaders, it is by permission 

from the young people. The relationship between the church and youth ministry is 

also nebulous and unclear, with some voices arguing that youth ministry exists to 

bring young people into church, and others responding that it is the church’s job to 

move outside of its structures, to the margins where young people are. If youth 

ministers feel an expectation to bring more young people into church, or to work 

with acutely vulnerable young people on the frontiers, failure brings with it the fear of 

being scapegoated. 

Youth ministry is right to be wary of structures, which can be, and have been, used 

to oppress and exclude (see anonymous, 1997; Drew, 2016; Graham, 2012; 

Leeson, 2019a; Regan, 2013; Simpkins & Donovan, 2016; Terry, 2015). Trying to 

impose identities upon young people would be contrary to the core principles of 

youth work, and it would be destined for failure. Kaptein writes that once structures 

have fallen away, they cannot be returned to (Kaptein, 1993, p.35). Thompson 

writes, “Youth workers do not give choice, young people have choice” (2018, p.123). 

Youth ministers are right to critique and challenge the structures of power, but they 

must also recognise the problems of operating within a hazy and ill-defined field. 

Without structure, each member of the youth ministry subculture must fight to create 

their own culture, in which they are the most important person. Being disliked, 

therefore, or appearing unsuccessful, feels like a failure of existential proportions. If 

the most important person in a structure fails, the whole structure falls apart. This 

goes some way towards explaining the theme of control in my journal. My desire to 

control things and impose order is rooted in an existential fear; if I do not control 

this, the whole thing collapses. 

It would be reductive to suggest that my desire to be liked is purely the result of the 

unstructured field of youth ministry. I wanted to be liked before I was in a Christian 

youth group. However, in a collapsed structure, insecurities and rivalrous desires 

are fuelled and reinforced. I wrote that it feels entirely natural to want to be liked. 

That is because in a culture which lacks structure, it is normal for its members to 

create their own structures, and become the most important things in them. 

On one level, wanting to be liked, to be a friend to young people, is a positive thing. 

It leads me to respect them, to be genuinely happy to see them, and to take their 

experiences seriously. One of the highlights of my year of journal writing was taking 
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a group of young people from the mental health hospital to an outdoor centre, where 

they did things like wall-climbing and a ropes course. This positivity of my feelings 

around that day was directly related to my wanting to be liked by the young people. I 

was happy to spend time with them, I wanted them to enjoy themselves, and I am 

confident that their experience of getting out of the hospital to have some fun is one 

which they felt positive about. However, my journal also demonstrates that wanting 

to be liked can lead to anxiety, and even resentment. 

8.3. Rivalry 
The presence of mimetic rivalry is hard to miss in my journal, and it is mostly in 

relation to colleagues and volunteers. Lecturers, authors and public figures in the 

field are to me what Girard calls external mediators (1961, pp.41-42). Like all 

models, they are people whose desires I am learning through imitation. What makes 

them external is that they are not directly in the same space as I am. I am not really 

in rivalry with lecturers, authors and public speakers, because we are not competing 

for the same resources. If I was an author, maybe then I would be rivalry with other 

authors. As it stands, I can learn from them without feeling threatened by them. 

Colleagues, volunteers, and young people are internal mediators. Again, they are 

people whose desires I am learning through imitation. The difference is that they are 

in the same space as me. Although on paper we occupy different levels of 

accountability, we are working with the same people, dealing with the same 

problems, and managing the same space. Many of the volunteers are in the same 

age bracket as I am. Most are the same gender as me. We have friends in common. 

This kind of internal mediation is much more open to rivalry and conflict. We are 

competing for the same resources. There is an irony which plays itself out in internal 

mediation. Girard writes, “To the measure that the mediator approaches, his role 

increases, and that of the object diminishes” (1961, p.69). The subject becomes so 

obsessed with the idea of defeating the model that the subject all but forgets what it 

is they are in rivalry over. 

In this case, the object of desire is to be liked. Volunteers and I all want to be liked 

by the young people we work with. This is a desire which we are learning from, and 

reinforcing in, each other. It is a competitive desire, because we do not just want to 

be liked, we want to be the most liked. We cannot all be the most liked, so we pose 

a threat to each other. There are multiple journal entries which point to this rivalry. I 

feel envy when young people seem to like others more than they like me. I feel 

resentment when they seem to have more success than I do, even though I believe 

I have worked harder than they have for it. I feel left out when their friendship with 
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each other appears to be stronger than their friendship with me. I feel defensive 

when they get too close to the young people I think of as “mine”. These tensions are 

consistent, present through the whole year of journal-writing. The first entry in the 

journal refers to envy that some of the young people seem to like a volunteer more 

than they like me, and the very last entry is about my feelings of discomfort and 

anxiety about an upcoming residential trip with those same volunteers. 

In one journal entry, I notice one volunteer’s desire to be liked: 

The interesting thing about managing Ray is noticing him (as well as Billy) 

wanting to be liked by young people. Seeing it in them means that I feel I’ve 

become more switched on to it myself: I’m more aware of myself as a 

professional friend, as opposed to a friend, now than ever before. I feel more 

relaxed in the mental health hospital now than I did even a month ago about 

whether or not the young people like me – though of course it’s nice when I think 

they do! 

There is a rivalrous subtext in this entry. I notice the volunteer pursuing the same 

desires which I have been pursuing, writing as if I have outgrown them. In that 

sense, I am giving myself the upper hand; I have grown up, he has not. I am wiser 

than he is. The original object of desire has become less important than the idea of 

winning. 

In Chapter Four, I shared an illustration from Kaptein (see Figure 8) which illustrates 

the subject and model mirroring each other as rivalry takes hold. As our rivalry with 

each other increases, “our world shrinks and we become more and more like each 

other” (Kaptein, 1993, p.18). The volunteers and I would have looked quite similar to 

each other to anyone outside of our rivalry, and not just because we were all young, 

white men. We dressed in similar ways, we used the same techniques for talking to 

young people, we saw ourselves as the one voice which truly had the group’s best 

interests at heart, we all wanted to be the fun friend rather than the leader. Because 

of this closeness to each other, we felt threatened by one another. Our rivalry 

throughout the journal remains cordial and professional. An unspoken tension rather 

than a war of words. This unspoken tension was palpable, and it ultimately led us 

into the scapegoat mechanism. 

8.4. Scapegoating 
Towards the end of my journal are two “supplemental” entries, which do not directly 

relate to either the youth group or the mental health hospital, both expressing worry 

116 



 

 

       

              

           

 

              

          

             

           

              

             

               

             

            

              

                

      

           

           

             

               

             

               

               

         

          

              

          

                

        

            

             

             

           

                                                             
              

about upcoming residential trips, and particularly my relationship with one member 

of the team. To protect that team member’s identity, I have endeavoured to write the 

following in such a way that they are not identifiable, using the gender-neutral 

pronoun “them”. 

On the first of the two summer residentials, the leadership team, which included me, 

felt that one of the team was acting negative, grumpy and occasionally mean-

spirited. I personally found that person’s attitude over the course of the trip to be 

unpleasant and unprofessional, and the young people noticed that there was 

tension on the team. After the trip was over, I called them in for a disciplinary 

meeting. I explained to them that their attitude had alienated other members of the 

team and asked them to give an account for it. They said that they had felt 

unsupported by the other leaders, and we had a conversation about how to manage 

those kinds of feelings creatively and professionally. Ultimately, I told them that I did 

not feel like I could trust them to lead residential trips until I was confident that this 

kind of attitude would not be repeated. A few weeks later, we left on the second trip 

of the summer without that leader. 

I am not confident when it comes to management, and particularly not when it 

comes to disciplinary procedures. I think I was probably right to respond as I did in 

that situation, but did so with great anxiety, having appealed to my manager for 

guidance first. As it became clear that something needed to be said, I started to 

worry, and the worry stayed with me until the meeting was over. What I know, 

however, is that when the decision was made to for the second residential trip to go 

ahead without this person, I felt peace; like a weight had been lifted. I felt much 

more comfortable and relaxed with them not around. 

In explaining the scapegoat mechanism to his readers, Girard (1982, pp.1365-1366) 

draws attention to the crisis facing the Jewish people at the time of Jesus. In a 

meeting of chief priests and Pharisees, Caiaphas suggests a solution: it is better to 

have one man die for the people than for the whole nation to be destroyed (John 

11.47-53). Caiaphas’ suggestion, writes Girard, is a reasonable one, “limiting 

violence as much as possible, but turning to it as a last resort” (Girard, 1982, 

p.1366, translation mine)4. In the same way, my excluding a leader from the second 

residential trip felt like a reasonable disciplinary reaction to bad behaviour, but it was 

also more than that. It was a way of excluding somebody by whom I felt threatened. 

4 Limiter la violence au maximum mais y recourir s’il le faut à la dernière éxtremité. 
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In Chapter Four, I presented Kaptein’s illustration of the scapegoat mechanism. The 

same illustration explains what happened over the course of the year of my journal, 

and ultimately the two residential trips. 

Figure xxix. The Scapegoat Mechanism 

Most of the journal takes place in the second diagram: mimetic desire leading to 

rivalry. The volunteers and I are competing for the same resources (being liked) and 

so there are tensions and rivalries between us. The first of the residential trip 

represents diagram c: the mimetic crisis. The accumulated “dissensions, rivalries, 

jalousies and quarrels” (Girard, 1972, pp.305-306) meant that the group of leaders 

was failing to function properly. They were made so manifest that they could not be 

ignored. Their manifestation was not overtly violent or explosive. Our rivalry 

presented itself in barbed comments and eye-rolls, a kind of passive-aggression 

loaded with disruptive power. 

In order to preserve, or restore, some sense of peace, the scapegoat mechanism 

was triggered (diagram d). As I read through my journal in preparation for writing 

this chapter, it was clear to me that any of us might have become the scapegoat, 

including me. Nobody’s behaviour or attitude had been perfect, and the finger of 

blame might have landed on anyone. It is tempting to think of scapegoating as an 

unreasonable and bloody act of primitive violence. This is an attractive thought, 

because it removes complicity; I am not an unreasonable, primitive or violent 

person. My decision to exclude a leader was a reasonable managerial response, 

not a human sacrifice. Girard calls this méconnaisance, a word which does not 

translate into English very well. It is something close to misunderstanding, or false 
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consciousness. It has to do with the distortion, or concealing, of truth. Girard uses it 

in reference to myths and rituals (in this instance, the myths and rituals of 

management and professional practice), and the ways in which they help the 

community misunderstand the true meaning of their sacrifice (Williams, 1996, p.70), 

which is to restore harmony to the community and to reinforce social unity (Girard, 

1972, p.306). Where there had been tensions before, there was unity now. The 

team agreed that one person was to blame, and the tensions between us all, which 

had been so palpable over the past year, disappeared overnight, and remain gone 

to this day, two years later. The scapegoat mechanism had fulfilled its function. 

8.5. Conclusion 
I have suggested here that Girard’s mimetic theory offers a way of understanding 

the themes which I drew out of my journal. My desires to be liked and to appear 

successful are mimetic, learned through the culture around me. The resentments 

and the desire to impose order are the result of allowing mimetic desire to develop 

into rivalry in a (sub)culture which lacks boundaries and structure. In my story, those 

rivalries escalated to the point of creating a scapegoat, although méconnaisance 

meant that I was only aware of it after the fact. Mimetic theory has helped me to 

understand my complicity in rivalry and scapegoating, thereby shifting 

méconnaisance into connaisance (knowledge). In the following chapter, I will 

suggest that that connaisance highlights some hermeneutical keys to help the 

subculture of youth ministry to understand itself. 

119 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

120 



 

 

     
         

           

           

            

          

          

       

          

                

           

              

            

         

       

         

       

           

             

       

    
                

               

              

            

           

          

               

      

         

       

            

             

        

            

          

9. Hermeneutical Keys for Youth Ministry 
This chapter highlights my thesis’ contribution to knowledge. My journal presented 

four recurring themes in my practice: success through retaining young people, a 

desire to be liked, resentment/rivalry, and a tendency to control. A Girardian 

analysis of those themes revealed the desires to be liked and seen as successful to 

be mimetic, modelled by a subculture which lacks a sense of identity (as revealed 

by the ambiguities presented in Chapter Six). The lack of definition around youth 

ministry’s cultural identity fuels those desires and leads to the kind of rivalry and 

scapegoating revealed in my journal. In Chapter Two, I referenced Alison’s reading 

of the road to Emmaus story, in which he says that the travellers on the road do not 

understand what has happened in Jerusalem until Christ appears to them and offers 

them a hermeneutical key; a retelling of their cultural story in the light of the 

resurrection. Here, I offer three hermeneutical keys, which I believe help youth 

ministry to understand itself better by reframing its cultural story: “youth ministry is 

hypermimetic”, “empowering others feels disempowering to those in charge”, and 

“blurred boundaries lead to rivalry”. These concepts emerge from the dialogue 

between narrative and theory. I discovered them by writing a story as truthfully as 

possible and reading it back to myself. Evocative narrative research is a powerful 

way of revealing truth and lifting the veil of méconnaisance. It is a research method 

which youth ministry would benefit from using more. 

9.1. Youth Ministry is Hypermimetic 
The journal I kept for a year tells a story of a youth minister anxious to be seen as 

successful but lacking the role clarity to measure success. As a result, I find myself 

defining success by (1) the popularity of the youth group and (2) how liked I feel by 

the young people. This is the result of a lack of professional identity. A poorly 

defined role description and a lack of structured management mean that the youth 

minister ends up depending on rivalrous definitions of success like these. My journal 

reveals a youth minister who wants to be a leader, as well as one who wants to be a 

friend. Both apparently depend on being liked. 

This lack of identity and purpose was dangerous in my practice, creating anxiety, 

rivalries, and scapegoats. Fundamentally, Girard believes that mimetic desire 

comes from what he calls metaphysical desire; the desire to be (Girard, 1994, p.32). 

The subject imitates the mediator because the subject wants to exist; to have a 

sense of identity which the mediator apparently embodies. So, youth ministry’s lack 

of a sense of self makes it hypermimetic; it is tossed and swayed by conflicting 

desires and rivalries, as evidenced by my anxieties about being liked in the mental 
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health hospital, and my conflicted relationship with volunteers at the youth group. As 

described in section 4.2, mimesis is natural. In the context of youth ministry, the 

subject’s sense of self is so fragile that they become fixated by new models and 

new desires too frequently to develop and grow. The field superficially appropriates 

whatever cultural trends are popular (language, fashion and music), but remains 

stuck in the “default model” of youth group, cell group and congregational worship 

described by Thompson (2018). Youth ministry uses popular culture as an outer 

vestment, a Trojan horse, to ingratiate itself with a group without having to learn 

from, or be challenged by, it. 

Engaging with popular culture is a good thing for youth ministry to do. Collins-Mayo 

& Beaudoin (2010) write about the role popular culture plays in helping young 

people to tell their stories and discover their sense of self. Pinkney (2020), in his 

research on detached, or ‘on road’ youth work, also highlights the value of youth 

workers having a working knowledge of the language and life experiences of the 

young people they are meeting. If youth ministry is to take popular culture seriously, 

as a part of a young person’s identity and story, then youth ministers will need to 

engage with it reflectively. This means allowing young people’s stories and 

language to challenge youth ministry’s sense of identity, while also having the 

confidence to question young people’s narratives when they are unhelpful or 

destructive. Being caught in a hypermimetic state prevents the youth minister from 

doing either. 

In my own desire to be liked, which is to say my desire to be (metaphysical desire), I 

allowed a culture of what Scott (2017a) calls ruinous empathy to develop in my 

work. 

Figure xxx. Radical Candor (Scott, 2017b) 
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Scott places her four models of leadership on two axes: care personally, and 

challenge directly. I will not address the models which Scott defines as not caring 

personally, because they are not the issue in youth ministry. Having personal care 

for young people leaves the youth minister with two models of relationship: ruinous 

empathy and radical candour. Failing to directly challenge young people and 

volunteers leads to the former. Ruinous empathy is a form of empathy which leads 

to stagnation, rather than growth and development. In this model, the friend/leader 

is worried about hurting people’s feelings and desires popularity, so fails to 

challenge harmful behaviour. It is termed ruinous because in failing to directly 

challenge people, the youth minister is allowing them to remain ignorant, and 

preventing them from growing and learning. 

This is a theme which presents itself in my journal, particularly with regards to 

managing volunteers. I want the volunteers to like me, so I fail to challenge their 

behaviour, or worse, I challenge it passive-aggressively, rather than openly. The 

result is a youth group which is run in a way which I dislike, but feel powerless to 

change, despite my position as a leader. Scott suggests that if an organisation is to 

grow, its leadership needs both to care personally, and to challenge directly. Herbert 

writes that young people (referring to Millennials, rather than Generation Z) actually 

appreciate and desire honest, open feedback (Herbert & Moneypenny, 2016). 

My findings make it clear that the chaplaincy role does not liberate me from the 

desire to be liked. In fact, that desire reveals itself more clearly in my entries about 

the mental health hospital than those about the youth group. Ruinous empathy can 

infiltrate chaplaincy as much as it can traditional models of youth ministry, and 

perhaps even more so. I am a visitor at the hospital, and because I want to be 

welcomed back each week, I am on my best behaviour, more so than in the context 

of the youth group. I am careful not to offend or criticise. This is unhelpful when 

trying to create a culture of informal education, which requires feedback and critical 

thinking. 

The permission model of leadership is challenged by my journal. When my sense of 

professional identity depends on being liked, my work becomes saturated with 

mimetic rivalry. I invest time and energy in becoming more popular, rather than on 

the nurture and development of young people. Of Maxwell’s five level of leadership, 

the one which comes closest to an ideal model for youth ministry is the pinnacle 

model, in which “people follow you, beyond yourself” (Dumain, 2014, p.251). The 
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youth minister’s work is not to be followed, but to encourage young people to follow 

God; to enter a transcendent mimesis which is not rivalrous. 

As an alternative to the hypermimetic poles of friendship and permission-based 

leadership, Canales (2014) suggests an alternative ministerial identity: servant. The 

identity of servant-leadership has the potential to be less hypermimetic, and 

therefore less rivalrous, than other ministerial models of identity because it “puts the 

other person’s needs and growth as highest priority” (Christensen, 2013, p.13). It 

does not do away with the metaphysical desire to be, but refocuses it: rather than 

finding one’s identity over-against the other, the youth minister finds their identity in 

the other. 

This will involve vulnerability on the youth minister’s behalf because they cannot 

control young people’s spiritual or emotional development. Although my desire to be 

liked was present in the hospital, chaplaincy does offer a model for engaging with 

young people as a servant-leader, because there is no expectation of a return. The 

young people who I meet in the hospital, despite my best efforts, never became part 

of the youth group, the cell group, or the Sunday morning church service. 

At times, I struggled with this. In their reflection on approaches and skills for 

chaplaincy with young people, Campbell & Nash (2018) highlight the importance of 

understanding loss. They recognise that the young people and families I met in the 

mental health hospital were grappling with different levels of loss: of hope, ability, 

identity, relationships, and of course health. Understanding this gives the 

practitioner a degree of empathy and compassion in their approach. I would add 

that as a youth minister in a chaplaincy context, I had to navigate my own sense of 

loss too: the fact that young people who I might have developed a rapport with 

would be discharged or transferred in between my visits, the loss my own sense of 

my ability to fix things, and, crucially, the loss of the notion that these young people 

might one day become part of a large, “successful” youth ministry programme which 

I would lead. A friend of mine once suggested that feeling “useless” was a powerful 

pastoral gift, particularly when working with other people who feel useless. In the 

hospital, I felt useless and lost at times, but my role wasn’t to be a charismatic 

leader, as it was in the youth group. Instead of trying to coerce young people into 

the worshiping community, the chaplain can act as a signpost, pointing towards 

something greater and then stepping back, even when that entails a sense of loss. 
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9.2. Empowering Others Feels Disempowering to Those in Charge 
Two of the themes revealed in Chapter Seven are anxiety about retaining young 

people and trying to control and impose order. These themes are both about my 

own sense of power and authority. I want young people to come to the youth group 

and enjoy it so that I look good, and I want to impose order on things in order to try 

to manage my own insecurities. 

In Chapter Six, I wrote about the key youth work principle of empowerment, 

something which has become a buzzword. The risk of using buzzwords is that 

through repetition they can lose their meaning. In some contexts, therefore, 

empowerment can be short-hand for a kind of tokenism; appointing young leaders 

to run the tuck shop without giving them any say in how the youth group is run, or 

asking young people to write supportive statements for a funding bid for a project 

which they were not consulted about. I am guilty of this. These kinds of practices 

are safe. They do not really challenge or change structures and cultures. They are 

also not really empowerment. 

Reflecting on the 2011 London riots, Shukra, Ball & Brown (2012) compare the 

concepts of youth activism and youth participation. Participation work (a phrase 

championed by the New Labour government of 1997-2010) in this context relates to 

Article 12 of the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which states that 

children have the right to share their opinions freely on issues that affect them, and 

that adults should take those opinions seriously (United Nations, 1989). Local 

authorities and third-sector youth work agencies adopted the language of 

participation by implementing young mayoral schemes, bringing young people 

together into youth parliaments, or as young governors, or indeed (as discussed in 

6.4) co-opting young people onto church synods (see Shukra, Ball & Brown 2019). 

In their 2012 paper, Shukra et al critique the participation work as a potential tool for 

coercion: one which seeks to make young people fit into a status quo, rather than 

truly allowing them to challenge it (note the contrast between the language of 

participation and empowerment and the lived reality of New Labour’s antisocial 

behaviour orders and increased state surveillance). The authors go on to suggest 

that the 2011 riots were the result of young people feeling disempowered and 

disenfranchised, unheard by a political system which claimed to take them 

seriously. They note that language around young people was positive as long they 

were participating in the way they were told to, but when they started to protest the 

system, the language of vilification and scapegoating rose to the surface of politics 

and media once again. The language of participation, Shukra et al suggest, can 
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actually be used to disempower. By giving young people the keys to the tuck shop, 

the youth minister reinforces existing power structures, rather than allowing them to 

be challenged. Cooke and Kothari (2001) go so far as to suggest the participation 

work can actually become the friendly face of a new form of tyranny. What authors 

like Shukra, Ball & Brown and Cooke & Kothari reveal is that the language of 

empowerment, which is fundamental to the culture of youth work, poses a threat to 

dominant powers, be they national governments or individual youth ministers. This 

is borne out in my journal, specifically in my desire to control which I discovered as I 

wrote it. On one hand, there is a movement towards empowerment, stepping back 

and letting volunteers lead, and on the other, I find myself wrestling power back 

when they do not run it as I want them to. Holding on to a rivalrous form of power 

leads to confusion, resentment, and ultimately even scapegoating. 

In the context of the hospital, my role is much less empowered than at the youth 

group. It is not my responsibility to retain young people, nor is it within my power to 

do so. This lack of control is the source of some sadness over the course of the 

journal. I write at times about the melancholy I feel when a young person who I got 

on well with gets discharged or transferred between visits, or the heaviness of 

saying goodbye to staff or patients whom I will probably not see again. 

Away from the context of the youth group, this lack of control is also liberating. It is 

not my responsibility to maintain numbers at the hospital. Recently (after the journal 

was written) the hospital experienced an unexpected and prolonged dip in the 

number of admissions on the ward. After several weeks of low numbers, the young 

people were bored, and the staff were becoming anxious about funding. My role as 

chaplain allowed a healthy and helpful detachment from these anxieties. I could talk, 

listen and empathise without feeling guilty or stressed about it myself. A chaplain 

friend of mine described chaplaincy to me as being a “non-anxious presence”. I later 

learned that this term comes from Edwin Friedman’s family systems theory 

(Friedman, 1985). Unfortunately, I discovered Friedman’s work too late to include 

him in this thesis. His focus on religious leaders being self-differentiated, non-

anxious, and present would have made for interesting dialogue partners with the 

themes of this research. 

I am not non-anxious, even as a chaplain. However, I am not anxious about the 

same things that the staff and young people on the ward are anxious about, 

meaning that I can offer my time and attention freely, openly listening to whoever is 

in front me. Not being worried about retaining numbers (or health and safety 
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regulations, or building maintenance, or behaviour management) means that I am 

more aware of my emotional responses to the people around me, which can make 

the work joyful at times, and painful at others. Campbell & Nash (2018) use 

elements of Madson’s (2005) Improv Wisdom in their writing on chaplaincy with 

young people. Particularly relevant is the maxim (also the subtitle of the book), 

“Don’t prepare, just show up”. In a sense, even if it were possible to somehow be 

prepared for every pastoral situation that presented itself at the hospital, doing so 

would have ended up being disempowering for the young people on the ward: it 

would have made the situation about me and the answers I can give. It felt 

uncomfortable, and occasionally scary, to show up to the hospital each week not 

knowing what I would be faced with, but that dynamic allowed me to be more 

flexible and creative, as well as giving young people the upper hand in the 

relationship’s power dynamic. I was a visitor on their turf: they knew the hospital 

better than I did, and I often had to ask them to explain to me what was happening. 

There is Biblical precedence for this. A colleague of mine recently spoke about 

Jesus showing hospitality by making himself a guest. The gospel of Luke makes a 

recurring theme of this. Rather than inviting people to his house, or his church, or 

his youth club, Jesus becomes a guest at Zacchaeus’ house (Luke 19.1-10), asks 

the woman at the well to give him water (John 4.1-42), appears as a resident alien 

to the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24.13-35). In each case, Jesus gives 

the power to the other, taking on the identity of the outsider. At no point does Jesus 

appear to be overly concerned with the retention of his followers. At times, he 

seems to deliberately alienate people (see Matthew 13.10-16). He warns his 

followers of difficult times ahead and does not stop them from leaving (John 6.59-

69). He allows Judas to leave to betray him (John 13.18-30). 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, I am wary of the concept of a “Christlike 

ministry”. However, it is theologically legitimate to recognise what is not a Christlike 

ministry, and I would argue that an anxious focus on the retention of numbers is not. 

In terms of my chaplaincy practice, this is similar to what Swift (2009) refers to as 

“the empty-handed healer”. By divesting themselves of power, and visiting patients 

without an agenda, the chaplain can offer people a safe space to share their 

experiences and feelings. 

9.3. Blurred Boundaries Lead to Rivalry 
The lack of clarity around my sense of professional identity and my role is the result 

of blurred boundaries. My role is not sufficiently clear about what qualifies as my job 

and what does not. My journal reveals a lack of definition around where my role 
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ends and a volunteer’s role begins, for example. I want the young people from the 

mental health hospital to come to the youth group, and I feel disappointed when 

they do not, or worse, when they do come and do not appear to be enjoying 

themselves. I want to be a leader and manager, but I also want to be a friend. 

I have previously written (see 6.3) about youth ministry’s blurred boundaries when it 

comes to leadership and/or friendship, so I will only briefly touch on it here to refer 

to incarnational youth ministry, a concept which seems to be at the core of the 

culture of youth ministry, and arguably has been for nearly two centuries (Dunn & 

Senter, 1997, p.112), despite some shaky theological foundations. 

Gough (2019) offers a critique of incarnational youth ministry, arguing that its 

contemporary advocates are playing a reductionist game with the depth and 

mystery of the Incarnation: overlooking core theological concepts like pre-existence, 

atonement and eschatology (pp.151-153). Of particular relevance to my research is 

Gough’s analysis of the practical implications of incarnational ministry. Of a group of 

fify-seven full-time youth minsters who Gough surveyed, two thirds had given their 

personal phone number to young people, and just over half had given their personal 

address out. Roughly a quarter did not have any boundaries for when they could by 

contacted by young people. “One respondent said he had an open-door policy: ‘For 

the most part, our door stays unlocked and they know they have the freedom to 

come in even if we are not home’” (p.154). 

The idea that, by modelling an incarnational approach to ministry, Christ reveals 

himself to young people through the youth minister leads to burnout, and “problems 

of intimacy between unequal partners” (Bertrand & Hearlson, 2013, p.50). 

In Girardian terms, one could say that these poorly defined boundaries lead to 

resentment and rivalry. This is particularly evident in my journal entries which 

reference my difficult relationship with some of the volunteers. There is rivalry and 

resentment in the areas where our roles overlap, or when my sense of professional 

identity is hazy. This is what Girard calls internal mediation. The closer the subject is 

to the mediator, the greater and more destructive the rivalry. Rivalry is mitigated by 

a clearer definition, and delineation, of roles. 

