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Teens make introductions during ‘Mixing for Frappuccinos’ — in which one person wins a coupon for the Starbucks drink — during the First
Presbyterian Church in Salinas’ Campus After Dark program Nov. 2, 2005.

Religious youth
groups popular
among Salinas
teenagers

By RIA MEGNIN

The Salinas Californian

Two years ago, Jesus Christ
was the last person on Julio
Leyva’s mind. On the eve of high
school, Leyva was doing badly in
classes, suffering depression and
losing his sense of self.

“I was involved in things I did-
n’t want to be involved with, like
marijuana. That got me satisfied

for about, like, 10 seconds,” the
15-year-old Salinas High School
sophomore said.

Then his friends invited him to
hang out with them at Campus
After Dark, a high school out-
reach group that’s met at First
Presbyterian Church in Salinas
since 1995.

“At first, I just went to get out
of the house,” Leyva said. “But
then I started paying attention to
the speeches. One night, (Youth
Pastor) Joel (Parkins) had us do
a silent prayer. I felt something
so big I just couldn’t explain it.
Like everything got taken away. I
thought, if I accepted Jesus, my
life would be boring, but I gave it
a shot and my whole life
changed.”

He’s not alone. About one third
of American teens belong to a

piritual space

religious youth group, according
to a 2000 survey by the Ventura-
based Barna Group, posted on
the Christian organization’s Web
site. Two-thirds of the 13-to 18-
year-olds surveyed said they’re
religious, and 60 percent said
they are committed Christians.

Yet only a third of the nearly
3,000 teens surveyed said they
plan to remain involved with the
church once they live on their
own. That seems to hold true for
many teens in Monterey County.

Luis Hoyos, an 18-year-old sen-
ior at Everett Alvarez High
School, said he’s grown up
attending St. Mary of the Nativi-
ty Church in Salinas with his
parents, but isn’t strict about his
religion.

“I'm Catholic; that’s final,”
Hoyos said.

"I believe the Bible. But only to
some extent. And I don’t believe
in going to church every day. I
can believe at home.”

Priscilla Barba, a fellow 18-year-
old Alvarez senior, said she
enjoys going to church, but reli-
gion doesn’t affect her daily life.

“I feel better about myself after
going. I've confessed my sins and
done something good,” Barba
said. “But I don’t think about it
much outside. You come to
school, you have your own
issues to deal with.”

Kids ‘feel invisible’

Even some of the teens who
attend First Presbyterian’s youth
group are far from being com-
mitted Christians, Parkins said.

See YOUTH GROUPS, Page 2

SOUNDBITES

What are your plans
for Spring Break?

Our Eyes writer Katie Cochran
posed this question to her fellow
classmates at Greenfield High

School. Here are the results:

To suggest a question for SOUNDBITES, send email to

OurEyes@thecalifornian.com
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Some youth
groups miss
the mark

If you're a teenager, chances
are you've been invited to a
youth group once or twice by
a friend. You probably turned
down the invitation for one
of many reasons: you don’t
want to spend your Friday
night at church, you won’t
really know anybody, and
besides, what’s the point of a
youth group anyways?

Friends who invite others to
attend their youth groups can
get somewhat obnoxious, but
they usually have good inten-
tions. If you’ve been invited
to a youth group and you’ve
never been to one before,
your friend probably wants
to lead you down the spiritu-
al path they’ve already start-
ed on. They want to help you
find faith.

‘It seems youth
group leaders
have not decided
what their
purpose is.’

In the most basic terms, a
youth group is a separate
church service only for high-
school students or junior
high students. It is also a safe
place for teens to socialize
once a week or during any
trips that the group plans.
The youth will play some
games, sing worship songs,
and then listen to their youth
pastor teach a small sermon.

However, it seems youth
group leaders have not
decided what their purpose
is. Is it to teach teenagers
messages from the Bible, or
is it to keep them from doing
stupid things out of bore-
dom? I have been to quite a
few youth groups, and from
what I've seen, the youth
leaders can’t hold anyone’s
attention for very long after
the fun and games are over.

Mixed messages

Almost all of the youth
groups I've attended try to
keep our attention with col-
orful multimedia presenta-
tions that don’t have any-
thing to do with church (I
found myself watching a
SpongeBob SquarePants clip
once), and then move on to
start teaching, but people
lose interest and talk
amongst themselves, which
annoys the youth leaders to a
boiling point.

The leaders seem to think
that their youth group is a
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