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Introduction
Training Papers are a resource for churches created by the Youthworks Ministry 
Support team. They are for leaders who are seeking to develop their thinking and 
strategy in ministry to youth and children. The papers draw on a variety of sources 
including:

 · Recent research from Australia and abroad

 · Personal experience and observations of ministry in a range of settings

 · Wide reading of both academic and popular texts.

Youthworks’ vision is to see an effective youth and children’s ministry in every 
church. Why? Because young people matter to God and the Church shares the 
responsibility to disciple them to maturity in Christ. We know that when churches 
and individuals invest in the spiritual growth of young people it leads to a 
flourishing church.

Our hope is you will use this resource to ask good questions of your own ministry 
and as a tool to engage in deeper conversations with your ministry team.

How to use this paper
Read with a highlighter and mark parts that you want to think about further or want 
to discuss. Think about your ministry context as you read. There is no conclusion 
section to this paper as the way these ideas should be implemented is up to you 
and your leaders.

Training Papers can be used in a variety of ways:

 · Use as a resource with your team of leaders

 · Read and discuss as part of staff team meetings

 · Read yourself and meet with a Youthworks Ministry Advisor to discuss 
how you can keep moving forward in your ministry. Learn more at  
youthworks.net/meet-the-team.

Use this space to write  
notes and questions
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Key

quote-left Key quotes 

comments Key questions

lightbulb-on Key ideas

These icons are used in the following pages to help you identify key quotes, ideas 
and questions for you to consider. These icons indicate areas for discussion: 

 · Do you agree or disagree? Why?

 · Is this a new idea or a familiar one?

 · Does this ring true in your context?

Youthworks / Doubt and Questions Training Paper / 4



1. There seems to be a 
problem with doubt

Recent research into why young people who have grown up in the church are 
leaving their faith behind as they move into adulthood has identified doubt as one 
area churches need to address: 

 Đ Kids who left the faith report having questions about faith in early  
adolescence that were ignored by significant adults (parents, pastors, teachers). 
– Barna Group (cited in Powell and Clark 2011, p. 72)

 Đ Students who feel the freedom and have opportunities to express their  
doubts tend to have more sticky faith … [yet] less than half of those surveyed 
shared their doubts and struggles with adults or friends. – Powell and Clark 
(2011, p. 72)

To prevent such dropout, Francis and Richter’s 2007 study (cited in King 2013, p. 15) 
suggests:

 Đ Creating a safe place for people to share doubts and struggles in the faith: 
16% of general church leavers felt no one at church would understand their 
doubts, 29% felt questioning their faith would not be acceptable. 

In his research into the departure of young people from the church, David 
Kinnaman outlines core themes that summarise reasons why. 

 ҷ Kinnaman identified the key reason as the impression that there is no 
place for the expression of doubt (cited in King 2013, p. 10).

His research also points to a failure of contemporary church practices to help youth 
develop a mature faith that can withstand the challenges of peer pressure, isolation 
from their familiar church community and life changes such as moving out of 
home. 

 comments Discussion questions

 · What questions do the young people in your church have? 

 · Who, where and when do they ask them?

Young people who have left the church cited the church’s failure to wrestle with 
issues like the reliability of the biblical text, sexuality, evolution versus creation, and 
the exclusivity of Jesus. 

 ҷ But notice these students did not say they left the faith because of the 
stance their church took on these issues. They left because the church 
failed to address them at all.
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When tough questions were addressed, the answers were found to be vague and 
superficial (Candy, Griffin and Powell 2014).

McCrindle Research (2017) identifies that the second biggest hindrance to 
Australians engaging with Christianity is the question ‘How could a loving God 
allow people to go to hell?’ (28%). Arguably, this is a question that has been asked 
and not answered well. This research also shows Gen Z (those born 1995–2009) are 
the group most comfortable talking about religion or spirituality. It seems young 
people are willing to talk, but opportunities are being missed by church leaders. 