Kaptein (1993, pp.36-37), in a chapter about the teaching and learning process, 

writes that when a parent or teacher (in this case youth practitioner) is in rivalry with 

a child, they are not really teaching the child anything except rivalry. To teach in a 

way which is free from rivalry, the teacher and student must have clear roles and 

boundaries, which is to say a clear sense of identity. Importantly, the parent/teacher 
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must ultimately be willing to die, to fall back, giving the child the freedom to go his or 

her own way. This is challenging for youth ministry. Because the youth minister is 

“like a friend” to young people, it can be tempting, as demonstrated in my journal, to 

cross boundaries, wanting a return for their emotional investment. In my experience, 

this leads to jealousy when young people seem to like other youth workers more 

than they like me, or resentment when a young person does not keep in touch after 

leaving to university. Clear boundaries, a clear sense of professional identity is vital 

here. To minister freely, the youth practitioner needs to know what their job is, how 

to do it well, and where it ends. 

In my role as chaplain, the boundaries are clearer than they are at the youth group. 

In the context of the youth group, the youth minister is leader, pastor, mentor, 

programme-planner, administrator, communications manager, and behaviour 

management specialist. In many cases, these roles do not finish when the youth 

group finishes. Young people might still contact the youth minister, parents may get 

in touch, social media could need updating or comments responded to. Boundaries 

in this context are not clear or stable, which makes the youth minister vulnerable to 

rivalry, fatigue and even burnout. I have experienced all three of these myself. 

On the other hand, I visit the hospital once a week, for roughly two hours. In that 

time, I only have one job: to engage with young people on a pastoral/spiritual level. 

The hospital has its own staff to manage everything else. When I leave the hospital, 

the young people on the ward cannot contact me directly. If they want to contact 

me, they must do so through a member of hospital staff, and only at certain times. 

The result is that I am more compassionate, more present, in my work at the 

hospital than at the youth group. I am focused, I have time, and I am less pressured. 

It is worth noting that I am not employed by the hospital. The church I work for pays 

me to be the hospital chaplain. I suspect a full-time employed hospital chaplain 

might not recognise my description of chaplaincy. They might relate more closely to 

the youth minister’s role at the youth group. It is the “outsider-ness” of my role at the 

hospital which helps to me to be an “non-anxious presence”, mitigating the effects of 

rivalry and fatigue. 

Although the chaplaincy work is not completely free of moments of resentment and 

rivalry, these themes manifest themselves much more powerfully in the context of 

the youth group, particularly with other youth workers and volunteers. This is the 

result of a culture of ruinous empathy in youth ministry. A failure to confront and 

challenge unproductive attitudes and behaviours leads to antipathy and passive 
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aggression. Instead of a culture of reflective practice, ruinous empathy develops a 

culture of resentment and rivalry. Kaptein describes this as the collapse of structure: 

“As structure disappears, competition increases between everybody. … Everybody 

is to some degree our rival and enemy” (Kaptein, 1993, p.39). Brown describes it as 

a lack of boundaries leading to resentment (Brown, 2019). She suggests 

practitioners use the acronym B.I.G: “What boundaries need to be in place for me to 

stay in my integrity and make the most generous assumptions about you?” (Brown, 

2019). 

9.4. Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have suggested three hermeneutical keys which emerge from my 

analysis: youth ministry is hypermimetic, empowering others feels disempowering to 

those in charge, and blurred boundaries lead to rivalry. I believe that an 

understanding of these three concepts can help youth ministry to become more self-

aware, particularly around the ways in which subconscious thoughts and emotions 

can lead to rivalry, and potentially to abuse. In the conclusion to Chapter Four, I 

suggested that Girard’s work lacks a feminist voice. My analysis here is also 

androcentric. I write from a male perspective, the volunteers who I find myself in 

rivalry with are male, and most of the supporting statements in Chapter Six are from 

male youth ministers. It would make for fruitful further research to explore these 

three hermeneutical keys from a female/feminist perspective, to see if the same 

results emerge (it may significant that the one female voice in Chapter Six’ 

supporting statements was also the voice which was most positive about youth 

ministry occupying a liminal space). 

In the following chapter, I will suggest that if the youth minister can manage the 

creative tension between creating clear boundaries and letting go of power, they will 

be able to become more compassionate and less rivalrous. 
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10. Implications 
In his forward to 2004’s Mission-Shaped Church, Cray suggests that churches are 

“planted, not cloned” (Archbishop’s Council, 2004, p.xii). In this chapter, I will reflect 

on youth ministry in a similar light: asking what it might look like to move away from 

a model of ministry which depends on cloning previous model, towards one that is 

planted and tended with young people (as opposed to for them). This chapter 

represents the contribution to practice which this research has led me to. After a 

theological reflection on identity and the loss of self, using the mystical tradition and 

particularly St John of the Cross, I will return to the ambiguities of youth ministry 

which I presented in Chapter Six, interpreting them through the hermeneutical keys 

presented in the previous chapter. This leads me to Alison’s analysis of the role St 

Peter played in the early Christian community, one which I believe offers a model for 

the role of youth minister. The aim of this chapter is not to offer definitive solutions 

to ambiguities, but to reflect on the ways in which my thinking has changed as a 

result of my research. In Chapter Two, I wrote that evocative first-person narrative 

should open a conversation up, rather than shutting one down, so here in Chapter 

Ten I offer some reflections to be used for further discussion and research, in the 

hope that like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, youth ministry might be “re-

narrated into being” (Alison, 2013, p. 68). 

10.1. The Loss of Self 
In the previous chapter, I wrote that youth ministry is threatened by a lack of 

professional identity, leading it into a state of hypermimetic rivalry. Just as individual 

identity, or self-image, shapes the person in terms of “what stories he tells himself 

about himself, what kind of autobiography he would write, but also what kind of 

judgements he makes of himself” (Turner, 1995, p.228), so does a culture’s identity, 

or self-image, shape the way its members see themselves. Clyne’s paper, 

Uncovering youth ministry’s professional narrative (2015), is a study of youth 

ministry’s sense of self, and it paints a portrait of a conflicted culture. As a result, 

Clyne concludes that youth ministry has created a narrative which constructs 

“stereotypical, negative images of young people and society and culture” and 

excludes “certain ‘types’ of young people” (Clyne, 2015, p.35). Mimetic theory 

explains these kinds of rivalries as being related to a loss of identity. Rigid 

hierarchical structures are unhelpful because they create divisions, but simply doing 

away with structure leads to more monstrous rivalries and violence (see Kaptein, 

1993, pp 38-39). In the Christian apophatic tradition however, the loss of one’s self 

is understood to be a good thing. The question is why in some cases a lack of self 
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leads to rivalry, and in others it leads to beatification. The answer is to do with the 

subject’s willingness to die. 

In Jesus The Forgiving Victim, Alison writes about the possibility of “learning to 

receive identity in the collapse of identity” (Alison, 2013, pp. 328-332). The apostle 

Peter, presented with a blanket full of “unclean” food has to allow an aspect of his 

self to die: specifically, the aspect of him which is bound by ritual purity codes. In 

order to receive the gifts which God presents him, Peter must let go of his ideas 

about what it is to be good, to be pure, even to belong. As a result of losing his 

sense of self, Peter is given a new identity; arguably a transgressive identity. He is 

led to cross boundaries, socialising with “unclean” people, eating “unclean” food, not 

to convert them to his religion, but so as to create a new communal identity with 

them. 

…this former other is inside the same thing as you, on the same terms as 

you, terms which you do not control. It isn’t that you are able to reach out to 

them from a position of firm identity saying “I’m such a kind, generous 

person that I can let you in, and you will become like me.” That would be 

easy. But what has happened here, what Peter is discovering, is that in fact, 

the act of someone being found to be an insider alongside you, on terms not 

dictated by you, means that you are never going to be you again (Alison, 

2013, p.330). 

John of the Cross writes of “the dark night of the soul” as the process by which the 

Christian ego faces annihilation, but which leads to a fuller knowledge of Christ at 

the core of their being. He compares the dark night of the soul to a child being 

weaned: “this is to help the baby let go of its childish ways and experience more 

significant things” (St John of the Cross, 158-p.36). The well-meaning beginner, 

fearful of this apparent loss, clings to spiritual experiences. Flitting from one thing to 

another, there is a risk of becoming caught by pride, anger, envy and greed (pp.37-

57). The problem, writes Turner, is that of possessive selfhood: “The strategies of 

the dark nights are the divine strategies of detachment, detachment, that is to say, 

not merely from a particular self-of-experience, but of the need for a self-of-

experience of any kind” (Turner, 1995, p.244). Loss of self yields fruit when the 

Christian stops desperately holding on to the self, and lets it go. In Girardian 

language, the subject has stopped being afraid of becoming the scapegoat. The 

subject has stopped being afraid of death. 
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In contemplative and mimetic theology, a loss of identity offers the possibility of a 

new creation emerging (see Romans 6.6, Ephesians 4.22-24, Colossians 3.9-11). 

Fighting to retain, or even create, a limited identity (which St Paul calls the old man) 

leads to defensiveness, rivalry, and scapegoating. Clyne’s (2015, p.35) critique of 

youth ministry is relevant here. He wrote that youth ministry has created a 

subculture which keeps young people childlike (defensiveness), isolates them from 

a forbidding “outside” culture (rivalry), and excludes undesirable young people 

(scapegoating) (see also Ward, 1996). 

To move into the kind of community Alison describes, youth ministry needs to be 

willing to die. It is not my suggestion that the church give up ministry with young 

people, but rather that the church be willing to let go of the subculture which youth 

ministry has created. The language associated with youth ministry, including the 

three-domain model described by Naomi Thompson, needs to be deconstructed, 

allowing something new to emerge. With that in mind, I return now to the questions 

posed in Chapter Six about the role of the youth minister. 

10.2. Youth Ministry or Christian Youth Work? 
As a result of this piece of research, I have rediscovered the Christian value of the 

language of youth work as opposed to youth ministry. In order to discover their 

professional identity, youth ministers would do well to adopt some of the languages 

and practices of youth work, potentially at the expense of some of its own 

theological language. St Peter’s experience of discovering a radical new form of 

inclusivity could be expressed as empowerment, voluntary participation, equal 

opportunities, and informal education (see section 6.1.2). 

10.2.1. Empowerment 
Alison suggests that St Peter had to let go of the religious principles and practices 

which previously defined his identity in order to allow a new identity to be formed in 

communion with others whom he formerly believed to be unclean. For the youth 

minister, letting go of religious principles and practices almost certainly feels 

destabilising, even frightening; what if the other is allowed in and they destroy 

everything? There are no comforting words to be offered here. That is the risk. 

Allowing young people to not only eat at the table, but to make the place their own, 

might well lead to the total deconstruction of youth ministry’s already fragile sense of 

identity. Empowerment requires faith in resurrection. The old man has passed away, 

so that a new creation may emerge. It also requires faith in young people. 
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On the 9th October 2012, Malala Yousafzai was shot in the head by the Taliban for 

her belief that girls should be allowed an education. Miraculously, she survived the 

shooting, and has since gone on to campaign globally for women’s education. Now 

a Nobel peace prize winner (the youngest ever recipient of the award), she has 

addressed the United Nations, inspiring world leaders to recommit to the education 

of children everywhere, and has started the Malala Fund, which supports the 

education of girls globally (see Dias, 2013; Husain, 2013; Malala Fund, 2019; Nobel 

Media, 2019). 

In February 2018, Emma Gonzalez was one of the young people who survived a 

school shooting in Parkland, Florida. She responded by joining the Never Again 

MSD movement, started by her peers. At a rally called March for Our Lives, she led 

the gathered crowds in 6 minutes and 20 seconds of silence: the same amount of 

time it took for the shooting to happen. As she stood on stage in silence, tears rolled 

down her cheeks. The powerful image was seen around the world, and as a result 

of her and her friends’ campaign, Florida legislature changed gun laws, raising the 

minimum age for buying firearms, banning bump stocks (which allow a non-

automatic weapon to fire at the rate of an automatic weapon), and establishing 

waiting periods and background checks (see Andone, 2018; Aradillas, 2018; 

Sanchez & Yan, 2018; Witt, 2018). 

At the age of 15, Greta Thunberg began protesting outside of Swedish parliament 

about climate change. In November 2018, she initiated the school strike for climate 

movement, in which 1.4 million people around the world walked out of school to 

protest against political inertia in tackling climate change. Having gained a global 

audience, she has since been nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize, and the fact that 

climate change was a central policy issue in the 2019 European elections has been 

dubbed the Greta Thunberg effect (see Carrington, 2019; Huggler, 2019; Proulx, 

2019). 

These are three prominent examples of empowered young people. Having found a 

voice and a platform, these young women have disrupted prevalent power 

structures and challenged perceived norms, and in doing so have changed the 

world. These are examples of genuine empowerment, not tokenism. Watching the 

footage of Gonzalez confronting NRA spokesperson Dana Loesch on stage about 

gun control is an example of how authentic empowerment can feel disempowering 

to those who are used to being in charge (CNN, 2018). Empowering young people 

requires the youth minister to let go of power, which is frightening. Genuinely 
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empowering young people involves a conscious act of disempowerment for the 

youth minister. The job stops being about controlling young people, shaping them 

into a preconstructed image of what the youth minister thinks they should be, and 

starts being about giving young people the resources, the platform, and the 

responsibility to create something new. 

10.2.2. Voluntary Participation 
Youth ministry, just like youth work, is defined by voluntary participation in the sense 

that nobody is forced to come to youth groups, cell groups, or church. Parents might 

push their children to attend these things, but the youth minister has no authority to 

keep young people coming if they do not want to. I would suggest, based on the 

anxiety which presented itself in my research, that in the model of community which 

Alison describes, the concept of voluntary participation might be extended to the 

youth minister’s own motivations. 

My research reveals anxiety about numbers, and a desire to control, as powerful 

motivators in my work with young people. Extending the concept of voluntary 

participation means the youth minister letting go of the need to control and dictate, 

and to let the community develop organically. It is not up to the youth minister to 

control or dictate to the group, any more than it was up to St Peter to control and 

dictate to the early Christian community. This necessarily involves letting go of 

religious principles and practices. It might be difficult, for example, to embrace the 

concept of voluntary participation in a context that believes nonbelievers are 

destined to eternal damnation. As does empowerment, it requires faith that God is 

present and active in the lives of young people, whether or not they come to the 

youth group, and even whether or not they identify as Christian. 

In the subculture of youth ministry, voluntary participation has been diluted by what 

hooks calls the politics of domination (Brosi & hooks, 2012). The evidence is in my 

journal. I want numbers, I want praise, I want to be in control. The kind of 

community which, in Alison’s interpretation, St Peter is learning about in the book of 

Acts is not defined by any of these things. It is a minority community, a persecuted 

community, and most importantly, one which he does not control. Again, for this 

new community to be born, youth ministry must be willing to die. It might be that 

what emerges is made up of only three people. This is potentially a blow to the 

youth minister’s ego, one which I have first-hand experience of, but if those three 

young people are there because they believe in what the community is doing and 

what it stands for, and because they are part of shaping it, it is a better use of the 

youth minister’s time than running a youth group for 150 young people who are 
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there because they feel they ought to be. The youth minister, as well as the youth 

minister’s manager, funders, stakeholders, etc., needs to make peace with the idea 

they will not save every young person: that is not the role. 

Then the disciples came and asked him, “Why do you speak to them in 

parables?” He answered, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of 

the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given. For to those who 

have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those 

who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. The reason I 

speak to them in parables is that seeing they do not perceive, and hearing 

they do not listen, nor do they understand” (Matthew 13.10-13 NRSV). 

Jesus invites his listeners to take part in a mystery, apparently aware that many 

people will not. In the same way, the youth minister’s role is to invite young people 

to take part in creating something new, being peaceful in the knowledge that many 

will not. 

10.2.3. Equal Opportunities 
Equal opportunities are the logical progression of the kind of empowerment and 

voluntary participation I wrote about above. Of the four core concepts of youth work, 

it is also the one which poses the greatest challenge to youth ministry. That is 

because the church has a problem with prejudice, perhaps most noticeably around 

gender and sexuality. Multiple studies have shown that religious people are more 

likely to hold prejudiced views towards members of the LGBTQ+ community than 

non-adherents (see Fulton et al, 1999; Hunsberger & Jackson, 2005; Murphy, 2017; 

Olson et al, 2006; Roggemans et al, 2015; Stulhofer & Rimac, 2009; Whitley, 2009; 

Yip et al, 2011). This is borne out by my experience. As chaplain to a mental health 

hospital, I am frequently asked by young people if being a Christian means I don’t 

like gay people. The church also has problems with misogyny (see Crawley, 2011; 

Kidd, 2019; Schenk, 2018), classism (see Class Action, 2015; Glassman, 2018; 

Renaud, 2017) and prejudice towards other faiths (see Fraser, 2014; Merino, 2010; 

Sherkat & Lehman, 2018). In this sense, the culture of youth work has something 

fundamentally Christian to teach youth ministry. The inclusivity of the former is 

closer to Jesus’ gospel message than is the exclusivity of the latter. This is not a 

uniquely Girardian interpretation of the gospels. Volf suggests that the appropriate 

Christian response to the primary sin of exclusion is embrace, bringing together the 

languages of theology, Christology and soteriology: 
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(1) The mutuality of a self-giving love in the Trinity (the doctrine of God), (2) 

the outstretched arms of Christ on the cross for the “godless” (the doctrine of 

Christ), (3) the open arms of the ‘father’ receiving the “prodigal” (the doctrine 

of salvation) (Volf, 1996, p.29). 

Scandalous though it may be to a world defined by violence and revenge, Volf 

suggests that the Christian gospel exists to bring together victims and their 

perpetrators, creating a new community rooted in forgiveness and embrace. 

Humanity, he writes, insists on judging the other using moral categories, but God 

calls God’s followers to put relationship over rules; to look beyond divisive 

categorisation towards our mutual humanity (Volf, 1996, pp.99-165). 

Similarly, Gunton (1992) argues that a properly theological understanding of 

otherness depends on the concept of the triune God. A perichoretic theology of the 

trinity allows room for the other, without converting or eradicating it. God is defined 

by relationship, so therefore humanity, created in God’s image, finds it fullness in 

relationship. The hope of Christianity is not the obliteration of otherness into a 

religious homogeneity, nor is it a kind of postmodern liberalism in which the self is 

all. Rather, it is an invitation into a community defined by otherness. When Christian 

youth ministry fails to fully include and empower gay young people, or Muslim young 

people, or working class young people, it has lost its Christian identity. 

10.2.4. Informal Education 
This is another concept which youth ministry and youth work have in common. Both 

are interested in using informal practices to educate young people. The curricula are 

likely to differ (with youth ministry focused on faith formation and religious 

education, and youth work on social need like relationship education, sexual health, 

career advice, etc.) but both cultures use an informal praxis consisting of small 

groups, one-to-one mentoring, and fun. The latter in particular is a by-product of 

voluntary participation: if young people do not enjoy being involved, the fear is that 

they will stop coming. Play is an important pedagogical method. 

When it comes to education, the challenge which youth ministry faces is to do with 

its unstructured model of relationship. With its focus on professionalism, youth work 

has clearer boundaries than youth ministry. This is particularly true of the statutory 

youth sector, which, in the wake of the murder of Victoria Climbié, necessarily 

developed a culture of accountability, service integration, and training (see 

Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009). Youth ministry, in part 

because of its unstable sense of identity, lacks some of those boundaries. In many 
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ways, the lack of red tape and bureaucracy is what makes the culture of youth 

ministry appealing compared to that of statutory youth work, however, as my journal 

demonstrates, a lack of boundaries can lead to unhealthy rivalries, and even 

scapegoating. 

It potentially seems counter-intuitive to write about boundaries in the context of 

Alison’s analysis of the early church. The Petrine community he describes appears 

to be boundary-less, even defined by its lack of boundaries. It is a reaction against a 

culture in which boundaries had become too rigid, reinforcing oppressive power 

structures, creating division between those “on top” from those “on the bottom”. 

Boundaries, far from being antithetical to creating new, egalitarian communities, are 

vital for it. According to Brown, who has researched compassion, boundaries are 

not a hindrance to compassion, but necessary for it. She writes that “the most 

connected and compassionate people … set and respect boundaries” (Brown, 

2013). For the youth minister to be involved in a new community, which they do not 

control, means becoming vulnerable. To attempt to do this without boundaries is not 

just unprofessional, but counterproductive. “Vulnerability without boundaries leads 

to disconnection, distrust and disengagement” (Brown, 2013). 

Boundaries do not need to be oppressive, or even hierarchical. Used well, 

boundaries protect the community from rivalry and scapegoating. A simple, though 

not easy, way of avoiding the kind of rivalry which presented itself in my journal 

would have been to create clearer boundaries and structures. These do not have to 

be hierarchical. Instead, the boundaries could take the shape of jobs to do, with key 

performance indicators and a definition of what success looks like. There are 

obvious, if trivial, examples of jobs for youth workers and volunteers in a youth 

group: running the tuck shop, collecting subs as young people arrive, organising 

games to play in the sports hall, and so on. These are useful in helping to keep a 

group running, but possibly not an exciting vision of a new egalitarian community. 

To create something closer to Alison’s new community would involve giving young 

people, as well as youth workers, the power to help shape and define the 

community’s boundaries. In an as-yet-unpublished study about youth ministry in 

Norway, Tveitereid and Norheim (2019) describe the structural practice of Hekta: a 

youth organisation in the Church of Norway. As they observed the work of the 

organisation, they noticed young people wearing either yellow, blue or red shirts. 

The shirts represent the level of responsibility which the young people hold; yellow 

shirts are for the newly initiated, red shirts are given some leadership 
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responsibilities (leading small groups at camps, for example), and blue shirts are 

essentially the project leaders. The professionals in the project: priests, deacons, 

and catechists (unfortunately dubbed “black shirts”), remain in the background, 

allowing the young people to lead themselves, while offering them pastoral support 

and liaising with parents. 

In a presentation of this paper at the International Association for the Study of Youth 

Ministry Conference in 2019, Tveitereid and Norheim attributed Hekta’s success to 

the structured opportunities for progression for young people. Although this example 

is hierarchical, it is a more radical example of using boundaries to empower young 

people and manage rivalry than simply putting someone in charge of a tuck shop. 

10.3. Friend or Leader? 
Neither of these titles is quite adequate for the youth minister’s position within this 

new community. Taken in isolation, the word friend can imply a lack of professional 

boundaries or a kind of purposeless free-floating relationship (see references to 

Brent, 2004, and Du Feu, 2018, in Chapter Six). Equally, the word leader potentially 

suggests rank, hierarchy, or distance from those being led (accepting that there are 

non-coercive, inclusive models of leadership, as detailed in Chapter Six). Neither 

label appropriately defines the role of the youth minister in the resurrected 

community, and I have struggled to think of myself as either in my ministry. 

Although rivalry and anxiety presented themselves quite powerfully in the model of 

hospital chaplaincy which I have described, that aspect of my role does hold clearer 

boundaries and a more stable sense of professional identity. It is role which 

empowers young people, because I am a guest, not a leader. The patients know 

more about the hospital than I do, and can teach me, the outsider, about it. It is a 

role defined by voluntary participation in that I do not control it. I decide what times I 

show up, but beyond that, I am led by the staff and young people on the ward. 

Nobody is forced to speak to me, and when they do, they steer the conversation. It 

is a role which offers equal opportunities in that the young people on the ward are 

not defined by a unitary vision of community as with a youth group, but are thrust 

together by circumstances outside of their control. Gay young people share a ward 

with straight young people. Working class young people share with middle class 

young people. Muslim young people share with atheist young people. The 

chaplaincy role is one which is present to all of them, and is powerless to exclude or 

isolate. It is also a role which is focused on informal education, not in the sense of 

catechesis (which is arguably formal education), but in that I have insight and 

experience which I bring to the ward, and, crucially, the young people also have 
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insight and experience which educates me. Having had my own grapples with 

mental health, I am often comforted and inspired by the wisdom I have learned on 

the ward. In these ways, my chaplaincy role seems to fit more comfortably within the 

National Youth Agency’s key principles of youth work than classic youth ministry 

models do. 

My role as a visiting chaplain is neither that of a friend, or of a leader. It involves a 

relinquishing of control, and there are clearly delineated boundaries. It is not my 

contention that youth ministers should all become chaplains, but rather that 

chaplaincy offers a model for the kind of relationship a youth minister might have 

with young people in the light of Alison’s description of a new community: there is 

structure, there are boundaries, but there is also an inversed power dynamic, fluidity 

and inclusivity. Hierarchical structures continue to hold the context, but instead of 

trying to climb up to a position of power, the practitioner descends to the bottom to 

be a guest, a servant, a resident alien. Youth ministry would benefit from moving 

away from the language of friendship or leadership, recognising that both of those 

roles carry the baggage of rivalry, and instead moving towards something which 

uses structures and boundaries to challenge the traditional understandings of 

power. 

10.4. Part of the Church, or Something Else? 
Co-opting young people onto parish councils and synods is not a sufficiently radical 

model of inclusion or empowerment. It is not the role of youth ministry to bring 

young people into the decision-making centre of the already-established church. As 

outlined by Klaasen in Chapter Six, there is reason to believe that this causes more 

harm than good. A model of youth ministry which is defined by bringing young 

people “in” will necessarily become involved in hypermimesis, disempowerment, 

and blurred boundaries, as described in the previous chapter. However, the vision 

of the Christian community described by Alison is about ecclesia, in the sense that 

is involves gathering people together, united by a vision of the Kingdom of God. 

Youth ministry, therefore, is not “something else” either. 

Here too, the model of chaplaincy which I practised in the hospital offers some 

signposts. As a chaplain, I was sent by the church to work with young people with 

no expectation of return. It was clear to all that I was a representative of the church, 

but that my role was not to convert, or to bring young people back with me. The 

decision-making centre of the church commissioned me to go to the frontiers and 

stay there. I am not part of the church, because it has sent me out, but I am not 

something else either. 
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Twenty years ago, Ward wrote about two models of youth ministry, inside-out, and 

outside-in. The inside-out model is focused on nurturing a core group of Christian 

young people, and encouraging them to evangelise to their peers, bringing them 

into that core group (Ward, 1997, pp.7-11). Ward suggested at the time that this 

was the most prevalent model of church-based work with young people, and 

Thompson’s (2018) research seems to suggest that this is still the case today. The 

outside-in model is often referred to as “incarnational” youth ministry. Instead of 

starting with a core group of Christian young people, the youth minister is sent by 

the church to meet young people, particularly young people from outside of the 

culture of the church, “on their turf” (Ward, 1997, pp.11-15), learning about their 

culture and language, and sharing the gospel with them on their own terms. This is 

a model of ministry which grew in popularity in the 1970s thanks to works like 

Donovan’s (1978) Christianity Rediscovered, though it has existed for as long as the 

church has, notable examples including Pope Gregory I encouraging St Mellitus to 

“convert” rather than destroying the Anglo-Saxon’s pagan shrines (Markus, pp. 34-

37), or St Paul’s co-option of the altar to an unknown god in evangelising to the 

Athenians (Acts 17:22-34). 

Although on the surface the model of community which I am advocating looks like 

Ward’s incarnational outside-in model of youth ministry, it is not. The issue with the 

outside-in model as described above is its relationship with a kind of colonialism. 

Although the missionary adopts the language and practices of the culture they are 

sent to, the goal is still to convert; to bring people over to the sending church’s way 

of thinking. At its worst, this model of ministry ends up looking like an attempt to 

“civilise the savages”, rather than creating a new, inclusive community. At a 

superficial level, the model of community which I am proposing looks similar to 

Ward’s outside-in model in that it involves being sent by the church, but its goal is 

not to build on an existing empire. 

I am reminded as I write of SpaceX, a private enterprise which is preparing to create 

a human colony on Mars (Woolf, 2016). If successful, the colony will not be a part of 

Earth, but nor will it be something entirely other. It will have Earth in its DNA, in the 

sense that our planet is the source of the mission, but it will not be limited to Earth. 

In the same way, it is my suggestion that youth ministry is involved in creating new 

communities. The youth minister is sent by the church, resourced by the church, 

and formed by the church, but is commissioned to create something new; 

something not limited to the church. 
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The opening chapter of Mission-Shaped Church (Archbishop’s Council, 2004) looks 

at the ways in which wider British culture has changed in the new millennium, 

recognising that cultural understandings of community have evolved since the 

creation of the parish system, and suggesting that the church has a responsibility 

both to engage with, and resist, elements of this change. Sixteen years later, I 

would argue, that the church has been much more focused on resisting than 

engaging, and that where engagement has taken place, it has often been on a 

superficial level (creating apps for smart speakers, meeting in cafes instead of 

traditional church buildings, etc). As with Christianity Rediscovered (Donovan, 

1978), the “Fresh Expressions” which Mission-Shaped Church argues for have 

tended to focus on rebranding, rather than a genuine invitation into creative 

participation. 

