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Going There: 
Teens, After School Programs, and Spiritual Development 

Josh Borkin

You are the bows from which the children as living arrows are sent forth. 

7KH�DUFKHU�VHHV�WKH�PDUN�XSRQ�WKH�SDWK�RI�WKH�LQ¿QLWH��DQG�+H�EHQGV�\RX�
ZLWK�+LV�PLJKW�WKDW�+LV�DUURZ�PD\�JR�VZLIW�DQG�IDU���*LEUDQ��������S�����

T
KLV�TXRWDWLRQ�IURP�*LEUDQ¶V�FODVVLF�7KH�3URSKHW�SXQFWXDWHV�DQ�HQJDJLQJ�DQG�OLYHO\�FRQYHU-
VDWLRQ�DW�WKH�<RXWK�(PSRZHUPHQW�/HDGHUVKLS�&RPPXQLW\��<(/&���7KH�<(/&�LV�DQ�DIWHU�
school program designed for young men to think about their purpose in the world and make 

“good choices” in order to live out that purpose. Quickly, one participant responds to the passage 

E\�VD\LQJ��³<R��VR�ZKDW�LI�LQVWHDG�*RG�LV�WKH�DUFKHU��P\�SDUHQWV�DUH�WKH�ERZ��DQG�,�DP�WKH�DUURZ"´�
$QRWKHU�SDUWLFLSDQW�FKLPHV�LQ��³%XW�ZDLW��,�GRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�LQ�*RG��0D\EH�LW��WKH�DUFKHU��LV�P\�6RQJ�
�D�WHUP�WKH�JURXS�XVHV�WR�GHVFULEH�RQH¶V�SXUSRVH�LQ�OLIH�"´�<HW�DQRWKHU�VD\V��³<HDK��EXW�ZKDW�LI�\RX�
KDYH�D�NLG�ZLWK�D�GLVDELOLW\��ZKLFK�ZD\�GRHV�WKH�DUURZ�JR�WKHQ"´�

On the surface, YELC seems like an unlikely place for sophisticated discussions about parents 

DQG�FKLOGUHQ��WKH�LQ¿QLWH��DQG�RQH¶V�SXUSRVH�LQ�OLIH��/RFDWHG�LQ�D�VFKRRO�FRPSXWHU�ODE��WKH�PDMRU-
ity of the young Dominican and Puerto Rican men in the program are considered below aver-

DJH�RU�SRRU�VWXGHQWV���<HW��RYHU�WKUHH�\HDUV�WKHVH�WHHQV�KDYH�VSHQW�FRXQWOHVV�KRXUV��IRUPDOO\�DQG�
LQIRUPDOO\��¿QGLQJ�WKHLU�6RQJ�DQG�WKHQ�GHYHORSLQJ�WKH�³LQVWUXPHQWV´�QHHGHG�WR�SOD\�WKDW�6RQJ���
7KLV�JXLGLQJ�PHWDSKRU�RI�VRQJ�IRFXVHV�WKH�JURXS¶V�FRPPXQLW\�EXLOGLQJ�HIIRUWV�WR�FUHDWH�D�VSDFH�
where “real honesty” and “real respect” are valued. It also consistently challenges the participants 

WR�WKLQN�DERXW�WKH�UROH�WKDW�YDOXHV�VXFK�DV�LQWHJULW\��FDULQJ��DQG�KXPRU�SOD\�LQ�KHOSLQJ�WKHP�¿QG�
meaning and purpose in their own lives. To reinforce the importance of this metaphor the group 
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UHFLWHV�D�PDQWUD�DERXW�WKHLU�6RQJ�WR�ODXQFK�HDFK�PHHWLQJ�1
On this day one participant is fast asleep, among others the discussion routinely meanders 

into gossip and potty humor, and facial expressions and comments make clear that many of the 

SDUWLFLSDQWV�DUH�WXUQHG�RII�E\�7KH�3URSKHW¶V�DUFKDLF�ODQJXDJH��%XW�WKH�JURXS�OHDGHU�KHOSV�SDUWLFL-
pants expand upon their reactions and challenges them to apply the passage to their own lives. For 

example, one participant shares that he was recently told his parents are divorcing.  In response 

to this situation the conversation shifts back and forth, from academic analysis of The Prophet, to 

a personal conversation with a group of friends, to a theological conversation about the nature of 

*RG��WR�DQ�LQIRUPDO�JURXS�WKHUDS\�VHVVLRQ�ZKHUH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�RIIHUHG�VSHFL¿F�DGYLFH�DQG�FRQFUHWH�
support. 

