
Building Relationships: Connecting with Young Adolescents 
Mary Lee Becker, Troy, MI 
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In our continuing efforts to raise healthy youth in a safe environment, it’ s important to assure adults understand and 
honor Diocesan and parish guidelines regarding appropriate boundaries of personal interaction with young people. 
 
The goal of relational ministry is not to “be like an adolescent”  but to “become a caring adult”  in their life. The following 
reflection questions may help volunteers develop their skills in relational ministry. As with any skill, practice will 
strengthen performance. A simple focus is KAVA: strive to Know-Accept-Value-Appreciate each youth as a gifted and 
growing child of God! 

At the core of all ministries is relationship. It is im-
possible to minister with someone unless you have a 
meaningful connection with that individual. No mat-
ter how casual or formal the occasion, every encoun-
ter we have with a young person has the power to 
either strengthen or stress the relationship. Becoming 
more aware and intentional in our interactions with 
youth can make all the difference in their experience 
of being a member of the church. 

 
Learning happens best when youth are comfortable 
with the people around them. A key to effective lead-
ership is helping those working with young adoles-
cents to value the importance of relational ministry. 
Provide catechists and leaders with tools and time to 
connect with the youth, and emphasize the impor-
tance of their role as “minister”  first and foremost. 
Remind them that in five or ten years the youth will 
likely not remember the content of the programs, but 

they will always remember the people they encoun-
tered, and how they were treated. Ask catechists to 
consider how they wish to be remembered by the 
youth in five years…and let that guide them in their 
interactions. Remind them that who they are as peo-
ple of faith and how they interact with the youth is 
the “ living curriculum” of faith formation in our 
Church. 
 
Review program schedules and incorporate time for 
building relationships: both dedicated time and infor-
mal time. Consider designated sessions at the begin-
ning of each season as “community building”  gather-
ings, and incorporate relationships building into 
every gathering. Even a simple sharing of a 
“highlight from the week”  can allow youth to bond 
with one another. If possible, allow for optional 
“social”  time for 10-15 minutes before or after the 
official meeting time. Encourage catechists and youth 
to use this time for informal relationship building. 
 

Helping Adults Build Relationships with Adolescents: KAVA 
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K now 
How well do you know the young people with whom you 
work? 
How might you learn more about them? Things you might 
wish to discover….. 
Family – What is the profile of their family? Who do they feel 

closest to, and who do they struggle with most? What are 
their responsibilities at home? What do they like best about 
their family? What are some of their family “ traditions”  
and activities? 

School – What subjects do they like, and why? What teachers 
do they like, and why? What level of education do they 
hope to complete in the future? How might you encourage 
them in their schooling efforts? 

Interests & Pastimes – How do they spend most of their time? 
What do they like to do in their free time? What would they 
like to do or learn about if given the chance? 

Activities – What teams, organizations or activities are they 
involved in on a regular basis? What do they most enjoy 
about them? Which seasons are most stressful on their 
schedule? 

Spirituality – What is their sense/image of God, Jesus, and the 
Holy Spirit? When do they feel closest to God? What does 
“being Catholic”  mean to them? What helps them pray? 
Who do they admire as a “person of faith?”  What are three 
questions they would most like to explore regarding relig-
ion, faith or the church? If they met Jesus and could ask 
him only one question, what would they ask him? 

Cultural Tradition – What is their cultural/ethnic heritage? 
What traditions or rituals do they practice to honor their 
family heritage? What are they most proud of regarding 
their cultural/ethnic heritage? What, if anything, do they 
find challenging? 

Gifts and Talents – What are their natural abilities and talents, 
including: artistic, speaking, creative, welcoming, curious, 
organized, spontaneous, humor, fun-loving, caring, aca-
demic, athletic, kindness, considerate, patience, technol-
ogy, mathematic, drama, etc.? How might their talents be 
an asset to the group and/or church ministry? What talent 
do they wish they had, and why? 

Hopes & Dreams – When they think about their future, what 
do they hope for? If they could be remembered for two 
achievements in their life, what would they want those to 
be? If they were granted a wish and they could try any-
thing, what would they like to try doing? 

Accept 
Do you accept each young person as a gifted and growing 
child of God? 
How can you help young people feel comfortable simply 

“being themselves”  when in your presence? How do you 
convey to youth that they are “ fine”  the way they are – they 
do not have to follow “ images”  and “expectations”  of the 
media or others? 

How might you share with youth what you observe or experi-
ence regarding their gifts and talents? What do you enjoy 
about them? 

How might you address “rough areas”  and weaknesses that 
may need attention (while reassuring them that everyone 
has personal struggles), and engage them in a mutual con-
versation about ways to grow and improve? How might 
you help them keep things in perspective? Life is a process 
of learning and growing: we are called to “practice”  our 
faith, not be perfect. 

