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Teens need more Than a map…They need a guide
The journey of adolescence can be a long, winding road, filled with detours, wrong turns, 
great scenery, and amazing destinations. But for many teens, the journey can be overwhelm-
ing, intimidating, confusing, and can leave them feeling like they’re on the road alone.

For youth workers and parents who want to help teenagers along this journey, Mile Markers 
provides practical, easy-to-execute ideas that help create places to stop and reflect along 
the way. The included CD-ROM has 30+ practical activities perfect for sharing with parents 
and volunteers. Students will discover things about themselves and God that may be hard 
to recognize if they don’t slow down and savor some of the moments of their teenage years.

After more than a decade in youth ministry, Denise McKinney discovered the key to her role 
and purpose in the lives of her students: creating mile markers—or guideposts—to help 
teens see where they’ve come from and where they’re going. “Mile Markers is the practice 
of leading students towards personal, tangible, and memorable moments that help shape 
the person they are becoming.”

As a parent or youth worker, you have the privilege of walking alongside teens as they are 
on the road to discovering who they are and where they’re headed. You can encourage and 
affirm them as they begin to understand the answers to their questions of identity, purpose, 
and community, and you’ll guide them on their way to maturity.

As a youth minister in Oklahoma for 13 years, and now as a ministry coach, Denise McKinney 
spends her ministry time as a Frontline Coach to Covenant youth workers and serving on the 
Evangelical Covenant Youth Ministry Speaker Team. She has written for YouthWorker Journal, 
serves on the Biblical Studies Advisory Board for her alma mater, John Brown University, and 
recently completed a Certificate in Youth Ministry from Fuller Seminary. Denise lives in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, with her husband, Gary, and their two kids, Lanie and Garrison.
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“Few youth workers ‘get’ adolescents the way Denise McKinney does. I have known many 
of the teens who grew up in her ministry as college students in my classroom, so I have 
seen the fruits of her ministry first hand. In Mile Markers she shares with parents and 

other youth workers some of her keys to success and wisdom in ministry. I am confident 
her insights will help those who really are seeking life-changing ministry with youth.”

—Dr. Dan Lambert, Professor of Youth Ministries, John Brown University; 
author,Teaching That Makes A Difference

“I have worked with Denise McKinney in the trenches of ministry and know her to be an 
articulate, authentic and passionate advocate for teens. Mile Markers reflects her unique 

experience and exceptional insight.”

—Bill Clark, Chief of Staff, Bayside Church
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Chapter

“Set up road signs; put up guideposts.
 Mark well the path by which  

you came.”
Jeremiah 31:21a (NLT)

3

Marking Their Miles
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mile mArKerS on the ADoleScent roAD trip
When I’m traveling down a highway, I always notice the mile markers. 
Maybe it’s because they were so prevalent on the landscape of my childhood 
home in Wyoming. I distinctly remember the audible whoosh I heard each 
time our car sped past those small green signs. When I was a little girl it 
seemed like our family could drive the 180 miles on Interstate 25 between 
Casper and Cheyenne without seeing more than a handful of cars in either 
direction. When I thought we might never get there, another numbered 
stake in the ground would zoom by my backseat window. Against a 
backdrop of blowing sagebrush, scattered mountains, roadside oil wells, 
and an occasional antelope sighting, the consistent and progressive rhythm 
of mile markers on the landscape assured me that we were getting closer 
to our destination.

I believe the adolescent journey is a lot like a road trip through the 
Wyoming wilderness. It’s definitely an adventure, but it’s also a long way 
for students to travel from the angst of early adolescence to an age of 
confidence in who they are and what they believe. All students want to get 
to the promised land of adulthood, but they have to do some wandering 
before they get there. The longer the pilgrimage, the more opportunities 
will arise for them to lose their way or follow a dangerous detour. But a 
longer journey also allows for more celebration of miles traveled, which 
can in turn spur them on toward the goal.

Adolescence is a sometimes sacred, sometimes mundane, sometimes 
exuberant, and sometimes dark journey; and the movement between 
these contrasting personal realities can be quick and unexpected. One day 
a student might feel beautiful and strong; but on the very next day, a cruel 
word is all it takes for her to see herself as ugly and weak. A moment of 
triumph can quickly give way to utter defeat, as a student’s confidence 
and forward-looking attitude can revert to second-guessing himself after a 
quick change in the scenery around him.

Help Them Hear the Whoosh
So how do we help teenagers not only discover, but also anchor their 
purpose and identity on the path to maturity? As youth workers who lead 
and influence for only a short time, how do we help the good and the bad 
parts of this journey resonate throughout our students’ lives in a meaningful 
way? How do we help them cross paths with many adults who can speak 
into their lives? What can we do to help parents come alongside their kids 
as life coaches and spiritual guides?
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Just as those numbered green signs reassured my restless spirit on a 
wilderness road trip, students need adults in their lives who can help them 
hear the whoosh of signs that mark pivotal moments on their journey 
through the adolescent wilderness. They need their own mile markers to 
keep pressing on—road signs and guideposts not made of materials but of 
life experiences that remind them of where they’ve come from, who they 
are right now, and why their destination is worth the trip. As they continue 
farther down the road, they need to hear the whoosh again and again. 
Mile markers is the practice of leading students toward personal, tangible, 
and memorable moments that help shape the person they’re becoming. 
When we point them to these big and small experiences, we help them 
discover answers to those questions of identity, purpose, and community, 
which then advance them down the road of maturity.

When I think of the significant mile markers I had the opportunity to offer 
to my students, I think about sitting across the table from a seventh grader 
named Jaymee as she fired off her theological inquiries and took notes 
on everything I said and all that we discussed and discovered together. I 
think about coming alongside Francie and Lauren as they ventured into 
the unknown territory of organizing their friends to prepare, deliver, and 
serve a meal to the local homeless shelter. I remember listening to Jason’s 
story of choosing to follow Christ and the way he challenged his peers to 
do the same following his 2 a.m. testimony at one of our middle school 
all-nighters. I reminisce about the smiles on my students’ faces just because 
I showed up at their homecoming pep rally to celebrate the day and meet 
their friends.