There are many complex reasons why young people turn away from the church and 
their faith. Unexpressed doubts and struggles seem to be a major area of concern. 

 comments Discussion questions

 · What were the tough questions you wrestled with as a child or teen? 

 · Who did you ask?

 · Was the way they responded helpful or not?

How would you answer this?
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2. What are we really talking 
about? 

The issue we are seeking to address is partly a normal response to life in a fallen 
world, partly a developmental issue for teens and partly the potentially dangerous 
result of adults avoiding difficult and uncomfortable conversations. 

Henry (11) asks every adult he can at church the same questions about the science 
of the solar system and how that fits with the Bible. Will he get a thoughtful answer 
or a brush off? Will he keep asking the questions he has as he gets older?

Violet (9) has just lost her mum to cancer. She sees her father grieving. She sees her 
friends and family respond in different ways. She has questions about why God let 
her mum die. Who does she talk to? When is the right time to answer her questions? 

Naomi (14) doesn’t usually talk much in small group or at youth group but when 
she is away at camp she asks her leaders a flood of questions. Why there?

Sam (17) is a minister’s kid and always knows the answers in Bible study. But a 
trusted friend finally hears about the many secret doubts he has about whether he 
really believes all this ‘Bible stuff’ is true. 

Change or loss often causes us to stop and think about the big questions of life. 
Doubt and questions about our faith are also part of life in the ‘now but not yet’ 
period where we can know God’s love and promises but still experience pain, loss 
and difficulty. 

It’s normal. Children start asking questions as soon as they can speak. The 
difference between the ‘why?’ questions of the three-year-old and those of a 
teenager is simply how easy they are to answer. The process of thinking, asking 
and finding satisfactory answers is part of cognitive development. Just as we need 
patience in answering the small child, we also need patience in helping older 
children and teens find answers. 

Teenagers are also going through a period where they experience changes in their 
physical body, cognitive development and perception of themselves and the world. 
While parents remain a major influence, teens look beyond the family. Powell and 
Clark (2011, p. 178) write to parents:

 Đ By the time your child enters late adolescence, your faith is no longer what 
sustains them, or even holds their interest in God or church. As they mentally 
move into abstract awareness and begin to reflectively wrestle with their 
identity, teens realise that Christianity is something they need to discover and 
decide to embrace on their own.

Whether it happens at one memorable moment or over a period of years, each 
youth and child will make a decision to own their faith or to turn away. It is often 
during adolescence when faith is tested in new and difficult ways.
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It is also important to note that not every question reveals doubt. People develop 
different styles of relating to one another and sharing their thoughts. Questions can 
come out of serious and thoughtful engagement with the Bible. 

 Đ It seems today that the typical response to distressing life events is for faith 
communities, often, to avoid, ignore or even try to suppress the voices of those 
who are suffering. If there is a response it is often in the form of platitudes such 
as ‘trust in God’ or ‘pray more,’ when acknowledgement and validation of the 
person’s experience is of far greater importance. – Cohen (2013, p. 3)

 comments Discussion questions

 · If it is normal for children and youth to be asking questions, where is this 
happening in your church community? At home, small groups, kids’ club, kids’ 
church? At school or online?

 · Who are they asking?
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3. Feeling uncomfortable

Sometimes the issue is not with the young people but with us. We are 
uncomfortable with questions and emotions that leave us feeling out of control. 
It looks like we are doing a bad job as leaders if the youth and children in our care 
have doubts or unanswered questions. It is worth considering if these reactions are 
preventing us from helping the young people we are seeking to care for. 

