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At the end of a service project at a residential treatment center for emotion-

ally disturbed youth, two students from my community-service course last 

semester wrote a poem (Instruments Used by God) to express the signifi-

cance of their experiences with the residents. These are the concluding stan-

zas: 

We are different now. 

We see more clearly. 

We see the effect of sin and pain. 

We realize the power of love. 

And we know the hand of God moves all. 

(Jessica Peters and Amy Hall) 

In 1986, Saint Mary’s High School, in Goodview, Minnesota, implement-

ed a course through the Religious Studies department entitled “Christian 

Service. ” This course requires all eleventh- and twelfth-grade students to 

perform at least fifty hours of service work within the school, the diocese, or 

the Civic community. It also includes several kinds of reflection activities. 

Although it encountered strong resistance during its first year, the pro-

gram has become solidly valued and is now a central feature of the school. 

As a member of the Religious Studies department who served as program co-

ordinator of the course for the past three years, I have had a unique oppor-

tunity to observe its development. I have experienced and been moved by 

countless examples of it’s power in the lives of students like Jessie and 

Amy. This article attempts to share what I believe have been some key ele-

ments of its success. 

 

The Program’s Mission: Empowerment 

It’s just about doing the service work, isn’t it? “Service work” seems like a won-

derful idea, capable of building character in students as well as meeting oth-

ers’ needs. But its value and meaning is greatly affected by what the 

participants bring to it. Uninformed choices, unchallenged misconceptions, 

and misguided actions can potentially result. 

While doing the actual service work is certainly at the heart of our Chris-

tian Service program, accomplishing the work is not the course’s central 

purpose Empowering students to grow as people of service from a Christian 

faith perspective is the program’s mission—a much broader goal than simp-

ly having them complete a service project. Such growth includes the follow-

ing: 

 becoming aware of one’s own personal gifts, needs, values, and dreams 

 understanding various people and issues in the community—and iden-

tifying possible responses to them 

 reflecting on the service dimension of Christian faith and on God’s pur-

pose for one’s life 

The goal of empowering students requires a certain process of orienta-

tion to the program. For example, doing self-assessment activities, surveying 

community needs, listening to guest speakers on various service options, being 

trained and supervised in the service work, participating in reflection ac-

tivities and experiencing closure and celebration are all needed to achieve the 

the goal. Because empowering students is a more demanding job than sim-

ply linking up students with service opportunities, the program coordinator 

must be allowed sufficient time for that to happen. 

 

The Centrality Of The Students 

Saint Mary’s High School is often praised for this service program, but the 

choices that the students make regarding how they will precede contribute 
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most to its success. True, the school requires the course; and true, the ser-

vice-site supervisors, the program coordinator, and the course’s structure 

can provide valuable support. But the students themselves decide whether to 

just “go through the motions” or to do extraordinary things. That they so 

often choose the latter continually impresses and inspires me. 

 

The Key to Motivation: Service Work Which Matters 

Speaking to a sophomore class, a twelfth grader shared that his Confirma-

tion project a couple of years before had involved tearing up newspapers for 

a local animal shelter. When he entered the Christian service course the 

following year, the boy choose a very different type of service—teaching in 

his parish’s ninth-grade religion program and being a peer helper, providing 

orientation and other support to younger students in our school. “I’m sure the 

animal shelter appreciated my work,” he said. “but I wanted to do something 

that really made a difference”. 

  Young people have the capacity—and need the opportunity—to be active par-

ticipants and partners in society. They also have remarkable gifts of idealism 

and hope. They hunger to make a difference to other people; to know that 

their presence in the world matters. 

The service work most often chosen and praised by students include 

being a peer helper, coaching, teaching in parish religious education pro-

grams, and participation in “Special Friends,” a weekly Big Brother/Big 

Sister-type program at a residential treatment center for emotionally dis-

turbed youth. Notice the qualities that these activities have in common: 

1. They are interpersonal rather than simply task-orientated. 

2. They respond to significant needs. 

4 They require leadership abilities, that is, students are expected to be role 

models or to have an active role in planning and carrying out the project. 

I believe strongly that the availability of service experiences with these three 

qualities is the most motivating factor in our program. 