Roadbed Construction
My husband’s parents live in Inola, Oklahoma. It’s a small town about 15 
miles east of Tulsa. When I think of Inola, I picture the sign that boasts Hay 
Capital of tHe World! and a railroad track that runs the entire length of the 
town. My kids are delighted to go there and hear the choo choo of trains 
all day and night.

In order for the railroad tracks to hold up under the burden of the many 
trains that chug through town each day, the foundation underneath—the 
roadbed—must be strong and stable. That roadbed in Inola has been the 
foundation for locomotion traffic for almost 120 years now.
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There are lots of good youth ministry “tracks” out there that point 
students to a life of following God. Much like a roadbed, mile markers 
offer a foundation that’s meant to strengthen whatever good ministry 
track is already being followed. It’s an intentional and frequent practice 
of coming alongside an individual student or a group of adolescents and 
asking yourself questions such as, Where are students on their journey toward 
adulthood? How can I help them drive another stake in the ground that anchors 
their faith, purpose, and identity? Using mile markers is an exercise in living 
with these kinds of questions and discovering how the answers are best 
demonstrated in the lives of the students we care about.

All youth workers would probably like to say that they began their youth 
ministries intentionally asking these kinds of questions, but the questions 
often find us instead. For me, it was during a mission trip to Mexico when 
the local missionary leaders seemed frustrated with my team’s attitude. 
I knew that some of the students came on the trip just to get out of 
town, and others weren’t being respectful toward the local leaders. The 
challenges didn’t discourage me. These students didn’t all fit the “church 
kid” temperament that the missionary leaders were used to, so I searched 
for ways to help the adults better understand these students whom I really 
cared about. 

First, I intentionally demonstrated my genuine care for the students by 
celebrating their interests and strengths. I made sure the local leaders 
heard me point out the individual strengths of each teenager and utilize 
any skills that were appropriate for the trip. 

Second, I had a private conversation with the local leaders asking for their 
patience and willingness to see God at work in these kids’ lives, even though 
they were an unusual group for the missionary leaders to host.

That Mexico mission trip was just the beginning of understanding my 
students’ unique adolescent experiences. At home, I continued to clarify 
their stories. Like many American kids, my students had much to be 
thankful for: Successful and generous parents, beautiful homes, nice cars, 
educational advantages, extracurricular opportunities, and world travel, 
to name just a few. For some, there were also obstacles that caused them 
to stumble: Busy family lives, recreational drug use, self-injury, neglected 
relationships, and casual sexual choices. This dual existence of abundance 
and loss seemed to leave many teenagers with antagonizing doubts. The 
exterior veneer of their lives was an overlay of good things, but those 
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good things alone couldn’t define their interior purpose or significance. 
Therefore, many not-so-good things began to fill that internal void. Their 
church participation didn’t always make the difference, either. They might 
have been present physically, but internally their lives were unraveling 
emotionally and spiritually.

My students needed help pushing aside all of their stuff so they could see 
a God who cared only about them, not their performance or affluence. 
They needed the opportunity to truly embrace the good news they heard 
every week in our ministry. They needed to walk in the shoes of people 
with fewer worldly possessions who could show them true spiritual wealth. 
They needed a chance to sacrifice for the sake of another. Along with their 
parents and siblings, they needed encouragement and help to rediscover 
what it means to be a family, even when things go wrong.

Those were some of the mile markers that I realized my students needed 
to experience together throughout our ministry. In addition, each of them 
needed different or more specific guideposts to help their journeys. For one 
of my students, this meant providing a safe place for him to ask questions, 
since he’d never heard about Jesus before. For another student, it was 
helping him figure out life after his mom died and quietly supporting him 
through a loss he chose to keep private. For yet another, it was recognizing 
that her world had just been transplanted to a new neighborhood, a new 
high school, a new group of friends, and a new church.

I have an unwritten list of some important mile marker opportunities that 
I missed in my early years of youth ministry. For one student, I missed a 
chance to offer him hope and accountability in his struggle with alcohol 
by sending a well-intentioned but overly stern letter. Instead, he should 
have seen a group of caring adults gather around him for support and 
intervention. For another, I missed the chance to demonstrate God’s 
unfailing grace to her when she was acting erratically and intimidating her 
peers. I didn’t recognize the deeper agonies she carried in her heart. And 
other times, I’d just do an event and not prayerfully consider if it was what 
any of my students needed. 

Thankfully, I’ve had good moments to let God redeem some of those 
misses, and I’m still trying to work my way through that list and retrace my 
steps in those students’ lives whenever I can.
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Asking the Impossible
There are times when we feel particularly ill-equipped to meet all of the 
needs of the students in our care. We might have to go on emotional 
autopilot for a while when others are hurting and need us to be strong. But 
then, when we least expect it, we must face our own pain. We may even 
experience the good stress of a thriving ministry, but we still want to give 
up because we cannot possibly take care of everyone.

During one very tough year, our ministry lost a college student and a high 
school student in two separate fatal car accidents. Even months later, the 
pain still lingered and seemed to permeate every moment of my ministry. 
I walked into my senior pastor’s office one day with a heavy heart. He 
met weekly with each staff ministry leader to encourage us and debrief 
current ministry issues. I told him that I wondered if I should go back 
to leading music and performing because it was so much easier for me 
to succeed in that area. My boss and friend gave me words that I still 
hold onto today: “Denise, God only calls you to the things that you cannot 
accomplish without him.”