 Đ In our study of five hundred students, we found that young people who feel 
the freedom and have the opportunity to express their doubt have greater 
faith maturity than those who don’t. So doubt in and of itself isn’t necessarily 
dangerous. It’s unexpressed doubt that is most toxic. – Powell (2014, p. 132)

There might be discomfort. There might be questions that you can’t answer straight 
away, or without help. The important part is allowing the questions to be asked. 
Former pastor and ministry leadership coach Dan Lovaglia (2016, p. 138) speaks of 
the power of saying ‘I don’t know’: 

 Đ Instead of presenting ourselves as models of perfection with all the answers, we 
demonstrate our common need for the gospel by walking with children in a 
way that is honest and real. Children have questions, and their hurts either hang 
on their sleeves or get stuffed away. Any wounds that are hidden deep in their 
hearts need a safe place and a safe person in order to come out into the light.

 comments Discussion questions

 · What questions would make you uncomfortable? Why?

There needs to be trust

Youth and children will not risk being vulnerable without some sense of security 
and safety. Safe relationships take time, a willingness to be vulnerable, and love. 
The apostle Paul says that without love, even the most spectacular spiritual gifts are 
nothing (1 Corinthians 13:1–3). Christian communities should be characterised by 
the same love that Jesus showed when he washed his disciples’ feet. 

Catherine Stonehouse (cited in Lovaglia 2016, p. 137) reminds us: 

 Đ Over time, our responsiveness to common questions prepares the way for 
children to trust us with troubling questions ... When you and I are able to look 
a child in the eye, call them by name, and dignify their sincere questions with 
truth, not speculative or trite answers, humility shines through and helps unlock 
the door of their heart.

It is not about having all the answers but sharing in open discussion and wrestling 
together under the authority of God’s word. Building trusting relationships where 
this is possible will take time but it will also create opportunities for conversations to 
take place.
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4. Lament psalms, an 
unexpected answer? 

Surprisingly, it is the book of Psalms that provides helpful guidance in dealing with 
our questions and doubts. Many psalms are prayers addressed to God, and the 
way they are written encourages the reader to pray them along with the psalmist. 
It is ‘self-involving’ as the reader must consider whether they can agree with the 
perspective and the emotions being expressed. 

Many psalms are described as ‘laments’, speaking of pain, suffering and a whole 
range of strong emotions. The psalmists sometimes question God, by arguing or 
reasoning with him, even seemingly blaming him. Why is this included in the Bible? 
The Psalms are model prayers that provide an appropriate way for believers to speak 
to God about what they are experiencing. In his introduction to the Psalter, Luther 
(n.d.) wrote that the Psalms provide “both the language and the mood in which we 
should address the heavenly Father.”  This means expressing praise and thankfulness 
as we remember the great acts of rescue and covenant faithfulness; while also 
bringing our struggles, questions and even doubts before God in prayer. 

 Đ The stance we adopt [when praying the Psalms] is one in which we neither 
ignore our questions, and pain, and doubt, nor abandon the faith that 
contributes to them; a stance of trusting the one who seems to have 
abandoned us, trusting that, as most of these psalms demonstrate, God will 
prove to be trustworthy. – Sloane (cited in Harper and Barker 2017, p. 178)

What do we see when we look at the lament psalms?

Honesty – The psalmists do not hide their feelings before God. They describe their 
pain, the unfairness of their suffering, or their agony in guilt. There is honesty before 
God with no sense that expressing certain feelings is disrespectful or wrong.

Trust in God’s goodness – The very fact that many psalms are prayers addressed 
to God shows that the psalmists believe God is listening and that he cares. Many 
psalms look back at God’s saving works in the past and the way he has kept his 
promises. Trust in God’s goodness is implicit and explicitly celebrated.

Trust in God’s sovereignty – There is no point crying for help to someone who is 
powerless. By seeking and addressing God amidst difficulty, the psalmists are asking 
for help from the one who can save. 

The Psalms give us a different way to face suffering. Instead of abstract philosophical 
battles over why God allows suffering, lament psalms teach us to bring everything 
to God in prayer, trusting in his goodness and sovereignty, even when it doesn’t 
make sense.
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The Psalms also reinforce the importance of a believing community. They are meant 
to be sung together and prayed together. Some psalms include parts that are 
spoken to others. Learning from the faith journey of others is valid and important. 
We see all these aspects when we look at Psalm 73.