In that time since Mission-Shaped Church was written, cultural understandings of 

community have changed exponentially, not least for young people. Smart phones 

and social media sites have changed the ways in which young people communicate 

with each other. Political events like the 2008 financial crash, the refugee crisis and 

Brexit have changed the political landscape. A decade of an austerity-focused 

economic policy has meant that youth centres and other public spaces have closed. 

As I write, in June 2020, the world is facing a global pandemic, with social 

distancing measures in place and bans on public gatherings, meaning that a lot of 

youth work and youth ministry has moved to digital platforms. For the church, and 

youth ministry, to meaningfully connect with young people will require more than a 

rebranding. It will involve discovering entirely new ways of coming together: 

encouraging young people to participate in the creation of new communities, even 

(especially) when their ideas are challenging and uncomfortable. 

10.5. Is Youth Ministry Broken? 
My experience tells me that a lack of clear professional identity leads to 

hypermimesis, unhelpful power structures, and rivalry. In this sense, I do believe 

that the subculture of youth ministry faces a very real risk of “breaking”. Over the 

course of this piece of research, my own practice as a youth minister has faced the 

serious challenges of anxiety, rivalry, resentment, and complicity in making 

scapegoats. I have taken the personal decision to move away from the subculture of 

youth ministry (see 11.1), because it feels worryingly unstable. Breaking, however, 

is part of the Christian story, and it is not the end of it. Death is followed by 

resurrection; new life emerges from broken vessels. Caputo highlights the fact the 

Christian story speaks of “resurrection”, not “resuscitation” (Caputo, 2006, p.256). 
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The latter is a kind of magic trick which plays into the myth of redemptive violence 

which mimetic theory dismantles. The redemptive violence myth tells the story of an 

original goodness; a community, an innocent person, a cultural worldview, which is 

threatened with destruction by outside forces. The violent outside forces are 

defeated, killed, exiled, and the original goodness is restored (see Wink, 2014). The 

hope of the Christian gospel is not a restoration to how things were before they 

were broken, but rather the emergence of something new. The hope of resurrection 

for youth ministry is not that it will miraculously become bigger and better than 

before, but that it will become something different than before (see Revelation 21). 

Hope transpires in – or unleashes – another time, a time of rebirth, 

resurrection, and salvation. … The exigency of suffering is not for 

compensation but for salvation (salut non salaire); the exigency of ruined 

time is to be given a new time. What is required and demanded (exigence) is 

a double gesture in which the subject first undergoes irreparable loss and 

then, without losing the loss, in a precisely non-indemnifying movement, 

demands repair, not as a worker demands a wage, but as a death demands 

resurrection or rebirth (Caputo, 2006, p.248). 

If youth ministry is broken, or breaking, this is a time of tremendous opportunity for 

youth ministers. The call is not to crank the wheel a little bit harder in order to stay 

alive, but to look for where God is creating new life and become involved. My 

suggestion is that the way to look for this new life is to be sent by the church to the 

frontiers where young people already are, girded by the principles of youth work, not 

to convert, but to be converted. 

10.6. A Manifesto for our Times 
In terms of what this might look like in practice, Davies’ (2005) youth work manifesto 

offers a helpful starting point. Written in 2005, at a time in which statutory youth 

services in the UK were well-funded, politically popular and working in partnership 

with schools, social services and the police, Davies’ had the foresight to recognise a 

potential tension between practitioners and funders: the former recognising that 

youth work is labour- and time-intensive, the latter looking for results faster. Just six 

years after the paper was written, the axe of fiscal austerity fell, and the youth 

services more or less disappeared. Davies suggests that the key to youth work’s 

survival lies in recognising and articulating its own distinct contribution to the 

development of young people: complementary to, not in competition with, formal 

education, social work and the criminal justice system. 
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In what he describes as a manifesto for youth work, Davies sets out nine questions, 

which offer a configuration for defining youth work (Davies, 2005, p. 11). Though I 

will not address each of them individually, I thought it was important to include all of 

them here, as they work together to present a coherent vision: 

• Have young people chosen to become involved – is their engagement 

voluntary? 

• Is the practice proactively seeking to tip the balances of power in young 

people’s favour? 

• Are young people perceived and received as young people rather than, as a 

requirement, through the filter of adult-imposed labels? 

• Is the practice starting where young people are starting – particularly with 

their expectation that they will be able to relax, meet friends and have fun? 

• Is a key focus of the practice on the young person as an individual? 

• Is the practice respectful of and actively responsive to young people’s peer 

networks? 

• Is the practice respectful of and actively responsive to young people’s wider 

community and cultural identities, and, where young people choose, is it 

seeking to help them strengthen these? 

• Is the practice seeking to go beyond where young people start, in particular 

by encouraging them to be outward looking, critical and creative in their 

experience and the world around them? 

• Is the practice concerned with how young people feel and as well as with 

[sic] what they know and can do? 

Although the language is not theological, I would suggest that these nine questions 

offer a useful kind of scaffolding to use while seeking to create the kinds of faith-

communities which I have described in this chapter. Seeking to answer each of the 

questions positively will help the youth minister to remain focused on empowering 

young people and maintain a practice of voluntary participation. Davies also offers 

some reflective questions (pp. 23-25) to help set and maintain appropriate 

boundaries, bridling the mimetic rivalry which emerges when those boundaries are 

missing. The second of those questions: “is some youth work intervention in these 

young people’s lives justified?”, is particularly challenging to a culture which lacks 

boundaries, and grapples with pressure to demonstrate numerical growth. To ask 

whether ‘this’ group of young people actually needs youth work/ministry potentially 
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liberates the practitioner to think much more creatively about their sense of 

vocation. 

Inevitably, there is a balance to be struck between, on the one hand, the youth 

minister’s professional and moral responsibility to keep young people safe and 

offering some kind of informal education programme, and on the other, truly 

encouraging young people to discover their own agency and independence., Wright 

(2015) explores this balance from a theological perspective. 

10.7. The Kids are Alright 
Wright (2015) suggests that adults, including those in the field of youth ministry, 

have tended to view adolescent spirituality as something which needs “fixing” (which 

is to say, become more adult-like). She argues that rather than trying to make young 

people conform to an adult-defined model of positive spirituality, youth ministry 

should approach young people from “the starting place that they are not broken, but 

alright” (p. 92). 

A deficit-based starting point, which Wright demonstrates as prevalent in the USA, 

says that young people are inarticulate about faith (Smith, 2015), practising a 

parasitic form of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (Dean, 2010), that their faith is 

individualistic and fragmented (Wright, 2013), and that they are religiously alienated 

(Unreasonable Faith, 2013). From a UK perspective, Savage et al (2006) paint a 

similarly problematised picture of youth spirituality – young people, they argue, are 

just not that interested in religion. 

Wright doesn’t make any attempt to argue with the veracity of these claims, but 

instead suggests that they might be interpreted through a positive filter. Her 

argument is that a deficit approach to youth spirituality sees competence as the 

ultimate goal of spiritual development: the aim is to get young people to a place 

where they do what we do, well. Reframing youth spirituality in a positive light 

pushes beyond competence to contribution (Wright, 2015, p. 104). 

Davies and Wright, both suggest something similar to what Alison is suggesting in 

his interpretation of the early church, something which I believe is holds more 

transformative power than the kind of “rebranding” which Christianity Rediscovered 

(Donovan, 1978) and Mission-Shaped Church (Archbishop’s Council, 20004) end 

up promoting. Coming from different theoretical starting points, Davies, Wright and 

Alison suggest creating new communities in which young people have the creativity, 

the power, and the platform to shape not just the packaging, but the core message. 
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Rather than being passive recipients of the youth minister’s work, young people are 

co-creators, co-researchers, and co-directors. 

This is a potentially scary stance to take because it threatens established power 

structures. It involves trusting that God is not limited to contemporary orthodoxy, 

and trusting that young people are part of a dialogue with truth independent of the 

youth minister’s intervention. Scary though it may be, it is vitally important, not just 

for the spiritual wellbeing of young people, but also for that of the church. 

10.8. Conclusion 
I believe that my research has implications for the field of youth ministry. Most 

significantly, I have written that youth ministry needs to be willing to allow the 

subculture which it has created to die. I have suggested that the language and 

culture of youth work, as well as some of the practices of chaplaincy, help to 

signpost what an alternative vision of youth ministry might look like, but I have 

consciously avoided presenting a one-size-fits-all model of ministry for the field to 

adopt. It is not up to the youth minister to dictate a new practice. Instead, it is to 

bring young people into the narrative, not as subjects, but as co-authors. I have 

used this thesis to tell a personal story which has implications for the field, but the 

next part of the story needs to be written in community, with young people. As such, 

I do not know what will happen in it. 
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11. Conclusion 
In this closing chapter, I give an update on where this research has led me in terms 

of practice and professional development. Undertaking this research journey has led 

to some significant changes in my working life and sense of vocation, not least 

leaving the subculture of youth ministry behind in order to start a new job. I will 

present some of the theory which is now informing my practice before finally 

highlighting the original contributions to knowledge which this thesis has made. 

11.1. A Story about Leaving Youth Ministry 
I originally embarked upon this research because I felt disillusioned by the 

subculture of youth ministry which I have spent all my adult life, and most of my 

adolescence, being formed by. I felt exhausted by the endless ambiguity of the field, 

of not really knowing what I was doing or why I was doing it. I set out to find a 

hermeneutical key to help me understand my own story, in the hope that in doing 

so, I would discover something of value to the culture which I am a part of. I decided 

that social constructivism was the research paradigm that best fit within the 

academic disciplines of youth ministry, practical theology, and autoethnography. 

These schools of thoughts all hold that truth is discovered in relationship and 

narrative, and recognise that personal, local, and subjective experiences reveal a 

kind of epistemology which scientific positivism cannot. I have created a first-

person, evocative narrative, not to tell the story of a truth I already believed in, but to 

discover a truth I did not yet know. 

I told a story about an anxious child who grew into an anxious adolescent, who 

found some comfort in the structures of Evangelical Christian youth ministry. Having 

felt anxious about the apparently chaotic and unstructured world, the boundaries of 

Evangelicalism appealed to me and made me feel safe. I belonged, I was loved, 

and my fears about the world outside were confirmed as righteous. The subculture 

felt like home, and I eventually took the title of youth minister. 

Ultimately the structures of that church setting revealed themselves to be unstable. 

The divide between the goodness of the church and the evil of the secular world 

started to feel less clear. I started to see goodness in the world outside, as well as 

darkness in the structures of the church. Discovering René Girard’s mimetic theory 

gave me a language to understand the anxiety and doubt I was feeling about the 

church. I saw the manifestations of mimetic rivalry, violence and scapegoating. I left 

the Evangelical church but remained within the youth ministry subculture. 
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It is from that position that I presented a series of ambiguities which had presented 

themselves in my experience of youth ministry; ambiguities around identity, 

belonging, and culture. I wrote that youth ministry, far from being the secure place I 

believed it to be as a teenager, is actually a place defined by insecurity and 

uncertainty, pulled between a number of different dualities: youth work or youth 

ministry, friendship or leadership, and being part of the church or being something 

separate from it. 

For a year, I kept a reflective journal, exploring the ways in which these insecurities 

manifested themselves in my work with young people, focusing particularly on the 

Girardian themes of desire, rivalry and scapegoating. My journal focused on two 

hubs of my work: a weekly youth group, and my work as chaplain to young people 

on a mental health ward. As I read through my journal after a year, four key themes 

presented themselves: defining success as retaining young people, a desire to be 

liked, resentment and rivalry, and attempting to control situations, people, and my 

own feelings. These are, I suggested, themes which are unique to me, rooted in my 

own history and beliefs, but they point towards concepts which are relevant to the 

wider cultural field of youth ministry. Those concepts represent the hermeneutical 

keys which I set out to find. 

I have suggested that youth ministry, because of its lack of structure and identity is 

hypermimetic; it is too easily pulled and swayed by conflicting desires and ideas, 

trying as it does to create a sense of self, which Girard calls metaphysical desire. I 

also wrote that although the subculture of youth ministry speaks about empowering 

young people, it finds it hard to do. That is because genuinely empowering young 

people feels disempowering to the youth minister, it involves letting go of control. 

Finally, I wrote that the blurred boundaries which define the field lead to rivalries, 

which, if left unchecked, can lead to scapegoating. 

Using Alison’s illustration of the early Christian community, and particularly the 

example of St Peter, I suggested that these concepts present several implications 

for youth ministry. Most significantly, I wrote that if the field does not want to be 

defined by mimetic rivalry, it needs to be willing to die, and that youth ministers sent 

by the church should be involved in the creation of new communities alongside, as 

opposed to for young people. Echoing the theological movement made by St Peter 

in Acts 10, this means letting go of rivalrous religious convictions in order to 

discover a new, potentially heterodox, communal identity. 
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As a result of this story, and the thinking into which it has led me, earlier this year I 

formally resigned from the church where I have worked for the past eight and a half 

years. I am going to start a new job in the statutory youth sector, empowering young 

people to become involved in local government. I am looking forward to not being a 

“professional Christian”, and to allowing young people to lead the shape of my 

practice. I may return to faith-based work in the future, but for now I am looking 

forward to a new challenge, away from the subculture of youth ministry. 

11.2. Developing Theories 
In Chapter Two (see 2.6.3), I wrote that the aim of social constructivist research is 

not to end a conversation, but to begin a reflective process involving the reader. As 

such, there is scope for further reflection and research in this area. I have become 

particularly interested in the interplay between desire and boundaries, and will 

continue to study those areas, allowing my research to shape my practice. My hope 

is that youth ministers might use the hermeneutical keys I have discovered to make 

sense of my practice to become more aware of their own mimetic desires and 

rivalries, and the dangers of a structure-less practice, to find imaginative ways of 

creating communities with young people. 

11.2.1. Befriending our Desires 
This subheading is taken from the name of Philip Sheldrake’s (2001) book about 

desire. I have found it enlightening, to the extent of clarifying my sense of 

professional identity and changing my practice, to get in touch with my desires and 

the rivalries which they lead to. Traditionally, the church has encouraged its 

adherents to celebrate agape love, and to be wary of eros love (see Sheldrake, 

2001; Leeson, 2015; Leeson, 2019b). The consequence of this is that I have a good 

understanding of my Christian duty to love my neighbour, to clothe the naked, to 

feed the hungry, to make time for “challenging” young people, but a weaker grasp of 

my own desires. Youth ministers are not trained to pay attention to their yearnings, 

and without the light of awareness, those yearnings have the potential to become 

destructive, as I learned through my journal. When paid attention to, however, 

desire can lead the youth minister into a fuller communion with God and with young 

people. 

Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy (n.d.) illustrates this. The long-form poem is a 

piece of literary fiction, albeit one populated by real and historical characters, 

including the poet himself. Dante is led through the layers of hell and purgatory by 

the Greek poet Virgil. As they approach paradise, however, Virgil cannot proceed as 
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he was a pagan (I am not using Dante as an example of good eschatology). 

Instead, Dante is met by Beatrice. When I read the poem for the first time, I found 

myself wondering who Beatrice was. I assumed she was a historical saint, or a 

mythical angel. I learned instead that she was a woman who Dante was in love with. 

His love for her was unrequited, and she died tragically young, but his passionate 

yearning for her led him to writing a book of poetry in her honour (Alighieri, 1295). 

His real-life desire, his eros, for Beatrice leads his fictionalised self to follow her 

through the latter layers of purgatory, into paradise, and ultimately to God. If 

yearning desires are not given attention, or if they are repressed in the name of a 

dualistic religion, they can lead to destructive rivalry, as seen in countless stories of 

abuse. However, if they are listened to, and followed, it is my belief that they will 

lead to God. 

My suggestion, therefore, is that it would be helpful for youth ministers in formation 

to learn how to pay attention to their desires and rivalries as I have done in this 

thesis. There is an ever-growing body of literature about mindfulness, Christian and 

non-Christian, which can help with this. There are countless techniques for 

mindfulness, and again, it is not the place of social constructivist research to dictate 

a particular method. I will continue to explore this area, and my encouragement for 

those involved in the formation of youth ministers is simply that they explore ways of 

helping their students get in touch with their eros. 

11.2.2. Creating Boundaries 
The concept of professional boundaries will not be alien to most new youth 

ministers. Every youth ministry formation course that I am aware of, from in-house 

training run by local churches, to national degree courses, covers the importance of 

creating appropriate professional boundaries as safeguarding. I will therefore not 

focus here on the kind of boundaries which are there to protect youth minister and 

young person from legal and ethical risks, vital though they are. 

What I have become interested in is the limits of my role. In Chapter Ten I 

compared the contexts of the youth group and the mental health hospital, noting 

that in the group, the boundaries of my role were less clear than at the hospital. At 

the youth group, I had an endless list of roles to play and jobs to do, while at the 

hospital, I only had one: to have time for young people. I was not free from mimetic 

rivalry in the hospital (see 8.2), but I did have the freedom and flexibility to practise 

compassion there that I did not at the youth group. I have been learning that it helps 
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everyone if I am clear about what my role is; where it starts and where it stops, who 

it is for and who it is not for. 

My suggestion is that youth ministers in formation are taught how to create 

boundaries and articulate them. Many of the youth ministry job descriptions which I 

have seen are hopelessly vague, essentially telling the youth minister to do 

everything for all young people. For a new youth minister to learn how to define their 

role, and how to explain it to line managers, church congregations, young people 

and parents would be of immeasurable value. The youth minister might decide to 

focus on chaplaincy at a hospital, on detached work at a skate park, or on giving a 

voice to young carers. Whatever the focus, it is crucial that they are aware of the 

limits of their job. It would be even better if churches could learn to write these 

boundaries into job descriptions, but in the meantime, teaching youth ministers how 

to do it for themselves would make a significant difference to the field in terms of 

reducing rivalry. 

11.3. Further Original Contribution to Knowledge 
My main contributions to knowledge are the hermeneutical keys which I present in 

Chapter Nine. Here I highlight two further contributions, related to the overlapping 

disciplines presented in Chapter Two. 

11.3.1. First-Person Evocative Narrative 
To the best of my knowledge, the way in which I have presented this thesis is 

unique to the academic field of youth ministry. I am aware of existing ethnographic 

youth ministry research (much of which I referenced in Chapter Six), but not of 

evocative autoethnography being used in the way in which I have used it here, to 

tell a true, personal story in order discover truths about the field. There are 

examples of stories being used to highlight theory in youth ministry literature, 

particularly from American sources (see Yaconelli, 2006; Root, 2012), but in these 

examples narrative is used as an illustrative tool, helping to explain theory, rather 

than being the source from which theory emerges. Equally, there are some 

examples of what Butz & Besio (2009) term subaltern autoethnography, in which an 

ethnographic group uses narrative to challenge power structures (see Buys & 

Nogueira 2019; Camilleri et al, 2019), but they do not emerge from the western 

church youth ministry subculture which I have written about here, and I have not 

attempted to create a subaltern narrative here. As far as I know, using a first-person 

evocative narrative, not just to convey truth, but to discover it, is an original way of 

producing research within the field of youth ministry. 
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11.3.2. Mimetic Theory and Youth Ministry 
There is very little existing work in applying mimetic theory to youth ministry. In the 

USA, The Raven Foundation, a mimetic theory think tank, offers some resources for 

teaching young people about Girardian ideas (The Raven Foundation, 2018), but 

they are not using mimetic theory to analyse or critique the subculture of youth 

ministry in the way in which I have here. I am not aware of any other research which 

has used Girard’s work to challenge the field as I have aimed to do. 

11.4. Conclusion 
I have found the combination of telling a reflective, personal narrative and engaging 

with Girard’s mimetic theory has given me a greater understanding of power 

dynamics and the ways in which I have, and continue to, use power to satisfy a 

rivalrous ego. I am convinced that an understanding of mimetic theory, coupled with 

critical self-reflection, would be beneficial to everyone involved in ministry: reducing 

instances of spiritual abuse and the unconscious creation of divisions. 
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12. Postscript 
In 1987’s Babette’s Feast, a film based on a short story of the same name by Karen 

Blixen (as Isak Dinesen, 1958), a young French refugee flees to an austere 

Protestant community in Denmark. She offers to cook for her hosts, a pair of elderly 

sisters, in exchange for board. One day, she wins the French lottery, and decides to 

use the money to cook a meal for the community, the likes of which they have never 

seen before. The meal is decadent, sensuous, and of course expensive. It does not 

sit well with the strict Protestant conservatism of the Danish village, who believe this 

kind of luxury to be sinful, even satanic. The Christian viewer is reminded of the 

story of Mary of Bethany washing Jesus’ feet with expensive perfume (John 12.1-8). 

In the Biblical story, Judas, like the inhabitants of the Danish village, is scandalised 

by the extravagant outpouring of love and gratitude, rightly suggesting that the 

perfume could have been sold, and the profits given to the poor. In the film, the 

community agree to eat the meal, to be polite, but decide not to show any sign of 

pleasure or gratitude. Ultimately, the grace of God is revealed in a speech delivered 

by General Lorens, another visitor to the village, who was not aware of the villagers’ 

objections to the meal: 

Mercy and truth have met together. Righteousness and bliss shall kiss each 

other. Man, in his weakness and short-sightedness, believes that he must 

make choices in his life. He trembles at the risks he takes. We do know fear. 

But no. Our choice is of no importance. There comes a time when your eyes 

are opened and we come to realise that mercy is infinite. We need only 

await it with confidence and receive it with gratitude. Mercy imposes no 

conditions. And lo! Everything we have chosen has been granted to us. And 

everything we rejected has also been granted. Yes, we even get back what 

we rejected. For mercy and truth are met together. Righteousness and bliss 

shall kiss one another (Babette’s Feast, 1987). 

In both stories, religious anxiety is challenged by scandalous generosity. Herein, I 

suggest, lies the challenge to youth ministry. In order to begin a new life, to create a 

new community defined by inclusivity and empowerment and held in place by 

appropriate boundaries, the field needs to become open to salvation coming from 

unexpected places. Instead of trying to convert young people to a religion or 

subculture, failing to recognise the ways in which that subculture nurtures rivalry 

and creates scapegoats, the call to youth ministry is to shed its religious anxiety in 

favour of radical humanist generosity. This means allowing the current religion, the 

current subculture, to die, which is not the same as letting go of faith. Quite the 
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opposite, it is only through faith, in God and in young people, that youth ministry can 

step out of its current fragile cultural identity and into something new. 

There is a suggestion that the reason Jesus’ ministry was so offensive to the 

religious leaders of his day was that it looked a lot like atheism (see Alison, 2001; 

Rollins, 2006). Jesus essentially tells the religious community of his day that God, 

as they understand God, does not exist. Their tribal god does not exist. Their 

rivalrous god does not exist. The god who gives them a cultural identity over against 

the other does not exist. Instead, they are encouraged to look for the Kingdom of 

Heaven in human relationships defined by love and justice, and they are particularly 

encouraged to find God in those who are considered sinful (Matthew 21.31), in their 

cultural enemies (Luke 10.25-37), in the mad people (Mark 5.1-20), and in the 

“unclean” people (John 4.4-26). In the same way, I am suggesting that youth 

ministry needs to drop its ideas of who and what God is, what religious goodness 

looks like, and where the boundaries of acceptable compromise lie, in order to 

discover the God who is bigger than comforting religious definitions allow. “And lo! 

Everything we have chosen has been granted to us. And everything we rejected has 

also been granted.” 
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Appendix A: Transcript of Conversation with Duncan 

Morrow 
TL: So, we’re recording. Um… I’ve never done this before, so I feel I should say 

something like… It’s Tim Leeson, with Duncan Morrow, on the… Whatever it is, 

the… 

DM: 9th? 

TL: The 9th of November, and um… Yeah, we’re talking about the journal that I’ve 

spent a year writing, reflecting on my desires and anxieties within youth work in two 

settings: within the youth group and within a mental health hospital. And what I’m 

hoping from this conversation is that we’ll do what I’ve seen you do before in 

groups, which is that you’ll help me apply some of the… Girard’s mimetic theory to 

the quite personal stuff that I’ve written about and that you’ve read, um… So there’s 

no real structure, I’ve got no set questions, but what would be really interesting for 

me, and what would help make the data stronger when I’m coming to writing about it 

is just to hear, kind of, as you were reading the text, what are the things that kind of 

stood out to you, what are the themes that you saw? ‘Cos I’ve started to draw 

themes out in my analysis, but I wonder if they’re the same themes that you see, 

and yeah. It would just be great to hear as you were reading it, what were the kind 

of issues that presented themselves to you? 

DM: Um. Okay, these are probably a bit unformed, so we’ll probably get into it and 

you can take it where you want to take it. Um… I suppose, um, the first thing I would 

say to you is, what strikes me watching it is that it’s very hard to be a youth worker. 

TL: Okay, okay, that’s interesting. 

DM: *Laughs* Because you’re, um, the nature of the job is, uh, very unstructured. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: So you get next to nothing, from… And this may not be right, it may be worth 

exploring this a little bit, what is the… In a sense, what is it you are doing for the 

young people? Other than, and this sounds like it’s putting you down, but it’s not, 

other than providing a presence which is safe for them. Because if, um, essentially, 

the first point is that your task is to engage with those people who come across your 

path and to create a space which is somehow or other safe for them. Safe for them 

to do what? Safe for them to not have to, uh, worry about external threats, but also 
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to start to find in the space a way to begin to explore the things that stay with them 

when they are actually in the safe place. So that you’re… But you can’t, you can’t, 

the… timetable of what happens, the possibilities that emerge, you only have a very 

limited degree of control or of structural possibility to actually make happen. 

TL: Yeah, yeah. 

DM: So an awful lot of if it is… It’s almost detached youth work in a sense. Is it 

detached youth work? 

TL: I mean, it probably wouldn’t quite fit with that label, but there are definitely… 

DM: No, you’re going out on the street just talking to people. 

TL: That’s right, that’s right, yeah, yeah. But the skills of detached youth work are 

there, especially I would say in the mental health hospital more than in the youth 

group. There’s the skills of starting a conversation with a complete stranger in a 

territory that’s not my own territory. With the youth group it’s different because they 

come to me, and I’m in charge, and they know that I'm in charge, but with the 

mental health hospital it feels like detached youth work, even though I wouldn’t… In 

a youth work conference I wouldn’t use that label because that has different 

connotations, like you said about going out into the street and that kind of stuff, 

which is not what it is. So, what… 

DM: So in some senses you’re… I was interested in… In a sense, what is it that you 

understand your job to be beyond that, because and that is such an important part 

of what you might be doing that it is… because then that starts to say, um, the story 

what you’re doing is in the extent to which, uh, that has been a reality, both for you 

and for them. Because actually, um, I suppose I also thought, in fact, you’re not 

anxious most of the time. You don’t appear to be anxious most of the time. 

TL: No, that’s true. Not in those contexts, that’s true. 

DM: You appear to be um, and so the one bit I wondered was how do you measure 

your own sense of what it is you’re trying to do. 

TL: Yeah. That’s such a… I mean what comes to mind while you’re talking is the 

um… You know the Kaptein thing about the collapse of structure? 

DM: Yeah. 

TL: He’s got that drawing of the triangle that slowly collapses. So that, um, is quite 

representative of my journey because I started out in a fairly conservative Evangelic 
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church where the structure of the youth worker’s job was very clear, right? So it was 

about getting young people into church, into a place where they can say a 

confession of faith, call themselves Christians, and then once they’ve done it it’s 

keeping them there. So there was very clear… I knew what I was supposed to be 

doing. And in the past fourteen years, I have kind of moved away from that church 

scene and that, kind of, evangelism and discipleship model, um, with a capital E and 

a capital D, you know. It doesn’t quite float by boat anymore, it doesn’t quite do it for 

me. And so the question that I’ve had, really since I started in this job six and a half 

years ago, is, um, so what am I doing? What is the purpose of this job? Um, and it’s 

a really, um… There are days when that’s clearer than others, and I can say kind of 

nice-sounding, but ultimately kind of meaningless things like, you know, 

“representing the love of Christ to young people,” and “providing a space for 

hospitality,” and all that kind of stuff, which is all… Yeah, of course, of course that’s 

what it’s about, but what does that mean? What am I actually doing? Who is this 

actually for? Um… Is a question that I face. Um. And in fact I’ve just written a thing 

about it, there’s an organisation in London called Concrete, and I’ve just written a 

post for them about exactly that question, saying, you know, we all know it’s not 

about bums on seats, but we’re all still subconsciously anxiously trying to get bums 

on seats. 

