
The following document contains the presentation notes from a discussion that Sarah Hostetter 
led as the third part of a “Speak Up!” series about having important conversations with our 
youth. 

How to Help Youth Talk About Tough Topics and Their Faith 

Something I learned many years ago when I began meeting with youth was that everything that 
happens to youth really is, the end of their world. I used to think, “Oh come on, there will be 
more boys, or your friend is being catty she will come back.” But then when listening to a study 
on the adolescent’s brain, this comment stuck out to me that, that problem, that black and white 
wrong or right situation is the worst thing that has ever happened to them in their 13 years. They 
have already had the spelling words for suffering, trauma, justice…and finally they have come 
across a personalized situation that applies to these terms. Their body then responds to these 
words in the way that they have been told to respond. This is why stress makes weird things 
happen to your body. As parents and adults we want to fix the situation. We don’t want them to 
question or struggle with who they are or who God is. We give the easy answers, “It will work 
out, God is with you.” Your youth need to sometimes be angry at God, or confused by God to 
seek to understand God better. 

Sarah Story: I had this youth a few years ago, a beautiful young woman who really did have a lot 
of awful things happen to her. She came up one day and said, “Sarah can you get coffee this 
week?” I said, “Absolutely.” So we met at the Starbucks, and walked through Wayne. Once we 
arrived to the bench in Wayne, I asked her, “So how are you?” She looked at me and said, “How 
am I really, or how do I want to be?” I looked at her slightly puzzled, and said, “Well how do 
you want to be?” She said, “I want to be happy and put together like you, I don’t feel like I can 
tell you how I really feel because you seem so perfect and put together.” Well if that is not 
convicting, I don’t know what is. I then continued to tell her that my life has had many ups and 
downs. I did not tell her everything, but enough to show her that I had to rely on God many times 
in my life. 

So often we talk about life like Facebook. We put all of the good things and positive experiences 
out there so that our kids see that life will turn out. We try and look composed for fear that our 
burdens or questions or anxieties will be too much for them to handle. (I’m not saying that your 
youth should be in your financial planning meetings.) But I am saying that we protect them from 
doubt, uncertainty, and struggle. So then they feel that they can’t connect with us, because to 
them our perfect easy life just isn’t attainable.  

For example, if I told this sweet girl that her situation will be fine, just pray about it, I am 
responding from her already biased opinion about my perfect life. She wants anything but to feel 
this pain, in that moment prayer is not the first thing she is going to think about. Especially when 
I said to do it, she will think that I am just using a cop out comment to get rid of her. So I 
apologized, I told her about a time in my life when I truly questioned God, and I told her that 



because of that time in my life, I wanted to be a youth pastor. It was like I gave her permission to 
question the world, her faith, her home situation, and the flood gates opened up. Now I didn’t 
spew all of my dirty laundry, but I provided a space for her to be honest, and allowed her space 
to question.  

I know many of you read this book, Almost Christian.  I want you to consider this statement, 
“Since the religious and spiritual choices of American teenagers echo, with astonishing clarity, 
the religious and spiritual choices of the adults who love them, lackadaisical faith is not young 
people’s issue, but ours. So we must assume that the solution lies not in beefing up 
congregational youth programs or making worship more ‘cool’ and attractive, or making your 
kids go to church three times a week, but in modeling the kind of mature, passionate faith we say 
we want our young people to have.” (Almost Christian, 4) 

Now I like this book, Almost Christian, but I do believe there are a few truth statements that 
would make being a parent extremely discouraging, and a youth pastor in this statement.  

What do you think about these two statements: “Lackadaisical faith is not young people’s 
issue, but ours… but in modeling the kind of mature, passionate faith we say we want our 
young people to have.” 

Does this seem unachievable?  To me this would be discouraging, because we cannot make our 
youth have strong faith, or make our youth turn to God when it comes to these tough 
conversations. We can try our best to act out our faith, and if we rely on God, hopefully our 
youth are watching. 

Maybe lackadaisical faith is true for some, but how many of us are plagued by the society that 
says to teach something you have to be a professional at it. So maybe because we all feel like we 
could be better Christians, we could act out our faith more, we could read the Bible more, maybe 
you don’t want your kids to model your faith practices, or maybe you don’t want your kids to 
feel like they have to think of God how you do, so you don’t bombard them with it. Questioning 
makes us feel vulnerable, what if they ask me questions about scripture and I don’t know the 
answer? Questioning makes us feel inferior.  

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs states that in order to grow, in order to work on character, to 
think of the world critically, people need first and foremost a safe and secure space. They need a 
space that is not always perfect and put together; they need a place where you allow yourself to 
question, which in turn allows them to question.  



  

Intro to Bullets: The nature of God is not one who throws us out when we fail; the most 
common image associated with God is Heavenly Father. God is a gracious and loving parent, 
who loves us where we are, and wants to help us grow and mature into beautiful Disciples of 
Christ. 

Youth’s understanding of God: Your youth want their faith to make sense in light of the world 
that they see, and they want their world to make sense in light of how they view a loving God. 
These concepts are hard for me after being in seminary for five years, let alone a youth who is 
trying to rationalize the pain of the world, and understanding who God is in all of that.  