As obvious and simple as this truth seems, I found that I was often trying 
to reach a world of teenagers for God—without God’s help or sustenance. 
There we were, deep in the adolescent wilderness, and I was overwhelmed 
by the ministry program and the needs of the students. Even during our 
joyful seasons of ministry, I felt as though the only way to reach all of the 
students and meet all of the needs was to streamline our curriculum and 
programs and ask volunteers to duplicate my style. But not everyone was 
at the same place in their adolescent journey; and not every volunteer 
leader was wired like me to enjoy or succeed in the managed chaos of my 
lessons, games, and events.

This is the struggle of youth ministry; we often lead more students than we 
can possibly know and shepherd. Even if there are only 15 to 20 students 
in our care, that’s more than Jesus led personally—and he had a distinctly 
Divine advantage! The efficient role for us to play is the up-front leader, 
because from there we can be visible, organize, inspire, and point the way 
for many. That kind of leadership is definitely needed, but ministry must 
go beyond directing people and program traffic.

But this goal of personally knowing every student in our group and 
sharing the gospel and our lives with them is impossible for one person to 
accomplish. That’s why the practice of mile markers invites the presence of 
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many different guides to take the journey with students. Mile markers offer 
a path of incarnational ministry for parents, church elders, new moms, 
busy dads, college mentors, young couples, empty nesters, and more. It’s 
a shepherding approach that’s less about being in front of the group and 
more about walking with students to protect and guide them. When adults 
walk alongside students, we’re best able to leave God’s imprint on their 
lives because we know where they actually are on this journey. 

One of my former students, Adam Butler, who is now in vocational ministry, 
wrote about all of the guides who shepherded him through adolescence:

My time at Redeemer turned my whole life around. I experienced 
a group of people who didn’t fit the mold of Christians I’d met 
since moving to Oklahoma. There, I experienced people who 
listened, as well as people who cared. Denise, Tim, John, Sandra, 
Bill and Debi Caldwell, and Joyce McCormick are the people who 
come to mind. I find myself still going back to Joyce’s lessons 
for talks sometimes. My time working with junior high students 
under John, as well as just hanging out with him, was essential 
in my spiritual journey. I knew I could always count on Denise 
to be honest with me. Tim did an amazing job of listening to my 
story and asking great questions. Bill and Debi showed me what it 
meant to be a part of the church. Sandra Miller always asked me 
good questions and was always a friend.

Four of the seven people Adam listed were staff members who each—in 
different ways and at different times—led Adam down the road of becoming 
an adult. The other three were volunteer leaders who modeled faith in real 
life for countless students. If I’d been the only person who reached out to 
Adam, then you can imagine what treasures he would have missed.

Our job in youth ministry is not to know every student, but rather to make 
sure every student is known and cared for by a leader who can share 
life with him or her. That’s when mile markers make an eternal impact, 
because the guiding person has seen a student’s life at ground zero and 
knows what burdens she’s carrying, what questions linger on her heart, 
and what dreams she’s praying God will bring to fruition. Our leadership 
is most transformative when we pledge to lead many but minister to one 
student at a time. It’s not the easiest ministry road to take, but I believe it’s 
the most valuable.
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roAD SiGnS
Whatever new and bright ideas we implement, it’s important to remember 
that students don’t keep coming and bringing friends to our group 
just because they had a great time, heard an amazing message, or did 
something crazy. They may come once or twice for those reasons, but 
they keep coming back because they encounter something that makes a 
difference for them individually. They show up because they’re yearning 
for another experience that will give them strength, help them understand, 
or point the way. In order to answer the question of how to lead students 
to personal, memorable, and tangible mile marker moments, someone has 
to pay attention to the students’ lives and their surroundings.

Survey the Landscape 
At the risk of sounding like a travel advertisement, Wyoming’s expansiveness 
is not due to its sprawling number of square miles alone, but also to the 
vastness of its landscapes. In the northeastern part of the state, Devil’s 
Tower intimidates the grasslands as an impossible natural rock creation. 
The Red Desert in the southwest boasts sand dunes with an ancient 
volcano rising from within called Boar’s Tusk. In the gateway southeast, 
wheat fields and mountain ranges take turns dominating the horizon, while 
the Cathedral Group peaks in the Grand Teton mountain range keep watch 
over the springs and geysers of Yellowstone National Park in the northwest. 
All of these unique places are a part of Wyoming, but the scenery radically 
changes from one region to another.

In a similar way, even though our students are all in the wilderness of 
adolescence, their surrounding landscapes can be really diverse. Therefore, 
it’s important that we survey the landscapes of their lives and observe what 
they’re seeing and experiencing every day. What general adolescent issues 
are specific struggles for them? What unique and personal stories do those 
struggles fit into?

A snapshot of one particular class of students in my ministry could be 
described as a traveling party of personalities. They attended the same 
school, enjoyed each other’s company, and showed up en masse to Sunday 
mornings and their house groups. It didn’t matter what games we played 
or where we played them, this group’s goal was to cheat and get caught. 
Their weekly challenge soon became seeing how creatively they could 
cheat and how big a reaction they could get. They were loud, funny, and, 
not surprisingly, guarded about the real issues they faced in their lives. 
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I really loved this class because they were fearless and outlandish, but I 
couldn’t always draw them out effectively. So I stepped to the sidelines and 
let my friend and Young Life leader, Brian, invite them to journey with him. 
He was the listener when they needed some real conversations about their 
very real struggles, the teacher who challenged them to strive for more, 
and the very real incarnation of Christ in their lives.

Within this same class were students with strong leadership potential, others 
who showed up craving the serious stuff, and a handful who attended 
different high schools from everyone else. The student leaders needed their 
strength to be nurtured and put into action. The thinkers saw no point in 
the games we played, dove into the discussion questions with intimidating 
certainty, and needed an invitation to step out of the “spiritual giant” role 
and talk about their doubts, family situations, and private struggles. Those 
students who attended other schools needed a greater sense of community 
that could draw them into the weekly revelry. In order for us to have an 
effective ministry, it was vital that we leaders recognized the fact that this 
class had not only a charismatic overall group dynamic, but it was also 
made up of unique individual students who shouldn’t be lumped in with 
the rest of the crowd. Our students needed to be seen as individuals—each 
one of them had a compelling story to tell.