 Đ The lament psalms allow us to voice confusion and hurt without arriving at a 
rational, cohesive explanation of what God is doing and why. Put another way, 
lament does not arise from the assumption that suffering is a philosophical 
problem to solve. Rather, lament is one of the modes of being in the world that 
God has given his people to help them resist and transform experiences of evil 
and ‘enable Christians to live faithfully in the midst of unanswered questions 
as they await God’s ‘redemption of the whole of creation’. – Swinton (cited in 
Harper and Barker 2017, p. 240)

Psalm 73

A psalm of Asaph.

1 Surely God is good to Israel, 
    to those who are pure in heart.

2 But as for me, my feet had almost slipped; 
    I had nearly lost my foothold. 
3 For I envied the arrogant 
    when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.

4 They have no struggles; 
    their bodies are healthy and strong. 
5 They are free from common human burdens; 
    they are not plagued by human ills. 
6 Therefore pride is their necklace; 
    they clothe themselves with violence. 
7 From their callous hearts comes iniquity; 
    their evil imaginations have no limits. 
8 They scoff, and speak with malice; 
    with arrogance they threaten oppression. 
9 Their mouths lay claim to heaven, 
    and their tongues take possession of the earth. 
10 Therefore their people turn to them 
    and drink up waters in abundance 
11 They say, “How would God know? 
    Does the Most High know anything?”

12 This is what the wicked are like— 
    always free of care, they go on amassing wealth.

13 Surely in vain I have kept my heart pure 
    and have washed my hands in innocence. 
14 All day long I have been afflicted, 
    and every morning brings new punishments.

Trust in God’s goodness. A central 
theme that the psalmist returns to 
again at the end, ‘it is good to be 
near God’.

Honest confession of sin. The 
psalmist had lost sight of the big 
picture and envied the wicked. At 
this point, the psalm is not a prayer. 
He is speaking (maybe even singing) 
to the congregation.

Verses 6–10 further describe the 
apparent carefree success of the 
wicked. This doesn’t seem to fit with 
the psalmist’s expectations. It doesn’t 
fit with what the righteous and the 
wicked ought to get as described in 
Psalm 1.

Here is doubt: Have I been obeying 
God for nothing? Is it really worth it 
amidst suffering?
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15 If I had spoken out like that, 
    I would have betrayed your children. 
16 When I tried to understand all this, 
    it troubled me deeply 
17 till I entered the sanctuary of God; 
    then I understood their final destiny.

18 Surely you place them on slippery ground; 
    you cast them down to ruin. 
19 How suddenly are they destroyed, 
    completely swept away by terrors! 
20 They are like a dream when one awakes; 
    when you arise, Lord, 
    you will despise them as fantasies.

21 When my heart was grieved 
    and my spirit embittered, 
22 I was senseless and ignorant; 
    I was a brute beast before you.

23 Yet I am always with you; 
    you hold me by my right hand. 
24 You guide me with your counsel, 
    and afterward you will take me into glory. 
25 Whom have I in heaven but you? 
    And earth has nothing I desire besides you. 
26 My flesh and my heart may fail, 
    but God is the strength of my heart 
    and my portion forever.

27 Those who are far from you will perish; 
    you destroy all who are unfaithful to you. 
28 But as for me, it is good to be near God. 
    I have made the Sovereign Lord my refuge; 
    I will tell of all your deeds.

 comments Discussion questions

 · Do any of these observations surprise you? 

 · Are there any psalms you find helpful in giving words to your feelings or 
helping you pray?

There has been honest sharing but it 
is not the whole story. There is more 
for the benefit of the hearers.

This is the turning point. The psalmist 
comes into God’s presence and his 
perspective changes.

Here the psalm changes to a prayer, 
addressing God as ‘you’.

