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Just Asking…Is the Funnel Dead?
by Mark DeVries
(First published in The Youth Ministry Consultant Column of Group Magazine, Nov/Dec 2011

As those who may have read this column once or twice know, I love talking about ways we youth workers can structure our ministries for consistent, long-term impact.  I love finding ways to move our work beyond the normal, willy-nilly fad-chasing into systems that last for the long haul.  Maybe that’s why I’ve always loved the funnel.  

If you’ve been around youth ministry circles for more than a few years or you’ve read more than a few youth ministry books, there’s a good chance you’ve been introduced to “The Funnel of Youth Ministry.”  The theory goes something like this: You’ve got your “come” level kids, your “grow” level kids, and your “lead” level kids, and you deliberately target  three separate kinds of programming for each distinct group of kids.  

I LOVE the funnel (and have taught it many times since hearing about it 20 years ago).  But lately, I’ve been wondering.   Does this “one program/one purpose” model still make the same sense in 2011 that it did in the 1990’s? 

Here’s what’s got me thinking:

At least on our context (and in a good number of churches we’re working with), it’s getting harder and harder to target programming with a singular focus on a clearly defined group of students.  For example, a “come” level youth is just as likely to connect with our ministry in a “deep” Bible study (a traditionally “grow” program) or on a high-commitment mission experience (a traditionally “lead” program) as they are to connect through more traditional entry-level programming.  

The type of program new, outsider, or unchurched kids are most likely to come to is no longer predictable.   And our most committed kids may actually like our traditional, “come-level” youth group more than outsiders ever would.  

Could it be that youth are no longer moving in a predictable, linear way through our well-coordinated programs (dang it), from come to grow to lead?   Don’t most plug in a) where their friends are, and b) where they leave with the indefinable sense that it was “worth it.”  

Could it be that instead of moving naturally through the funnel of faith, today’s kids are carving their own paths to faithful discipleship, outside our purposeful programming?

If so, maybe we need to consider new metaphors for structuring next-wave youth ministry, maybe metaphors like the garden, the labyrinth, or a family meal.  

I’m not sure we know the answers yet, but these sure seem like the next round of questions.  I’m just asking.  
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