Gauge Their Pace 
I’ve run the Inola Run with my husband, Gary, several times now. It’s an 
8k event that loops out of town on farmland roads and back. I’m a decent 
runner, but I’m not built for speed or heat. I love to run when it’s a brisk 
winter day, but I hate to run when the temperature nears the century mark 
because it can give me a terrible headache.

Regardless of my running preferences, Gary always talks me into running 
this race in his hometown. It usually falls on a hot June evening with no 
breeze on the shadeless course. The first year I ran it, I actually thought 
I might be lost on that rural Oklahoma road forever until the turnaround 
finally came into sight—and with a merciful water station beckoning my 
overheated body. When I looked at the stats after I crossed the finish line, I 
was surprised to see that I was fourth in my age category. Wow! Maybe I’m 
better at this than I thought. Maybe I’m improving my pace. A few seconds 
later, I realized there were only four runners in my age category.

Students aren’t really sure how they’re doing either. Nor are we adults 
always sure for them. When observing them alone or together, it’s important 
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to know what their pace is on the adolescent journey. Not all adolescents 
are ready for the same challenges, lessons, leadership, discipline, or even 
mentoring. 

Let me offer a few examples. In leading a discussion with middle school 
students about guys and girls, a sixth grade boy blurted out, “I don’t know 
why we’re talking about this. I don’t even like girls!” Yet in that same group 
of students, there were several eighth grade girls who I worried were (based 
on the stories I’d heard) already making some risky choices with guys.

Another year, numerous girls from the senior class attended a house group 
where they were working through studies that required daily reading and 
devotions. Most were ready for this kind of a challenge, in part because of 
the adult mentors who’d influenced their lives thus far. But a few girls felt 
out of place in that environment. They had an awkward history with the 
group leaders, and they needed a different approach to small groups than 
our discussion and prayer format. They’d had endured some real sorrows 
in their short lives, and too few people had taken the time to enter into 
their brokenness. I still wish I’d stepped onto their road and walked with 
them much earlier than I did. When I did invite these girls to meet me for 
coffee every Monday at 9 p.m., they immediately accepted the invitation. 
We didn’t do a specific study that year. We didn’t always venture into 
spiritual topics. I just bought them food and sat across the table from them 
each week, listening to them talk to each other and sometimes to me. 
But I know God met them in those conversations; I know they’ll always 
remember that someone walked alongside them with no pressure, no guilt, 
and no strings attached.

Go Before, Go With, or Stay Behind
Our student leadership program, called “Leadership Project,” was a bit 
unconventional for several reasons. First, students weren’t voted for or 
chosen. Anyone could apply for it, as long as their applications were turned 
in by the midnight deadline. And I never excluded anyone. I only asked 
that they examine their own hearts and lives and then remove themselves 
from the team if they couldn’t fulfill the obligations of time, teamwork, 
and example. I figured there were plenty of other places where students 
are told they can’t be a part of something or aren’t good enough to do 
something, so Leadership Project (LP) would be a place where, if they were 
willing to rise to the challenge, God could use any of them!
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Secondly, LP success was dependent on student commitment and follow-
through, not adults picking up the slack. The whole purpose of calling it the 
Leadership Project was to make it a learning path of trial and error. I tried 
not to do the work that they were capable of doing. Adult leaders had to 
resist making decisions that the students were ready to make, even if we 
would’ve done it differently. However, students did have to stay within a 
budget and demonstrate how their ideas fit in with our student ministry 
purpose and values.

We had some endeavors that fell flat, but we also had some wonderful 
successes. I’m most proud of Cinco de Bando (their twist on the Spanish!), 
a now-annual outdoor music event that showcases five local high school or 
college bands that play for free. There’s a $5 admission charge that goes 
completely toward a mercy mission organization somewhere in the world. 
They design their own T-shirts to sell, ask the bands to play, do all the 
advertisements, find an emcee, set up, tear down, and clean up the trash 
in the dark after everything is done.

In guiding students toward mile markers, it’s important that we adults not 
only check out the teenagers’ surroundings and notice their stride on the 
adolescent road, but also determine the place where we should lead them. 
Do we go out to the front and beckon them to follow us? Do we walk in 
step with them and decide where to go next together? Or do we fall back 
at a safe and accessible distance and let them navigate for a while? It all 
depends on other variables in their journey, but it’s yet another step in 
helping them build confidence in themselves and take ownership of their 
destination.

well-worn pAthS
My friend Lana has a gift for drawing beautiful word pictures. She and I 
often talk about our hopes and dreams for students. One of her hopes is to 
give students “well-worn paths” that they can easily come back to if they 
take a detour or get stranded on their journey toward adulthood.

When I was in elementary school in Casper, Wyoming, I remember taking 
a class field trip to a portion of the Oregon Trail that meanders across the 
state from east to west. In some places along the trail, there are deep, 
unmistakable ruts in the ground where the wagons and horses and people 
followed the path of those who’d gone West before them. If they somehow 
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veered off the trail, then it would be easy to know when they encountered 
it again. Mile marker experiences can guide our students in a similar way.

Here are some “paths” that might serve as significant mile markers as we 
help students on their journey.

Memories That Anchor Them 
Students love to reminisce and relive special moments. They have an 
uncanny ability to keep celebrating a past event while still living in the 
present and striving for the future. Once we get older, we tend to try to 
make the present and future look more like the past. So give students 
memories. Make sure they remember laughing, crying, accomplishing, 
trying, changing, going, giving, and learning. These memories will anchor 
their perspective and lift the fog of indifference and indecision.