Parents: We (all adults who promised at baptism that we would walk alongside our young 
people as they explore their faith) have to give them a space to question, which sometimes starts 
with us being okay to question. 

1. It is okay to Question  
a. They want their faith to make sense in light of the world, and they want the world 

to make sense in light of their faith. 
b. Doubt is essential to Faith: Lesley Hazleton  
c. How many of you have seen that your youth and young people look at the issues 

in the world, and immediately question God’s existence in these situations? 
d. Biblical examples of doubt: 

i. Thomas doubts the resurrection story, Sarah and Abraham don’t just doubt 
but laugh at God’s promises, Gideon shies away from God’s call for him 
to be the one to fight against Israel’s oppressors… 

e. This contradicts what our society says, “modeling the kind of mature, passionate 
faith we say we want our young people to have,” needs to be perfect and not 
messy. 

f. Us being scared to doubt or question appears to young people that we have 
ultimate truth/answers, this leads to dogmatism and pride.  

g. We want to know everything before we teach our kids. We teach what we are 
good at, so it is scary to think about teaching our kids about faith when we don’t 
feel good at it ourselves. When we are not confident in our own faith. 



h. Youth are in the same boat, they are scared of faith because it is not black and 
white. They are taught to do things they are good at and know, they are taught that 
what you excel at leads to success.  

i. Karl Barth says, “We have to read the Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the 
other, our faith should not cause us to escape this world, but to engage it.” Your 
youth are doing this, and that is why they are questioning faith. They have so 
many questions about faith, and oddly enough its beautiful, but we have to be 
ready to struggle right there with them. (They are asking all of these great 
questions, but they don’t have all of the understanding wisdom and knowledge of 
God to be able to reason the meaning of it.) 

2. Confidence in the Seeking 
a. We do not have to stay in the doubt.  
b. Doubt is essential, but we are called to seek a deeper understanding of God. This 

only happens when we discipline ourselves to get to know our Creator. 
c. There is a folk tale, “A woman asked God, ‘Why is there pain and suffering in the 

world?’ God turned the question around and said, ‘Woman why is there pain and 
suffering in the world?’ God then responds, ‘I sent you, to partner with me in 
bringing joy and love.’” 

d. Questioning compels us to seek better understanding. 
e. When we are comfortable questioning our youth see that even though you don’t 

know why bad things happen to good people and what Gods involvement in that 
is, that through prayer, reading scripture, talking with a pastor, reading a book, 
you with them, will seek a better understanding of faith. 

f. This shows that your faith is anchored, and that faith is worth the struggle, that 
you can have security even in the midst of uncertainty. 

g. A relationship with God is a journey, we don’t know all of the answers but we can 
seek together. 

h. This togetherness creates a space for dialogue and growth, trust is built in this. 
3. Joy in the unknown (humbleness) 

a. We will never have all of the answers, humility is saying we don’t know all of the 
answers we are excited to learn more.  

b. Lesley Hazleton says, “Real faith has no easy answers, it is difficult, and 
stubborn, it involves an ongoing struggle, a continual questioning of what we 
think we know, a wrestling with issues and ideas, it goes hand in hand with doubt 
and questioning, because the opposite is allowing despair to govern you, it is 
throwing up your hands and saying there will never be peace in the world.”  

c. Showing our young people that despite our doubts, we doubt and question 
because we have decided that faith in humanity and God can bring hope, we are 
then rejecting despair. 



d. If your youth sees you reading, seeking, striving to know more, it teaches them to 
be okay in the uncertainty (this comes into play when the tough questions come 
about). 

4. A SAFE space promotes questions, and promotes dialogue: 
a. Words matter. Words can build up, or words can tear down or words can shut 

down a conversation or possible dialogue. I am sharing a few phrases that I have 
heard youth say they wish they heard more. These phrases could help in dialogue, 
and once you have created a safe space that allows for doubt, questioning, 
uncertainty about their faith or what they think about God they may be 
comfortable to talk about these hard topics and where God is in the pain and 
suffering.  

b. Phrases that may help:  
i. It is okay to doubt, being angry at God is okay, I am not sure why this is 

happening, maybe we can work through it together, do you think prayer 
could help?, I love you even if you are struggling with your faith, we may 
never understand why this is happening, but we hope that God is somehow 
working in their lives, or bringing peace to them right now. We do not 
know why this is happening, we do not know why these things happen to 
the people we love… 

5. Quote from earlier: “We should exude the kind of mature, passionate faith we say we 
want our young people to have.” I think by humbling ourselves, allowing for questions 
and uncertainty, and open conversations, not needing to have all the answers but being 
willing to struggle together, is absolutely you modeling mature passionate faith. 

6. The starting place doesn’t matter with God, Christianity is whether we are moving 
towards or away from Christ, if they want to learn to engage their kids with their faith, 
and if they want to grow in their faith, we need to encourage them to be with God! 

What are tough questions of faith that you have faced, that you would like to pose to the 
group?  

 


