Afterword: A biblical context for youth
We have shared key programmatic suggestions to assist with your leadership lessons with your
participants along with broader suggestions regarding working youth leaders, however we felt it
imperative to understand the framework for the formative and transformative years of youth
from a biblical perspective. This period of life is one of trial and error, identity construction and
development, high energy and intense drive amongst many other aspects.

Taking into account all the writings of what this stage of life is like and its significance, our
perception would be incomplete if we do not look at a Torah perspective. The biblical word for a
youth is na’ar (W3). It is usually used in two different contexts: one meaning a youth; and the
other meaning young servant. The best source to include with conveys both meanings is from
the book of Samuel I (1:24), referring to Samuel himself:
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When she had weaned him, she took him up with her, along with three bulls, one ephah of flour,

and a jar of wine. And though the youth was still very young, she brought him to the House of
the God at Shiloh.

While the translation (JPS 1917) suggests here that it means only young, the Da’at Mikrah
explains that it means that the “young boy was serving” (in the Tabernacle in Shilo). There is one
more meaning which could also fit here as well, [#72'2r] meaning a pupil or student - one who is
training or learning (Bereishit 37:2).

Although these may have three different meanings, it is possible to group them all under one
single understanding - a #a'ar is someone who has not yet completed character formation. A
youth is still building and developing identity; a servant is serving another’s designation, not one’s
own; and a trainee has not yet fulfilled the role they are being trained to fulfill. We may be able to
understand this from the verse in Genesis (25:27):
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When the boys grew up, Esau became a skillful hunter, a person of the outdoors; but Jacob was a
naive person who sat in tents.

The boys were referred to as youth (na'arim), and when they grew, they had an established
identity - Esau as a skilled hunter, and Jacob as a naive man who dwelled in the tents.

With this understanding, we can now understand the otherwise complex nature of a different
verse, also using the word #a’ar. This verse describes Joshua, Moses’ successor, as a 74 'ar, which,
according to our aforementioned explanations, would fit perfectly into this context. However,
one almost unnoticed detail adds a twist to this - Joshua was 56 years old. Providing the
calculation of his age, along with an explanation of why he is called 7a'ar the Nahmanides
explains that any person who serves is called a na’ar - and it doesn’t matter what age they are.
Even someone 56 years old can still be a na'a We can apply this explanation to our first
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understanding of what a #a'ar is as well. Joshua had not established himself yet. He was learning
in apprenticeship from Moshe, until he took over the full leadership role.

Youth are often energetic, charismatic, and looking for ways to define themselves. They haven’t
yet determined their purpose, but they are trying and learning. They are becoming active in all
sorts of organizations and movements, and searching for their identity. They are #o’ar (youth),
and while this stage of life is super-important, it can also be unstable. So why should youth lead?

The prophet Jeremia (1:6) asked a similar question. When he received his mission from God, he
was more than hesitant to accept it:
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I replied: Ah, Lord God! I don’t know how to speak, For I am still a youth.

In other words, I cannot fulfil your mission because I am too young. I do not know how to
speak and no one will listen. Many of us might feel a similar feeling, or think a similar thought.
How can I make a change? I am only one youth. Why would anyone in the community listen? I
am just a youth. God’s response not only delivers a powerful message to Jeremia (1:7), but all

youth:
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And the Lord said to me: Do not say, “I am still a youth,” But go wherever I send you And speak
whatever I command you.

To say I'm too young isn’t a good excuse. So don’t say it. Everywhere I send you, you’ll go, and
everything I command you you will speak. Why? Because I (God) will give you the power to do
so. We all received gifts from Hashem. Our talents, capabilities, and characteristics are all
blessings from Hashem, gifted to us to be utilized. God sends us into this world to accomplish a
purpose. You don’t need to be older to succeed, you are not too young. Youth have the
incredible power and energy to make great changes and do great things. And this applies to their
peer group, their school or organization, community, and even the whole world.

If we circle back for a moment to our earlier understanding of #a'ar we may wonder how we can
lead given we haven’t yet determined our purpose or established our name or character. To be a
na’ar is not merely to be young or to serve, or to be not yet defined - rather it means potential
leaders. That potential will be realized when you go out, act, make a change, and do what you
believe is your mission; your contribution to your community, nation, and to the whole world. In
other words, to serve the greater good; something bigger than yourself. To be a 7a’ar is to believe
that you can lead and impact, and then get started. Your job as their leader is to inspire this!
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