DM: Yeah, of course. 

TL: Because that’s the only model that we know, that’s the structure we’re familiar 

with. 

DM: It’s also, um, numbers is the great measure. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: I mean I suppose, if I, I’m just going to draw on the back of your um… I’ll give 

myself at least four diagrams here *laughs* 

TL: I’ll have to take some pictures of these. 

DM: No, you can keep them. 

TL: That’s great. 
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Figure 31: Pyramid of Structure 

DM: Essentially they… The dream of, if you like, classical 

Evangelical youth work is to apply a classic… Is to go back 

to something which is ordered. Very ordered. In which 

there’s a very clear understanding of what you’re doing, 

the, as you say, the idea is to invite young people into this 

church and then keep them there. The difficulty is that this 

structure is incapable actually of um, containing everything 

that’s coming into it. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: Because in the modern world, in fact, the rivalry is all going on. And that, in the 

Evangelical churches, finds its ways into all sorts of things. It finds its ways into very 

strong authoritarianism, it finds its ways into violence, it finds its ways into sexual 

relations which go crazy, in fact, it then… All sorts of deviant behaviour which is 

then not allowable, and there’s no room to speak about it. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: Because this insists that you’re good as marked out by this *indicating pyramid 

of structure*. Jesus is somewhere near the top of this pyramid. 

TL: Yeah, yeah, that’s right, yeah! 

DM: And he’s judging you. 

TL: Yeah, yeah. 

DM: And the difficulty is, if that’s the kind of Evangelical model, what you’re trying to 
Figure 32: The Chaos do is re-establish, it’s not… It’s basically a reaction to the chaos they 
Outside 

feel outside. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: That outside is this chaos. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And a lot of people that are attracted to these communities are actually people 

that actually belong a lot of their reality to this *indicates the chaos outside*, and this 

is *pyramid of structure* to a degree, to one degree or another, at least respite from 

that *chaos outside*. 

TL: Yeah, absolutely, yeah. 
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Figure 33: The Pyramid of Structure and the Chaos 
Outside 

DM: So it functions like respite but it is not actually finally safe, because it can’t 

withstand it. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And so you have to spend all your 

time oscillating almost between 

permissible desires and non-

permissible… 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: So, so what do you do with the non-permissible? Where does it go? What 

happens? And yet this world *pyramid of structure* is full of non-permissible desire 

and all sorts of activities which may be from stealing to wanting somebody else’s 

wife to, uh, wanting whatever whatever whatever, it doesn’t actually matter, but the 

range of possibilities… So it oscillates. (10:47) But in fact it’s… in my terms, actually 

the plus and minus are the same thing. There is a despair in them. There is despair. 

TL: Oh yeah, yeah. 

DM: There is a despair in here now. It’s also though to not overly judge. It is a very 

understable… Pietism, you know, between the pure and the not-pure, you need to 

keep yourself out of it. 

TL: It’s really attractive. 

DM: Yeah, and there’s a kind of an automatic wisdom about it, which is, “Actually I 

have to get out of here” *the chaos outside*, because this is very dangerous and 

this is making scapegoats, and this is, you could be a victim at any moment and you 

could lose at any moment, and you don’t belong, and at least God loves you, and 

uh, you can rest in here *pyramid of structure* and that’s okay. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: The problem is that, and fundamental to religion in every form, and that could 

also be [Marxism] to some degree, you know, the militant tendencies, all these 

things have the same shape: radical Islam, uh… All these things have the same 

shape, which is this *pyramid of structure* is the twin of the chaos. But at some level 

or other is very, very deeply threatened by this chaos, so it enters this chaos 

fundamentally, in other words it tries to impose itself on it. 

TL: Yes. 
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DM: So everybody else, who doesn’t belong to it *PoS*, all they can see is the 

violence. So a lot of people think evangelical Christianity and hard-line Islam and 

Marxism are characterised by this fundamental insistence of “You become like me 

before you’re acceptable.” 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And therefore, the… and… everybody else is in some sense or other going to 

hell. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And part of the problem is they’re not entirely wrong, but actually for people hell 

is preferable to this *PoS*. Because I am the scapegoat of this *Pos*, I cannot fit 

into your schema. 

TL: This *PoS* is hell. 

DM: Yeah. So they’re both kind of different types of hell. But for some people who 

escape this *PoS* for a time this *CO* looks like freedom, and for some people who 

escape this *CO* for a time, this *PoS* looks like freedom. 

TL: Yeah, that’s true, yeah. I know those narratives. 

DM: And I suppose the early versions of this *PoS* are in the Salvation Army and 

things like that where people give their testimonies, you know, “I once was a druggy, 

and now because I met the Lord, I am healed.” 

TL: Yes, yes. 

DM: And that was a kind of way of witnessing that went on in these congregations, 

people stand up and give their testimony and all this kind of thing. And it is true. It is 

not not-true. But there’s also people here *CO* who you meet who go, “I was once a 

member of an Evangelical church and I was very badly injured by it because they 

told me I was a bad person and they shunned me and they threw me out and it was 

just horrendous.” And it was. And so, depending on the story, these are two 

attempted solutions to each other’s problems. So youth work in this situation *PoS* 

is usually about… you’re effectively a military officer, you’re a non-commissioned 

officer, your task is as a professional working within the system to further the 

system, but the kingdom is something like this anyway. The vision of what it is 

you’re trying to create, Heaven, implicitly has something to do with this already, this 
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is… And funnily enough, you know, in this *PoS* there are certain moments in 

which this is a wonderful experience. 

TL: Oh yeah, of course! 

DM: It’s very clearly a wonderful experience, but you know, when you see how for 

example, the ones, the some of them, that descend into essentially mass hysteria 

which is always associated with the spirit, which is, you let this *CO* into this *PoS*, 

and you let this chaos into this space, and then it’s all ordered. So the kind of 

Charismatic, that kind of Pentacostal high emotional stuff, people love it because it’s 

giving a safe space within which to do all this *CO*. 

TL: I mean that’s what I grew up in. 

DM: So essentially you’re having a kind of controlled orgy. 

TL: Yeah, right, within safe boundaries, with no guilt… 

DM: With no guilt. In fact, it is welcomed because the spirit is moving. And it’s clear, 

you know, that for… really even early on in Paul, that some congregations, you 

know the tongues and all of this, was happening. Because clearly the arrival of the 

gospel released all sorts of feelings. All sorts of feelings which were uncontrollable, 

they were essentially things which had possibly been locked up for a long time, but 

now you have somewhere to express them. And even in that place, you move from 

a space where I suppose they didn’t really think about feelings *inaudible* and it’s 

incredibly powerful, and people mistake that high ecstacy, which comes with that, 

and that huge amounts of up and down it goes through, with the spirit itself. 

TL: Yeah, yeah. 

DM: That is what they think the spirit is. The spirit is this safe chaos. And you’re not 

real if you don’t have the tongues and there’s something that goes on here, this is 

God’s favour on you, and all this stuff. 

TL: And actually, when I was in that scene, I always really struggled with that 

because the ordered triangle was always really attractive to me, and is still actually 

really attractive to me… 

DM: Yeah, of course it is! And actually, compared to the two… I mean fascism is 

very attractive in the middle of chaos. There’s always a chaos underpinning it. The 

problem with fascism, and fundamentalism, and all of these kinds of forms of 

authority are that in Girardian thinking, conservatism is simply keeping the tradition, 
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within, yes, the structures have their origins in scapegoating, but nevertheless 

they’re so hidden and you can do it in good conscience. 

TL: Yeah, yeah. 

DM: So you are simply living in your village in the top of the mountains and women 

do this and men do this and children do this, and it all changes and then older 

people get this… So you have these… life moves along on rituals and your place is 

given to you in the village, you are the this, you are the that, whatever you think 

about it. And when it’s working, it’s unreflexive, it’s non-feeling, it is simply 

happening. Because this is my life. I suspect it’s how if you look at the Amazon 

jungle people live. In other words, they know how their life is, they know the story, 

and they know the rituals, and that doesn’t mean they don’t fight, but you have your 

place and there are ways which work their way out, and you get up in the morning 

and you go to bed at night and that’s the way it is. That’s conservatism. Neo-

conservatism is when you try to recreate that after it’s already here. In other words, 

the chaos already exists, and you’re trying to go back to some kind of archaic… So 

the only way you can do that is to impose and order. And you know something, 

actually, you could even argue that in some ways the best of these are very good 

things. The best of these are really wonderful things. I mean Methodism in some 

ways was the response of the English working class to the industrial revolution. 

TL: Okay. 

DM: In other words, you have the total disruption of everyday life going on in front of 

people there, their fundamental basis of existence is being changed very very 

quickly right in front of their eyes, and you know, socialism is coming up, Marxism’s 

coming up, all of these things and the Methodist church emerges whose preaching 

speaks to that. And it gives people a space within which to order… It’s a working 

class community, it’s very low, they don’t have any sense of themselves but they do 

have a place for people, and Wesley created a space for people. And I personally 

think it’s a great achievement. You know he gave people a language with which to 

understand it which wasn’t angry, which wasn’t resentful, which kept them in a 

community, which… You know, so some of these churches, you know, are a 

godsend! They’re a godsend. In Northern Ireland you hear people say, “Actually if 

you live in a working class Protestant community, your choice is you join the 

paramilitaries or you get saved. And getting saved is better. 

TL: Yeah, well given the options, yeah! 
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DM: And our ministry, we stand up at the front of the church and say, “I was born on 

the Shankill Road, and if it hadn’t been for getting saved, I’d have been a 

paramilitary.” That’s what people say. And it’s incredibly authentic, and it’s 

absolutely real and he knows it, to his bones it’s true. But he lives then out of a 

personal gratitude. And, frankly, Jesus is a better one that the other ones although 

fundamentalist Christianity in America is taking a line which is essentially that 

they’re the only supporters of Trump now. 

TL: Yeah, yeah. 

DM: Because you know he’s the good guy and everybody else is the bad guys. And 

yes there are people who must be manipulating that, but there are people who live 

in towns in Oklahoma who just believe that. They’re perfectly decent people. But it 

must true, this *OC* is where the enemy lives, in the Sodom and Gomorrah New 

York. 

TL: Yeah, that’s right. Hilary Clinton… 

DM: All these things they do… The men look like women and the women look like 

men, and all your categories are distinguished, and they come and they do 

everything that’s wrong and they want permission for all the wrong things, and so 

the respsonse is, “No we’ll do everything right,” but in there we also know there’s 

even more chaos because they’re all getting divorced, they’re all stealing money, 

they’re all… You know they can’t keep out of it. So you get that, and it looks a bit 

tinpot at the worst. It looks like blame, it looks like it’s not… it’s the difference 

between new wealth and old wealth. 

TL: Mm-hm. 

DM: So that’s one kind of youth work, you’re working within that framework. No, 

essentially Girard says that actually the disintegration of this *ToS*, the 

disintegration of the old system, paradoxically, is a function of the gospel. Because 

the gospel itself… Jesus is not there *top of the triangle*, he’s here *bottom of the 

triangle*. He’s at the bottom of the story. He’s always here, that’s the problem. And 

so once people, and I suppose the first one is Peter, become mimetic with this, they 

start looking at the world from this angle. This *ToS* can’t survive. Because it’s 

been seen through. In other words, it’s almost like an acid, it just erodes it. Because 

the truth is out, and it no longer can control the sense of what the truth is. So [Girard 

argues], in part of his work, that the position of the Jewish people at the point of 

Palestine was a microcosm of the position of the modern world. In other words, 
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    Figure 34: Mimesis with God 

there was no way back against the Roman empire for them. They had to decide 

how to deal with Israel, which was simply too big. And so the picture you get is The 

Life of Brian of masses and masses of different groups all claiming to be, you know, 

The National Front of Judea, and you’ve got the Pharisees and the Sadducees and 

all these different groups who are claiming to have God. Now, the critique of the 

Jews inside the Christian scriptures is, “But actually, you already had the remedy, 

you knew something about this as people,” and so that fact that it’s happening in 

Jewish culture is really important, because in a sense the Jews, a bit like the 

Christians, are the same as everybody else, but they do have this one thing. And in 

a sense that’s what Jesus, he’s the person who emerges who sees it. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And who sticks with his faith in a different kind of 

god, his Father, so his mimetic model is a different god. 

And this god has no violence in it, and so the response, 

he says, of the Jewish people must be to respond in 

mimesis. And so the doctrine is that Jesus and God are 

one, but that’s a mimetic statement. It’s a statement of 

their mimetic relationship. And especially as he says, “I have to die so that the spirit 

will come,” that when he dies he effectively goes to this place, and that spirit is 

released into the world. That spirit that comes from this relationship is now released 

into the world. So these three things coexist: this is the trinity. The trinity is a way of 

trying to describe this. And it also then says, in some mysterious way, if we can 

access this, and stick with this, it exists past death. We don’t know what that means. 

So this exists out of time. But here’s the inversion: our access to God is actually 

easier through Jesus. It’s not that know Jesus is like God, it’s that we know God is 

like Jesus. And so the critical thing, and we can do a bit of theology, the story of 

Paul in Acts is essentially of his having been an absolute warrior for this side 

*Pos/CO*, suddenly realising (the road to Damascus) this is where it is *MwG*. 

You’re coming to a relationship with this. And then he goes blind. He can’t see. All 

his reference points are from this side *PoS/CO*. 

TL: Okay, yeah, that’s great. 

DM: And he has no reference points anymore. And so he has to go and meet 

someone who pulls him up in a basket or whatever it is, but the story of blindness is 

the experience. What you know is that the old is gone, the old is dead, the new is 
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not yet born, and in between, but his in between is gone, he’s just moved across. So 

conversion is literally to convert one thing into the other. 

TL: Yeah, yeah. 

DM: So therefore, the church … is a complex kind of transitional thing. It is both this 

*PoS/Co* and this *MwG*. Because it is a worldly institution existing in the world 

with its interests and its properties and its concerns. And it carries a story which 

constantly takes it here *MwG*. And managing that is really hard. Managing that is 

really, really hard because it’s inherently unstable. It’s also the vehicle of erosion, 

and what’s happening in this era is that the church is being eroded by its own 

insights. In other words, what is it being accused of? It’s being accused of abusing 

power, using violence, being self-righteous, doing all these things… But in a deep 

sense what else did we expect? You know, we are the Jewish people of our time. 

This is exactly what the critique of Jesus as a Jew was of his own people. You 

should know this. You should know this. But this transition from the certainty of a 

God who is the God of a system, in other words the top of the system is the God of 

it, to actually God is alongside the people, alongside everybody, and therefore most 

profoundly among the people at the bottom, this transition is at some level or 

other… You can’t go back. You can’t go back. You can’t restore this one *PoS/CO*, 

but this one *MwG* has far less compass points. The language is, “follow me.” 

That’s the only instruction we have. And the community is the community of people 

who are somehow “follow me.” And in as far as it’s a church community, what it is a 

group of people who speak about their experiences of this, talk about their feelings, 

who mutually acknowledge their own [forgiveness], but also who recognise in each 

other people who are in the same predicament. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: So there’s a possibility of sharing in all of this, and we all get the same bread. 

But! But but but. And this is where the issue comes. Doing any work from here 

*MwG* is new work, different work. 

TL: It’s so easy, isn’t it, to make this *MwG* into that *PoS/CO*, and so you start 

with the right idea of following Jesus, and we need a little bit of structure to figure 

out how to follow Jesus together, and quickly it becomes a [*PoS*]. 

DM: And here’s the truth: we do [need a little bit of structure]. Because it is 

impossible to exist in this world without a degree of structure and order. Which is 

why you have, I suppose the ritual is, at a deep level, Sabbath. You have a moment 
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where you stop. … The only way to work in this world is to go along and do your bit 

and then have time out. And then go along, and then time out. But the part of your 

work, some of which may be directly reflective of what’s just happened, and some of 

it may literally be just breathing. So the contemplative, actually, it’s more important 

that some people just aren’t part of this world *CO*. Some people just aren’t part of 

this world, we need the monastic tradition. People think they’re doing nothing, that’s 

always the accusation, “What’s the point in being a monk?” In fact, if it’s working 

what it is is they’re people who are bringing this possibility *MwG* into the world. 

TL: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

DM: By simply being there. And giving people the possibility to find it for 

themselves. There’s a sense in which they’re doing something for all of us. Now, 

when you say, going back to the core of this matter, that… In some sense or other, 

to be a youth worker, to be any professional, is to work here *PoS*. We’re all 

working in the cultural world. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: So the bit in the On the Way of 

Freedom, which is probably most 

useful here, is the stuff around the left-

hand world and the right-hand world. 

Where he says, on the left, if the put 

the world of culture: the kind of 

ordinary, everyday world, and then 

you have this faith world. Actually the 

faith journey has something to do with 

this *oscillating between the two 

worlds*. You know, you’re moving 

hopefully in a direction towards this side, but most of it is living in this world 

*PoS/CO*, kind of infected by this world *MwG*. So you must not expect yourself to 

be perfect. One thing you must not do is get obsessed about what is the right thing 

to do. Because if you get obsessed by the right thing to do, that will become a 

model obstacle. Because that’s you trying to be good again. And you may succeed 

for a while, but you’ll probably fail after that. 

TL: Yeah. 

Figure 35: Left-Hand World, Right-Hand World 
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DM: And so the experience is of up and down. The attempt to be good. So in some 

sense or other, for me, all professionals… Because a professional being is a being 

that’s given to us by a culture that describes that job. So I am a youth worker. I am a 

lecturer. There is something that goes with that word, lecturer, that tells me what I 

have to do. I have to show up and teach students, I have to do some research, I 

have to… That is what I have agreed to do, I have undertaken that, and that is 

therefore part of me. And when I’m in that world, there are certain things that belong 

to that. So a good youth worker, and you are clearly a good youth worker, your task 

is to make sure you’re there for the kids. Regularity is a good thing, consistency, 

make sure they have things they can do, make sure the doors are open, make sure 

they know what we’re going to do next, and that the lines are there, and when things 

go wrong, picking it up again, doing it again, that’s good. So there a sense in which 

there is still a ritual attached to that. There is a structure attached to that. You have 

responsibilities, and you can take them on, so long as you say, “I am a youth 

worker. That’s what I do. I am a youth minister.” 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And if anybody asks you, you say, “These are the things I do.” And you also, at 

some sense, tell a story about yourself, and the word myth means that it’s probably 

still told from this side of the equation *Tos/CO*. And you’re a Christian youth 

worker. And at some level or other, you as a person are in this world with a 

relationship to this world *MwG*. In other words, with a relationship to knowing that 

you don’t actually have to strive for your value. This is what this is, that essentially, 

even if you were to lose your job, even if everything was to go, nothing can separate 

you from your being, and that is a piece of news here. This *MwG* is the only being 

I have. This *PoS/CO* is madness, because I don’t have a being. Metaphysical 

desire, you know, I have no sense of my own being, so I have to get it off other 

people and they’re great. In this world *MwG* you just move on, in this world 

*PoS/CO* you look to a certain person at the top, which is a terrible burden for 

anybody who’s good at the top. I mean it’s an awful place to be. I mean the queen is 

in a gold cage. She lives here *at the top of PoS* and it’s awful. It must be 

horrendous. But she’s totally duty. And that duty has saved that institution because 

if she hadn’t been duty, it would just be this *CO*. And that’s the great risk they 

have now, is what to do, because, for example, in order for duty she had to cast out 

Diana. 

TL: Wow. 
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DM: Because Diana was this *CO*. This is almost like an Evangelical meets 

somebody [from the outside]. They had no place for her. So it was very cruel, it was 

Figure 36: Awareness in 

extremely cold, they had no way to deal with that. They didn’t 

quite know how to work it. So I don’t know what’ll happen in the 

next generation, for example. Who knows? So you’re a youth 

worker in this world *Tos/CO*, and if people say your job is to 

bring people to Christ, first of all it’s a very high aspiration so 

I’d worry a little bit about that, actually your job is to stay 
Mimetics 

faithful to this *MwG*. And let Christ bring them to himself. In 

as far as you are the vehicle for it, and you’ve no idea, frankly. Because in mimetics, 

the issue is that we’re aware of this part *a small part of ourselves*, but the people 

we’re with are relating to the whole. So, Jesus working through us is maybe working 

in this part *the unaware part*, not this part *the aware part*. But because we can’t 

know, we have the great advantage that actually we can stop worrying about it. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: In other words, your job is to do that *MwG*. And then, to come back to work, 

and see what that does. And then as far as they ask you, you tell them about it. In 

as far as you want to invite to things, “Do you want to come to this?” That’s fine. In 

as far as you say, “I’m going to put this in your path and it’s up to you if you want to 

come.” That’s fine. Now I suspect that the form of people following in this world 

*MwG* is very complicated. In other words, it is possibly the truth, the parable of the 

sower and the seed, where the seed lands on different ground at different points. 

The truth is, you have no idea… Since that parable says to me that we are all all 

these different grounds, so sometimes we’re the thorns, sometimes we’re the 

*inaudible*, sometimes we’re fertile ground! So the way you read that parable if 

you’re in here *PoS* is, “We’re the fertile ground and other people are the thorny 

ground.” The way you read it in here *MwG* is, “Actually this is a description of me 

and all my different parts. There are days when I’m this, there are days when I’m 

like this, there is that...” And actually sometimes you don't quite know. And you don’t 

know what’s happening for your young people. So who they are in any given day, 

any given year, any different setup, is complicated. So them of them may say very 

very quickly, “this is really interesting,” but it might only be one or two. 

TL: Yeah, yeah. 

DM: Some of them may be interested but not move, and you have no idea whether 

in ten years’ time they’ll come back to somebody and say, “It was really good. That 
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was a very interesting moment.” Because in mimesis, the issue is, these things are 

all part of our lives, and how they work we cannot control, because they’re 

relational. And therefore what I say lands differently with me than with the next 

person sitting there. And what you say lands differently. And it’s so complicated we 

can’t possibly know. And so in a sense, as with all professionals, it is this kind of 

Lutheran moment, it is “Love God and sin boldly.” Or sin boldly and believe in the 

Lord Jesus Christ even more boldly. And of the gifts of here *MwG* is stop worrying 

about it. Stop worrying about it. And because you stop worrying about it, in as far as 

you can, you literally go, “Okay, I don’t know if I’m doing anything, but I’m doing 

what I can within the possibilities of this,” and one of the wonderful things about this 

job is that it gives me the chance both to be with young people that I like and around 

a church which keeps me somehow grounded which I need. So you’ve got two great 

advantages. So lucky you. 

TL: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

DM: At which point, you know, take no thought for tomorrow because… don’t worry 

about. And faith is actually something like, “and in God’s good time, this will all give 

its own prosperity(?).” Now the difficulty for you is working against the expectations 

of this world, where you have to have fifty people and they all need to have signed 

up to the Westminster confession of faith by Friday, even if they don’t believe it. 

*inaudible* Because they never believed it! No amount of writing on the ascension 

means that you believe it more than you didn’t. This was always the problem with 

the Christian Union: they always make people sign up to things, rather than say, 

“Here’s what we think, let’s talk about it, it’ll be interesting. Maybe you’ll come with 

something we’ve not thought about.” But they can’t live with that. And it might even 

be that their confession of faith is a useful starting point. That’s how Alpha works. At 

some level or other, I mean I think it’s rubbish, but at some level or other if it’s open-

handed, it doesn’t matter if its rubbish, you can start a good conversation from 

rubbish. 

TL: Yeah. So years and years ago, well before I started this job, I took some young 

people to a youth event in Brentwood, twenty minutes down the road from here, and 

it was a big, you know, Christian band and Christian rapper, and I mean it was 

awful, it was really awful. But they did a kind of altar call and um, the altar call 

basically went, “When you die, where do you want to go? Basically, which place do 

you want to go? Hands up if you want to go to Heaven rather than the other place!” 

And so obviously everybody puts their hands up, including the young people who I 
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was with, many of whom weren’t Christians. And after the event everybody was 

putting themselves on the back, saying, “Did you see how many people put their 

hands up tonight to become Christians?” And a couple of weeks I mentioned 

something to one of the girls in my youth group, and she went, “I’m not a Christian, 

no.” And I said, “But you put your hands up at that thing,” and she went, “That’s 

because everybody was putting their hands up.” And that’s so often the story, isn’t 

it? And hats off to her for being so aware of the fact that she knew that’s why she 

was doing it, you know, she didn’t even try to use the Christian language, she just 

went, “No, no, it doesn’t interest me at all, I just didn’t want to be the odd one out.” 

DM: And the decisive issue isn’t that, the decisive issue is to what extent does this 

become the mimetic model. And the complicated issue, and I don’t know the answer 

to this myself because it’s going to be hard, and that’s something to think about, is: 

how do we convey Jesus without it becoming an Evangelical… Because the kind of 

non-Evangelical, particularly liberal, model was: keep it implicit, never say it. And 

the problem with that model is then people think that he’s only one thing among 

many. But the claim of Girard is, no no, he’s not one thing among many! So at that 

level the Evangelicals are correct. It’s just they have him here *PoS* and that’s not 

it. 

TL: That’s right. 

DM: And this *MwG* is in a sense open to everybody, but we can’t pretend that 

everything in this world *Pos/CO* is the same as everything here *MwG*. 

TL: That’s right. 

DM: We can’t. That’s not doable. So at some level or other the question the 

Christian community has is, because we’re two thousand years into Christian 

culture, is that most people hear Christian language as coming from here *PoS*. 

They receive it as instruction rather than possibility. So it’s not about opening the 

world for you, it’s about control. And that makes it quite complicated, particularly for 

young people who are finding their way with control, finding their way, their place in 

the order and so on. It’s a very, very hard message. And that’s something we have 

to think about. Which is: what would it mean to convey Jesus to a random group of 

people in a way which doesn’t make them think that’s *PoS* what you’re doing. And 

that actually is something which in a way is your job, is your experimental task. 

That’s what your job as a youth worker is about. And in some way, alongside the 

journal, it’s about starting to record instances where that made sense to you, so that 

you learn it, because the learning from this is not on a page. Good Catholic training 
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is all about discipleship, it’s all about formation. And then you, and actually the 

Orthodox knew this, the thing is to come alongside, I suppose even Hindus know 

this with the Gurus, you know, the thing is to come alongside people who know 

something about this. Come alongside them. You know, do this. And you learn like 

a child learns how to walk, by copying, by that kind of unselfconscious mimicry, that 

stuff which isn’t, “I’m going to decide to walk now,” it’s just suddenly you can do it. 

And so getting alongside people, or groups, or ideas, or communities or whatever it 

is which can give you that shape. But this task of “How would we speak about, point 

at, witness to, whatever the right words are, Jesus in this world and not fall into this 

*PoS* trap?” And the answer actually to be honest with you is dot dot dot. Let’s go 

and see. Let’s go and see, let’s have a go, and let’s see, does it fall into this? Does 

it fall into simply pretending it’s all the same thing? You know, these are certainly 

the traps. The two traps are: we oversell it, and it becomes then a marketing device, 

but isn’t real, and the other one is we pretend it’s not important. And depending on 

whether you’re Evangelical or non-Evangelical, you tend to find yourself in either 

side of that discomfort. 

TL: So I find myself in the pretending-it’s-not-important camp a lot of the time. 

DM: Yeah, I’m now there, because I’m so hostile to that one. 

TL: But then at the same time having anxiety about missing the structure of the 

Evangelical church. 

DM: Of course. And you wouldn’t be human if you didn’t. 

TL: So we’re, I say we rather than I because I’m not the only person doing youth 

work at the Cathedral, but we’re too self-conscious to openly talk about faith in the 

way that we, that I, used to in the Evangelical church, but we all feel guilty that we 

don’t really talk about faith enough. 

DM: This is where, funnily enough, somebody [curmudgeonly] is brilliant. Because 

he doesn’t care. Because our problem actually is we want to be liked too much. 

TL: Yes, yes! And I’m really pleased you said that, because when I’m started going 

through this journal, that’s the theme that comes up time and again. And actually the 

theme that comes up is that on an almost subconscious level I’m measuring 

success by how liked I feel. So I’ll write entries in the journal that, as I read them a 

year later, say: “Today was a good day, because I felt liked and welcomed by the 

people who I was with.” And it’s only reading it later on that I think, “That’s 
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interesting, so today was a good day because I felt liked.” So I’m measuring 

success, how well I do my job, based on how liked I am. 

DM: Yes. And real success is if you move away from measuring it by feelings, and 

start saying, “…because I did this. I don’t need them.” So your measure would be, 

“This was a good day, because we did this and it went well, and these kids liked it.” 