I remember the day I was supposed to hang out with Kristin 
Kindred. She was a fairly new driver, and I bravely told her I 
wanted a ride to lunch. Sadly, the day of our scheduled meeting 
turned out to be the day I gave the eulogy at her funeral after 
a tragic car accident. Instead of talking with Kristin about 
her hopes and dreams for the future, I spent the morning at 
Panera Bread Company with about eight of her close friends, 
listening to their stories. They introduced me to the cinnamon 
crunch bagel, and we shared our grief and joy together. On 
that summer morning, through our tears and laughter, our lives 
were knit together in an enduring memory that we’ve often 
returned to as we celebrate Kristin’s life and how God carried 
us in that loss.

Ah-Ha! Moments
Students need not only memories, but also moments where that light in 
their brains flips on. Give a student room to discover a new idea or truth 
that becomes part of who he is. The impact of him discovering a truth 
on his own is much more powerful than just telling him about it. One 
way to do that is to remove comfort and familiarity in expectations and 
surroundings. 

I’m always thrilled at how an urban mission trip challenges student and 
adult attitudes about poverty and the part they can play in the solution. 
Students usually leave their hometown having rarely ever ventured to a 
poorer part of town because they’ve always heard it’s “dangerous over 

Our job in 
youth ministry 
is not to know 
every student, 
but rather to 
make sure 
every student 
is known and 
cared for by a 
leader who can 
share life with 
him or her.
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there.” Then they spend several days and nights in a new city, living fully 
immersed in the culture they’d been taught to avoid. They usually return 
home empowered to genuinely care for homeless people and willing to 
sacrifice more for the sake of a struggling stranger.

So What? Exits
When my staff taught students, our goal was twofold: Impart truth into 
their lives and leave them wondering. We wanted some question or thought 
to bug them all week. We wanted them to search for the reasons the lesson 
was important to their lives. A personal search for the “So what?” leaves a 
much greater imprint on their souls than any words or activities can. 

Several times during my youth ministry life, a female student would call 
me or email me with a question about women in ministry. Usually, she was 
asking because someone questioned the validity of her having a female 
youth minister. Now, that’s a topic I could easily share my strong convictions 
about and tell her exactly why the other person was wrong. However, even 
on the biblical issues that invite much debate and discussion, I still want 
my students to read and study for themselves and trust God to give them 
understanding. So each time this happened, I’d share with the student how 
I sensed God’s calling in my life, and then I’d give her Scriptures to read 
and compare. I wanted my students to understand both sides and figure 
out what God was trying to teach them through it all.

The Original Well-Worn Path
On this journey toward adulthood, we can guide students to well-worn 
paths of unmistakable truth and purpose. And then we can offer reminders 
along the way. One well-worn path that we can travel with students is 
deeply embedded in the history and experiences of people throughout 
Scripture. It begins early in the Old Testament, in Deuteronomy 6:4-9 
(NLT):

“Listen, O Israel! The lord is our God, the lord alone. And 
you must love the lord your God with all your heart, all your 
soul, and all your strength. And you must commit yourselves 
wholeheartedly to these commands that I am giving you today. 
Repeat them again and again to your children. Talk about them 
when you are at home and when you are on the road, when you 
are going to bed and when you are getting up. Tie them to your 
hands and wear them on your forehead as reminders. Write them 
on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.

0310292794_milemarkers_int.indd   54 10/28/09   10:10 AM



MarKING theIr MILeS          55

Another friend in ministry, Mike King, describes Deuteronomy as a pivotal 
book in the Old Testament. It connects the experiences of the Jewish 
people (before they understood who they truly were in God’s eyes) with 
the stories of the redemptive nation they were to become. It details their 
journey in the wilderness as they prepared for the Promised Land. How 
fitting to find our guidance in leading students from the experiences of 
childhood, through the wilderness of adolescence, and into a promised 
land of maturity within the story of an ancient path of purposeful living!

Deuteronomy describes the well-worn path that—from the very beginning 
of God’s covenant with the Jewish people—God encouraged them to travel 
over and over again with their children. It’s an amazing picture of how 
we’re to not only connect children to a collective spiritual heritage that 
links them to the people who’ve gone before them, but also keep them 
traveling toward their own spiritual identity.

Just like the Jewish people, we need external experiences and reminders 
to understand and reflect on the inward reality of God in our lives. We 
sometimes stand from afar as omniscient observers to the selfish ambitions, 
prideful actions, and dangerous choices of the Old Testament people. But 
in those moments, we’re unknowing participants in the same story. Even 
though the scenery may look very different, the refrain of knowing God 
and needing him for our own shortcomings is no less significant for us than 
it was for the first people who heard God whisper to their hearts.

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 is the foundation on which Mile Markers is built. The 
Old Testament Law wasn’t intended to be a list of negative commands, but 
rather a guide toward a life of wholeness and purpose so God’s people 
could be blessed and then be a blessing to others. Each command grows 
out of and only makes sense in the context of the larger story that God is 
telling.

This part of the Law is described in terms of a journey of connection 
and legacy, while the Jewish people were actually watching their destiny 
unfold on a pilgrimage through the wilderness. The intent is to help young 
followers of God be connected to him and to all he has done, while living 
in the legacy of a people whose divine purpose was to usher in salvation 
to humanity. So what better rut to travel with our students than ancient 
words meant to bind the people’s hearts to their Creator and offer them a 
Divine inheritance of purpose and belief.
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BUilDinG BriDGeS for pArentS
Deuteronomy 6:4-9 reminds us of the beauty of God’s plan, choosing 
parents’ relationships with their children to be the central avenue of telling 
God’s Story and passing on the legacy. There were no youth workers, 
coaches, or small group leaders in the wilderness with the Israelites; parents 
were the primary spiritual leaders, the teachers, and the mentors.