Note: “Accepting”  a young person does not mean “anything 
goes”  – clear boundaries and expectations are critical to devel-
opment. The important thing is to explain the difference be-
tween the “unacceptable”  behavior and the inherent dignity of 
the person: “You are still important to me and cared about – 
however, the behavior is unacceptable.”  Strive to help youth 
understand why a particular behavior is inappropriate or unac-
ceptable, and suggest a positive alternative they can practice in 
the future. Remember, youth will tend to focus on what you do 
- emphasizing the positive will often enhance the positive. 

Valued  
Do you view each young person as a valued member  of the 
Body of Chr ist? 
How can you let young people know they are important to you, 

and that they have something to contribute to the conversa-
tion or activity at hand? 

How are their gifts and talents acknowledged and shared in the 
activities of the group, and the ministries of the parish? In 
what ways might each youth contribute to the common 
good of the group and community? 

Part of being valued is having worth even in the worst of 
times! When youth make mistakes or poor choices, what is 
the response? How are forgiveness, responsibility and rec-
onciliation practiced in the group and one-on-one? 

Do you notice when they are absent, and let them know you 
missed them? 

How might you stay in touch beyond the meeting times, peri-
odically, to let them know they are valued beyond their 
attendance? 

Appreciate 
In what ways do you demonstrate sincere appreciation for  
each young person? 
How consistent are you in modeling common courtesy in your 

interactions with the basic greetings of “please”  and “ thank 
you?”  

How might you encourage and affirm young people in their 
acts of appreciation? 

How might you express both appreciation for “who”  they are, 
and gratitude for “what”  they do? (This can help youth 
understand the difference between “being”  and “doing,”  
and the value and balance of both in life.) 

How might you incorporate “affirmation”  activities into your 
gatherings with youth? 

Note: In order for affirmation to be authentic, young people 
must have a sense of relationship with those they are affirming. 
Artificial exercises of affirmations have little impact. 
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Personal Profile 
Gather a “Personal Profile”  for each youth when they attend an 
event or program for the first time. Profiles might include 
questions regarding birth-date, contact information, family, 
school, activities, interests and such. Leaders can use the infor-
mation to strengthen their relationships with the youth, espe-
cially if each adult is asked to “shepherd”  5-8 specific youth.  
 
Seasonal and Special Greetings 
Assign every young person to an adult “Minister of Greet-
ings.”  These may be catechists, or other caring adults in the 
parish. Once a season ask them to send a greeting to the youth, 
as well as special greetings for holidays and birthdays. Greet-
ings could be focused on interests of the youth: if a young per-
son is trying out for a part in an upcoming play or position on a 
sports team, a “good luck”  greeting can provide timely encour-
agement. Greetings could be cards mailed to youth.  The “old 
fashion”  greeting card in the mailbox is still effective. 
 
Personal Table Tents 
A simple activity is to ask youth to create personal table tents 
that illustrate a bit about themselves. (See sample) Each sec-
tion can reflect a different aspect of their life, and used as a 
tool to get to know one another and build a sense of commu-
nity. By sharing interests and activities they find out what they 
have in common with others. The Table Tent serves as a tool 
for learning names and faces in the initial weeks of a new pro-
gram season, and can even be used in connection with faith 
themes. Example: 
Center section: Name 
Top section: interests and activities you are involved in: how 
you spend your time (i.e. soccer, reading, skateboards, video 
games, dance, cooking) 
Bottom section: Your family: illustration or profile of family 
members 
Left and Right sections: use when connected to a lesson. For 
example, when discussing being created in the image of God 
with unique gifts and talents…have youth list their gifts/talents 
in the left section, and in the right section complete the state-
ment “ I want to use my gifts to…”. During Lent ask youth to 
identify six people or intentions they wish to prayer for – then 
write the names/intentions on the inside of the Table Tent – 
one for each week of Lent. Each week during Lent incorporate 
this into the group’s prayer time by asking youth to simply 
read the name or intention for that week. 

Weekly Prayer  Intentions 
Encourage youth to share 
weekly prayer intentions, 
and commit to praying for 
one another. Options could include: a prayer poster or board on 
which youth are invited to write intentions; slips of paper that 
can be placed in a basket on a prayer table – invite youth to 
take one home if they are willing to pray the intention during 
the week; or simply ask if anyone has any special intentions or 
needs for the upcoming week that they would like to say dur-
ing prayer time. Be sure to share your own intentions as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parent Conversations 
Make contact with parents at the start of each season. Ask 
them if email is an option to stay in touch, and exchange ad-
dresses. Introduce yourself and have a conversation focused on 
hopes and needs for the year regarding the youth. Inquire about 
any information or special needs they or their child may have, 
or circumstances that may make it easier to understand the 
youth and support them in their growth. Emphasize the impor-
tance of being “partners”  in the formation process, your role as 
a catechists/minister, and their role as primary model and in-
fluencer of their child. Encourage parents to be involved and 
suggest ways they might support the ongoing faith formation 
of their child. Explain expectations regarding behavior and 
participation, as well as any pertinent policies of the parish. As 
the year progresses, share with parents your experience of their 
child, and what you enjoy about them. 
 