And actually all the time you are concerned about their individual response to you 

the risk is you’re actually mimetic with them. 

TL: Absolutely, yeah! I am. I know I am. 

DM: And of course we all are, so let’s be a little bit clear about that. And none of us 

like not to be liked. And a safe person is somebody who you can have dislikeable 

moments with and then still get through to the other side. A family that works is a 

family where children can fall out with their parents and it’s okay. You have to learn 

that. “I hate you,” is probably something every single child says, either implicitly or 

explicitly, to their parents. And the main thing as a parent is to absolutely ignore it. 

“And? And what?” 

TL: Because it’s just a feeling and it’ll be gone tomorrow. 

DM: And tomorrow is tomorrow. And knowing that feelings are not the world, in 

fact… The modern world thinks that feelings are the world. We have moved into a 

feelings culture. And there’s no facts anymore. There’s only the facts of what helps 

me win or lose. 

TL: Yes, absolutely, yeah. 

DM: And that is becoming a really global problem. That’s exactly what’s happening 

to our politics: there are no facts, nothing’s secure, there’s just a lot of people feeling 

in a mess, who are wanting back to this *PoS*, but this doesn’t exist, but they 

certainly don’t want to go on with this *CO*, and the problem is that the *inaudible* 

speak to the illusion of their system as if that’s the good system, and part of that 

side of the story, are just missing. Whereas the people who are speaking to the 

feelings, even if they’re taking them to nonsense places, are successful. Because 

they engage at the level of feelings, they give the people what they want. Build the 

wall! It might be, in fact it is, horrendous and totally implausible, but also an 

absolutely violent response. So it’s awful. And loads of people love it. So what’s 

going on? These aren’t people who are worse than me. These are people like me, 

except they’re in another place, they’re in this place *CO*. They’re in chaos. So 

when they hear it, they hear, “Somebody get them, just kill the bastards!” And over 
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here *PoS*, we’re going, “What’s going on here? What is going on? This is absurd. 

This is madness” And it is madness, it is madness. The world is literally mad, 

because it has no fixed points now. And there is no way, although of course we 

have to engage politically because we live here, to try to get better or worse 

answers(?). Ultimately, the key thing is we have to stop the mimetic frenzy. And 

joining the mimetic frenzy will not help. Because the measure of change is to what 

extent are we rivalling about being *inaudible*. To be a Christian is to arrive at the 

point that you are no longer anxious about being(?). And you are also no longer 

anxious that anything you do would separate you from that thing. That you would 

have died. 

TL: That’s the um… I’ve used this a few times in teaching in stuff, the James Alison 

thing, have you read Jesus The Forgiving Victim? 

DM: Yes. 

TL: He uses the analogy of Aunt Mabel or whatever he calls her, you remember the 

bit? He talks about going for the job interview and you’re performing and you’re 

anxious and you’re trying to impress, whereas with Aunt Mabel you can relax and 

be yourself and not worry that she’s going to stop loving you and… 

DM: And I have an experience of that of my own *inaudible*, I was going to this 

friend, she was very blunt and very rude and very Australian and she said, “Oh well. 

Nevermind. Cup of tea?” She wasn’t interested. “This does not affect my 

relationship with you at all. And I’m a bit bored of this, so can we move on now?” 

[At this point in the interview we digress slightly and talk about a mutual friend of 

ours] 

DM: …and that is the stumbling block idea which is not that this finally becomes a 

model obstacle to you but that somebody just puts a rock in the road and makes 

you stop with your mimetic progress. So good youth work… And the other thing is, 

you cannot do this on your own. 

TL: Yep. 

DM: There is no way that any person except in the… you can do it for a while, but 

even then you have to carry mimetic people with you. So going to the right place, 

finding the… being along the right things is very important to your presence here. 

TL: That’s really helpful. Yeah. 

Appendix A 19 



 

  

            

              

               

              

              

          

                

               

             

       

  

             

              

            

             

    

             

             

                

              

               

              

                 

         

            

                   

             

              

         

    

              

                

       

 

DM: The paradox is that this is all in orthodoxy. It’s all stated, but it comes back at 

you, which is, you know, “Come you out from among them.” What does that mean? 

It means, “Make sure you’ve space on this side of the world *MwG*, so that you 

don’t belong to this side of the world *PoS/OC*”. And you’re in this world *PoS/OC*, 

but not of this world. All that language is essentially, I get it as meaning this: it’s a 

mimetic… once you understand that actually what they’re touching on what Girard is 

talking about: mimesis, which is, “And look, when you pray, don’t do it in the big 

square, go into a wee room.” What does that mean? It means you get out of all this 

stuff *PoS/OC* and find out what really matters. Because you can’t for as long as 

you’re sitting in the mimetic chaos. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And so, youth work, or any work, because as I say all work belongs to culture. 

All work belongs to culture. So what does it mean to do Christian work? It means to 

do any work informed by this *MwG*. And if it is your luck to actually work for a 

church then this *MwG* at least should be available, but you know churches are 

packed out with rivalries [as well]. 

TL: Of course, of course. Yeah, just as much as anywhere else. I mean, what 

comes to mind with this is, um, I read an interview ages ago with Martin Scorsese, 

and it was something along the lines of, “How to live a creative life: five tips for how 

to be creative.” And one of them was: sometimes you just have to play the game. 

Sometimes you just have to play the game that they want you to play. So I’ve made 

a few films that I’m not massively proud of, but they made the studio lots of money, 

and it meant that the studio had lots of confidence in me to give me money to go off 

and do my own thing. To do what I think is really important. 

DM: *inaudible* We cannot fill the centre with groups that pay enough money to do 

the things we want to do. So, one of the options is: use the centre some of the time 

for groups that just pay money. And that gives you the money to do the things you 

want to do. Now, it may or may not be a good compromise, but it’s certainly one you 

have to think about. Because we live in this world. 

TL: Exactly, exactly. 

DM: I mean you’re going to have to do some things around youth work like, you 

can’t just decide, “Because the Lord told me, I’m not going to turn up tonight.” Hard 

luck. Tell the Lord he’s talking rubbish. 

[Laughter] 
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TL: I lived with a guy once, really kind of wacky Charismatic kind of a guy, and he 

use to leave the house without locking the door, and I said to him once, “I just would 

really like it if you’d lock the door when you left,” and he said, “Oh, I don’t need to 

lock the door, the angels will protect us.” And I said, “When you get to the pearly 

gates, and God tells you, ‘You didn’t have enough faith because you locked the 

door when you left the house’, just blame me. I’ll take that.” 

DM: Or the other one that he can have in his own house is, “The angels may not 

protect me, but I accept that. Bottom line is I don’t mind if I get stolen from.” And 

that’s what you have to actually live with, because *inaudible*. But if that is going to 

cause you a lot of anxiety and put you into mimetic… That’s when you learn to lock 

the door. And at that point, this is where, you know, in many ways the Old 

Testament’s extreme pragmatism is much more helpful than that kind of de-

Judaised reading of the New Testament. Because Jesus is Jewish: he’s intensely 

practical. It’s practicality; what works? Don’t be ridiculous. And the refusal to buy 

mumbo-jumbo is part of it: “Lock the bloody door!” 

TL: Yeah that’s right, yeah, that’s really helpful. 

DM: Or, “I’ll lock my door.” 

TL: Yeah, “You do what you want.” 

DM: Do what you want! Those are all, I mean… And we find our way. But there’s no 

holy answer. I mean actually the point is living in this world *inaudible* there isn’t a 

sacred answer. You can choose to do that, but there is those consequences. You 

have to live with the consequences, the consequences belong to your choice. 

TL: Yeah. 

DM: And remember: always look at the poor, always look at the people who are 

outside, because they are the people who are living human life, and if you’re not in 

touch with them you won’t be in touch with humanity and you won’t be in touch with 

yourself. You need them more than they need you. 

TL: I’m conscious of time, but the thing that’s kind of beginning to form in my head, 

in our conversation, is that there are two sides to my job: one is this side *MwG*, 

which is the remaining faithful side. And one is the structured, actually I’ve got a job 

to do, side. 

DM: And your job is to find some way to move between those two. 
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TL: That’s right. And possibly, one of the ways of moving between those two, of 

bringing the remaining faithful into the side of structure and pragmatism, is to really 

kind of actively look for the people who are outside of the structure, whoever they 

are, and to go towards them. And that’s both a remaining faithful to the mimetic 

stuff, and it’s a legitimate “this is my job, this is what you’re paying me to do.” So 

that I’m working with whoever-it-is. Fill the gap in, whoever the scapegoat is. That’s 

who you’re paying me to move towards. So I’ll still run a youth group for you once a 

week, that’s fine, but the bulk of my job, the driving force is, moving out of the 

classic structures triangle. 

DM: Although in some ways actually the key thing for you, for me looking at that, is 

to say, you’re also responsible for the people you brought in. You don’t drive them 

out either. In other words, your youth group at some level or other, a) you need to 

say your job is not to do everything. Your job is to do those things you can. What 

can you do? What are the possibilities of your job, and what is the best way for you 

to divide your time? So, this stuff here *PoS*, doing it well really matters. Doing it 

appropriately, and properly and thoroughly, and all the time. With an eye to this 

question *MwG* always. And eventually maybe, you know something? Maybe I’ve 

done enough of youth work. Or I’ve done enough of youth work here. I need to go 

somewhere else. Or something else comes along where they ask you to train youth 

workers up. Who knows what happens to you in the future? You’ve no idea. But this 

is a particular job in a particular place in a particular time. Your job is to think 

through what way to do it. Now the main point is, going back to the journal, is what 

the journal is telling you that the bums on seats and the needing to be liked possibly 

takes your attention every time away from it *MwG*. In other words these are the 

temptations, the really easy temptations of life there, and of course it’s not your job 

to dislike them, you must have some kind of liking otherwise you wouldn’t be there, 

but it’s not your job to please them in a sense that the deciding purpose of whether 

you’re doing a good job is you’ve pleased them. Because actually you’re not giving 

anything if you’re not different. Sometimes it takes, in human life… the point is a 

confrontational one. The story of Peter’s conversion is him assuming that he’s holy, 

Jesus tells him, “You’re not,” but he doesn’t believe it, he says, “That’s ridiculous”, 

and Jesus puts in this little trope, he says, “This cock will crow… *inaudible*”. So 

he’s moved along, ignoring this but this reappears so he’s mimetic with this story. 

And all of a sudden he’s drawn back to this *MwG*, but it’s a dramatically awful 

experience, but it is the biggest learning experience of his life. The Holy Spirit 

moves more in that awful experience for him that it ever moved before. All of a 
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sudden he understands, he belongs to the bad people, and he is not a saint, and 

that he is forgiven, and that it doesn’t matter, and the relationship continues. But 

that story effectively says… the question of whether he was liked by Jesus was 

never at stake. What was at stake was his ability to understand the reality of his 

circumstances. And this break, this moment of being accused of belonging to him 

and then denying it really does bring it out for him. So in the youth work, the test 

is… you should of course ask, “What do I feel?” because that’s interesting because 

the real question you’re asking when you’re asking, “What do I feel?” is, “Where was 

I in some kind of mimetic anxiety?” But it’s not so you can fix that particular… it’s so 

you can see patterns and go, “Actually, I need to stop being in that kind of thing 

there. The problem with mimetic fascination is it takes up your time. 

TL: I know it. 

DM: And your space. And eventually the model/obstacle relationship is where you’re 

obsessed. You’re obsessing. And there’s no other world. There only is this thing, 

and everything else in the entire universe no longer matters. And that’s of course 

where people’s experience of being loved *inaudible* It’s very enjoyable, until the 

crisis. Then you lose. Then she walks away. 

TL: And everything falls apart. 

DM: And the world has no meaning. *mimes suicide* You know, all that kind of 

nonsense. Although actually the bigger problem of lack of being for young people 

isn’t from those obsessive relationships now, it’s from in here 

*PoS/CO*, it’s from losing their meaning in the middle of this space. 

And actually if you give young people a sense that whether you like 

them or not, they matter to you and you’re glad they’re there, and, 

“let’s see what we can do together.” And actually that’s the plank 

under their feet. That’s what good youth workers do, they give 

planks under people’s feet. And then from that place, they can start 

thinking about practical things, and good youth work puts people 
Figure 37: The onto their feet, and the good success is they start taking steps 
Measure 

themselves. And you can say, “I helped them on their way.” And 

that’s nice. So your success story is not bums on seats, its stories. “This happened. 

And I’m really, really happy because I don’t know what my part in it was, but it 

was… there was something. And they came back and they told me, ‘You know 

something, that youth club was great, it gave us something to do when we didn’t 

have anything to do.’” You know that might be ten years before they come back, or 
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only one will come back, but that’s why you should write your own stories of what 

you get out of it. And when you learned something, both positive and negative. But 

the measure of what you do is, “What did I did I do?” That’s the interesting thing. 

“What did I feel?” Which is another question about where was I mimetic. “And how 

did I negotiate myself in the middle of all of that as a professional?” And also the 

freedom. I think there’s something around this, if you want to put it in Evangelical 

language, “In what way did I do my job against the rubric that I actually want to do 

it? Where was Jesus in the middle of all of this?” That could be a terribly Evangelical 

question, so be careful of it, but the bigger question is, “Am I happy that I was the 

way I wish to be in the middle of all of this? And am I happy that the youth work we 

did was the best we could do?” And that way, your youth work is not actually 

dependent on bums on seats at all, it’s a question of whether you did the best piece 

of work you could do. And maybe that was only with one young person. You know 

sometimes that’s… You know, “My job wasn’t that, my job was sitting with that 

young person who was suicidal and now they’re not. That’s an important piece of 

work. That was my job today.” And it’s learning to value that. 

TL: Yeah, absolutely, yeah. 

DM: So that what good youth work becomes is a quality that is mimetically available 

through youth work that isn’t available somewhere else. 

TL: Yeah. We should wrap up shouldn’t we, I wouldn’t want to keep [mutual friend] 

waiting, but Duncan thank you so much, that was really really helpful. I’m really 

looking forward to going back and listening to it because there’s so much there. 
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Abstract 
Timothy S Leeson 

“Young People, Religion and Desire” 

March 2015 

In this paper, I will be exploring the theme of desire, and how it relates to Christian youth 
ministry. The progression of thought is structured by Richard Osmer’s four tasks of the 
practical theologian. I will begin by asking what it is that young people desire (the 
descriptive-empirical task). I will then try to explain why young people desire what they do 
(the interpretive task). I will go on to offer a suggestion of how the church might respond to 
young people and their desires (the normative task), before making some practical 
suggestions in my conclusion (the pragmatic task). I have relied heavily on the thinking and 
writing of Savage et al, René Girard, Benoit Garceau and Philip Sheldrake. 
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Introduction 
I have been involved in Christian youth ministry for twelve years. I currently manage 

a small youth centre, and run a number of youth groups, as well as involving young 

people in the liturgical life of the church. The young people I work with are 

predominantly white, and from relatively affluent families. I have noticed how wide 

the gap appears to be between the culture of the Anglican Church, and that of the 

young people who come to the youth groups I run. In particular, my experience tells 

me that the church has often focused on what Benoit Garceau calls a spirituality of 

duty (Garceau, 1997), neglecting the desires of young people. 

When I mention “young people” in this essay, I am referring, broadly, to men and 

women between the ages of 11 and 25, although my experience, which will be 

reflected in this paper, is primarily of work with those between 11 and 16. 

When I refer to desire, I am writing about what Ganzenvoort calls “the power of self-

transcendence, moving us beyond the boundaries of our existence towards 

something or someone else” (Ganzenvoort et al, 2013, p.7) It is that in us which 

yearns for something outside of us – be it fleeting and superficial, or profound and 

life-changing. 

To structure this paper, I will be making use of Richard Osmer’s core tasks of the 

practical theologian (Osmer, 2008). These will do more than just lend section 

headings, but will also encourage a progression of thought: each of the tasks leads 

into the next one. So, as I move through the tasks, I will be constructing a 

theological praxis. This is based on ideas from a paper presented at the 2015 

AISYM conference by Dr Jos de Kock: Youth Ministry Research as Constructing 

Theology. 

The Descriptive-Empirical Task 
In this section, I will ask the question, “What do Young People Desire?” I will be 

making use of Savage et al’s 2006 piece of research: Making Sense of Generation 

Y, suggesting that while many themes of the research are still important, it does not 

definitively define the world view of the young people I am working with today. I will 

explore the diversity and complexity of young people’s desires. 

The Interpretive Task 
Here, I will attempt to explain why the desires of young people are so eclectic. I will 

be using René Girard’s model of triangular desire, as described in Mensonge 

Romantique et Verité Romanesque (Girard, 2007), to suggest that young people 

learn their desires according to mediators, and that a plurality of mediators 
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inevitably leads to a plurality of desires. I will also use Girard to suggest that some 

of the more immediate, rivalrous desires felt by young people are born out of a 

deeper unhappiness. 

The Normative Task 
Using Philip Sheldrake’s Befriending our Desires (Sheldrake, 2001) and Benoit 

Garceau’s La Voie du Désir (Garceau, 1997), I will suggest that, in keeping with 

contemplative theological traditions, we are tasked with encouraging desire, rather 

than repressing it. I will encourage the church to find ways to allow young people to 

express their desires, and recognise them as echoes of their deeper desire for God. 

I will also suggest that in order for this to work, young people must begin to see 

themselves as capable and worthwhile. 

The Pragmatic Task 
This section will act as the conclusion of this paper, in which I will make some 

practical suggestions for how the youth minister might begin to engage more deeply 

with young people and their desires. There are two key suggestions here: one is to 

make space for listening and sharing with our youth groups, and the other is to 

foster a kind of contemplative stillness. I will also suggest that this involves a shift 

away from the current cultural norms of busy programmes, and defining success 

numerically, concluding with a suggestion that more research is needed in 

developing a theology of desire in the context of youth ministry. 

The reader may notice that I write about youth ministry throughout this paper, not 

youth work. I am not using this language to differentiate between sacred and 

secular, and indeed, I would agree with Joanne Griffiths that, “The sacred and the 

profane are enmeshed within each other and can never be solely one thing or the 

other.” (Griffiths, 2013, p.83) I am using the term youth ministry in reference to a 

certain kind of youth work that consciously has practical theology at its core, to 

differentiate it from purely secular youth work. The term is not limited to church-

based work, although I will be writing from a church-based perspective (from a 

church whose congregants are by majority white, and relatively affluent. I hope that 

the themes here will be relevant to other loci of youth ministry as well, but further 

research will be needed. 
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The Descriptive-Empirical Task – What do Young People Desire? 
The desires that young people feel often seem at odds with the rhythms and 

traditions of the church. I was recently speaking with one young woman, who told 

me that she felt judged by the church as a teenager, because she showed up with 

dyed hair and piercings. She cited that experience as one of the reasons why she 

no longer goes to church. Similarly, young people have expressed to me that they 

want to stay in bed on a Sunday morning, that they want to explore their sexuality, 

that they want to go to parties, and that they perceive the organised church as 

simply discouraging these things. 

Voices in the church have made efforts to respond to this divide. One such attempt 

was Making Sense of Generation Y (Savage et al, 2006): a significant piece of 

empirical research which attempted to lay out the world view of a generation by 

analysing its relationship to popular culture. 

Its conclusions were challenging to Christian youth ministry. It suggested that the 

“God-Shaped Hole” model of ministry, based on St Augustine’s premise that “our 

hearts are restless until they rest in [God]” (quoted in Kreeft, 2004, p. 104), no 

longer worked. Young people were quite happy without God. Their world view was 

dubbed “the Happy midi-narrative” by the researchers: 

My aim to be happy will be realized through me being myself, and connecting to 

others and the universe (without harming them). As I do this, I will create a 

meaningful and happy life. If we all make this individual effort (everyone’s own 

responsibility), each person’s happiness will sum into a corporate experience of 

unity and enjoyment. This happiness is meaningful in itself; it is the Ideal (Savage et 

al, 2006, p. 39). 

The Happy midi-narrative is defined by its immanence – it is focused on the here 

and now, on immediate relationships and accessible popular culture. Savage et al 

noted that themes of transcendence were missing from young people’s world view: 

God, sin, fear of death, romance and sexual fulfilment, achievement and structural 

inequalities (pp.43-44). 

Today, it is difficult to recognise the young people I work with in this piece of 

research. I know many young people who are interested in transcendence, though 

perhaps not in the way that their parents are interested in it. 

There are plenty of young people in whose world view God plays a crucial role, for 

example. Last year, five hundred British young people went to fight jihadist war with 
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ISIS (McCarthy, 2014). In the same year as Making Sense of Generation Y was 

published, Lancaster Diocese took a group of 16-25 year olds on a pilgrimage to 

Lourdes, a trip which the young people described as a time of “personal journey”, 

and an opportunity to “grow closer to God” (Harris, 2010, p.141). A while ago, I was 

working for a Charismatic Evangelical church, in which the young people asked to 

run revivalist worship sessions. 

Equally, there are examples of young people who are passionate about changing 

structural inequality. A 2014 Ipsos Mori study found that with regards to government 

spending, young people’s top three priorities were: healthcare, education, and 

tackling inequality (Chhatralia et al, 2014). When Michael Brown, an unarmed black 

teenager, was shot by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, young people all over 

the USA took to the streets to express their anger at the treatment of young black 

men. Young people in my own youth group, separated from Ferguson by 4000 

miles, but feeling empowered and connected by social networks, also expressed 

outrage at the event. 

These are references to minority groups of young people. The five hundred people 

joining ISIS are just a minute fraction of the 2.7 million Muslims living in the UK 

(Office for National Statistics, 2012). Most young people do not go on pilgrimages to 

Lourdes or ask for revivalist worship sessions. Only 11% of the young people 

interviewed by Ipsos Mori chose tackling inequality as their number one priority for 

government spending. At best, it might be said, I am listing exceptions to the rule. 

However, in my experience, most young people are exceptions to the rule. Harry 

adheres to the Happy midi-narrative model almost perfectly, except insofar as that 

he is driven by a desire to excel academically. Keeley is offended by the 

representation of women in the comic books that she loves, and yearns for more 

empowered female protagonists. Rich stays up late into the night reading the Bible. 

Stephanie is desperate for a long-term, stable relationship. Jake has been in and 

out of mental health clinics, because his abusive home situation means that he is 

incapable of trusting anyone, and so battles with depression. All of these young 

people (real young people whom I know, and whose names have been changed), 

and most of the young people I have worked with, just about fit the Happy midi-

narrative model, but not quite. 

In the USA, a recent white paper suggested that as of 2014, youth workers are not 

dealing with Generation Y (or Millennials) anymore, but with what they call the 
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Pluralist generation. Young people, in other words, are comfortable living in a 

society with a plurality of world views and ideas: 

A typical Plurals’ social circle is more diverse than the social circle of a member of 

an older generation. Plurals are more likely than Baby Boomers, Gen Xers and 

Adult Millennials to have friends and acquaintances who are African-American, 

Hispanic, Asian, mixed race, Muslim, Evangelical Christian and very wealthy. 

Furthermore, more than half of Plurals agree that they would like their social circle 

to become even more diverse. (MacKenzie et al, 2014, p. 8) 

Not everything about the white paper is directly applicable to the UK, but there are 

themes which are visible here as well. It is increasingly difficult to define young 

people by anything other than by their plurality. Rather than belonging to one all-

encompassing world view, young people are able to juggle worldviews, including 

with regards to religion: 

Young people migrate much more easily from one social arena to another…. In the 

present dynamic of youth identity formation, however, [Christian] commitment is 

likely to be much less clear and, consequently, less enduring. (Ward, 1999, p.28) 

This makes life difficult for the researcher interested in finding out what young 

people desire, (beyond universal desires: to be loved, to be safe, not to be hungry, 

and so on). If even the individual is defined by his/her plurality, how can one write in 

any generalised sense about the desires of an entire generation? I would struggle to 

even define what the white, mostly affluent, aged 11-15, living in Chelmsford, 

attending the Cathedral young people I work with desire. I could refer to specific 

individuals and their desires, but trying to create generalisations seems impossible. 

So, rather than trying to produce a generalised image of what the desires of a 

generation look like, I am going to try to explore the very mechanics of desire, 

asking what generates it and sustains it, and why it appears to vary so greatly from 

one individual to the next. 
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The Interpretive Task – Why is Desire so Complicated? 
To understand why young people’s desires seem so unstable and chaotic, I would 

suggest exploring a systems theory of desire. Rather than seeing the object of 

desire as the end-point of research, it is the beginning. We need to work backwards 

from the object, to the subject who desires it, and to the things influencing him/her. 

In doing so, we might begin to get an image of the structure of desire. 

To do this, I will use René Girard’s model of triangular desire. Girard is a French 

academic, living in the USA. He has been associated with a number of academic 

fields: literary theory, anthropology, and, to an extent, theology. Over his life, he has 

constructed his “mimetic theory”, which is concerned with scapegoating, violence, 

rivalry, and desire. His first book, Mensonge Romantique et Vérité Romanesque 

(first published in 1961, and ostensibly falling under the academic discipline of 

literary theory), explores desire, and, while writing it, Girard experienced a sort of 

intellectual conversation to Christianity (A more felt, life-altering conversion would 

take place after an encounter with cancer in 1959, detailed in Girard and Williams 

1996, p.289). 

Mensonge Romantique puts forward Girard’s theory of mimesis, or triangular desire. 

He critiques the idea that desire is autonomous, and suggests that our desires are 

in fact mediated to us by a third party: 

I (the subject) desire an object, 

because a mediator has indicated it as 

being desirable. The object holds no 

metaphysical worth in itself, but I have 

seen that somebody I admire desires it, 

and I imitate their desire. This is not a 

conscious choice; I am almost certainly 

unaware that I am imitating someone 
Figure 38: Triangular Desire 

(this is why Girard uses the word 

mimesis rather than imitation – imitation implies a deliberate act). 

The friendship of Proteus and Valentine in Shakespeare’s The Two Gentlemen of 

Verona is a very clear example of this. When the story begins, Proteus is in love 

with Julia. When he finds his friend Valentine in Milan, he discovers that Valentine 

has fallen in love, with Silvia. Valentine extols Sylvia’s virtues to Proteus, and even 

casts aspersions on Julia’s relative worth. Proteus, who admires his friend, is not 

only wounded by his words, but also converted by them. He discovers that he, too, 
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has fallen in love with Silvia. Proteus is 

the subject, who has learned to desire 

Silvia according to his mediator, 

Valentine. It is not Silvia herself who 

changes Proteus’ mind, but his friend’s 

love of her. Girard would himself later 

write about The Two Gentlemen of 

Verona in an essay, collected in A 

Theatre of Envy (2000). 
Figure 39: The Two Gentlemen of Verona 

This, says Girard, is how all desires are 

born. The above illustration is about relationships, but it applies to everything: cars, 

jobs, houses, clothes, books, degrees: everything that we desire has been learned 

according to the desires of our mediators. 

The trouble with mediated desire as illustrated in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, is 

that it leads to rivalry. Proteus and Valentine cannot both have Silvia, and so their 

friendship is fractured as they compete for her affection. My mediator and I cannot 

both have the nicest car, the best job, the biggest house, and so we become rivals: 

trying to outdo each other. The admiration that the subject once felt for the mediator 

is replaced by hatred. This is a particularly powerful and chaotic force in what Girard 

calls internal mediation. 

In this case, the words internal and external refer to the perceived distance between 

the subject and the mediator: an internal mediator is on the same level as the 

subject, while an external mediator is on a more distant, unobtainable level: 

Siblings Friends Parents Teachers Community Leaders Celebrities Politicians Historical Figures 

Internal External 

External mediation is much more stable than internal mediation, because of the Figure 40: Internal - External Mimesis 

It would be difficult for most people to be in rivalry with St Francis of Assisi, or Martin 

Luther King Jr, for example. We may hold them as mediators without ever really 

feeling threatened by them (or they, by us). This is still true for people alive today: 

even with access to social networks, celebrities remain more or less unreachable. 

Young people might model their desires according to Lady Gaga, but most will not 

enter into rivalry with her, because she appears to inhabit a different plain of reality 

to them. 
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Internal mediation, on the other hand, is turbulent and fragile. Proteus and Valentine 

have an internally mediated relationship: they both desire the same thing, so they 

pose a threat to each other. They may love each other one moment, and loathe 

each other the next. As rivalry grows, the desired object loses its significance; and 

the subject’s hatred for the mediator becomes more powerful even than their desire. 

Young people are of course influenced by external mediation (Making Sense of 

Generation Y explored how young people relate to various aspects of popular 

culture, for example), but they also live with diverse internal mediators: parents, 

peers, teachers, and so on. As a result, while there are some common themes in 

their desires, there is also great, often conflicting, diversity. 