But use caution when evaluating service opportunities according to the 

above criterion. Students have taught me not to discount task-oriented 

service activities such as tearing up newspapers for the animal shelter or 

“stuffing envelopes.” Some students work more effectively in such situa-

tions, and every organization has these kinds of tasks that do meet important 

needs. I have seen a number of examples of task-oriented assignments posi-

tively affecting students—if they are informed of the value of their work and 

if the service-site supervisor shows interest the student as a whole person. 

Supervisors should care about the student’s life and interests, and be willing 

to share aspects from their own. 

 

The Role of Mentors 

Developing the ability to participate actively in society challenges students. 

Adults—parents, service-site supervisors, and myself as program co-ordina-

tor—play an essential role in this process. Students tell me they want adult 

guides who are not dictators and who show interest in more than just their 

service work. Students appreciate menters and companions who relate to 

them, listen to their stories and struggles, ask important questions, and af-

firm and celebrate students’ authentic discoveries with them. 

 

Service-Learning 

Service activities are often promoted because one learns from experience. 

Yet experience in itself is not an automatic guarantee of learning, or we 

would all be much smarter than we are. It is through reflection on such ex-

periences that understanding and the development of values can occur. 

A service-site supervisor once told me, “Youth are excellent observers but 

often lousy interpreters.” Particularly when roles or issues are new to them, 

students may express confusion or offer inaccurate conclusions about the 
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the meaning of their experiences. They need support and guidance in sort-

ing out these experiences. Our program offers various avenues of support, 

such as small-group processing sessions, indivdual journaling, and a con-

cluding project. In addition, many service-cite supervisors include training 

or processing sessions throughout the students’ assignments. 

Guided reflection can be quite challenging for both the students and 

adults involved. Because our educational system often treats students as 

passive recipients of information, they are not used to the role of Active 

Learners. They may look for ready-made answers or offer only generic obser-

vations and reflections. I have learned to avoid being primarily a Dis-

penser of Knowledge. Instead, I focus on attentive listening and questioning–

on being a “midwife of meaning” (to borrow a phrase from a service 

learning workshop). 

This mentoring-midwifing perspective has affected my approach to the 

formal religious education component of the program. Rather than offering 

extensive ”religious input” prior to their actual service work, I provide such 

material throughout the project. This includes biblical passages and stories, 

quotations from individuals and Church documents, movies of christian role 

models of service, and prayer experiences. I invite the students to reflect on 

possible connections between this material and their service experiences. 

These discussions often contain greater insight and a greater sense of reality 

than discussions in a typical classroom. Students express and retain faith per-

spectives in more integrated ways than if they had gotten all the “religous in-

put” before their service experiences. 

 

   The Need for Closure andCelebration 

It is easy to become so preoccupied with insuring that the tasks of the pro-

gram (eg., the required number of service hours and the journals) are fin-

ished that I sometimes fail to appreciate the critical role of closure and 

celebration experiences. I have come to realize that, when this dimension of 

a program is neglecteded, an opportunity to help the students grow and be-

come empowered can be lost When students have the opportunity to express 

to others what their experiences have meant to them, that meaning becomes 

more a part of them. When the community takes time to listen to and cele-

brate such expressions, its commitment to the value of service is proclaimed 

and deepened. 

To be sure, the program already has some closure built in. Students do a 

final project to express what they have learned. There efforts are recognized 

through awards at the schools’ year-end assembly and by some community 

organizations. Some of the service-site supervisors also have recognition 

activities. 

I am still searching for ways to develop this aspect of our program. One 

idea I have is a year-end liturgy and reception for all students involved in ser-

vice, their parents and other relatives, faculty and staff, School Board mem-

bers, and those whom the students served. A gathering such as this would be 

a powerful image of the significance of the students’ service work. 

At the moment, such a closing liturgy is an only idea. But I offer it, as I of-

fer this entire article, in the hope that it will reaffirm what others are already 

doing, or spark the imagination of those of us who want do more. 

 

Suggestions for Further Information 

Conrad, Dan, and Diane Hedin, edts., Youth Service: A Guidebook for Developing 

Effective Programs. Washington, DC: Independent Sector, 1987. 

O’Connell, Frances Hunt, Giving and Growing: A Student’s Guide for Service Pro-

jects. Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press, 1990. (Also has a leader’s manual for the 

program coordinator.) 

Growing Hope: A Sourcebook on Integrating Youth Service into the School Cur-

riculum. Roseville, MN: National Youth Leadership Council, 1991. 
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