In the different cultural landscape we experience now, this passage still 
echoes God’s plan. The difference is that sometimes we must play the role 
of a spiritual parent, and sometimes we need to encourage parents to 
play their spiritual role. Either way, these words can guide us in pointing 
students to the important mile markers of their lives, and they can also 
help us encourage parents to be leaders to their kids at a time when they’re 
often discouraged in that role.

Mike King had two suggestions for helping parents take Deuteronomy 6:4-
9 to heart.

1. A Scriptural Guide and Companion
Have you ever noticed a huge pendulum swing from the time when parents 
leave their first bundle of joy in the church nursery to when they’re parenting 
a high schooler? When I dropped Lanie off at the church nursery those first 
few months, my “FYI” list for the nursery worker rivaled a college essay. 
I was sure this person would need a lot of help understanding my child 
in order to care for her. Lanie is in late grade school now, and I’m much 
more relaxed when I leave her in a teacher’s or leader’s care. This is partly 
because she can communicate her needs and ideas to them. And when 
she comes home, we’re able to discuss and work through any problems or 
challenges she encountered. 

But somewhere during middle school or the early high school years, 
students begin questioning their self-understanding, and at the same time 
they might stop turning to their parents as a primary source of guidance. 
That’s when parents who feel they’ve lost their influence with their children 
are willing to follow the ideas of anyone who can reach their teenagers.

The hope for parents is that we can help them discover healthy ways to give 
their children freedom and gradually release them into more independence, 
while still walking with them on the journey toward adulthood. We can 
help parents apply this passage with their children—just like we do for our 
students. By providing ideas that encourage participation in their kids’ lives 
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and mapping out ways to help conversations with their children thrive, 
we offer a chance for the words of Deuteronomy 6 to become reality for 
families. When the relationship between parent and adolescent is strained, 
misunderstood, painful, or just plain struggling, these six verses offer 
parents a way of living alongside their children that might bridge some of 
the impasses in their relationship. These words can also challenge parents 
to look for moments to point the way to their kids every day.

2. A River of Guidance That Flows Naturally
The difficulty in guiding kids through their adolescent angst is that oftentimes 
the answers don’t come quickly. Change comes gradually for students and 
their relationships. Even though an adolescent’s desire to individuate may 
quickly show up in her behavior and attitudes over the course of a few 
months, the actual process of defining her identity apart from her parents 
takes much longer. So it takes a while for her to realize that becoming 
her own person doesn’t mean completely severing the relationships and 
influence with her mom and dad. On the other hand, her abrupt about-
face in how she talks to Mom or responds to Dad can cause her parents to 
panic and maybe even discourage her in the areas where she needs them 
to see past her words and intonation and gently guide her through the 
adolescent wilderness, not try to yank her out of it.

For several decades it seems that parents have been subtly and 
unintentionally encouraged to relinquish their spiritual influence to the 
church. But in the original story of God forming a body of believers, parents 
were God’s choice to tell his Story. So we should help them do that as much 
as possible.

If we encourage dads and moms to take Deuteronomy 6:4-9 to heart; if 
we can help them to be intentional about faith and life conversations; if 
we can help them to be creative in seizing opportunities for memorable 
moments; and if we can help them experience the shalom (or peace) that 
God intended for our lives and relationships, then they’ll encounter the 
moments when they can point the way or offer a valuable experience more 
often. Just as a river’s natural path doesn’t flow straight across a landscape 
but cuts back and forth and meanders at times, those moments between 
a parent and teenager may not come immediately. But they do come, and 
much more naturally over time.
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Recognizing the Possibilities
A mile marker can be lots of things. It can be a planned event that builds 
an important memory, a surprise gift that reinforces a value or a message, 
a celebration for growth or accomplishment, a rescue from danger, a 
repeated experience that builds momentum, a sacrifice that changes 
priorities, an unexpected adventure, or a symbol that tells a story. Really, 
there are countless ways to use or create a mile marker moment. Many of 
them already exist in most youth ministries; they just might need more 
intention in their undertaking. Wherever a student may look back and see a 
significant place of growth or a pivotal moment of personal understanding, 
that’s a possible mile marker.

Of course, there are already many occasions in students’ lives that look like 
mile markers. Sometimes there’s no need to reinvent the wheel but just 
to embrace an opportunity that already presents itself. Union and Jenks 
High Schools, two high schools in Tulsa, have such a celebrated rivalry 
that they’ve named their annual contest the “Backyard Bowl.” It’s a great 
high school sporting event, and ESPN even came out to film it in 2007. 
Students from each school create really catchy T-shirts; the super-fans 
come out painted from head to bellybutton (just the guys, of course!); 
and families from all over the city crowd into the bleachers of Chapman 
Stadium at the University of Tulsa. Even students who don’t usually pay 
attention during football games can recite the highlights the next day. It’s 
a night of competition and community at their best—not because both 
teams have so much talent but because of the spirit of the game. For the 
players from both schools, this game has a profound impact on their high 
school experience. 

And it’s a huge night for youth workers to enter the world of the players, 
cheerleaders, pom squads, band members, and student fans and cheer 
them all on. At such an event, we not only celebrate with them, but we 
also stay close enough to overhear the break-up between a guy and a 
girl or catch the rumor of where the post-game party is going to be and 
who’ll be there. Youth workers can accomplish two things on a night like 
the Backyard Bowl: They show up at an event that’s important to students, 
and they follow up when something goes wrong and a student needs help. 
No lesson is planned and no budget is necessary for this mile marker. But 
years later, students will remember it as one of the best or most impacting 
celebrations of high school. And they’ll remember that you were there.
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Looks Can Be Deceiving
But remember, too, some events just look like mile markers. They don’t 
really stand up to the test of adding meaning and purpose to a student’s 
adolescent journey. These include events such as prom, spring break trips, 
and a twenty-first birthday, for example. Let’s call them “pseudo mile 
markers.” Our society has inflated the significance of these kinds of events, 
and most often they’re experienced in shallow ways that lack depth of 
purpose.