Starting with the object of desire, and working backwards, the researcher can 

attempt to uncover subtle and nuanced motivations and rivalries. Harry, who I 

mentioned in the previous section, wants to do well at school. His powerful desire to 

excel academically is, at first glance, a positive and healthy thing. But a closer 

examination reveals an anxious rivalry: his self-worth is defined not just by wanting 

to get good exams results, but by getting better exam results than everybody else. 

As a result, his social skills have suffered, and he struggles to make friends. At 

some point in his life, a mediator (a parent, a teacher, a friend) has demonstrated 

that academic success is desirable, and he has learned to desire it, even if it makes 

him unhappy. 

The same applies to Keeley. I would suggest that she has learned, from her peers, 

or parents, or whoever, that being a strong, independent woman is a desirable 

quality. As a result, she (for a time, at least) found herself enjoying the powerful 

female characters in the comics that she reads. At some point, competing voices 

have pointed out that these strong characters are actually often portrayed as little 

more than sex objects, and so Keeley’s desire to be strong and independent now 

expresses itself in appealing to authors and artists to refrain from presenting those 

female characters as such. Her mediators have taught her that feminism is 

desirable, and as a result, she finds herself in rivalry with the comic book industry, 

over how to represent women (Girard would come to write about model-obstacles. 

This refers to when our mediator is so powerful as to be almost divine. If only we 

could kill it, we would become gods. In this instance, the comic book industry might 

represent a model-obstacle for Keeley. She loves it and loathes it, and her inability 

to be heard by it only fuels her passion. This is potentially quite dangerous, because 

it can drive the subject to despair). 
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By adopting this method of starting with the desired object, and exploring the 

systems that have led to it being desired, a picture of a fragmented world view 

begins to emerge. As Savage et al point out, young people are not all happy: 

Generation Y’s general view that life is benign contrasts strangely with the 

increasing figures concerning eating disorders, substance abuse, teenage suicide 

attempts, sexual abuse and the like. There are clearly winners and losers around 

the Happy midi-narrative. (p.164) 

The kind of rivalrous, internally-mediated desire that we are looking at here is, 

according to Girard, a symptom of a deeper malaise: 

The desiring subject wants to become the mediator; he wants to rob him of his very 

being as perfect knight or irresistible seducer. … We conclude that the protagonists 

want to change their being. … They hate themselves (Girard, 2007, pp.76-77, my 

translation). 

Young people imitate and compete with internal mediators because they are not 

happy with themselves. They want to be something other than what they are. The 

subject sees his/her own unhappiness, loneliness and despair, and mistakenly 

believes that other people are free from those feelings. So, s/he imitates them, in 

the hope of joining them in their “divine autonomy”. When s/he achieves his/her 

desired goal, and finds that s/he is still unhappy, s/he enters anew into the same 

relationship with someone/thing else. 

Girard’s model of triangular desire offers insight into why young people’s desires are 

so diverse. They are not happy with themselves, and they mistakenly believe that 

happiness will be found if they become more like someone else. They are 

surrounded by diverse and contrasting ideas and worldviews, and are likely to adopt 

whichever most clearly offers them a sense of autonomy. 

Girardian thought suggests that Making Sense of Generation Y is right in suggesting 

that young people want nothing more than to be happy, and it demonstrates how 

they cope with their unhappiness by trying to be someone else. Their ability to 

“migrate much more easily from one social arena to another” (Ward, 1999, p.28) is 

perhaps nothing more than a form of hyper-mimesis: when happiness is not found in 

one place, they move on to the next. 

Having explored what young people desire (or at least some examples), and, using 

Girard’s model of triangular desire, having suggested that many of their more 
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immediate desires are actually a symptom of a deeper unhappiness, I will now 

reflect theologically on how youth ministry might handle desire better. 
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The Normative Task – How Should Youth Ministry Handle Desire? 
In the first section of this paper, I indicated that young people express varied and 

complicated desires, and in the second, referencing Girard, I suggested that many 

of these desires lead to a rivalry born out a profound unhappiness. This 

unhappiness often goes undetected, concealed under movement from one pleasure 

to another. 

As mentioned earlier, Girard suggests that all of our desires are born mimetically. 

So, we do not have the option of simply disregarding our learned desires in order to 

discover other, autonomous desires – these do not exist. The youth minister’s task, 

therefore, is to work with triangular desire, by encouraging young people to be in 

mimesis with something better; to find a better mediator, one that will liberate them 

from rivalry and unhappiness. 

The best mediator, in Christian theology, is God. Because God is so external to the 

subject, there is hope for a mimetic relationship free from rivalry. Here, Girard’s 

model becomes entirely compatible with the teachings of the Christian mystics. 

Having God as our mediator means two things: desiring God, and desiring 

according to God. “I am he who makes you to long; I am he, the endless fulfilling of 

all true desires.” (Julian of Norwich, quoted in Sheldrake, 2001, p.73) 

Christian spirituality already has a tradition of engaging with desire, which perhaps 

needs to be rediscovered in work with young people. This tradition, as expressed by 

Maurice Zundel, asks the subject, not to repress his/her desires, but desire more: 

Jesus’ lesson … is “my friend, move up higher” (Luke 14:10). Move up higher, it is 

never enough! Move up higher! Because you will only find fulfilment through the 

divine, you will not satisfy your desire without going all the way; to the infinite. But 

the infinite is not what you thought! The infinite isn’t self-exaltation, or being the 

centre of attention, it is becoming a source, a beginning, a space in which all can 

breathe, and all can be accomplished (Maurice Zundel, quoted in Garceau, 1997, 

p.16, my translation). 

This deepening of desires is the contemplative journey of the mystics. St John of the 

Cross called it the Dark Night of the Soul, in which his rivalrous desires gave way to 

his deepest desire: communion with God. 

On a dark night, 

Inflamed by love-longing-

O exquisite risk!-
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Undetected I slipped away. 

My house, at last, grown still. 

St John of the Cross’ poetry and prose are fuelled by a longing desire which is 

perceived by the young people I mentioned earlier (page four) to be absent from 

religious discourse. Philip Sheldrake suggests that this is because the church has 

made the mistake of separating agape (a universal love for our fellow humans) from 

eros (love which yearns). Agape has become the acceptable face of love in the 

church: be kind to people, do good, do not judge, etc., while eros is relegated at 

best to the confessional, in which we express contrition for our yearning desires. 

And, as is testified to by the experience of those young people, “Religion without 

eros will tend to be reduced to moral values and dutiful rituals” (Sheldrake, 2001, 

p.48). 

The desires of young people, according to contemplative theology and Girard, are 

the key to them engaging with the Christian faith. The mystics teach that God is the 

fulfiller of desire, not its enemy. So the youth minister’s task is to pay attention to 

what they yearn for, and find ways of helping them to see themselves as worthwhile, 

without which they will not be free to follow their desires to the infinite. 

The desires felt by young people are signposts to God. “There is desire and an 

anguish of longing in us precisely because there is a desire in God in whose image 

we are created.” (Sheldrake, 2001, p.49) By encouraging young people to name 

their desires, and to recognise themselves as desiring beings, the youth minister 

leads them into Christian spirituality. In Dante’s Divine Comedy, it is Beatrice, the 

girl the author fell in love with in childhood, who ultimately leads him through 

Paradise, to God. So, rather than asking young people to repress what they desire, 

the youth minister should ask them to express it, unashamedly. The reason, said 

Meister Eckhart, that we are not able to see God is because of the faintness of our 

desire. (p.20). 

In his book, Contemplative Youth Ministry, Mark Yaconelli suggests that we include 

a process of “checking in” in our worship with young people. I recently saw a 

therapeutic example of this in my work on the chaplaincy team on the adolescent 

ward of a mental health hospital. The young people on the ward live on site, 

spending their days and nights in each other’s company. Each day, they have what 

they call a “community meeting”, in which they are encouraged to share some of the 

practical joys and tensions they face living on the ward. The meetings begin with the 

young people taking it in turns to say how they are feeling, and asking the person 
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next to them how they are. This is a simple, quick process, but I was surprised at 

how comfortable the young people were with expressing their desires, as well as 

their fears (which are intricately connected). 

Our fears are the locks on the chest which contains the treasure of our deepest 

desires. So, it is by being aware of my fears, by paying attention to that which I 

dread the most in life, that I will discover that which I am searching for, because it is 

in what I am most worried about losing that I can discover what I desire the most 

(Garceau, 1997, p.20, my translation). 

Garceau and Sheldrake both suggest that the desiring subject needs a sense of 

self-worth in order to pursue his/her desires. “We can only truly desire God … if we 

actually believe that we are capable of movement towards a goal, towards a 

perfecting.” (Sheldrake, 2001, p.54) 

Some of the desires mentioned on page five stem from anxiety, rather than 

freedom: many young people demonstrate a need to prove themselves, to earn 

affection, to find reassurance and comfort. These are not examples of acting on our 

deep desires, but of shielding ourselves. One the clearest illustrations of this with 

the young people I work with is the use of pornography. Engagement with 

pornography is a form of repression. Rather than following his/her deep desire for 

human connection to the infinite, the porn user, blind to his/her own worth, pacifies 

his/her yearning, behind a closed door. Mon ami, monte plus haut. 

The Dutch priest Henri Nouwen wrote about this in his essay, “Allow Yourself to be 

Fully Received”: 

A lot of giving and receiving has a violent quality, because the givers and receivers 

act more out of need than out of trust. What looks like generosity is actually 

manipulation, and what looks like love is really a cry for affection or support. When 

you know yourself as fully loved … you will be a free person, free to love. (Nouwen, 

1997, p.55-56) 

For youth ministry to lead young people into their desires, therefore, requires a 

process of encouragement and empowerment: celebrating them and providing a 

space in which they know themselves as loved. In this task, the youth minister has a 

unique privilege, in that s/he is not a teacher, parent, or counsellor, so is free to 

accept young people without an agenda. Garceau mentions the poet Maya Angelou 

as an example of the transformative power of unconditional love. Severely abused 

as a child, Angelou was incapable of forming human relationships. It was only when 
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a woman from her village took her in, showed her love, and helped her to realise her 

potential, that she “woke up to life”, and discovered her creative ability (Garceau, 

1997, p.36). 

So, the normative task of the youth minister is two-fold: on one hand, it is to help 

young people to see themselves as loved, and capable of loving, on the other, it is 

to encourage them not to desire less, but more. In Christian theology, these two 

tasks are one and the same. Desiring God enables the subject to see him/herself as 

loved, and seeing him/herself as loved helps the subject to desire God. 

In paying attention to their desires, the youth minister demonstrates to young people 

what contemplative theologians like St John of the Cross discovered: that their 

desires and the Christian faith are not incompatible. This is expressed by the film 

Babette’s Feast. When the austere, conservative villagers are presented with a 

feast, they see it as something sinful, to be resisted. But The General gently 

rebukes them, instead proclaiming that God’s mercy invites us to partake in our 

desires: 

Righteousness and bliss shall kiss one another. … There comes a time when your 

eyes are opened. … Mercy imposes no conditions. And, lo! Everything we have 

chosen has been granted to us, and everything we have rejected has also been 

granted. Yes, we even get back what we rejected. 
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Conclusion – The Pragmatic Task 
Using Osmer’s core tasks, I started with the observation that young people’s desires 

are eclectic and varied. Girard’s mimetic theory suggests that these chaotic desires 

stem from the imitation of mediators, and are often born out of a deep unhappiness. 

Girard’s model led me to contemplative theology, and the notion that the Christian 

faith encourages young people to desire more, not less. To conclude, I am going to 

make some practical suggestions that might help youth ministry to get in touch with 

the desires of young people, and to deepen those desires. 

In order for young people to feel confident in discussing their desires openly, an 

atmosphere of honesty and trust is required. 

Young people (including some of the examples listed above) have expressed to me 

that they see church as a place of dishonesty. Worshippers put on their Sunday 

best, conceal their fears and jealousies, smile, sing songs, and wait until they get 

home to allow themselves to feel exhausted, stressed, or angry. 

In his book What’s So Amazing About Grace?, Philip Yancey refers to Alcoholics 

Anonymous as a model of community and fellowship that encourages honesty: 

Only a few of those who [attended the AA group] returned [to the church] on 

Sundays. … They felt more comfortable in the swirl of blue smoke, slouched in 

metal chairs in jeans and a T-shirt, using swear words if they felt like it. That’s where 

they belonged, not in a stained-glass sanctuary with straight-back pews. (Yancey, 

1997, p.276) 

Alcoholics Anonymous, and similar 12-step programmes, see significant 

transformation in the lives of their members at least in part because they invite 

honesty. Attendants are free to speak about their fears and desires, without fear of 

condemnation. A contributory factor in this is that Alcoholics Anonymous groups 

tend not to have a leader. At best, they have a convenor, responsible for things like 

room-hire, but there is no formal hierarchy. To effectively apply Yaconelli’s 

“checking in” to youth groups, the youth minister will foster honesty in young people 

by modelling it; sharing his/her own desires and fears. 

This presents some issues when it comes to safeguarding and professionalism. It is 

not always appropriate for the youth minister to share his/her heaviest burdens with 

young people, and some aspects of his/her life are rightly private. But, s/he can 

contribute to an atmosphere of honesty, by acknowledging doubts, fears, and 
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desires. S/he too can share that sometimes s/he feels anxious, for example, without 

necessarily needing to describe in detail the roots of that anxiety. 

I will not suggest a specific technique for this kind of honest sharing, because the 

method that works with one group will not work with another, but working through 

Osmer’s core tasks as I write this paper has convinced me that discovering a 

method that works for our groups (probably through trial and error) is important. 

Equally important is the fostering of stillness, or, to use St John of the Cross’ 

imagery, for our houses to grow still. If, as suggested above, young people 

experience a form of hyper-mimesis, flitting from one desire to the next, the 

challenge the church is led to is to find a way of bringing young people into mimesis 

with God. This is what is meant, in Christian theology, by the word contemplation. It 

is the deep desire that St John of the Cross felt for God, his beloved. It is what the 

author of The Cloud of Unknowing calls “the sharp dart of longing love”. It is loving 

God, and of knowing oneself to be loved by God. 

But, as I indicated in section two, we are distracted by numerous mimetic 

relationships, which make contemplation difficult. This, says James Alison (a 

Girardian theologian), is why Jesus encouraged his followers to pray by going into 

their room and shutting the door behind them (Matthew 6:6): 

He is saying: “You are addicted to being who you are in the eyes of your adoring 

public, or your execrating public, it doesn’t matter which, since crowd love and 

crowd hate give identity in just the same dangerous way. So, go into a place where 

you are forcibly in detox from the regard of those who give you identity so that your 

Father, who alone is not part of that give and take, can have a chance to call your 

identity into being.” (Alison, 2013, p.412) 

By encouraging young people to find stillness and quiet, the youth minister is 

helping them to “detox” from the tumultuous expectations of the world, and allowing 

them to make contact with their deeper desires. 

Trust is imperative here. Without trust, contemplative prayer simply becomes 

another religious duty. The young person wants to do something fun, but the youth 

minister is telling them to sit quietly with their eyes shut. However, if the young 

person trusts that the youth leader takes their desires seriously, and that s/he wants 

not to repress, but to nurture, those desires, s/he might become more open to the 

suggestion that constant entertainment and distraction are not always helpful. I 

spoke to a young man recently, who told me he cannot get to sleep unless there is 
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some kind of entertaining noise – usually in the form of a YouTube video playing on 

his phone. Because I listened to his anxiety and sympathised (I, too, sometimes find 

the silence at night-time imposing), we were able to recognise this as actually quite 

unhealthy. The conversation was cut short, but it might have moved on to a sort of 

mutual challenge: let’s both try to sit with the silence one night a week, for example. 

It would have been difficult, and I suspect unhelpful, to make that kind of suggestion 

without having first established a relationship of trust and empathy. 

Creating a space for sharing, and encouraging time for stillness, are both quite 

difficult to do in my experience. The prevailing culture of the youth groups that I’ve 

worked with has been one of playing games and having fun. There are good things 

about this culture: it is relational, it is restful (at least for the young people), and 

actually offers an alternative to other, less healthy, activities. However, it is also an 

unreflective culture. While it might not do any harm, it is also possible that it does 

not stimulate spiritual development. Because it is a relatively fast-paced culture, 

trying to do something a bit more focused can feel uncomfortable, because it 

involves a change of rhythm. 

I often feel anxious that trying something new will be unpopular, and that the 

numbers of my youth group will decline. However, getting in touch with deep desires 

is not the same as people-pleasing. The process of writing this paper leads me to 

believe that the youth minister is tasked with listening reverently to young people 

and their desires, while also recognising that Christ’s call to move up higher, to 

desire more, involves sacrifice. So, while it is possible that encouraging a culture of 

reflection, sharing and contemplation with young people might initially feel 

challenging, it is also important for the youth minister to be reminded that we are no 

longer operating within a Christendom model of ministry, in which attendance is the 

most important thing. It might be better to work with a small number of young people 

in depth, than with a large number, but only superficially. This might well involve the 

youth minister recognising that his/her own desire to be successful needs to move 

up higher! Keith James writes about this in his Grove booklet about Thomas Merton, 

Mission-shaped Hermit: 

Belief that growth in church members signifies fidelity to the Christian faith and a 

relevance to our rapidly changing culture is dangerous. It leads to a lessening in our 

dependence on God, and masks our own fragility. (James, 2009, p.21) 

For youth ministers to connect to young people and their desires, I would suggest 

that we too need to discover our dependence on God, by actively paying attention to 
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our own desires and fears. It is easy for to-do lists to take priority over our own 

spiritual practice, but, if we accept that we act as mediators in our relationships with 

young people, then it follows that leading young people into a relationship with God 

requires us to nurture our own spirituality: 

"Acquire a peaceful spirit, and around you thousands will be saved." – Seraphim of 

Sarov (quoted in Meyendorff’s introduction to Stamoolis, 1986, p.xii) 

In conclusion, working through Osmer’s tasks of the practical theologian has led me 

to believe that youth ministry needs to rediscover a theological language of desire, 

and invite young people to be involved in the process of discovery. I have made 

some suggestions, but more work in this area is needed. In particular, the theology 

of desire in relations to youth ministry needs to be further developed, and more 

research needs to be undertaken in how this might practically be applied to the 

context of youth groups - perhaps even questioning if youth groups are the best 

place to apply it. 
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Abstract 

Timothy S Leeson 

“An Exploration into How Popular Culture Shapes Identity and a Theological Response” 

February 2016 

In this paper, I will be exploring the ways in which young people develop their identity 
through interaction with popular culture. Using René Girard’s mimetic theory, I will suggest 
that the cultural memes which young people interact with actually shape the way in which 
they view themselves: offering them potential respite from the fear of what Tillich calls non-
being. My writing will be informed by theory and practice: the theory coming primarily from 
Rene Girard, and writers who have been influenced by him, like Roel Kaptein, and the 
practice will come from my work as a youth minister. I will write about three real young 
people in particular, as well as reflecting on my memories of being a sixteen year old. 

I will also argue that this engagement with popular culture does not satisfy the desire for 
being. At best, it offers temporary respite, but it does not liberate young people from fear. 
This is something which can only be satisfied through the discovery of faith, as explained by 
James Alison. 

Finally, I will conclude that the youth minister’s prime task is to discover being for himself. 
This means letting go of the language of ‘helping’ young people, which is in itself caught up 
in rivalry and anxiety. 
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Introduction 
In this paper, I will be reflecting on René Girard’s mimetic theory, and applying 

aspects of it to my practice as a youth minister. In particular, I will explore the ways 

in which young people develop a sense of their identity through mimesis with 

popular cultural memes. I have personally found Girard’s thought very helpful in 

navigating my own sense of self, and am interested in applying his theory to my 

work with young people. 

To do so, I will make reference to three young people: all of whom are known 

personally to me, and whose names have been changed. Part of my role as youth 

minister at a cathedral involves running a regular weekly youth group, mainly 

attended by young people who have a connection to the cathedral. The youth group 

is primarily a chance to socialise and have fun, but it also offers opportunities for 

reflecting on faith, identity and wider social and political issues. I have chosen to 

focus on these three young people because their role as young volunteers at the 

youth group means that I spend more time with them than most of the other young 

people in the group, and so know them relatively well. They are all the same age 

(16-17), they are all white, they are all still in school, and they all attend the same 

church youth group. I will also write about myself as a young person, and my own 

experiences of being shaped by cultural mediation. This is to add a level of 

reflexivity, which I hope will add value to my analysis of the young people. 

My main dialogue partners with Girardian thought will be Roel Kaptein and James 

Alison. Written in the context of the troubles in Northern Ireland in 1993, with the 

collaboration of Duncan Morrow, Kaptein’s On The Way Of Freedom focuses on 

applying mimetic theory to issues of identity, culture and relationships. Kaptein’s 

work (done in collaboration with the Corrymeela community in Northern Ireland) was 

to translate Girard’s anthropology into lived experience. James Alison is a Girardian 

theologian. Kaptein and Girard were both Christians, but neither wrote primarily 

theologically. Alison’s contribution to this essay is in helping me to draw theological 

conclusion from anthropological and social insight. 

Because much of the language I will be using in this paper comes from the arenas 

of mimetic theory and youth ministry, there is a glossary of terms included in 

Appendix One. The glossary will define words as I am using them in this paper. For 

example, the word culture is one which has many different meanings, but I am using 

it an anthropological sense, rather than, for example, an aesthetic one. 
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To begin, I will give an account of Girard’s mimetic theory, with particular regard to 

the difference between what he calls external and internal mediation. 
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External and Internal Mediation 
Dorothy Day was an influential journalist and social activist in America in the 20th 

Century. She converted to Catholicism later in life, but her sense of social justice 

manifested itself early. It is of interest to me, as a youth minister, to explore the 

question of what drove Day, both to her passion for equality and ultimately to her 

religious conversion. In her essay, Dorothy Day: A Love of Fiction and Her Love of 

The Poor, Judith Ann Brady (2010) explores the ways in which Day’s social 

conscience was formed by her love of classic literature. Brady suggests that authors 

such as Dickens and Dostoyevsky, who wrote about the experience of poverty, 

shaped the young Day’s vocation and sense of identity: personally, politically and 

religiously. 

René Girard calls this process mimesis, and believes that it is a universal 

experience. Identity is formed by observing another person or group (which Girard 

calls the ‘model’), and imitating them. Psychoanalyst and developmental theorist 

Erik Erikson suggests that in our early years, we begin to learn morality from our 

parents and those around us, and as we grow into adolescence, that morality 

begins to evolve into ideology, finally developing an aesthetic and ethical sensibility 

in adulthood and later life (Hoare, 2009). Mimetic theory tells us that while the 

priorities might change, the process of mimetic learning remains the same 

throughout. The subject looks up to an other, or others (the model), and attempts to 

become like them by imitating their desire (the object). 

There is nothing, or nearly nothing, in human behaviour which isn’t learned, and all 

apprenticeship comes back to imitation. If men (sic) suddenly stopped imitating, all 

cultural forms would disappear. Neurologists remind us that the human brain is an 

enormous imitation machine5 (Girard, Oughourlian, and Lefort, 1978, pp. 16 – 17, 

translation mine). 

What makes Brady’s essay particularly interesting in this context is that she focuses 

not on Day’s parents and peers, but on the authors of fiction, and the characters 

which they created, which influenced her. It will be the aim of this paper to explore 

how the cultural memes which young people relate to shape their development. This 

is what Girard calls external mediation, which refers to a kind of mimetic relationship 

in which there are clearly defined roles for the subject and the mediator. Internal 

5 Il n’y a rien ou presque, dans les comportments humains, qui ne soit appris, et tout 
apprentisage se ramène à l’imitation. Si les hommes, tout à coup, cessaient d’imiter, toutes 
les formes culturelles s’évanouiraient. Les neurologues nous rappellent fréquemment que le 
cerveau humain est une enorme machine à imiter. 
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mediation happens between peers and equals, whereas external mediation 

happens between people who exist on different levels. Theoretically, a teacher 

would be an external mediator to a novice, for example. A king would be an external 

mediator to his subjects. 

The boundary between external and internal mediation can be blurry, and one can 

become another. For example, the toddler will be in mimesis with her mother, but 

there is a clear distinction between the two of them. Their roles cannot be reversed. 

This is external mediation. However, as the toddler grows older, this might begin to 

change. The daughter may begin to feel that her understanding of an issue is better 

than her mother’s, and the two may even find themselves in rivalry with each other. 

This is internal mediation. 

Dorothy Day’s mimetic relationship with classical authors is external. Dickens, for 

example, died nearly thirty years before she was born, and lived over four thousand 

miles away. Their relationship was clearly defined by unbreakable boundaries, and 

so her identity was formed, at least in part, by people whom she would never meet. 

Brady uses a few specific examples to illustrate this, one of which is Dickens’ David 

Copperfield. Day read the novel at a young age, and identified with the protagonist. 

Brady contends that Day was shaped by the book and its characters: 

Like Dickens Dorothy Day portrayed the insecurities of life that the poor face daily. 

Just as Dickens captured the attention of Dorothy Day by showing the living 

situations of believable characters, so too Dorothy Day would share the lives of the 

people who were her community and as close as family remembering that as she 

lived and worked among the poor, she knew their strength and foibles first hand 

(Brady, 2010, p. 485). 

This is of interest to the youth minister, because of the contemporary young 

person’s relationship to popular culture. Dorothy Day’s works of classical fiction may 

have been replaced with television shows, popular music, and internet vloggers, but 

the mimetic relationship still exists. If Day’s identity was shaped by Upton Sinclair 

and Leo Tolstoy, what would it mean that today’s young people have similar 

relationships with Steven Moffatt, Taylor Swift, Cristiano Ronaldo, and PewDiePie6? 

One significant development is that memes which young people interact with are not 

quite as distant, and so the mediation is not quite as external, as that which Brady 

6 A writer of popular television programmes, a pop singer, a football player, and an internet 
vlogger, respectively. 
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refers to in her essay about Dorothy Day. Advances in social technology mean that 

the four thousand miles that separated Day and Dickens can be virtually crossed 

near-instantaneously. Websites like Twitter, Instagram and Reddit make modern 

celebrities accessible to young people in a way in which they were not before, even 

ten years ago. And (in theory at least) anybody can upload their videos to the 

internet and become the next YouTuber or Vine star. This is partly due to what 

Kaptein calls the collapse of structure. 
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The Collapse of Structure 
To understand the cultural shift from external, to internal mediation, we need to 

understand the structure of society. 

Structure is the order in culture, in society, which developed through a very long 

process in order to keep peace in society. Peace is only possible when people are 

different, each having their own place, which is respected by everybody (Kaptein 

and Morrow, 1993, p. 139). 

The clearly defined structure of society, wrote Kaptein, is collapsing. Distinctive 

societal roles are increasingly incapable of separating us, or keeping us ‘in our right 

place’. Twitter is an acute example of this. As a social network, Twitter is a great 

leveller. Rich and poor can start a Twitter account, for free, and share their thoughts 

with the world. The British monarchy and the president of the United States of 

America are both represented on the website, but at the time of writing Justin 

Bieber, a 21-year-old pop singer, has more followers than either of them. Bieber 

was unheard of until 2008, when, at the age of thirteen, the songs he had recorded 

himself singing were discovered by a music producer. 

Similar stories to Bieber’s are part of a young person’s cultural narrative. One 

Direction, a record-breakingly successful boy band, were discovered on a television 

talent show. PewDiePie (real name Felix Kjellberg) “a college dropout who had 

been working in a hot dog stand” started a YouTube channel in 2010, which earned 

him $7.4 million in 2014 (Thomsen, 2015). Television shows like The X Factor tell 

young people that anybody can “make it”. 

The result of this is that identity is insecure. In a stable, structured society, identity is 

given to us by external mediators; Girard mentions Louis XIV, the self-proclaimed 

sun king, as an example: 

The sun king is the mediator for everyone around him. And this mediator remains 

separated from his subjects by a significant spiritual distance. The king cannot 

become his own subject’s rival7 (Girard, 2007, p. 130, translation mine). 

The king is the king, the servant is the servant, and, though there is no guarantee of 

comfort or even happiness, at the very least, each knows his place in society. This 

also happens in more localised ways, such as the illustration of the parent and child 

7Le roi-soleil est le médiateur de tous les êtres qui l’entourent. Et ce médiateur reste séparé 
de ses fidèles par une distance spirituelle prodigieuse. Le roi ne peut pas devenir le rival de 
ses propres sujets. 
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mentioned above. Where clear structures exist, the individual has a sense of his 

identity. 