The psalmist regains a God-centred 
perspective. He reflects on before 
(vv 21–22) and after (vv 23–26).

This is the testimony he is sharing 
with the congregation, a journey of 
faith tested and growing. Verse 28 
concludes addressing both God and 
the people: God is faithful, good and 
a refuge for his people. 
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5. Next steps

What could it look like in your context?

Teaching on the Psalms – Are the Psalms ever taught in your programs? It might 
not be easy to start with but we neglect any part of God’s word to our peril. There 
are more and more good resources coming out on the Psalms; books that help you 
understand the genre and think through how to teach it well. Use the Psalms to 
pray and model that in your small groups. Teach the Psalms to youth and children as 
examples of real prayer. Teach the Psalms as examples of how to praise God. Teach 
the Psalms as models of how to talk to God when ‘life sucks’ but we still want to 
trust him.

Share personal stories of growing faith – Just like Psalm 73, our own stories 
of how God is teaching and growing us are powerful ways to encourage others. 
Leaders might be given the opportunity to share their testimony or something 
they have recently been learning through their own reading of God’s word and 
how he has spoken into their life. This is something younger or less confident 
leaders or helpers could do as a first step towards learning to give a Bible talk. 
Elderly members of the congregation could be invited to visit kids’ church or youth 
group and share a story. Parents or family friends could be invited to share a story 
with a class or small group. A helpful story would include progress in one area or 
overcoming challenges with particular reference to the growth of trust in God and 
relationship with him. Even reading stories from figures in church history could be 
an option. It is also important to allow young people to share their faith stories. This 
benefits the speaker, their peers and the older people who listen. This is the positive 
aspect of creating space for questioning and doubt, it also allows for stories of 
growth and trust as well. 

Mentoring relationships with vulnerability – It is great to be meeting regularly 
with an older Christian to be reading the Bible together, or meeting with others for 
prayer. It is in these safe spaces that there can be confession of sin and repentance, 
sharing of burdens and mutual encouragement and teaching during times of 
doubt and questioning. If this is not part of your church culture, it will take time for 
the idea and practice to take root. It may also mean explicitly training people to 
think about how to share examples of faith in action and faith under fire as part of 
opening God’s word with another.

Times to share – There are certain times when youth and children are more 
comfortable sharing, sometimes when young people are away at camp, or just after 
a time away. During activities, or even dropping a group of children home after a 
regular program might be the time a conversation is started. But it is worth creating 
intentional opportunities for deeper sharing. For example, it could be in Bible study 
groups at an allocated time or during a hike or activity, or another arrangement that 
suits your context.
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Music matters – It has been said that a person’s theology can be judged by their 
hymn book; what we listen to shapes our hearts and our thoughts, so let’s make 
sure what goes ‘in’ is helpful (cf. Philippians 4:8; Colossians 3:16). This applies not just 
to the songs we choose to sing at church but also what we listen to at home or in 
the car, what we recommend to others or what concerts we go to. Consider ways 
that you can encourage young people to be listening to music that builds them up 
and speaks God’s word into their life: could favourite albums be mentioned on the 
church Facebook page or favourite songs be shared as a ‘get to know you’ segment 
at youth group? Along with suggesting books for parents to read with their children, 
suggest music as well. 

Not an ‘add-on’ – These are just some ideas of what it might look like to create 
space for young people to ask questions and share doubts in our ministries. It will 
look different in each church. It might not mean adding a new component to your 
programs, but reshaping what is there to acknowledge the importance of dealing 
with questions and struggles with respect and integrity. 

 comments Discussion questions

 · What might work in your context? Consider the youth and children, their 
families, and your leaders; also consider the strengths and weaknesses in your 
current ministries.

 · How can you make the most of your strengths while addressing your 
weaknesses?
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6. You might be wondering …
Doesn’t creating space for questions and ’normalising’ the expression of doubt 
mean we are encouraging young people to have doubts? Won’t it make the 
problem worse? 