,�EHFDPH�GUDZQ�WR�WKH�<(/&�EHFDXVH�,�ZLWQHVVHG�SDUWLFLSDQWV�XVH�ODQJXDJH��H[SORUH�VXEMHFWV��
and grow in ways I did not typically associate with urban male teens. Developmental psychol-

ogists have conceptualized the overall phenomenon of spiritual development in adolescents as 

³VHOI�WUDQVFHQGHQFH��ZKHUH�WKH�VHOI�LV�HPEHGGHG�LQ�VRPHWKLQJ�ODUJHU�WKDQ�LWVHOI´��%HQVRQ���������
Participants say they “invested” in YELC because they “got” something out of the program. For 

many participants “investing” means sharing of themselves, trusting the other members, and tak-

LQJ�WKH�SURJUDP�VHULRXVO\��3DUWLFLSDQWV�XVH�WKH�<(/&�DV�D�SODFH�WR�UHÀHFW�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ�VHQVH�RI�
self, discuss their relationships with friends and family, and explore their personal philosophies 

DERXW�SROLWLFV��IDLWK��DQG�WKH�ODUJHU�ZRUOG��*LYHQ�WKH�VSDFH�DQG�VHFXULW\�WR�VHH�RQHVHOI�LQ�WKHVH�GLI-
ferent contexts, teens used the YELC as a site for spiritual development. 

,Q�PDQ\�UHVSHFWV�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�OHDUQLQJ�WKH�6RQJ�FRQFHSW�DQG�RI�EXLOGLQJ�UH-
lationships in the YELC, challenge assumptions about what spiritual development is and how it 

RFFXUV�LQ�WKH�OLYHV�RI�WHHQV��+HUH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�WKUHH�\HDU�MRXUQH\�GLVSXWHV�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�VSLULWXDO�
GHYHORSPHQW�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�KDSSHQV�QDWXUDOO\�RYHU�WLPH��,QVWHDG��WKHVH�WLPH�OLPLWHG�MRXUQH\V�
VXJJHVW�WKDW�VSLULWXDO�GHYHORSPHQW�FDQ�EH�H[SOLFLWO\�WDXJKW�DQG�OHDUQHG��%XEHU���������IRU�H[DPSOH��
DUJXHG�WKDW�VSLULWXDO�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�HGXFDWLRQ�PHDQW�WUDQVIRUPLQJ�/HHUQVWRII��WKH�OHDUQLQJ�RI�D�VXEMHFW�
matter, into Lehre, learning that alters life. In the YELC, teaching for Lehre means undergoing a 

process in which participants articulate who they want to be in the world and the leader relent-

OHVVO\�FRQQHFWV�DQG�UHFRQQHFWV�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�LPPHGLDWH�FKRLFHV�DQG�H[SHULHQFHV�WR�WKH�LGHDOV�WKH\�
articulate. The emphasis does not necessarily have to focus on the outcome of changed lives; what 

LV�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�WKH�WHHQV�WR�UHDOL]H�LV�KRZ�RQH¶V�FKRLFHV�DUH�FRQQHFWHG�WR�RQH¶V�LGHQWLW\�JRDOV��

Implications for Religious Educators

$V�D�SDUWLFLSDQW�REVHUYHU��,�IRXQG�WKDW�IRVWHULQJ�WHHQV¶�VSLULWXDOLW\�LV�LQWULQVLFDOO\�FRQQHFWHG�WR�
DQ�HVVHQWLDO�FRQFHSW�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�²WKH�YDOXH�DQG�PDJQLWXGH�RI�UHODWLRQVKLSV��0\�RZQ�
experience in the YELC speaks to both the power and importance of these relationships. I found it 
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impossible not to care deeply about the leader and the participants in the YELC. This meant more 

than simply recording their stories. I empathized with their challenges, praised their accomplish-

ments, and, when asked, tried to be as source of friendship, support, and guidance. In doing so, I 

H[SHULHQFHG�WKH�SULPDU\�JRDO�RI�WKH�<(/&��RI�¿QGLQJ�WKH�KXPDQQHVV�LQ�RQHVHOI��E\�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�
the immediate world, and the metaphysical world. 

