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 Does Christianity and faith have ties to the roots of youth work? Smith, M. K. (2013) argues that it does...
For those looking for the origins of what we now know as ‘youth work’, a common starting point is the development of Sunday Schools associated with churches and chapels in the last few years of the eighteenth century...
This evidence alone suggests that faith has had a pioneering role in youth work and without it could youth work have looked differently today? Would youth work even exist? Perhaps we will never know! However, during this essay the author shall look at the context of faith-based youth work, its strengths and limitations, and its impact on young people and community.   
Youth work, in the manifestation of Sunday schools, often took the approach of teaching, as gaining education was a need of the poor of the day, its work was in an informal manner and later developed to a wide variety of activities which included day trips and team sports. Smith, M. K. went on to describe that early youth work focussed on children and young who were unable to access or attend other forms of education due to poverty. Due to this, they often met in what was described as ‘far from ideal settings like, stables, under railway arches, church halls...’ (Smith, M. K., 2013). Again, with the early forms of youth work utilizing church halls as a meeting place. This shows the strength and upside of faith-based youth work, they go where they are needed. The limitation would be that the access to decent premises did not match the needs at that point. One last piece of evidence to further this point, and to round of this introduction, the emergence of the Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA) which was set up in 1844. It could be said that the YMCA ‘was the first dedicated youth organisation’ (Smith, M. K., 2013). 	Comment by Paul Brewer (1810650): from the perspective of one specific drop in style youth club	Comment by Paul Brewer (1810650): This shows that one of the strengths of faith based youth is that it goes to where the need is, where the young people are - the limitation is the access to decent premises at that point of need	Comment by Paul Brewer (1810650): date


Limitations. A working definition for limitation as described in the Oxford Dictionary as a ‘limit on what somebody/something can do...’ (Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidinow, 2012). When talking about the authors own learning and experience, this can very much be the case for faith-based youth work. One limitation could be the amount of money and resources that is available or not within the projects that are running. At the start of a club run by the author, the second item on the agenda after discussing the vision of the club was to discuss how everything would be payed for. A lot of fundraising, contributions or sponsors from churches and general financing must take place before starting a project. This in turn takes time and huge effort from volunteers. However, once money is received and the club is running, it can impact the community and the young people largely.  It can provide many opportunities, experiences and adventures for the young people. Also, it can affect the community and the parents as very often the costs of trips are subsidised for the young person to go. The club or work having started often generates donors willing to invest in its structure as they see the growing benefits.  Obviously without this money, there would not be a club in the first place, or if there was, it would be very limited.  Once more, reemphasising one of the limitations found with faith-based youth work (or indeed any youth work that doesn’t have the backing of a large benefactor). Saying that faith-based youth and community work is the only context affected by low funding would be unfair. A point made by the Welsh Government in their Statistical First Release for Youth Work in Wales during 2017 and 2018 stated that the ‘Total income decreased by an estimated 0.7 per cent compared with 2016-17, with core budget decreasing, and an increase to additional income’ (Gov.wales, 2019). However, if one part of a youth workers role is to raise funds, that can take away time from the original goal of doing youth work. Another side of this financial limitation is that a skilled individual youth worker, who is fundraising can often raise interest in other adults who are investing in the lives of young people that that work effects and gain their support in other areas, I.e. equipment, premises or volunteer staff. 	Comment by Paul Brewer (1810650): However if part of a youth workers role is to raise funds that does take away from the original goal of doing youth work. - yet another side of this is that a youth worker involved in fund raising is gaining other interested adults who are investing in the lives of the young people that the work affects.

Another, limitations may arise with young people being apprehensive towards faith-based youth work and or parents sending their kids to a club, drop in, prevention programs etcetera, run from a spiritual stand point. Whether that was due to bad experiences or media coverage in the past, possibly thinking they are going to be ‘Bible bashed or coerced into a religious behaviour of some sort. However, an article on the Children and Young People Now website mentions a faith-based youth work project ‘The Gap’ started by ‘Hulks’, who is director of National Ministries at church youth body Crusaders, hopes to bridge ‘The Gap’ between religion and youth work. Ian Groom a Safe School Co-ordinator or East Kent who now works alongside The Gap stated ‘I had concerns to begin with’, he went on to say ‘It's a switch-off for me and the last thing I wanted was to relate what we were doing to Bible-thumping' (Grooms, 2003). Although this evidence is about one person, it does give an outline for the point being made by the author, that sometimes there is a cultural divide and it does limit the amount of young people faith-based work can affect if the target audience do not, or are not allowed by parents or guardians to show up.   Young Life founder Jim Rayburn states that “Young life is a group of people committed to the idea of winning a hearing with kids for the greatest story ever told” (Rayburn, 1941). 

One strength of faith-based youth work is freedom. Faith-based youth work does not necessarily work within one context, for example club- based. Rather, faith-based youth work can work with any context in a wide range of environments. They just have a different approach and a different set of moral values in the way they work, and their dealings with young people, while still however, adhering to the rules and regulations of youth work. 

