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First Five Conversations  
 
Helping Parents Engage Youth Culture  
 
The purpose of this article is to help the parent/grandparent/guardian of 
youth who asks them-self, “What the heck are they talking about?” Or 
observes their youths behavior and thinks, “Why are they doing that?”  
 
Good news  
I have been working with youth and families for 15 years now. From 
Northern to Southern California, Uganda and now in Victoria, BC. All of 
those cultures have (at least) one thing in common; they all struggle to 
understand their teens!  
 
This article is for the person who desires to engage the emerging youth 
culture of today. Please do not give up and not enter into “their world.” 
Jesus commissioned us to, “...go into all the world...1” living out His story. 
Another piece of good news is that God is already present in the youth 
culture of today! He will meet you there!  
 
The best way to engage a new culture is to be a learner.  
 
In the context of the local church, families can speak the same language, 
live in the same city, go to the same places and still belong to different 
cultures (or sub-cultures). Taking the position of a learner requires humility2 
and the willingness to enter into a dialogue where each party can learn 
from one another.  
 
The purpose of this article is to present the first five conversations parents 
can have to begin to understand their youths’ culture. Pick one (not all five) 
to start.  
 
Some Context  
Do you remember when the laptop computer was created? When the 
internet was born? Can you still hear sounds of the dial up connection and 
the AOL screaming, “You’ve got mail!” At this point someone will usually 
laugh and say, “Wow, you’re really date-ing yourself!  
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Nothing works quite like technology in helping to make us feel old.  
 
From the years 1936-1967 our televisions were black and white. That’s 
three decades with no major changes to our biggest piece of technology of 
the age! The only major changes in those three decades were more 
channels and cheaper TV sets. In the late 1950’s TV broadcasting 
networks started experimenting with color images which lasted another few 
decades. In the 1980’s and 1990’s we experienced a technology boom 
which sped up the rate at which our tech changed. Today, we have 
televisions that are flat, use 3D technology, and even are flexible.  
 

1 Mark 16:15 2 Matthew 20:28  
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Every year it seems that our technological advances speed up.  
 
New phones come annually, several new social media sites come and go 
and countless movies and TV shows are made. The pace is increasing. 
And the pace of technology combined with the influence of media on youth 
culture is causing change to happen faster and on a larger (global) scale.  
 
The Problem  
Most parents in my circle and local church look to the Church or academic 
institution for their cultural intelligence (knowing what is happening with the 
younger cultures of today). As the rate of change continues to speed up our 
churches and academic institutions are having trouble keeping up on 
educating parents.  
 
Culture is changing so fast we cannot educate fast enough to keep 
up.  
 
Meaning, that if we rely on our ‘experts’ to attend school, create studies, 
make conclusions and write resources by the time that material is in our 
hands the culture has changed and the material is outdated! Which means; 
parents are not getting the help they need in the trenches today.  
 
A Solution  
I believe that a solution to this problem would be to coach 
parents/guardians on some culture study conversations that can be used at 
home. Parents can use this material to get the ball rolling to help them 
understand the big topics within their youths’ culture.  
 
This shift will move the conversation primarily from the church building and 
classroom into the home.  
 
It is crucial that parents take the lead in engaging the emerging 
culture of today.  
 
But to do that, you need resources! It is the hope of this article to equip the 
parent to begin to engage the emerging youth culture in order to disciple 
their child.  
 
Relevant Resources  
In Craig Detweiler and Barry Taylor’s book titled A Matrix of Meanings: 
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Finding God in Pop Culture, the authors make the argument that the 
Christian parents should not think of God as being “against culture.” As 
seen by the sub-title of their book they argue that Christians can find God in 
pop culture. They say,  
 

Why should we pay attention to such a seemingly frivolous thing as 
popular culture? There are at least four reasons. First, and most 
simply, popular culture both reflects who we are as people and also 
helps shape us as people. Second, popular culture must be 
investigated theologically because it is already studied by the broader 
culture. Third, pop culture serves as the lingua franca of the 
postmodern world, a point often missed by scholars. [Fourth] There 
has been a tendency in academic environs to engage with only what 
can be viewed as high culture.3  

 
They conclude by saying,  
 

There is a conversation about God going on in popular culture that 
the church is not engaged in and is often unaware of. If the Christian 
world continues in its scholastic mode, ... , then the gap between 
church and culture will continue to widen. Our theological 
propositions will become increasingly redundant to a culture being 
influenced by other forces. The Gospels were written for ‘the people.’ 
Educated Greeks in the first century communicated in Attic Greek, a 
high cultural form that excluded many. But the writers of the Gospels 
preferred Koine Greek, a ‘street-level’ language that communicated to 
the masses. We must get back to that street-level discussion, where 
our faith was forged. People of faith need to become conversant with 
the new canon, the new literacy, and join the new conversation. Only 
in this way can we hear Jesus afresh. Only in this way can the Spirit 
quicken our spirits. Only in this way can we allow God to be fully 
God.4  

 
Why does a conclusion like this matter to a parent in the 21st Century? 
Quite simply put, because this is the world in which our kids are being 
raised, influenced and shaped in. This is the culture they are called to 
follow Jesus in. This is the world we as parents are called into to help our 
children understand, manage and navigate.  
 