Figure 41: The disappearance of structure (Kaptein, 1993, 
p.38) 

Though there are areas in which 

relationships have a structure, our 

society as a whole could be 

described as post-structural, or at 

least on its way to it. We no longer 

have clearly defined roles imposed 

on us, so our sense of identity is 

more fluid, and harder to define. 

Kaptein illustrates this using the 

diagram seen here. 

Clearly-defined roles in society are collapsing into each other, but the desire for a 

sense of identity is still there. So, young people are faced with almost unanswerable 

questions: “Who am I? What should I do with my life? What kind of person do I want 

to be?” Girard writes that the search for identity which young people experience is 

actually a metaphysical desire: a search for being. This is something echoed by 

theologian Paul Tillich. 

Tillich suggests that our search for a sense of identity is the result of unhappiness. 

For him, this unhappiness comes from feeling threatened by what he calls non-

being, which is to say meaninglessness and death (Tillich, 1953, p. 210). This might 

go some way towards explaining young people’s increasing dependence on fast-

paced, readily-available entertainment. The stories we hear every day about 

refugees fleeing war-torn countries, global climate change, widening wealth gaps, 

racism, homophobia, religious extremism, and so on, could well make young people 

overwhelmed: 

This is a country of two laws. There’s laws for rich people and there’s laws for poor 

people. But if you get me, there’s sub-laws. And they exist if you’re black. You get 

caught doing a crime and you are poor and white, you are fucked. If you get caught 

doing a crime and you’re poor and black, you are double fucked. It’s hard 

sometimes to be in a system that is counting against you from the moment you are 

born in your skin (Kieran, 19, in Combi, 2015, pp. 147 – 148). 
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One way in which I notice the young people I work with coping with the apparent 

instability of their world is through technology: smartphones and social networks 

help them to feel less impotent in the face of a frightening world. A funny video on 

YouTube, a Snapchat story, some time spent gaming, these offer temporary respite 

from the fear of non-being, because they represent stability. The people in these 

forms of media (real or fictional) present the best of themselves: videos are edited, 

photos are taken from flattering angles, and dialogue is written by a team of 

professional writers. 

In some ways, cultural memes have taken on religious significance for some young 

people. In Gods Behaving Badly, Pete Ward (Ward, 2011) suggests that the ‘real-

life’ celebrity stories presented in places like Hello magazine fulfil the same need in 

the 21st Century as the Hellenic gods of old. In Making Sense of Generation Y, 

Savage et al find that the stories told in Eastenders helped young people to make 

sense of their own lives. Today, young people idolise pop singers, and identify with 

a whole subculture who feel the same way. Justin Bieber fans call themselves 

Beliebers. Lady Gaga’s call themselves Little Monsters. Jessie J’s fans are Sparks. 

These labels represent an almost religious level of belonging. 

But Tillich and Kaptein would both recognise this as incomplete kind of devotion: 

one which doesn’t fulfil existential desire in the same way which the God of Jesus 

Christ does. Because, says David Kelsey, on Tillich, we are unaware of the 

presence of God, “we alternate between relying on something outside of us … and 

relying on ourselves. Neither is adequate” (Kelsey, 1997, p. 92). Religion, Tillich 

suggests, provides answers to the questions posed by culture. The fear of non-

being is resolved in the discovery of God, who is being itself. 

I recognise this unfulfilled search for stability and being in my own experience as a 

young person. 
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16 Year Old Me 
Before I write about my memories of myself as a teenager, it is important to note 

that, by definition, this will be an incomplete image of myself. The things which I 

remember now as being important may not have seemed so at the time, and 

equally, some of the things which felt potentially world-ending to me then seem 

extremely trivial to me now. “We are all,” writes James Alison, “revisionist historians, 

because there is no other way to tell the story of how we came to be and who we 

are now” (Alison, 2013, p. 34). I look back on my past through the filter of what I 

know now, in this case, through Girardian mimetic theory. 

My memories of that period in my life are tied up in the evangelical Christian youth 

group I had been attending for a couple of years. I remember feeling like something 

of an outsider until I discovered the youth group: I wasn’t popular at school, and, 

having spent much of my childhood moving from country to country, never felt as 

close to my classmates as I perceived them to be with each other. That changed 

when I found the youth group: here were a group of people with whom I felt at 

home. They seemed to like the very things that made me feel like an outsider at 

school: they laughed at my jokes and shared my struggles. 

As a result of this, the group, and its particular expression of charismatic evangelical 

Christianity, became enormously important to me, and I bought into the brand. I 

started listening to evangelical pop music: I was particularly keen on the bands dc 

Talk and Delirious? (the former with a lower-case D, and the latter with a question 

mark, as part of their 1990s branding). I wore clothing with Christian slogans 

emblazoned on it. I annotated my copy of The Youth Bible©. The evangelical 

Christian youth identity, I believed, would provide me with stability and comfort. 

At around the same time, I was discovering a pretty deep-rooted struggle with 

anxiety. My world, both inner and outer, felt chaotic, fragile and dark. I felt anxious 

about whether or not I’d be able to function as an independent adult. I had started 

seeing a therapist to help me deal with panic attacks. This made the youth group all 

the more important to me: for a few hours each week, I found a place where I 

belonged and felt safe. I continued to consume the evangelical Christian youth 

brand. 

In hindsight, I can see that some of what I was learning in the group was unhelpful, 

and in fact contributing to my anxiety. My awakening sex drive was repressed. 

Mental health issues were explained as being demonic in origin. I was being told 
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that God loved me, but hearing that my anxiety was a punishment for looking at 

internet pornography. 

Nevertheless, the youth group offered me a sense of self. I felt like I existed, 

surrounded by friends whom I loved. The consumption of music, clothing and books, 

and the unhelpful belief systems that came with the group were mimetic: I desired 

those things because the people who I wanted to be with desired them. My attempt 

at defining myself according to the desires of my peers was really just an attempt at 

discovering being: stability, life, and love. 

What follows are three snapshots, in which I explore how this applies to Jessica, 

Adam and Sophie. In some ways, they represent ‘healthy’ young people: free of 

serious mental health problems or physical ill-health, performing relatively well in 

school, and socially capable. They are also all connected to the church. But they are 

also all born into the post-structural world that I have described, and as such, their 

sense of identity is as fragile as mine was. All three of them, according to Girard and 

Tillich, share my metaphysical desire: they want to be: 

To be in our disintegrating culture, we desperately need God or a god. Having lost 

him, we move to other gods. We have so many examples of these: politicians, 

football stars, TV stars, band leaders, friends or people whom we admire. We both 

make them into gods and we enter into rivalry with them, trying to get what they 

have or at least we imagine that they have: being (Kaptein and Morrow, 1993, p. 

65). 
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Jessica 
Jessica is one of the young people I see regularly in my practice as a youth worker. 

Like me, her sense of self and her consumption of popular culture are entwined. 

Instead of evangelical Christian youth culture, however, Jessica is immersed in the 

world of comic books. She goes to comic conventions, where she meets other 

people who share her passion. She connects to those people online through Twitter. 

This social world shapes the way in Jessica dresses, the way she speaks, and even 

her ideas about ethics and morality. 

One particular example of the latter is the current dialogue about how women are 

represented in comic books. Many feel that historically, women have been portrayed 

as secondary characters: either as helpless and needing to be saved, or as 

expressions of male sexual fantasies. There is plenty of evidence to support this, 

but it would seem that the comic book industry is moving towards creating more 

positive female characters. In the past few years, Marvel comics have started 

releasing new series like Captain Marvel, Black Widow, She-Hulk and Ms Marvel, all 

of which feature female protagonists. The characters in these books are heroes in 

their own rights, and don’t rely on revealing clothing, or stronger male characters. 

Even Thor, one of Marvel’s best-selling titles, is now portrayed as a woman. 

This public conversation has been important and formative for Jessica. Because her 

mimetic models care about the representation of women in comics, she has learned 

to do the same. It is worth noting that her conviction doesn’t end with comic books, 

or even with feminism. She is interested in diversity, and hearing the voices of 

traditionally marginalised people; ethnic minorities, LGBTQ+ people, the disabled 

and the mentally ill. 

It would be an oversimplification of Jessica’s life, and of Girard’s theory of mimesis, 

to simply draw a line from reading comic books to desiring social equality, but one 

can see the ways in which Jessica has been shaped, socially, by the comic book 

subculture which she is a part of, in much the same way as Dorothy Day was 

shaped by the literature which she read. 

However, like my Christian youth group experience, the positive aspects of 

Jessica’s identity do not keep her entirely protected from the fear of non-being. In 

fact, they are deeply enmeshed in what Girard calls rivalry. The subject not only 

wants what the mediator wants, but the subject has to defeat the mediator in order 

to get it. The subject wants to be envied, rather than envying. Jessica feels 

accepted and good about herself when her opinions are listened to (she recently 
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tweeted about the representation of a female character in a TV show, and was 

thrilled that her comment actually got some attention from somebody at the BBC, 

who asked to contact her about it). But, she reacts in anger to those who do not 

share her worldview. After the House of Commons voted in favour of bombing Syria, 

she retweeted the following: 

I hate David Cameron with a vengeance how the fuck this wanker is prime minister 

is absolutely beyond me (@dreamyhoe, 2015). 

In the first instance, she is successful: she has come out on top. In the latter, her 

sense of morality has lost: she has lost. Her sense of identity is threatened. I 

personally empathise with Jessica’s anger, but I also believe that it stems from fear. 

Jessica, and the girl who she retweeted, presumably want to feel righteous in their 

anger: they might say that their anger is about protecting innocent lives, or not 

wanting to promote violence, but I suspect that Jessica is not so different from the 

sixteen year old me. If that’s the case her anger is really an expression of fear of the 

collapse of identity. Just like I was, Jessica is scared of not being heard, of shouting 

into a void, of being alone. 

Like Dorothy Day before her, Jessica’s interaction with popular culture has shaped 

her in some positive ways: she wants to help people, she wants equality for the 

marginalised, she is politically engaged. But as admirable as I may find those 

qualities, Kaptein suggests that they are products of rivalry. Even the desire to help 

people, he says, is rivalrous (I will expand on this later). Because her happiness is 

dependent on her success, Sophie is no more free than I was at her age. 
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Adam 
Adam, another young person I see regularly, is in the same school, and the same 

year group, as Jessica. They have experiences of the same church, and attend the 

same youth group, as each other. This all means that there is significant overlap 

their internal mimetic relationships: they know many of the same people, and they 

have shared many of the same experiences. Yet Adam and Jessica would describe 

themselves as very different people: he is politically conservative, he talks about 

feminism in a dismissive way (although I suspect this is more to do with getting a 

reaction out of people like Jessica than out of any real conviction), and he doesn’t 

like political correctness. Like Jessica, Adam’s identity is firmly enmeshed with 

some particular memes. 

Adam is not interested in comic books, although there are aspects of Jessica’s 

subculture which he would find attractive. He is interested in science fiction, but 

from a scientific point of view, not a literary one. He consumes memes which are (at 

least superficially) interested in science. He is a regular viewer of the American 

television sitcom The Big Bang Theory, for example. The male protagonists of The 

Big Bang Theory are scientists, and much of the humour revolves around the fact 

that their understanding of physics is more developed than their social skills or 

common sense. 

Like Jessica, Adam’s attitudes and values are shaped what he watches and reads. 

Much of his humour, for example, could be described as being a game of 

intellectual one-upmanship. He corrects people’s grammar, and laughs when people 

mispronounce words. Recently, the youth centre which Adam attends was given 

some second-hand laptops, and he found it very amusing that they were running 

Windows XP, which he considers an inferior operating system. 

Rivalry expresses itself in Adam’s attitude towards those things which he considers 

unscientific. I was recently party to a conversation on Facebook between the three 

young people referenced in this paper, in which Adam told Sophie that her choice of 

A-Level subjects were soft because they weren’t scientific, and even went as far as 

to write, “We all know the only people you need are mathematicians and scientists.” 

I suspect that Adam wrote this to get a reaction from the girls, but when that 

reaction came, he defended his position. 

The ensuing conversation was a fiery one, in which three of them, particularly Adam 

and Jessica, used strong language to defend their points of view. Looking at the 

conversation through a Girardian filter, what emerges is that they were not arguing 
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about the role of science: they were fighting for being. They all want to feel like they 

exist, and in a rivalrous worldview, existing comes at the expense of those who we 

see as denying us our identity. 

Adam is actually a seriously compassionate person. He cares about how other 

people are feeling, and makes an effort to make young people who struggle to fit in 

feel accepted and welcome. But his metaphysical desire leads him to project a 

persona which, like Sheldon, one of the main characters in The Big Bang Theory, is 

more interested in being intellectually correct than in emotional sensitivity or social 

skills. Mimetic theory tells us that Adam, like all of us, is running from the fear of 

non-being, of being last, and of feeling shame. He sees characters like Sheldon as 

‘successful’: Sheldon doesn’t seem to be scared of non-being. So, in applying 

Girard’s model to Adam, we might come to the conclusion that Adam is imitating 

Sheldon, probably subconsciously, in order to share in his being, in much the same 

way I tried to share in the being of my youth group, Jessica tries to share in the 

being of her feminist community, and Dorothy Day tried to sharing in the being of 

Charles Dickens. 

This is a simplified look at Adam’s mimetic life. There are countless other influences 

and mediators that shape his personality, including his compassionate self. These 

mediators include Jessica and Sophie. There are mediators which are anterior to 

The Big Bang Theory, and popular science, which have led Adam into relationship 

with those memes. I don’t know Adam’s history well enough to know what those 

mediators are, but an image is emerging of the shape of Adam’s metaphysical 

desire, and the context in which it is nurtured. 
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Sophie 
Sophie is the same age as Adam and Jessica, but she goes to a different school, 

and hasn’t always lived in the same city. Though she goes to the same church and 

youth group as them, she has fewer internal mediators in common with them. She 

has a completely different social circle outside of the youth group. She appears to 

get on well with the other two (despite Adam’s teasing), but has less in common 

with them than they have with each other. 

It is difficult to fit Sophie comfortably into any particular subculture because she is, 

by her own admission, an indecisive person. When it came to choosing A-Levels, 

for example, she found it hard to choose between an eclectic mix of subjects, 

including Theatre Studies, Political Science, History, English Literature and 

Sociology. She also didn’t decide which school she wanted to study in until the 

week before term started. Without any empirical research, I can only make some 

guesses as to why Sophie seems less decided about her identity than Adam and 

Jessica seem about theirs. It is possible that, occupying a slightly different social 

circle, with different priorities to the other two, she simply feels less confident in 

talking about her desires and aspirations as they do. Maybe Sophie has a very clear 

sense of herself, but lacks the confidence to express it. Another interpretation is 

neatly suggested by the Netflix series Masters Of None (Wareheim, 2015). The 

protagonist, a young man, cannot make his mind up about what to do with his life, 

much like Sophie. His father tells him that cannot make a decision if he wants to 

keep every option open, quoting the poet Sylvia Plath: 

I saw my life branching out before me like the green fig tree in the story. From the 

tip of every branch, like a fat purple fig, a wonderful future beckoned and winked. 

One fig was a husband and a happy home and children, and another fig was a 

famous poet and another fig was a brilliant professor, and another fig was Ee Gee, 

the amazing editor, and another fig was Europe and Africa and South America, and 

another fig was Constantin and Socrates and Attila and a pack of other lovers with 

queer names and offbeat professions, and another fig was an Olympic lady crew 

champion, and beyond and above these figs were many more figs I couldn't quite 

make out. I saw myself sitting in the crotch of this fig tree, starving to death, just 

because I couldn't make up my mind which of the figs I would choose. I wanted 

each and every one of them, but choosing one meant losing all the rest, and, as I 

sat there, unable to decide, the figs began to wrinkle and go black, and, one by one, 

they plopped to the ground at my feet (Plath, 1966, p. 73). 
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Applying the Girardian model of metaphysical desire, one might suggest that this 

indecision is actually another expression of a searching for being. While Adam and 

Jessica feel the threat of non-being when their identity is challenged, Sophie 

perhaps feels the threat more in having to choose one identity. The openness of a 

post-structural world can leave people like Sophie paralysed by indecision: choosing 

a path means allowing the others to fall into oblivion. This corresponds with 

Kaptein’s idea of a post-structural world. A few hundred years ago, Sophie’s identity 

would have been chosen for her by the society into which she was born. She would 

not have had to worry about things like education or vocation, because she would 

have more or less been assigned a role from birth. She may not have liked the 

identity imposed on her, and even tried to break free of it, but there would have 

been a cultural expectation of what she would do with her life. Today, that 

expectation is much less tangible. There isn’t as clear a role for Sophie to either 

embrace or reject. Instead, she must create a role for herself, choosing from infinite 

possibilities. That being the case, Sophie’s indecision may well be a manifestation 

of anxiety expressed by Sylvia Plath above. 

Sophie maintains an outward appearance of relative tranquillity. She is less 

confrontational than Sophie and Adam, and appears to value getting on with people 

above being ‘right’. Recently, Sophie expressed excitement that her favourite TV 

show, The Only Way Is Essex (TOWIE), was about to start a new season. TOWIE is 

an unscripted soap opera. The cast aren’t actors, and the locations are real places 

in Essex, but the storylines are guided by the programme’s producers. Generally 

speaking, plot doesn’t feature prominently in the show. Like much that gets called 

reality TV, the cast and their interactions with each other are the focal point, and 

there is no great meta-narrative. Indeed, one might suggest that it is a show born 

out of what Sylvia Collins-Mayo et al dub the Happy midi-narrative (Savage, Collins-

Mayo, and Mayo, 2011, pp. 35 – 53). This term was coined as the result of research 

into young people, published in 2006. The researchers focused on popular cultural 

memes like television shows, music and advertising. TOWIE didn’t exist at the time, 

but its popularity now underscores the validity of their findings, taking as it does the 

Happy midi-narrative to its logical conclusion. 

Sophie’s indecision fits quite comfortably into the TOWIE worldview, in which 

personality is more important than plot. Questions about relationship appear to be 

more important to her than questions about vocation. She takes pride in her 

appearance, is very sociable, and tends not to risk causing ruptures in her 

relationships by espousing strong viewpoints. Sophie and TOWIE both exist in the 
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same post-structural world. It would be unhelpful to suggest a clear mimetic line 

from one to another (people do this when they blame video games or rap music for 

violent behaviour), but it is important to recognise that the world which created 

TOWIE and the world which created Sophie are the same. The same existential 

desires and fears can be seen in both. 
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Freedom 
If, as I have suggested, Jessica, Adam and Sophie are each attempting to escape 

from world of anxious rivalry by finding a sense of identity through popular culture, 

then as the youth minister, I am presented with the task of helping them to find a 

more stable sense of being. How might Jessica find the self-confidence not to feel 

threatened by those who hold different views to her? Could Adam find a security in 

his own worth, which isn’t dependent on putting others down? Could Sophie find a 

way of being confident in her decisions? 

James Alison, like Tillich, suggests that the key to discovering a stable sense of 

being is to receive the gift of faith. Like Kaptein, however, he emphasises that faith 

and religion are not the same thing. Religion is caught up in rivalry – there is still an 

anxious need to be ‘right’ at the expense of those who aren’t: 

Religion is the result of the scapegoat mechanism. … To religion belong myths, 

stories about driving out the scapegoat, rites, repetitions of the driving out, and 

prohibitions (Kaptein and Morrow, 1993, p. 138). 

The young people I have written about are aware of religion’s violent tendencies. 

They have seen homophobia, racism, and sexism justified with religious language. 

The youth minister’s job is not to introduce religion, as defined by Kaptein, to the 

young person. Religion, and the dualism that it imposes (in or out, saved or 

unsaved, good or evil), are a part of the world of rivalry. Religion is not freedom. 

Faith, says Alison, is something different. Faith allows the subject to discover the 

God who likes them, and who is on their side. In discovering himself to be loved, the 

subject’s need to be right, or to be good, diminishes: 

[Imagine] an encounter with a benign elderly relative who has known you since 

childhood. … You know that Aunt Mildred likes you and wants what is good for you. 

So when you are with her you don’t need to impress her, or convince her of your 

worth. In fact, you can let your masks down and allow yourself to be teased and 

your little foibles giggled at when you are with her. You know her enough to know 

that she is trustworthy, not out to “get” you and won’t hold things she learns about 

you against you (Alison, 2013, pp. 188 – 189). 

This faith is made visible in the lift of Christ, who went to place which frightens us 

most: the place of non-being, the place of shame, the place of death, and 

demonstrated that it is not final: “It is to your advantage that I go to my death … 

because I will then have opened up for you the possibility of no longer being run by 
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this bugbear” (Alison, 2013, p. 209). Discovering faith, as opposed to religion, is a 

process of relaxation. Receiving the gift of faith would mean that Jessica and Adam 

might relax their need to be right. Sophie might be free to make decision, without 

the anxiety that they might be wrong. I might have been less worried about being 

good. Religion might hold us in the language of fear and rivalry, but faith liberates us 

from it. 

The concluding question is this: if religion is not the answer in itself, how do we 

bring young people to this faith? 

Kaptein responds by pointing out the flaw in the question: 

…in our culture helping is, however well-intentioned, a power-game in which the 

helper always stands above his or her victim, one-up in the power game … in which 

the needs of others are used. The more professional our helping becomes, the 

more this fact becomes true (Kaptein and Morrow, 1993, pp. 119 – 121). 

My desire to help Adam, Sophie and Jessica out of the world of rivalry is actually a 

part of that world. I am assigning a hierarchy: I am the helper, they are the helped. 

My desire to help is a manifestation of my metaphysical desire: I want to feel 

worthwhile, I want to be seen as productive, I want people to speak highly of me, I 

want to experience being. My rivalrous desires cannot save these young people 

from their rivalrous desires. 

The youth minister’s task is not to help young people. It is to follow Jesus on the 

way to freedom. The task is to become aware of one’s own rivalry, fear, and 

desires, and to enter into mimesis with the God of the gospels, who is free from 

those things. In doing so, we will begin to exhibit what James Alison calls a 

‘concavity’. Like a crater in the surface of the earth, this concavity is evidence that 

something has happened. The crater evidences that a meteorite landed here, and 

scientists make deductions about the meteorite by studying the crater. Equally, the 

life which has opened itself to faith begins to show evidence of an occurrence: what 

James Alison calls “undergoing God” (Alison, 2007). In this scenario, by becoming 

open to faith, I will become more relaxed and less fearful, and this will have a much 

more significant impact on the lives of Sophie, Adam and Jessica than a religious 

education class could. The youth minister, in other words, is justified by faith. 

Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we 
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stand; and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. And not only that, but 

we also boast in our sufferings (Romans 5:1-3a). 
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Glossary 
Culture: Culture is possibly the most difficult word to define here, because so many 

definitions exist for it. Kaptein uses the word frequently in his book, but he uses it in 

a different way to how I am using it below. In this paper, culture refers to “the shared 

repertoire of practices, symbols, and meanings … the space of signifying practice, 

the semantic ground on which human beings seek to construct and represent 

themselves and others – and, hence, society and history” (Comaroff and Comaroff, 

1991, p. 21). In particular, I’ll be referring to popular culture, which encompasses 

television, movies, social networks, popular music, and more. 

Identity: “Who or what a person or thing is” (Brookes, 2003, p. 733). When I use the 

word identity in this paper, it will be with reference to a sense of one’s existence. For 

example, when I write that young people are searching for identity, I mean that they 

are searching for a sense of being: that they are somebody, and that who they are 

matters. 

Meditation: The way in which we are taught, mimetically. The model mediates the 

object to the subject. For example, a when a parent teaches a child about table 

manners, the parent is the mediator. 

Meme: “a cultural feature that is passed on other than by genetic means” (Brookes, 

2003, p. 924). In this context, it refers a ‘unit’ of culture: a television show, a singer, 

a social network, etc. 

Mimesis (also, mimetic): The process by which one learns through observation 

and imitation. This is usually a subconscious process, and Girard contends that it is 

the universal way in which we learn and develop. 

Vloggers: Video bloggers. These are people who share aspects of their lives with 

the public by filming monologues and uploading them to video-sharing websites like 

YouTube. 

Young People: By this, I broadly mean people between the ages of eleven and 

twenty-five, in keeping with the National Youth Agency’s definition of the term. 

Particularly, I will be writing about my experience of working with adolescents of 

secondary school age. 

Youth Minister: I write about the youth minister, rather than the youth worker, in 

reference to those people whose work with adolescents is consciously informed by 

Christian theological tradition. The word minister here comes from the Latin 
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ministrare, meaning to serve, so the youth minister is one who tries to mediate 

according to Christ. 
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ABSTRACT 
Timothy S Leeson 

“Research Proposal” 

September 2016 

In this paper, I will present the research that I am going to undertake for my DProf thesis 

over the next few years. I will introduce the reader to my professional context as a youth 

minister at a Cathedral, and the theoretical paradigms that underpin the research, including 

mimetic theory, contemplative theology, and what I have called post-programmes youth 

ministry. I will then explain the methodology, which will be autoethnographic, detailing 

research methods, and ethical considerations. 
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1. Introduction 
I am undertaking this research as a way of fostering a “perception and awareness of God” 

(Walton, 2014, p.xi). This is a theological exercise, and a spiritual discipline, rooted in 

Girardian theory and the practice of youth ministry. In this paper, I will outline the theoretical 

underpinning for the research, as well as the way in which I intend to go about it, including 

methodology, ethical considerations, and limitations. 

2. The Research Question 
Having been involved in work with young people for thirteen years, and having found René 

Girard’s mimetic theory to be a helpful way of navigating life personally, I would like to find 

out how the two might relate. With that end in mind, my research question is: What impact 

will reflecting personally on Girardian concepts of rivalry and mimetic desire have on me, 

within the context of youth ministry? 

3. My Context 
I have chosen to make establish my professional context in this paper because my research 

will be autoethnographic, that is to say that I will be studying myself within an ethnographic 

context. Delineating these boundaries serves two purposes: to help the reader in 

understanding the places in which I am working, geographically, professionally, emotionally, 

and theologically, and to help me in navigating which aspects of my life I will be sharing: I am 

writing about Tim the youth minister, not the son, or the boyfriend, or the comic book reader. 

These aspects of my life and personality will doubtlessly contribute to the shape of this 

research, but they are not the focal points. 

After hearing theologian James Alison speak at Greenbelt in 2006, I read some of his books, 

and was drawn towards one of his key influences: René Girard. A Girardian spiritual director 

gave me further reading (Alison, 2013; Kirwan, 2004; Garceau, 1997; Sheldrake, 2001; 

Bailie, 1997) and involved me in various study groups and conferences. I discovered that 

Girard’s mimetic theory offered insight into some of my personal relationships, and helped to 

make sense of elements of my professional life as well. This research is to help me develop 

the latter: relating my practice as a youth minister to mimetic theory. 

There are levels of concentricity even within the context of youth ministry, and I will focus on 

two: my job as a youth minister at a Cathedral in the south east of England, and Western 

youth ministry as revealed in literature. 

I have worked for Chelmsford Cathedral for just over five years at the time of writing. In that 

time, I have overseen a variety of programmes aimed at young people in secondary school. 

For the majority of my time here, the Cathedral, under my leadership, has operated what 

Pete Ward calls an ‘inside-out’ model of youth ministry, in which a core nucleus of young 
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people (most of whom have semi-regular experiences of church) attend regular youth groups 

and drop-ins at our youth centre, and may sometimes bring their friends along (Ward, 1997, 

pp.1-4). 

Though I am excited by the idea of helping young people to navigate their emotional and 

spiritual landscapes, and there is plenty of literature about this which makes youth ministry 

sound pioneering and fulfilling (more on these below), my experience is often one of 

anxiously trying to maintain group numbers to keep stakeholders happy, of feeling stressed 

by the demands of creating busy and entertaining programmes, and often of going home in 

the evening wondering what the point in my job is. 

My career in youth ministry started thirteen years ago in a charismatic evangelical church. In 

that setting, the role felt more straight-forward. My job was divided into two: evangelism for 

those outside of the church, and discipleship for those in the church. There were clear 

boundaries; those on the outside needed to be brought in, and those on the inside needed to 

move in deeper (and join in the effort of brining outsiders in). Thirteen years later, having 

studied theology, having had some positive experiences on the outside and some negative 

ones on the inside, I can no longer see the world so dualistically. No longer accepting that 

salvation only exists on the inside has been personally liberating and professionally 

frustrating. If my role isn’t simply about conversion, what is it about? What makes my work 

with young people a ministry? What am I trying to do, theologically? 

