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Fun just ain’t the answer 
By Ken Moser 
Published in Journal of Student Ministries. 
 
A few months back I was in the bank pursuing a housing loan (always a fun thing to do 
on a youth minister’s salary!) when the banker asked me the inevitable question, ‘What is 
your occupation?’ It is at this stage that I wish I could say, ‘astronaut’ or, ‘deep sea diver.’ 
Instead, I looked at her and said, ‘youth minister.’ I sat there wondering what kind of 
response I would get this time. Her reply was immediate and telling, ‘Ah yeah, so, you’re 
the fun guy huh?’ ‘Yeah’, I mumbled and looked away. 
 
However, her comment struck me like a slap in the head. Later on, two thoughts ran 
through my head. The first was, ‘No, I’m not the fun guy. I didn’t go to seminary for four 
years to clown around- I studied theology, not sport and recreation. My second thought 
was, in a way, much sadder, ‘Why did she immediately equate my being a Christian 
youth minister with fun? Where did this connection come from? Why does fun seem to be 
is so deeply ingrained in the psyche of anyone remotely associated with young people and 
the church?’ 
 
Here are three common simple facts to illustrate how deeply committed we are to ‘fun’. 
Example #1. Who do churches tend to employ as youth leader? When the elders are 
looking for a new youth director, which one of the following candidates are they most 
likely to hire? The person who has a history of running a program that tends to be 
smaller in number but produces disciples who stay Christians for life, OR the energetic 
go-getter (often straight out of college) who appears to have the charisma and energy to 
attract dozens of new kids to the church through his/her ‘fun’ program? (Even though the 
previous stream of similar youth leaders didn’t hang around for more than a year!) 
 
Example #2. When our churches think about success what is the image we have in our 
minds? Is it young people listening to the Word of God? Is it small groups praying for 
each other? Or, is it a crowd of sweaty teens running around with smiles on their faces? 
Our pursuit of fun has set the bar so low that we meekly accept a ‘crowd’ as an indication 
of success.  
 
Example #3. Finally, what does our ‘church architecture’ tell us about how we minister to 
young people? In the church I work in now we have two very large buildings. The first is 
where the congregation meets each week. The second is, of course, the obligatory 
basketball court/gym that every ‘big’ church seems to need these days. The irony is, well, 
the gym didn’t work. Sure, we had a group of young people playing basketball sometime 
in the dim dark past. The numbers seem vague but I’ve heard various reports that 60, 80 
100+ kids came each week to shoot hoop and hear about Jesus. (As a side note, the 
numbers of this long gone weekly gathering appear to increase as time goes on. It seems 
to be the only ministry I’ve ever heard of that is actually growing despite that fact that it 
has been dead for over 20 years!) The gym never really gave us the return we hoped for. 
In the end, we may have been better off with more parking spaces. 
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(I have skipped over other examples such as our desperate need to fill our shelves with 
games books and the fact that most of our promo material is built around the activities 
we run and not the God we serve.) 
 
As a youth minister with over 20 years experience, I’m dismayed when I think of how 
entrenched ‘fun’ is in our collective consciences. It is nearly impossible to shake the image 
of the youth leader as the ‘fun guy/gal’! It is also hard to shake the connection of using 
fun to reach kids with the gospel. We just can’t imagine success without seeing a large 
group of kids running around. Furthermore, it is my contention that we could run a youth 
group with very little prayer and Bible study and many folk in our churches would hardly 
raise an eyebrow (‘they are kids, after all’). However, try to remove games from our 
programs and wait for the howls of protest. This is, to put it mildly, ironic. 
 
The time has come for us to take a thorough look at ‘fun’. In my opinion it has been tried 
and found wanting. Where has it led us? Has it really produced any great results over the 
long road?  
 
A quick look at what is wrong with ‘fun’ 
Fun is the wrong target 
I hope that we would all agree that we are in ministry to see young people come to follow 
Jesus and grow in their knowledge and faith in him. If this is our target we must be very 
careful. When we use fun as a guide we can become satisfied with things such as crowds, 
smiles and happy youth. While these things are not bad in and of themselves, they are no 
indication of success.  
 
Fun is the wrong means to an end 
In the same vein, fun is the wrong way to reach our target of evangelism and Christian 
growth. Fun sends out the message that the gospel must be coated with a pleasurable 
time and the Christian community is just about activities. This stands in contrast to the 
clear teaching of the gospels (‘take up your cross, and walk the narrow road’ etc.) 
 
We must realize that ministry often isn’t ‘fun’ 
Ministry is hard work. Telling students about Jesus can be difficult. Too many of us have 
cut corners and trimmed away this tough stuff by running a program heavy on fun and 
light on things like prayer and Bible study. These are things that we know we must do. 
In my experience it takes enough time to strive for these things- who has time for hours 
of programming aiming at ‘fun’?  
 