Sample Table Tent 
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Formation & Training 
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RTV Faith Asset #17: To help young people recognize the movement of the Holy Spirit in their lives and discern their 
particular Christian vocation in the world—in the workplace, in marriage or single life, in the priesthood or conse-
crated life, or in the permanent diaconate. 

Susan Dorfmeister, Director;     Kevin Dougherty, Associate Dir.;     Cindy Salas, Admin;     Juan Rendon, Special Programs 
P O Box 190507 Dallas, TX  75219    214-375-2845  www.catholicyouthminsitryofdallas.org 
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Jeffrey Bayhnam  

 I’m not the only man in my 
family who has ever considered a voca-
tion. In fact, I’m not even the only man 
in my immediate family currently dis-
cerning the priesthood. My younger 
brother, Michael, has recently finished 
his applications to seminary, and by the 
time this letter will circulate he’ ll be 
moving into Holy Trinity Seminary, 

beginning the same process I began two years ago. When peo-
ple hear that out of the four children in our family (all of us 
boys) the two youngest of us are currently studying to be 
priests, they immediately begin to say wonderful things about 
my parents. My mother always finds this amusing. “As if I had 
anything to do with it!”  she says. She maintains that her chil-
dren’s vocations are between them and God, and that’s all 
there is to it. Well, in a way she’s right, ultimately what God 
calls us to (and the how and when He goes about it) is His 
work, and there’s not much we can do about that, at best we 
can learn to listen. But my mom played a much bigger role 
than she admits, and what she did for me will be the subject of 
this letter. 
 First and foremost, my mother maintained her faith in 
God in hardship, and was a spiritual woman every day of the 
week. Vocations come from an authentic, lived faith and the 
only way I ever learned that was by seeing it. Even in the times 
when my family wasn’ t going to Mass, wasn’ t close to the 
Church at all, my mother always believed in God and it 
showed. Whenever something good happened she’d thank him, 
and whenever something bad happened she’d pray for his help, 
and I learned to do the same. When later events called us back 
to the church, those habits were a fine foundation to build a 
firm, sacramental spiritual life on. 

 That openness to God, and a habit of prayerful listen-
ing to Him, caused my mom to notice the possibility of my 
vocation before I did. My mother was the first person to ask 
me if I felt called to the priesthood. She didn’ t do this assum-
ing I’d answer “yes”  or as a way to bait me into considering it. 
She was really just curious if I had. I believe my exact answer 
was “ I guess I just like girls too much” . Her invitation to con-
sider the priesthood was the beginning of my serious discern-
ment. 

But my mom never pushed me into the priesthood. In 
fact, she took it upon herself to play devil’ s advocate to what-
ever decision I made. With great love and understanding, she 
asked me the difficult questions about the priesthood, about the 
hardships and sacrifices required, almost before I started to 
consider them myself. Grappling with these subjects is a major 
aspect of discernment, and they need to be confronted honestly 
and prayerfully. I was inspired to do so because of my mother. 

I think most mentors are in a position to offer any of 
these three forms of help and encouragement, though the third 
must be taken on carefully, so as to inspire further research and 
discernment on the youth’s part, not to frighten them. I truly 
believe we will soon see the end of our current vocations cri-
sis, but only if we continue the work already begun. A voca-
tion can go unnoticed, the call unheard, if no one shows young 
people how to live the Catholic faith, and especially if the idea 
is never proposed. Another danger, though more uncommon in 
our current culture, is to send young men to seminary without 
ever having considered that the priest’s life is a difficult one, 
filled with sacrifice, though fulfilling. It is the responsibility of 
the family foremost, with aid from the parish, to show the next 
generation of priests and religious our faith, and to inspire 
those men and women to be the next leaders of the Body of 
Christ. 

*Jeff is a 3rd Year Collegiate Holy Trinity Seminarian 

Mary Lee Becker will be presenting two different train-
ings for those working in Middle School Youth Ministry. 

 
Middle School Ministry Summit 

Sept. 30, 2008 
 

Middle School Ministry Workshop 
Oct. 1, 2008 

Contact Cindy Salas for 
more info: 

csalas@cathdal.org 
214-379-2845 

Check out our website 
to find out more info 
on Mary Lee’s  
September Blitz!! 
http://
catholicyouthministryof-
dallas.org/mlb.aspx 