In my previous two papers, I suggested that the church needs to learn to speak a language 

of desire (more eros, less agape), and that the youth minister needs to move away from the 

culture of anxious rivalry if he is going to help young people to do the same (Leeson, 2015, 

and Leeson, 2016). This has started to affect my practice. I am trying to move away from 

seeing my job as a programmes co-ordinator, and towards creating more empowering, 

listening relationships. I am working with a team of volunteers to create a ‘community 

chaplaincy’ team: the focus of which is on meeting young people and listening to them, 

rather than on entertaining them. I have also noticed myself becoming a bit more open about 

my own desires and anxieties with the young people I work with, and finding that 

conversations emerge from my openness which are profound and fulfilling. 

To put this in Girardian language, I am trying to nurture a youth ministry which moves away 

from rivalry. Rivalry has almost always been present in my work with young people. In my 

time in the charismatic evangelical church, it was in the duality between saved and unsaved: 

we, the saved, are in a better place than the unsaved. Later, in more liberal settings, it came 

in the language of help: we, the leaders, the adults, have more power and more knowledge 

that the young people do, and so it is our job to help them (using, amongst other things, 
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entertainment to keep them coming). While using different labels, both philosophies exist 

within the same system of rivalry: the youth minister occupies a higher level than the young 

person, who therefore needs the youth minister’s intervention. 

Carolyn Ellis writes that “Stories are always about more than your own experience,” (Ellis, 

2004, p.37) and I am aware that my concerns exist within a wider context. The shortcomings 

of programmes-based ministry have already been explored in some depth over the past 

decade. Mark Yaconelli’s Contemplative Youth Ministry (2006), Mike King’s Presence-

Centred Youth Ministry (2006), Andrew Root’s Taking Theology to Youth Ministry (2012), 

and Jason Lief’s Poetic Youth Ministry (2016) all agree that a youth ministry focused on 

empowering relationships, listening and making time for young people is more satisfying 

than simply maintaining numbers by entertaining them. 

I have read the books, and they have influenced the way in which I speak about youth 

ministry, but my practice remains much the same as it was before I read them. I still run 

weekly youth groups that focus on entertainment. I still feel anxious about fluctuating 

numbers. I still want to keep young people coming to church, not so much because I feel as 

if church is the best place for them, but because I want my youth ministry to be perceived as 

‘successful’ – this is the language of rivalry. 

I would like to discover if engaging with Girard regularly and reflexively has any kind of 

impact on the problems mentioned above. If I reflect on my professional life, using a 

Girardian framework, will it make any kind of change to the ways in which Chelmsford 

Cathedral’s youth ministry operates? Might it even make an impact on the wider youth 

ministry context? 
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4. Conceptual Framework 
There are three main elements to the conceptual framework for this piece of research: René 

Girard and mimetic theory, me, and the context of youth ministry. 

The three elements interact like this: 

I am the focal point of the research, located within the context of youth ministry. There are 

two levels of youth ministry context: the immediate (my work at Chelmsford Cathedral), and 
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the wider field, as mediated through American and European literature. I have a direct 

impact on the immediate context, and a subtler, less direct impact on the wider field. 

Girard and mimetic theory will act as the catalyst. I will use Girardian frameworks to interpret 

own mimetic desires and rivalry, and explore how doing so affects the way in which I work 

with young people. 

5. Theoretical Paradigms 
Three key theoretical perspectives underpin this research: mimetic theory, contemplative 

theology, and what I am calling ‘post-programmes youth ministry’. 

5.1. Mimetic Theory 
René Girard’s mimetic theory will be both the catalyst, and the interpretive key, for my 

research. One can more or less break Girard’s anthropological model down into three parts: 

mimesis, rivalry, and the scapegoat mechanism. 

5.1.1. Mimesis 
In Girard’s first book, Mensonge Romantique et Vérité Romanesque (2007), he proposes a 

model of triangular desire. Desire, he suggests, is mediated to us by others: we learn our 

desires by observing, and imitating those around us. This (usually subconscious) process is 

called mimesis. 

Everything we desire, says Girard, has been learned mimetically, from the extraordinary 

banal. On the banal end, James Alison uses the illustration of wanting a leather jacket. A 

superficial reading of his desire would say the leather jacket is desirable in itself: it has an 

intrinsic worth. But Alison recognises that the reason he wants the jacket is because he saw 

Tom Cruise wearing one in the movie Top Gun (Alison, 1998, p.10). 

If Girard is right, and mimesis is the way in which we learn, then intentionally or not, I am 

influencing the young people who I work with, the volunteers who help me run youth groups, 

the other youth ministers I meet at conferences, and everyone else who I meet, and those 

people are influencing me in equal measure. So, I am not an isolated individual operating 

within an open field, I am immersed in a complex system of inter-connected relationships, 

changing and being changed by the world around me. 

This is why, in my conceptual framework, there are arrows connecting me very strongly to 

my immediate context, and more subtly to the wider context (this is strongly connected to the 

idea of autoethnography – the study of oneself within a culture, or context – see 

methodology). 
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5.1.2. Rivalry 
The trouble with mediated desire is that it has the potential to lead to rivalry, and even 

conflict. James Alison uses the Top Gun jacket mentioned above to illustrate this: Alison’s 

friend, having also seen the movie, wants the same jacket, and is upset when Alison gets it 

first. Their friendship suffers because of the shared desire (Alison, 1998, p.10). According to 

Girardian mimetic theory, all conflict stems from rivalry born out of mimetic desire. 

If Girard is right, it is important for me as a youth worker to examine the ways in rivalry 

manifests itself in my practice. When I feel frustrated because a session with the youth group 

has not gone well, when I feel let down by a volunteer, when I feel anxious about how a 

conversation will go with a young person in a pastoral conversation, when I feel the need to 

be perceived as impressive, hard-working, and important: these are all, according to Girard, 

instances of rivalry born out of mimetic desire. To avoid those feelings leading me into 

conflict and violence8, it is important for me to reflect on the rivalry that is causing unhelpful 

feelings. What desire do I think is being threatened? Where does that desire come from? 

Allowing rivalry to grow unchecked leads to the scapegoat mechanism. 

5.1.3. The Scapegoat Mechanism 
Because rivalrous feelings lead to chaos and conflict, humanity has sated them through acts 

of violence. Girard cites clear anthropological examples of this, like human sacrifice, but it is 

important to understand the scapegoat mechanism as something which we are all potentially 

in thrall to. Whenever we point the finger of blame and hatred, we are making scapegoats. 

Neither of us can afford a really serious quarrel [over a leather jacket], because the sports 

team on which we play depends on our working together. … We still have to make peace 

and we are scarcely aware of how violent our antagonism is. Without our realizing it, over 

the next few days, the Mexican guy on the team, who had seemed harmless, if a bit of an 

outsider – little guy, funny accent – seems to become unbearable … and a wave of opinion 

rises up among team members to get him dropped from the side. … My friend and I were 

shoulder to shoulder in that vital campaign. The bomber jacket forgotten and the Mexican 

gone, we’re friends again. (Alison, 1998, pp.10-11) 

The current political debate around migrants and refugees is an example of this. After years 

of austerity, born out of a financial crisis, much of the public sector (notably healthcare and 

education) is struggling. Migrants provide us with an easy group of people to blame for this: 

if the NHS cannot manage current demand, it certainly cannot cope with more people 

coming here from overseas! So, they are demonised: David Cameron referred to them as a 

8 Violence here doesn’t necessarily mean physical, bodily aggression, but fractious and divisive 
thoughts, words and actions. 
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swarm (Elgot and Taylor, 2016), Katie Hopkins as cockroaches (Hopkins, 2015), failing to 

acknowledge (or possibly even to recognise) the scapegoating mechanism which is taking 

place. 

Girardian thought tells us that we need to recognise our own culpability in the creation of 

scapegoats. It is tempting to blame migrants, or bankers, or politicians, but it is more 

beneficial to recognise that it was our rivalrous desires (to have nice things, bought on credit) 

that led to our economy’s current problems. 

Within the context of youth ministry, therefore, the challenge is to be aware of the ways in 

which the scapegoat mechanism is playing out in the youth group, with my colleagues, and 

with my peers. 

5.2. Contemplative Theology 
I have written previously about contemplative theology (Leeson, 2009), and particularly the 

theology of St John of the Cross and the Christian mystical tradition, so will not go into great 

depth about it in this paper. Though Girard was a Roman Catholic, and wrote extensively 

about importance of Christ and the Christian gospels in unravelling rivalry, he was not 

primarily a theologian. The importance of mystical theology in this piece of research is in the 

recognition that human desires and rivalries are inextricably linked to our deep desire for 

God: giving a theological conversation partner to Girard’s anthropology. 

5.3. Post-Programmes Youth Ministry 

Post-programmes youth ministry here refers to a particular school of thought within youth 

ministry which holds a critical stance towards the idea that the youth minister needs to ‘hold 

on’ to young people by offering them entertaining programmes and simplistic theology. 

Many of the writers mentioned above make a connection between the ‘holding on’ model 

and anxiety. According to Girard, the problem with an anxious youth ministry is not just that it 

is bad for the youth minister, but that it is bad for the young people. Anxiety is also mimetic: 

the anxiety of the youth minister tells the young people that being successful, being liked, 

and meeting expectations are desirable. The anxious youth minister is unconsciously 

modelling an anxious worldview 

There are different, but overlapping, suggestions for what the youth minister’s priority should 

be, if it isn’t about running a big, successful youth group. Yaconelli suggests contemplation. 

King suggests presence. Lief suggests a poetic playfulness. Roel Kaptein has some insight 

here, suggesting that the even the concept of ‘helping’ young people is loaded with anxious 

rivalry: 
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Because it is generally accepted in culture, helping has become a wonderful way of having 

power in the power-game and as such is a form of scapegoating. … The more professional 

our helping becomes, the more this fact becomes true. The person helped is always 

manipulated, played down and in the end they have to pay for it by providing the helper with 

a living. (Kaptein, 1993, p.121) 

So, the ideal, according to Kaptein, is to break down the barrier between young people and 

adult leaders: to recognise the power-game of separation and to move towards a shared 

humanity. 

This sounds very idealistic in the world of professional youth ministry. Boundaries are 

maintained in order to keep young people, and adult leaders, safe. It would be unhelpful to 

run headlong into a youth ministry without boundaries and cultural differences, but beginning 

to be aware of where those boundaries are, why we erect them, and what impact they have 

on the journey towards a non-rivalrous desire of God, would be a good place to start. 

František Štěch has already contributed significantly to this project in his 2016 paper, “Who 

are Youth in Theological Perspective?” In it, he suggests that we might define ‘youth’ 

theologically, rather than in terms of age. So rather than a narrow definition of a decade or 

two, youth is defined as a way of relating to God: 

Therefore, we may see youth as inseparable from our whole humanity or from the human 

condition. Youth is an integral part of each human being. … Youth is distinctive due to its 

characteristics (e.g. longing for love and acceptance, searching for meaning, openness, 

excitement, activity, creativity, hope, pursuing development, expecting the future to come, 

etc.) but yet, these are inseparable from the totality of being human. (Štěch, 2016 p.129) 

Nick Shepherd writes that, “we do not transition from this ‘life stage’ – we learn how to live 

with it,” (Shepherd, 2016, p.120) and as such, the process of faith generation is a lifelong 

task. If youth can be understood as a common feature of humanity, irrespective of age, this 

goes some way towards removing the boundaries Kaptein writes about without necessarily 

sacrificing appropriate professional roles. 

Doing some reflective research into my own desires and rivalry is another. By reflecting on 

my rivalrous desires, I am modelling a different worldview, which prioritises openness, 

vulnerability, and reflexivity over success and busy-ness. 

6. Methodology 
As mentioned above, this will be an autoethnographic piece of research. The research will 

be inductive in the sense that it begins with an open question. I am not testing a hypothesis, 

but exploring the outcome of adding some new variables into an existing system. To use 
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Vernon Trafford and Shosh Leshem’s definition, I am not looking to test a theory, but to 

“develop and construct theory” (Trafford and Leshem, 2008, p.97). In this sense, the type of 

knowledge I’ll be looking for fits within John W. Cresswell’s definition social constructivism: 

In social constructivism, individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and 

work. They develop subjective meanings of their experiences … The goal of research, then, 

is to rely as much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation. … Rather than 

starting with a theory … inquirers generate or develop a theory or pattern of 

meaning.(Cresswell, 2013, pp.24-25) 

Because I will be focusing my own subjective experiences, it could be said that I am 

engaging in auto-social constructivism: seeking understanding of myself within the world in 

which I work. The data gathered will be qualitative and narrative. 

I have chosen to embark upon an autoethnographic piece of research for two reasons: the 

first being simply that I want to do it. This is about desire, and so I want to take seriously my 

desire to reflexively relate Girardian principles to my work. As Carolyn Ellis writes: “you don’t 

really choose ethnography. It chooses you. (Ellis, 2004, p.26)” This is a statement which has 

interesting ramifications in terms of Girardian models (who and what are the mediators in my 

life that have shaped my desires in such a way I have felt chosen by ethnography?), but I will 

save this train of thought for another time. I feel like this is the kind of research that I want to 

be associated with. 

The second reason for choosing autoethnography is simply to do with access: I have 

unfiltered access to my own rivalrous desires. The application of mimetic theory will involve a 

personal, and vulnerable level of reflection, and I feel that the data I gather from myself will 

be richer than that which I could draw from others. 

I am interested in narrative research because of the idea that stories create meaning. “Life is 

not how it is or how it was, but rather how it is interpreted, reinterpreted, told and retold,” 

writes Tessa Muncey in Creating Autoethnographies (Muncey, 2010, p.57). I have been 

struck that in the three times I have presented my previous paper, to three very different 

audiences, the part that resonated most deeply with the audiences was not the academic 

texts, but the piece of poetic writing by Sylvia Plath, because it gave a felt meaning to the 

presentation. This has theological resonance: Girard suggests that it is the way in which the 

gospel writers chose to frame the story of Jesus that made the story so powerful (Girard, 

1978, pp.223-342) . The poet Pádraig Ó Tuama captures the power of story in his poem, 

Narrative Theology #1: 
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          Narrative Theology #1 the answer’s in the living not the knowing 

I have had to grapple with my own expectations of academic writing to get to this point. I 

have felt anxious that this is not a properly scientific research method, and that nobody 

would find it interesting to read except for me. I am grateful to Carolyn Ellis for the 

suggestion that “stories are always about more than your own experience … Learning about 

yourself is justification enough for doing a study. (Ellis, 2004, p.37)” 

7. Research Methods 
7.1. Data Collection 
I have an initial plan for data collection, which I will set out here, but with the proviso that I 

want to keep this open to change. Creswell suggests that the researcher, because he or she 

is studying the field in a natural setting, needs to allow the design, or procedures, of the 

study to emerge (Cresswell, 2013, p.67). From a theological perspective, Jason Lief writes 

that “faith is not a process of becoming like Christ through methods or programs; faith is an 

objective relative that is revealed in Jesus Christ. (Lief, 2015, p.92)” So, as a theologian and 
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as a researcher, I will endeavour not to try to control this research process too much, but 

rather to watch what emerges and allow the study to correct itself. 

My initial plan for data collection is this: over the course of the year, I will maintain a practice 

of reflexive journaling, comparing the different experiences within two loci of my youth 

ministry: our weekly youth group, and my chaplaincy visits to a local mental health hospital. 

This will be a confessional autoethnography, because I will be telling a “personal tale of what 

went on in the backstage of doing a research project” (Ellis, 2004, p.50), and I want to 

explore thoughts and feelings that would normally remain beneath the surface. I will try to 

keep my writing therapeutic and pastoral, in order to treat myself as I would want to treat any 

other research subject: if I were collecting data by interviewing young people, I would handle 

the conversations ethically and sensitively: not pushing them beyond the point to which they 

are comfortable, or diminishing their experiences. Similarly, I will endeavour to treat myself 

with respect and concern during this process, careful about how much I choose to share. I 

will also try to write evocatively, so that when it comes to analysing the data, I am better to 

able to remember the situations written about, and to convey their meaning in the write-up. 

One of my inspirations, in terms of writing style, is Marcel Proust, who wrote a sort of 

autoethnography in Á La Recherche Du Temps Perdu. In conveying the story of being 

offered a madeleine, soaked in tea, by his aunt, Proust evocatively shares with his readers 

the meaning of what is seemingly a trivial act: the piece of cake is infused with memories 

and emotions for the young Marcel, and the reader is taken a journey along with him. My 

hope is that my journaling, like Proust’s memories of cake, will draw meaning and narrative 

out of my practice. 

I will not be overly prescriptive about how I write this journal at this stage, because I want it 

to remain flexible. I can say that it will be somewhere between a critical incident journal, and 

a creative journal, as defined by Heather Walton. It will resemble a critical incident journal, 

because I will be reflecting on regular incidents (in this case, a youth group and a chaplaincy 

visit), and asking myself the questions which Walton associates with this kind of journaling: 

describing the experience, analysing my response, thinking experimentally, paying attention 

to my learning, reflecting theologically, and suggesting appropriate actions (Walton, 2014, 

p.49). But I will also keep some of the playfulness and flexibility of a creative journal: on 

some days my writing may take the shape of a self-interview, with two voices, some days it 

might be a more traditional prose format, some days I might write prayerfully, or poetically. It 

is unlikely that I would move away from writing (towards drawing or painting for example), 

but it is important in terms of keeping it evocative to allow myself some freedom of styles. 
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As much as possible, I will write the journal in the evening or afternoon soon after the 

experience. This is because I want to write while the memories are still fresh and being 

processed. While I considered writing these journals on pen and paper, I am currently 

exploring ways of writing them up digitally, for the sake of keeping the data secure, and 

accessing it when it comes to analysis. 

Over the course of this year, I will continue to read about Girard and mimetic theory, to keep 

the language and models fresh in my mind, and to relate them to my work through the 

journals. Girard was a prolific writer, and much has been written about his theories, and I 

plan to immerse myself in Girardian thought. So, my journaling will also involve reflection on 

the insights I am gaining from Girard: I may do this by having two columns: one about my 

reflection on events, and one more specifically about mimetic theory (see appendix two). 

The plan is to observe how my work changes as a result of my reading and writing, and to 

keep track of this through the journal (so the journal acts as both an agent of change, and 

the way of recording change). 

In order to ensure reliability, I will triangulate the data, by asking the young people I see at 

the youth group to contribute to the research. Once a month, I will ask them to fill in a short 

form about the youth group: what the highlights of the last month were for them, and what (if 

anything) they learned (see appendix one). These forms will remain anonymous, and I will 

not ask for any personal information about the young people. This is just a simple way of 

validating some of the experiences I write about: demonstrating that they happened within a 

real-life youth ministry context. 

7.2. Data Analysis 
As with data collection, what I write here is subject to flexibility. My analysis will need to 

respond to the ways in which the data presents itself. But the current plan is that by October 

2017, I will have a year’s worth of reflexive journal entries, chronicling my desires, rivalry, 

and the ways in which these have impacted my work, supported by the forms filled in by the 

youth group. 

Once themes and patterns begin to emerge, I will reflect on the data using the theoretical 

paradigms mentioned above: Girard and mimetic theory, contemplative theology, and post-

programmes youth ministry, and draw conclusions. 

I would like my write-up, as much as possible, to keep to the spirit of the research. It would 

feel disingenuous, after a year reflecting on rivalry, to write a thesis which is stuck within 

academic rivalry, and so inaccessible to those outside of the academy. bell hooks writes 

about this in the context of feminist theory: 
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They [patriarchal academics] … set up unnecessary and competing hierarchies of thought 

which reinscribe the politics of domination by designating work as either inferior, superior, or 

more or less worthy of attention. (hooks, 1994, p.64) 

Instead of trying to use impressive language to set my work up as superior, I will endeavour 

to keep the write-up simple, accessible, and relevant to those outside of the classroom. 

7.3. Research Parameters 
The field of my research is myself within the context of youth ministry, and particularly two 

aspects of my regular youth work practice: our regular church youth group, and my 

chaplaincy practice in the adolescent ward at a local mental health hospital. This means that 

I will be reflecting on my relationships with thirty-five or so young people, and half a dozen 

volunteers. 

7.3.1. Youth Group 
The youth group meets once a week, on Wednesday evenings, for two and a half hours. At 

present, we expect to see about twenty young people at the group each week, and the 

group is staffed by four or five volunteers, and me. Until very recently, the youth group met in 

the Cathedral’s own youth centre. The youth centre closed earlier this year, and we now 

meet in the local YMCA. Most of the young people who have a connection to church (they 

may have parents who worship at the Cathedral, or have been to the Cathedral school), but 

very few of them are regular church goers. The volunteers are diverse when it comes to 

faith: some regular church goers, at least one atheist, and some variety in between those 

two ends of the spectrum. 

There is little overt Christian practice in the group, which has developed a philosophy of 

inclusivity. I have mixed feelings about this, at times feeling like we should be talking more 

openly and often about faith, and at other times pleased that young people and volunteers 

do not feel oppressed or unwelcome because of religious language. 

We currently have a youth work student on placement at the Cathedral, and the youth group 

is becoming his responsibility, in order to give me time to focus on developing our 

community chaplaincy work. 

I am already aware of some of the sources of rivalry emerging for me within the group: 

wanting to be liked by the young people, of course, but more than that, wanting to be more 

liked than the other volunteers. I am conscious of the dissonance between on the one hand 

wanting to be a good manager, and empowering our youth work student to run the group, 

and on the other hand, to be loved for running the group myself. There are lots of other 

seeds of rivalry in the youth group context, but I am beginning my research aware of this 

example in particular. 
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7.3.2. Mental Health Chaplaincy 
Nearly two years ago, I was invited by a local mental health hospital to come and do some 

youth work with the young people on their adolescent ward. I suggested that I come in as 

part of the pre-existing chaplaincy team, to be the youth chaplain, and it was agreed that this 

would be a productive way forward. 

The hospital has space for seventeen young people, and has a relatively high patient 

turnover, with some young people staying for a year, and others only for a few nights. The 

young people on the ward are of secondary school age, and are there for a multitude of 

reasons, including self-harm, eating disorders, depression and anxiety, and psychotic 

behaviour. 

My practice at the hospital usually involves ‘hanging out’ with the young people for a few 

hours once a week. It is rare that overtly religious conversations occur, but the idea is that 

my presence allows those conversations to happen when they are needed. The majority of 

the time, I find myself playing card games, or talking about books, films and television, or 

even taking part in the therapeutic programmes: like gardening, cooking, sports, or small 

groups. 

Here too, I am aware of some of the feelings of rivalry which emerge within me with regards 

to this work. The apparent ‘success’ of my presence feels very unplanned and incidental: at 

times, I leave the hospital feeling like I have done a job well: I have listened to people, 

perhaps I have contributed something significant to a conversation, and I have felt liked and 

important. At other times, for reasons I cannot define, I find myself feeling self-conscious and 

in the way, and I leave wondering how people see me. I am aware that I gravitate towards 

particular young people on the ward, and that they are the same young people who make 

feel liked (or who I want to be liked by). As with the youth group, rivalry can be detected in a 

multitude of situations and relationships, but I am particularly aware of this desire to be liked 

as I start my research. 

The young people from the mental health hospital have started occasionally attending the 

Wednesday evening youth group. 

8. Ethical Considerations 
Because I will be the focal point of the study, there are not as many ethical considerations as 

there might be in other pieces of research involving young people. The key concerns are 

ensuring confidentiality, making sure participants give informed consent, and writing with 

integrity. 
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8.1. Confidentiality 
Because I am writing about myself within a particular context, I will be writing about my 

relationships with other people, including young people, volunteers, and members of staff. I 

will ensure that the identities of the people I write about will be protected by coding their 

names, and not revealing any private information about them. 

8.2. Informed Consent 
For those young people who will be giving me written feedback at the youth group, I will 

ensure that they know why they are doing so, and what will happen with their feedback. As a 

basis to work with, I will use the consent form used by McPhee and Canham in their 2002 

guidelines for conducting gambling research in schools (see appendix one). I will let people 

know that they may contact my line manager at the Cathedral if they have any concerns, and 

I will not ask them to sign the form, so as to keep the questionnaire anonymous. 

8.3. Writing with Integrity 
There are two aspects to what I mean by writing with integrity. The first is simply ensuring 

that I am not making things up. This is the reason for the young people’s questionnaires, 

which will at least confirm that some of the events I will write about actually took place. 

The second aspect is to do with maintaining integrity in my practice, while I write. I would 

want young people to be able to read the finished piece if they want to, and for what they 

read to correspond with their experience of me as a youth minister. For example, I would not 

want a young person to discover through my research that I actually hold a very negative 

opinion of them. Carolyn Ellis writes about a particular incident in which some of her 

ethnographic research made its way back to its subjects, who found the content very 

upsetting (Ellis, 2004, p.149). As much as possible, I would like to avoid this with the young 

people and others who will feature in my research by writing in such a way that corresponds 

with my practical ministry, so that the final write-up contains no unpleasant surprises for any 

individuals. 

9. Limitations 
I will be researching myself, and my practice within quite a small geographical area in the 

south east of England, with a small number of predominantly white, middle-class young 

people. While I think that the evocative themes and events that I write about will be relevant 

to a much larger field, I also recognise that this will not be directly applicable to every youth 

ministry context. 

I will be writing about René Girard, with the understanding that Girardian theory is a large, 

and growing, field, with plenty of disagreement (and rivalry)! I have not read everything by, or 

about, Girard, and will be looking to creatively construct theory by bringing together my 
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understanding of Girardian thought and my practice of youth ministry. This will not be a 

comprehensive and universal summary of either mimetic theory or youth ministry. 

10. Conclusion 
My primary hope is that this piece of personal research will shape my practice as a youth 

minister, helping me to develop as a reflective practitioner. But I also think that it will 

contribute to wider conversations around Christian youth ministry, and Girardian theory. My 

plan is to create a piece of writing that feels fresh, rigorous, accessible and relevant to 

people who interested in either field. 

The intention is to foster a perception and awareness of God in the midst of life which will 

enable people of faith to orientate their practice according to their beliefs and values – and 

also to communicate their convictions in ways that are rooted in and relevant to the cultural 

context in which we live. (Walton, 2014, p.xi) 
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Youth Group Feedback Form 

Chelmsford Cathedral’s Monthly Youth Group Questionnaire 

This is for a piece of research that Tim Leeson is doing for his doctorate. The 
research is about rivalry in youth work. If you ask him, he’d love to talk to you about 
it! 

You should know that this is totally anonymous. This means no one – not your 
parents, your teachers, not even your friends – will know what you wrote here. 
When the results of the study are reported, everyone’s answers will be grouped 
together so no one can trace your answers back to you. 

You should also know that that your involvement in this study is completely 
voluntary, which means you can skip questions or stop taking part at any time. 

If you have any questions of concerns about the study, you may contact Ivor Moody 
at the Cathedral office. His email address is 
ivor.moody@chelmsfordcathedral.org.uk. 

Thank you for your help! 

What have been the best moments of youth group for you this past month? 

What have you learned at youth group in the last month? 
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Journal Template 

Critical Incident 

I was aware today of feeling self-conscious in my chaplaincy visit to the mental 

health hospital. There were lots of young people around, but I struggled to initiate 

any kind of conversation with them. I found myself wondering if I was really wanted 

there. Am I just getting in the way? 

At one point, I tried to start a conversation with Mike, but it felt forced and 

uncomfortable. I was aware of very much wanting to be liked, and on reflection, I 

wonder if I was trying too hard, and maybe that came across. 

I did enjoy a nice conversation on the way out with the receptionist at the hospital: 

nothing very profound, but pleasant. We talked about The Walking Dead, a TV show 

that we both enjoy. 

Girardian Theory 

What is my desire here? A desire to be effective, to be successful, to be able to tell 

impressive stories about my ministry. Who I am in mimesis with? Where does this 

desire come from? Other youth ministers, perhaps, who I am in rivalry with. I envy 

their success, and want to be more successful than them. 

c.f. Mensonges Romantiques and Des Choses Cachées 

Why do I want Mike, in particular, to like me? What does he represent? I wonder if I 

am in mimesis with him – he is funny, and comes across as confident (despite being 

a patient in a mental health hospital). I have always wanted to be seen as funny and 

confident. If he validates me, I get to share in his being. Am I actually in rivalry with 

Mike? 

c.f. A Theatre of Envy, particularly chapter on The Two Gentlemen of Verona 

This is about belonging. By sharing a conversation about a programme we both 

enjoy, we are forming a mimetic relationship with each other: we are both part of the 

community of people who enjoy The Walking Dead. 

c.f On The Way of Freedom, chapter 6 
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