Prom may be a magnificent parade of sequined gowns, limousine rides, 
and high school revelry; but it’s also quite possibly the absolute worst night 
for friendship tensions, irresponsible choices, and sexual regrets. Turning 
21 may be the legal age to drink, but if 41 percent of eighth grade students 
and 62 percent of tenth graders say, “Been there, done that,” then this 
celebration easily becomes just another night to drink way too much and 
ignore the nagging truth of possible alcoholism.7 Finally, no one has to look 
very far in his or her community or the media to hear about a spring break 
trip to the beach that ended as a bad social experiment with consequences 
that will certainly echo into students’ adult lives. Our students will continue 
embracing these moments as mile markers when we don’t offer them 
anything with more substance.

Reclaim and Redeem
The good news is that none of these big moments are inherently bad. Our 
culture has just sold them as beautifully wrapped packages that are, in fact, 
empty. There’s no reason why we can’t reclaim important mile markers 
that have been robbed of their essence and redeem them for a greater 
good! For example, prom is usually one of the first times in students’ lives 
that they stay out all night with the keys to the car and no curfew. When 
students leave the dance at midnight, they typically either go to an after-
prom party or they rent a hotel room. Rarely does the after party have 
enough supervision, and sometimes parents rent the hotel rooms for their 
teenagers. There isn’t a place in the universe where it’s a good idea to rent 
a hotel room for students after the prom.

The point is that students might be given more responsibility and less 
accountability too quickly for this anticipated event. Think about it. On a 
Friday night, they have to be home by midnight, and their parents either 
wait up for them or lie in bed awake until they hear them come in. But on 
the very next night, the regular curfew is lifted, and all of the “checking 
in with Mom and Dad” steps are removed or diminished. Parents stay up 
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for a while, but then they go to bed with their cell phone sitting on the 
nightstand, hoping to see their kids safe and sound at dawn. With a little 
rest ahead of time and some creative collaboration, we can help parents 
reclaim and redeem prom. The possibilities are endless! We shouldn’t take 
it over. We need to help students celebrate a mile marker of more freedom. 
But we shouldn’t completely disappear either. We should be standing on 
the sidelines with the parents and be invisible if students so wish; but by all 
means, adults should participate in this momentous night.

Creating a Deeper Well of Experiences
We aren’t limited to just reclaiming and redeeming the pseudo mile 
markers in students’ lives. We can also engage them in ways that stretch 
their abilities, test their perseverance, broaden their perspectives, and 
deepen their understanding. If her top 10 memories from the ages of 13 to 
20 consist of her favorite episodes of The Office, all the clothes she bought 
on a vacation to Europe, and getting a sunflower tattoo on her ankle, then 
she’s missed out on some wonderful life-defining experiences.

There’s been a small but remarkable movement in some churches to 
incorporate a coming-of-age experience for guys in middle school or high 
school. These rite of passage events almost always include fathers or father 
figures in the guys’ lives. I saw some real potential in this concept, so I 
asked my staff to gather a team of men and create a guys-only event that 
would focus on the intersection of their manhood, faith, and destiny. It’s 
been a great success that gives fathers and important male role models a 
powerful setting for pouring into the lives of our young men.

Once we got that going, though, we realized we hadn’t heard anything 
about such an experience for girls, except for the growing trend of purity 
banquets. I completely understand the great intentions of these occasions, 
and I applaud dads for initiating honest conversations with their daughters 
about sexual choices. However, while it’s a night that may give dads the 
necessary support in expressing themselves to their daughters regarding a 
difficult subject, it also runs the risk of putting even more pressure and guilt 
on the girls in front of their peers. I’m not sure we should be making such 
a commitment easier for the parent and more difficult for the teenager. 
We should encourage dads to occasionally plan a father-daughter “date” 
where it’s just the two of them having fun together, talking about his hopes 
for her life choices, and building her self-worth so she’ll be more likely to 
embrace the values he’s imparted to her.
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Since we didn’t know of any events for girls with the same purpose as our 
guys’ rite of passage, a team of women began working on “Sweet 17,” 
a weekend event during which we’d explore topics such as intimacy in 
relationships, living in a spiritual legacy, striving for wisdom, and healing 
for the wounds we often carry, among many other topics. The purpose was 
much the same as for the guys, just slanted for the way girls are typically 
wired. Moms and female mentors would all have a vital role during this 
retreat.

Other activities that might give our students a deeper well to draw from 
down the road are inviting students into experiences of giving and sacrificing 
for the sake of others that actually cost them something, confronting them 
with teachable moments about the slippery slide of dishonesty and cheating, 
equipping and training them to make wise financial choices, creating safe 
zones for dealing with family emotional baggage (most of us have some), 
and contemplating our personal decisions that have a global impact. 
Again, some topics may be pretty universal; others may be distinctive to a 
particular group or person.

more roAD SiGnS
In considering what kinds of mile markers to use and when they’re most 
effective, here are some practical reminders to post on our office walls or 
to keep flashing like neon signs in our brains.

Mile Markers by Inspiration, Not Imitation
Remember, the possibilities for different kinds of mile markers for students 
are unlimited. Kids are growing up in different places and with different 
experiences and influences competing for their attention. The sky is the 
limit, so work from inspiration. Don’t limit your idea with imitation, which 
is just limitation without the L. Sure, we may read ideas online or in a book, 
or we may hear about something that we want our students to encounter. 
And that’s great. There aren’t many truly “new” ideas out there—just 
reinvented and repackaged ones. So that’s what we should do—retool an 
idea to fit the kids we know, where we live, when it’s most important for 
them, and in a way that speaks best to their experience.