Allowing people to articulate their questions and doubts in a safe space does not 
make things worse. Just like exercising makes us stronger even though at the time 
or after we may feel tired or weak, sharing a doubt or question allows for the burden 
to be shared and for faith to grow. When we cry out to God as the psalmists do in 
lament, we are turning to God not away from him. 

 Đ Lament is a genuine cry of faith, not faithlessness, for at its core is a 
recognition that one’s own personal situation … is in the hands of a 
sovereign God; the person of faith brings their complaint to their sovereign Lord, 
instead of complaining to others about him. – Ciano (cited in Harper and 
Barker 2017, p. 21)

We aren’t equipped for this kind of thing. 

It certainly might feel like that but it is not actually about having all the answers. 
It’s about being willing to be with others and really listen to their struggle. Often 
just being able to share a fear or doubt takes away half the pain and reduces the 
problem to something much more manageable. It is also about being willing to do 
some hard work together and find answers. Biblical faith is not about a leap in the dark. 
Our God reveals himself as trustworthy and true. We have his word. He sent his Spirit to 
guide our understanding. Ask for God’s help and dig in. We also live in a part of the 
world where we have access to lots of books and wise teachers. And, in balance, while 
we want to find good answers, sometimes it is more about being alongside another 
during the dark times and praying with them when they cannot find the words 
themselves.

 comments Discussion question

 · What three things do you need to remember to help you respond well when 
a young person asks a question or expresses a doubt?

What about youth and children who are suffering from mental health 
conditions? It can’t be good for them to spend more time on all this sad stuff?

Good question. This paper is not written to guide those who seek to minister to 
those with clinical depression or diagnosed mental health issues (even suspected 
mental health conditions). Wisdom must be used in these cases, and professional 
help should be sought. It would certainly not be helpful to allow anyone to get 
stuck only ever reading lament psalms or dwelling on the hardest parts of life but to 
avoid them altogether is likely to do just as much if not more harm. 
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 Đ Handled with care, the lament psalms may help the [depressed] person realise 
that God understands their emotional world and that others have moved 
through despair to hope … Lament psalms give these real concerns a place, but 
hold them alongside words that name God, rehearse belief in his faithfulness 
and express a desire to remain faithful to him. – Patston (cited in Harper and 
Barker 2017, p. 244)

What about cultural differences? Isn’t it rude or disrespectful in some cultures to 
ask questions of a teacher? 

Yes. It is good to be aware of cultural differences, but don’t let that prevent what 
is helpful. Do some research and find out if this is an issue for the specific cultural 
groups in your church. If so, it will take time, many opportunities to see examples of 
others asking and often explicit permission given for this to be overcome.

 comments Discussion questions

 · What further questions do you have?

 · What are the next steps for you and your team?
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Further training
Youthworks offers several youth and children’s ministry training modules that deal with doubt and questions to 
further equip your ministry team:

Youth ministry

Apologetics (2 hours) – We want youth to have confidence in their faith within a world that objects to Christ. 
This course explores different objections to Christianity that youth face. Participants will practice answering these 
objections within the framework of the Bible, worldview, doctrine and the life of faith.

Effective Small Groups (2 hours) – Nearly every youth ministry uses small groups as the vehicle for discipleship, 
pastoral care and relationship building. Analyse the culture of your small groups, and learn the principles and skills of 
running a good small group Bible study.

Children’s ministry 

Asking good questions (2 hours) – Discover why asking good questions in children’s ministry can lead to deeper 
engagement with God’s word. In this training, participants explore what makes a question good, how to design 
good questions, and creative ways to use questions to engage children in God’s word.

Answering questions (2 hours) – Kids say the darnedest things. They are certainly good at asking curly questions. 
This module equips you to know how to deal with children's tough questions and how to continue guiding and 
forming their faith through their engagement with God's word and his world.

Learn more at youthworks.net/training. 
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