Programs like the YELC expose the challenges religious educators face in fostering spiri-

WXDO�GHYHORSPHQW�DPRQJ�WHHQV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��-HDQ�&DUORV��D�SDUWLFXODUO\�UHÀHFWLYH�SDUWLFLSDQW��H[-

SODLQHG�WR�PH�KLV�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�*RG�E\�VD\LQJ��³,�EHOLHYH�P\�VSLULWXDOLW\�LV�VWURQJHU�WKDQ�ZKDW�
SHRSOH�VD\�DERXW�D�ERRN�RU�UXOHV�RU�VRPHWKLQJ�\RX�KDYH�WR�IROORZ��,�GR�EHOLHYH�LQ�*RG��EXW�,�GRQ¶W�
EHOLHYH�LQ�UXOHV�WKDW�\RX�KDYH�WR�IROORZ�LQ�RUGHU�IRU�+LP�WR�EHOLHYH�LQ�\RX�´�$W�¿UVW��,�IRXQG�WKLV�
statement somewhat troubling. The religionist in me was wary that participants like Jean Carlos 

ZKR�DUH�PDUJLQDOO\�WHWKHUHG�WR�WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�LGHQWLW\��LQ�WKLV�FDVH�&DWKROLFLVP��PD\�VHH�WKH�<(/&�
DQG�6RQJ�DV�H[FLWLQJ�DQG�DEOH�WR�PDNH�WKHLU�OLYHV�EHWWHU�ZKLOH�¿QGLQJ�UHOLJLRQ�DQWLTXDWHG��ULJLG��
and out of touch. Jean Carlos values being “spiritual” over understanding his religious experience. 

'LVUHJDUGHG�DUH�&KULVWLDQLW\¶V�RZQ�FRPPXQDO�DQG�VSLULWXDO�UHVRXUFHV�HPEHGGHG�ZLWKLQ�WKRXVDQGV�
of years of history and wisdom.

As I developed a relationship with Jean Carlos, however, I gained a deeper understanding of 

ZKDW�LW�PHDQW�IRU�³*RG�WR�EHOLHYH�LQ�KLP�´�)RU�VWXGHQWV�LQ�D�VFKRRO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�V\VWHP�WKDW�WDF-
itly says they are not going to amount to much, having a group leader and nine other companions 

UHOHQWOHVVO\�UHPLQGLQJ�\RX�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�YDOXDEOH�LQVLGH�\RX��D�XQLTXH�6RQJ��LV�HPSRZ-

HULQJ��-HDQ�&DUORV�DOVR�DUWLFXODWHG�KLV�VHQVH�WKDW�*RG�KDV�ORRNHG�EH\RQG�VXSHU¿FLDO�PDUNHUV�OLNH�
grades and statistics about young Dominican men in general to “believe in him” Individually.  

While Jean Carlos connects Catholicism to an array of institutional forces that have also left him 

XQGHUVHUYHG��KH�FRQQHFWV�*RG�WR�WKH�DZH�RI�VHHLQJ�D�UDLQERZ�DQG�WKH�MR\�KH�KDV�SOD\LQJ�EDVHEDOO��
7KHVH�H[SHULHQFHV�KDYH�JLYHQ�KLP�DQ�LQQHU�FRQ¿GHQFH�DQG�KDYH�KHOSHG�VKDSH�KLP�LQWR�WKH�³SURXG´�
RU�FRQ¿GHQW�SHUVRQ�KH�LV�WRGD\���$W�ZHHNO\�<(/&�PHHWLQJV��-HDQ�&DUORV�LV�JLYHQ�DQ�HQYLURQPHQW�
LQ�ZKLFK�WR�FRQQHFW�KLV�HYHU\GD\�IHHOLQJV�ZLWK�KLV�RZQ�LGHDV�DERXW�IDLWK�DQG�*RG��7KDW�LV��FRPLQJ�
WR�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�WKDW�³*RG�EHOLHYHG�LQ�KLP´�ZDV�QRW�D�QRWLRQ�KH�KDG�DOZD\V�KHOG�EXW�D�FRQFHSW�KH�
developed over time. 