Embrace the Sacred Messiness of the Journey
We should definitely plan for ministry, and then welcome the moments 
when a circumstance either forces a change in direction or completely 
obliterates our plan. Most youth workers either plan ahead and don’t flex 
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well when the plan has to change or they don’t plan at all, which means 
chaos only increases with the addition of more uncertainty.

I call the journey toward adulthood “sacred messiness” because adolescents 
encounter unpredictable terrain on this road. But God is always working 
in them along the way. A helpful illustration might be a football game. 
The head coach is in charge of the game for his team, but he has assistant 
coaches spread out along the sidelines and possibly up in the booth. Each 
assistant coach leads a section of the team with a unique purpose in the 
game: Offense, defense, or special teams. The quarterback takes his cues 
from the offensive coordinator or head coach, but he can also call an audible 
on the line if necessary. When the ball snaps on a pass play, there is a plan; 
but influences from the other team’s movements can change where the 
quarterback throws, which receivers get open, and how well the offensive 
line protects the quarterback. All of this affects how far the ball moves 
down the field. Sometimes the head coach tells everyone exactly what to 
do, and the team gives their best efforts to follow his directive. Ultimately, 
everyone’s goal is to win the game, but afterward the game films might not 
resemble the game plan that was in place before the first kick-off.

Ministry is rarely neat and tidy every minute. If we try to control too much, 
we starve the spontaneity of God’s Spirit and forget to listen for his whisper 
in the unexpected places. That’s when we realize we have to call an audible 
or heed the call for a much needed Hail Mary play. If we never think ahead 
strategically, we aren’t partnering with God as he coaches and inspires 
students to follow him.

To Stay on Course or Change Gears
I find this reminder really helpful for people who, like me, tend to switch 
things up almost impulsively. My boss once commented that sometimes I 
throw out an idea or program before I really give it a chance to catch on. 
So for me and other hyper leaders like me, it’s so important to recognize 
when something works and keep using and improving it.

On the flip side, we shouldn’t hold onto a plan just because it’s as comfortable 
as an easy chair. When we forget why we do a certain event or project, 
it’s time to change gears and breathe some life back into our journey with 
students. Leaders who love stability and repetition of a good thing need to 
periodically evaluate if a good idea has run its course or lost its essence.

0310292794_milemarkers_int.indd   62 10/28/09   10:10 AM



MarKING theIr MILeS          63

exit rAmp
Adolescence has an ever-changing landscape whose beauty can awaken 
a student’s soul one moment and whose destructiveness can wound her 
spirit the next. This road that our students are on is a long bridge to 
adulthood. They need guides to walk all the way across with them. And if 
we don’t guide and encourage the real mile marker moments for students, 
they’ll create or seek out their own. That’s when they settle for pseudo 
mile markers that are cut and pasted throughout our society, and their 
adolescent years become a cookie-cutter experience that may taste good, 
but will never nourish their souls. Instead, let’s lead them down well-worn 
paths that make them hungry for the Bread of Life.

1. Contemplate your own mile marker moments as an adolescent. 
How did they impact the direction of your life?

2. What are some pseudo mile markers that disappointed you?

3. What does the landscape of your student ministry look like? 
What are some specific mile markers that your students need?

4. Who can you invite to share the journey with students, so that 
no matter how many teenagers you reach, everyone is known, 
cared for, and safe?

5. Think of an event in your students’ lives that’s already a mile 
marker moment you can emphasize. Is there an event that can 
be reclaimed and redeemed? How?

6. List a few adjectives to describe the kind of well-worn path 
you’d like your students to come back to as adults.
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Teens need more Than a map…They need a guide
The journey of adolescence can be a long, winding road, filled with detours, wrong turns, 
great scenery, and amazing destinations. But for many teens, the journey can be overwhelm-
ing, intimidating, confusing, and can leave them feeling like they’re on the road alone.

For youth workers and parents who want to help teenagers along this journey, Mile Markers 
provides practical, easy-to-execute ideas that help create places to stop and reflect along 
the way. The included CD-ROM has 30+ practical activities perfect for sharing with parents 
and volunteers. Students will discover things about themselves and God that may be hard 
to recognize if they don’t slow down and savor some of the moments of their teenage years.

After more than a decade in youth ministry, Denise McKinney discovered the key to her role 
and purpose in the lives of her students: creating mile markers—or guideposts—to help 
teens see where they’ve come from and where they’re going. “Mile Markers is the practice 
of leading students towards personal, tangible, and memorable moments that help shape 
the person they are becoming.”

As a parent or youth worker, you have the privilege of walking alongside teens as they are 
on the road to discovering who they are and where they’re headed. You can encourage and 
affirm them as they begin to understand the answers to their questions of identity, purpose, 
and community, and you’ll guide them on their way to maturity.

As a youth minister in Oklahoma for 13 years, and now as a ministry coach, Denise McKinney 
spends her ministry time as a Frontline Coach to Covenant youth workers and serving on the 
Evangelical Covenant Youth Ministry Speaker Team. She has written for YouthWorker Journal, 
serves on the Biblical Studies Advisory Board for her alma mater, John Brown University, and 
recently completed a Certificate in Youth Ministry from Fuller Seminary. Denise lives in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, with her husband, Gary, and their two kids, Lanie and Garrison.
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“Few youth workers ‘get’ adolescents the way Denise McKinney does. I have known many 
of the teens who grew up in her ministry as college students in my classroom, so I have 
seen the fruits of her ministry first hand. In Mile Markers she shares with parents and 

other youth workers some of her keys to success and wisdom in ministry. I am confident 
her insights will help those who really are seeking life-changing ministry with youth.”

—Dr. Dan Lambert, Professor of Youth Ministries, John Brown University; 
author,Teaching That Makes A Difference

“I have worked with Denise McKinney in the trenches of ministry and know her to be an 
articulate, authentic and passionate advocate for teens. Mile Markers reflects her unique 

experience and exceptional insight.”

—Bill Clark, Chief of Staff, Bayside Church
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