A point made by Peter Reese, an area director of Young Life International when talking about faith-based youth work- ‘we often go for the far-out kid’ (Reese, 2019). Although this approach follows the Principles and Practice for youth work by it being, ‘inclusive’ (Welsh Government, p.6, 2013) and universal. Faith-based does tend to be outrageously inclusive in going out for the far- out kids and going to places where they are really needed. This is a strength but can also be a limitation. An example of this is a club co-ran by the author on a rough estate in Milford Haven, at the start, the club primarily had quite rough, far- out kids, which limited activities and trips the club could do and prevented other young people from coming, due to trust and behaviour issues. Taking those young people on a camp or on a day trip could have been a calamity. The mutual respect, trust and boundaries would not have been there for the trip to run smoothly and safely. Of course, with there being not many sensible kids, there is a lack of suitable older role models apart from leaders and youth workers. So, working with young people who are far out, is definitely a gain to them and a challenge but rewarding to youth workers, but can also be limiting with what we can do until the mutual understanding and trust of youth and youth workers is established.    To further the outline for the estate in Milford Haven here is a quote from one anonymous local; ‘mount estate (Pembrokeshire’s dumping ground) spews forth a torrent of uneducated, unemployable, youths who in term reproduce.’ (iLiveHere - Britain's worst places to live, 2019). People often turn away when they hear the mount estate and with this being the case, parents are often wary about allowing their kids to come. More so for the running of the club, finding volunteers can often be problematic of difficult. In turn, this can disrupt the run time of the club and it can also start becoming a safe guarding issue with the male-to-female and adult-to-young person ratio. This can greatly impact the youth people and the community. However, when good youth work is practised, trust is built, boundaries set and relationships made, then many of these issues and limitations fade.

Another strength would be that people know where we are. The faith- based club is situated right at the heart of the estate while the team has ties with people living on the estate and knowing people from said estate. People know where to go to find us due to us having the same building each week. This, however, took almost two years due to preventions from the estate and councils blocking our route into the area and into the building we now use. Was this because it was a faith-based youth work team asking? Was it because the it was not council run? The truth is unsure and may never be clear, but due to this, it blocked the good, and sorely needed work for at least two years. These two years could have been spent making connections with the community and starting the project to begin working with the young people. 

Some limitations, unfortunately, come from within the faith-based team its self. Some churches and church leaders, though not as much anymore, used to be apprehensive about expanding their work to the outer world and having their kids mingle with other non-religious young people. ‘One church wouldn't allow its young people to play in the league unless the other children came to church. The result? The church dropped out.’ (www.cypnow.co.uk, 2019). Although this is not so much the case today, there is still an underlying feeling which can be seen when being part of a church. However, like previously mentioned, there are religious and faith-based groups like The Gap that are trying to bridge the gap. More irritable limitations or problems that can arise are from your own management.  To explore further into the authors practice as a youth worker and to derive from the experiences, one problem in another club did arise from management. As a whole, the youth workers and leadership team felt limited by what they could do at the club and the expenses they were allowed to spend. Some often felt like they could not share their ideas or even ask in the fears of the conversation being shut down. The only reasoning that the youth workers and leaders have come to from the way management has interacted with the ideas would be that she simply would not enjoy it, disagree with the ideas or that she knows best. Although, the problem may fall from the fact that management in faith-based youth work may not have the correct skills or knowledge of the trained youth worker and may not realise that the National Occupational Standards and the pillars of youth work give a far wider remit  to youth work than the limitations they can (in ignorance) impose.  Being able to understand as to why this particular person is acting in this manor may lead to a hopeful better working relationship and to ultimately come to the same conclusion and goals- to...	Comment by Paul Brewer (1810650): Managemnet in a faith based youth work may not have the skills or knowledge of the trained youth worker and not relaise that the NOS and pillars of youth work give a far wider remit to youth work than the limitations they can (in ignorance) impose

‘Enable young people to develop holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, to enable them to develop their voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full potential’ (LSIS, 2012).



In conclusion, this piece of writing was not to tell or persuade the reader that faith-based youth work is hard done by or is the most disadvantaged. Nor was it to hold this approach or style of youth work on a pedestal Rather, it was to inform the audience that there are limitations and opportunities to the work that religious youth working groups undertake. The strengths that this approach displays are often moulded by the limitations it faces. As mentioned, youth work has its roots well imbedded within the church, or variations of it, and without it, youth work may look very different. Faith based youth work’s strengths often are drawn from the leaders and youth workers that are involved and the passion of them and other interested parties. They are often people who are highly invested in the lives of young people and are interested in making a real meaningful impact in kids’ lives and the community. Not being limited by a set audience or social group they have to work with, allows the work of faith-based youth workers to be able to widen their scope with who they can work with and in a variety of environments.  However, there are positives and negatives to many things in life. Though there are people who are highly invested and excited by the work, finding volunteers can sometimes be a challenge and finding funds can often take time, time which could be better spent with the young people.     
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