God is not against culture because God is not against people.  
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In Scripture we see Jesus leading his disciples into the marketplace of the 
pop-culture of his time. In the book of Matthew, Jesus walks to a tax 
collectors booth and calls Matthew to be his disciple.5 He brings the good 
news of his arrival to a Samaritan woman in her hometown.6 God even 
calls the Apostle Peter out of the Jewish culture to the Gentiles!7  
 
It is a trend in Jesus’ ministry that God calls His people to engage with the 
popular cultures of their day for the Gospel. God not only has called 
parents to this ministry but also their children. It is the parents prerogative 
to follow this call and teach their children to do the same.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 A Matrix of Meanings, 20-22 4 Ibid, 23. 5 Matthew 9:9-13 6 John 4:1-42 7 

Acts 10:9-16  
 
Parental Application  
Parents, how are you reacting to or feeling about the massive differences 
between the culture in which you were raised and the emerging youth 
culture of today?  
 
Some hot topics of today include; screen time, suicide rate on the rise, 
plethora of gender options, the “bathroom debate,” addiction, etc...  
 
Are you finding yourself fearful? Intrigued? Disgusted?  
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[Step One] 

 
Take a moment and answer these questions to help gauge your 
reactions and feelings:  
 

- Do you fear the rising trends seen in the current youth culture? If so, 
what specific trend and why?  

 
- Have you intentionally (or unintentionally) decided to keep your child 

from some  aspects of their culture? If so, how are you doing that? Does 
your child agree/ disagree? Do you have intentional conversations 
regarding this matter at home?  

 

- Are you trying to participate in the emerging culture? If so, how? Why?   
 
- Have you given up on understanding your child’s culture and are you 

allowing them to walk freely in it without any guidance?  
 
Cultural Engagement Curriculum  
To reinforce the purpose of this article a simple continuum was created to 
assist in helping parents become more aware of what they believe and also 
to provide a starting point.  
 
Cultural Engagement Continuum  
 
 
No Engagement        Light Engagement    Heavy Engagement           Full 
Engagement  
 
 
No Engagement: This parenting style could be described by the word-
picture of an Ostrich burying their head in the ground. You notice the 
differences between your culture and youth culture, but you have decided 
to just let them have their space and not try to understand. Or you believe 
you do not belong in ‘their world.’ There is no positive and/or constructive 
conversation regarding youth cultural items. There is no partnership 
between parent and child in navigating and understanding the current 
youth culture.  
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Light Engagement: This parenting style could be described by the word-
picture of a whale. A sperm whale can hold their breath for 90 minutes! 
Only coming up for air once in a while. Every now and then you and your 
youth will be interested in the same piece of culture (a movie, a song, a 
show, a video game, etc...). You use this shared interest to spend 
meaningful time together. But there is no direct conversation. It just seems 
that the ‘stars aligned’ on this one. There is some partnership between 
parent and child but it is not consistent in helping navigate the 
current youth culture.  
 
Heavy Engagement: This parenting style could be described by the word-
picture of a polar bear. Momma bear cares for every detail of her cub for 
the first 2-3 years of their life. She slowly weens her cub and prepares them 
for adulthood after a long process of growth and development. The idea 
here is that ‘mama/daddy bear’ runs out in front of their teen for a long time 
filtering and preparing the environment for their protection. However, after a 
while the child is trained well and released into adult-hood. There is an 
intentional process of partnership and preparation between the adult 
and child.  
 
Full Engagement: This parenting style could be described by the word-
picture of a Mama and baby Kangaroo. The joey hides in Mom’s front 
pouch! The child does not engage culture on their own at all. The parent is 
the primary vehicle to move their child without allowing their child to stand 
on their own feet. There is no partnership between parent and child in 
navigating and understanding the current youth culture.  
 
Where do you place yourself on this continuum?  
Pray and think about where you are today and where God wants you to be 
(if it is different). The purpose is not guilt, it is awareness. Give yourself the 
same grace Jesus died to give you!  
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[Step Two] 
 
Plan your first Conversation  
As said before, engaging youth culture as a parent requires one to think of 
them-self as a learner. Plan a dinner, or a walk, or a drive. Whatever 
context you know that conversation happens well! Keep it casual.  
 
Ask great questions.  
Great questions will help you engage the emerging culture together with 
your adolescent child. The material below will present suggested questions 
that will help you start purposed conversations to have with your teen in 
order to engage the emerging youth culture.  
 
Youth culture today is heavily influenced by music, film, language, social 
media and gaming.  
 
These will be the topics of the five conversations included in separate Word 
Documents in this resource.  
 
 
  

http://www.downloadyouthministry.com/


Download Youth Ministry | First Five Conversations | Eric West 
 

www.downloadyouthministry.com  9 

 

Conclusion  
 
The goal of this type of ‘research’ is that it would position you, as the 
parent, to ‘have an opinion’ about how beneficial (or not) this game, 
song/band, film, sport, etc... is and why you come to that conclusion.  
 
I would not see these conversations as excuses to ‘preach’ or teach ‘life 
lessons’ but to position yourself shoulder-to-shoulder with your youth as 
they learn to make better decisions and navigate their culture.  
 
As these conversations start to add up over time the parents slowly join 
their child in navigating the emerging culture. The children learn to critically 
think about what influences them and what to do with those influences.  
 
Parents, wherever you find yourself on the continuum of engaging culture 
there is always a place to start or a next step. Do not think you need to go 
from zero engagement to 100%. Take your time with it. Pick a starting point 
and start the conversation. Some engagement is better than none.  
 
The goal is to launch our children into adulthood knowing how to engage 
the pop culture of their time AND stay faithful to following Jesus. That is 
something you can model every day.  
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