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Juz some ‘Idol’ thoughts on youth ministry….
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I’m always fascinated by the TV show, the AMERICAN IDOL. By how it is able to capture a large viewership, consisting of both young and old from across different parts of the world.

It didn’t take long before I start putting on my youth ministry thinking cap, and ask what I can learn from this TV show about youth work and youth ministry. 

First, for the sake of those who are ‘idol-illiterate’, let me describe what this TV show is all about. Well, this show is a singing talent contest. But it is more than just a singing talent contest. 

Because unlike the singing contest in the past where judges made the final decision, this time round, it is the viewers who will vote for who they think is the best singer. Or who they think is their ‘pop idol’ or ‘pop star’. 
So the attractive part of this TV show is that the audience is involved in the decision making. 

And unlike the singing contest in the past, where contestants were usually those who were already good or had obtained a certain level of experience, this time round, especially in the early episodes, the focus is on the poorest performers, who often appear unmindful of their lack of star talent. 

Some of these contestants such as William Hung however, were able to attain reputation of their own, through their extraordinary ‘lousy’ performance.

And unlike the singing contest in the past where the judges did not usually ‘air’ their views or comment, this time round, the judges’ comments on the contestants provide the major part of the entertainment of the show, to the extent that they were the frequently talk-about subjects in town.
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Among the 3 (or sometimes 4) judges, Simon Cowell is notorious for his sarcastic remarks. He is the guy who seldom smiles and is hard to please. With a straight face, he would say to the contestants things like, ‘You are an absolute nightmare’ or ‘that’s the worst performance we’ve had in 5 years.’ 

The other judge, Paula Abdul, does the opposite. She is always saying something nice and encouraging, and something meant for building up the contestant. Even when the performance was lousy, she would usually find something nice to say about the person’s appearance or choice of song. Basically, she instills hope into the contestant.

Thus, in the show, Paula Abdul is the ‘good guy’ figure while Simon Cowell is the ‘bad guy’ figure.
Another ‘good guy’ figure is portrayed by the host of the show- Ryan John Seacrest. He is always seen lending his shoulder for the contestants to cry on, and consoling the contestants as they were ridiculed by the judges. Basically, he adds an emotional touch and kindred spirit to the show.

It didn’t take long before I start to reflect upon the kind of environment that is conducive for youth work and youth ministry. And I think that an environment that is conducive for church youth ministries to thrive should be one where there are more Paula Abdu’s, more Ryan Seacrests and fewerSimon Cowells.

Today, one of the many reasons that youths leave the church is not because of lack of youth programs and activities. One reason in my opinion is that there are simply too many Simon Cowells in the church!

In my many conversations with church leaders who are struggling to keep their youths in church (or in the worship service), one thing I will always ask is, Do they have a warm and loving church environment that youths would feel welcomed, at home, or valued and appreciated? And the usual answer is, they don’t!

Once, I had a youth who told her youth leaders that she was not coming to church anymore. Because that morning when she made a deliberate effort to come to church, after months of ‘back-sliding’, she was criticized by some adults in the church for the attire she wore that day. 

Today, one of the reasons that youths leave the church is because there are simply too many Simon Cowells and too few Paula Abduls in the church.

There are simply too many, who want to be ‘Discipline-Masters’, but too few who want to be ‘Disciple-makers’, one who will instruct youths ‘with great patience and careful instruction.’ (2 Tim 4:2) 

There is hardly a time that youths are appreciated or valued for what they do in church. In fact, many churches had become places where nobody really knows you, and you are made to feel valued only when you have something to contribute. 

And I think this is not what the church is meant to be. It is meant to be relational and caring. It is meant to be for the broken and the weak. It is meant to be a welcoming place for youths who are unchurched to experience what it is like to be valued and loved. It is meant to be ‘Paula-like’. 

It is meant to be for the ‘William Hungs’, where one can sing Ricky Martin, ‘She Bangs’ even when he seemingly does not have the singing talents.

While people like Simon Cowell and his sarcastic comments can boost viewership of this TV show, he would never boost youth ministry. We need more Paula Abduls and Ryan Seacrests to create a nurturing environment for our youths, and especially for the unchurched. Who knows, we might discover some William Hungs, where youths of unimpressionable talents can find a place in church.

by Pastor Evan Seah
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Please register yourselves (and the friends whom you intend to bring) with Kim Huat at the booth downstairs after the service for planning and tea catering purposes.
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