Finally, Fun isn’t working! 
I have a feeling that I could have cut out some of the above reasons and gone straight to 
this one. For most of us, fun never really produced the intended results. Like Godzilla 
through Tokyo, fun has left a wake of carnage in our churches. Burned out leaders, 
broken windows, kids we saw for a few weeks then vanished without a trace- this is what 
many of us have found. In fact, most of our churches resemble a sad pyramid. We have a 
base of children in the Sunday school but as we move up in age our numbers narrow.  
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Towards a solution (sort of!) 
Boredom isn’t the answer! 
I need to say from the outset that the answer is not to remove anything that is remotely 
enjoyable from the program. Nor is the answer tedious Bible studies and long prayer 
times. The perfect youth leader is not someone straight out of a time machine with 
slicked back hair, thick glasses, an even thicker Bible and their pants pulled up around 
their ribcage. The answer is to shift in our thinking and learn how to run a program that 
is both clearly Christian and enjoyable at the same time. This is difficult, although not as 
difficult as you would think. (We just haven’t spent a lot of thought on it due to our 
intoxication with fun.) This leads us to the next point… 
 
We must strive for ‘joy’ rather than fun 
The word that rings through the New Testament on this subject is ‘joy’. That is what we 
must be working towards. Fun is just too shallow and fleeting for the writers of Scripture. 
They are more concerned with the deep, deep pleasure that comes from knowing Christ 
and dwelling in unity with His children. Joy is a fruit that we must cultivate. It takes 
work, prayer, community and a great deal of effort. The payoff however, is mighty. For 
youth leaders to be satisfied with mere fun is unacceptable. Our goal is far grander. 
Don’t’ settle for a ditch when you can see the Grand Canyon. 
 
Fun (enjoyment) is a by-product not the product itself! 
I am a diehard Arizona Diamondbacks fan. For those of you who know not of what I 
speak- they are a baseball team. While we have had our past glory (we won the 2001 
World Series), last year we had the worst record in baseball- close to the worst record in 
the history of the game! It was a miserable year- no fun whatsoever. What do I want from 
my team this year? Simply this, to achieve their goals- that is, to win baseball games. I 
don’t want rock concerts or relay races. I want the Diamondbacks to win a bunch of 
ballgames. If they do this, everyone who is a fan wins. In fact, when the team wins, we all 
have fun as well. You see; the product is winning, the by-product is fun. The lesson here 
is simple, yet profound- our product is to produce mature able Christians who enjoy 
community together. When we get this straight, enjoyment tags right along.  
 
A 3-step plan to a better way 
We must replace the fruitless search for fun with a program built on things that produce 
real fruit. Please realize that what I am proposing is not rocket science- it is simply, in 
my opinion, a better way than the ‘gym for him’ or ‘sweat is sweet’ theory of youth 
programming. 1. Set up a network of small group Bible studies focuses on helping each 
other to dive into the word. This is built around a mentorship system where older 
Christians disciple younger ones. In this busy, over-programmed world, many youth 
today are looking for an adult and a like-minded pack who will spend some time with 
them and talk with them about the deeper things of life. 2. Run a weekly gathering that 
derives its enjoyment from following Christ. This means there will be mutual 
encouragement, enjoyable and creative learning times and deep times of spiritual 
refreshment. 3. Run regular retreats and camps that aren’t ’40 hours of sleepless 
madness and mayhem’ but a time for the people of God to get away together and enjoy a 



©2010 Ken Moser   
www.effectiveyouthministry.com 
 4 

time of retreating from this world and helping each other to re-sharpen what this world 
can dull   
 
Conclusion: Fun just isn’t the answer! 
As I write this, today’s USA Today Newspaper has the headline: ‘1 in 5 adults have a 
close relative who is or was addicted to drugs or alcohol’. My guess is we can all relate to 
this. In 20 years of youth ministry I have never witnessed such an explosion of depression 
and prescription drug taking by our youth. In my opinion, this is the most medicated, 
depressed generation for a long, long time. Do they lack for entertainment? No, the truth 
is, they live in a world of fun. They have fun clothes, fun iPods, fun entertainment 
systems, fun clubs to go to, fun pets, fun music to learn, fun movies to watch … the list is 
endless. However, many of these same youth appear to be miserable. Our Lord came with 
the amazing words, “I have come that they may have life- and life to the full!” (Jn. 10:10). 
This is our answer- the oldest and most profound answer, Jesus! Study him, learn from 
him, praise him, sing to him and help each other to follow him. Follow this narrow road 
and forget about the church gym.  
 