Creating and sustaining the relationships needed to facilitate spiritual development is not an 

easy process. It takes gifted mentors and courageous participants willing to build trust and, as they 

VD\�LQ�WKH�<(/&��WR�³JR�WKHUH�´�+RQRULQJ�DQG�QXUWXULQJ�WKH�ORYH�DQG�KXPDQQHVV�LQ�LQGLYLGXDOV��
or “going there,” is a central ambition and core expectation of both religious communities and 

schools. In secular schools, teachers and administrators are under pressure to raise test scores and 

improve student achievement. Yet, there is a tacit expectation that schools also provide students 

with moral and character development as well as social and emotional development. 

0DQ\�UHOLJLRXV�HGXFDWRUV�GHDO�ZLWK�D�VLPLODU�G\QDPLF��:LWKLQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�DQG�GH-
nominations there is a universal expectation that religious educators are responsible for passing on 
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the faith to the next generation. Bound up within this expectation is the idea that educators are in 

charge not only of teaching the substantive content of a tradition but also of exposing teens to the 

“spiritual goodness” that lies at the heart of religious traditions. This second expectation is the is 

WKH�PRUH�YDJXH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�WHHQV�¿QG�VRPH�VRUW�RI�SHUVRQDOL]HG�VSLULWXDO�QRXULVKPHQW�WKDW�
cause them to be in relationships with that tradition for the rest of their lives. 

The YELC came into being because a particular school wanted to address in an intensive and 

ORQJ�WHUP�PDQQHU�WKH�QHHGV�RI�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�ZHUH�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�³IDOOLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�FUDFNV´��2YHU�
three years ten young men faithfully attended meetings at lunch and after school to talk about their 

6RQJ��,Q�D�VFKRRO�WKDW�DYHUDJHV�D�����GDLO\�DWWHQGDQFH�UDWH��HQJDJLQJ�WKH�VDPH�WHQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV�IRU�
three years was unprecedented. Likewise, my experience organizing interreligious dialogues for 

teenagers has led me to believe that participants not connected to a particular tradition can become 

particularly engaged in interreligious work. That is, attending a camp, a conference, or a compara-

tive religion class allows such participants to articulate deeply held and well thought out beliefs 

about faith and how it operates in their lives. It also humanizes people of faith and helps them dis-

cover that having a relationship with a tradition is more complicated than an either/or proposition. 

Like the YELC, conferences, camps, and world religion classes are also places that foster spiritual 

development for teens who are “falling through the cracks” of a particular tradition.  

Though separated and largely foreign to each other as institutions, after school programs may 

be a potential avenue for religious communities and public educators to mutually invest in the 

spiritual development of all youth. Like being hospitable to whoever arrives at the door, religious 

FRPPXQLWLHV�VKRXOG�LQYHVW�LQ�DOO�\RXWK��QRW�MXVW�WKRVH�ZKR�ZHUH�UDLVHG�LQ�WKH�WUDGLWLRQ�RU�WKRVH�
who are likely to become future community members. If religious communities work across faith 

and institutional lines to ensure the spiritual development of all adolescents, there would in time 

be more authentic, committed, and passionate adult members of various faith communities.  In 

turn, teens would be more attuned to experience the “spiritual goodness” at the heart of our vari-

ous religious traditions because capable and caring mentors helped them reach a place where they 

FRXOG�¿QG�LW��

Notes

1 7KH�<(/&�0DQWUD��,�KDYH�D�XQLTXH�PLVVLRQ�WR�IXO¿OO�LQ�WKLV�OLIH�IRU�,�DP�FDSDEOH�RI�GRLQJ�WKLQJV�WKDW�FDQ�
EH�DFFRPSOLVKHG�E\�QR�RQH�HOVH��:KHQ�,�KRQRU�P\�LQQHU�6RQJ�WKHQ�P\�SXUSRVH�ZLOO�UHYHDO�LWVHOI��7KRXJK�
shadows of darkness and doubt may sometimes befall me, I keep going and I always return to a place of 

shimmering light and warmth. Then I will know with certainty that I am traveling in the right direction, and 

will surely reach my destination in good time.


