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Q&A WITH ANNIE DOWNS

With a passion for mentorship and relat-
able authenticity, Annie Downs speaks
into girls’ lives both in her local commu-
nity and on a national stage. The author
of “Perfectly Unigue” and blogger at
“Annie Blogs" took some time out of
speaking on the Girls of Grace tour to
share what she’ leamed so far in student
ministry, and girls” ministry in particular.

Q: What do you see teen girls strug-
gling with?

Gosh, what are teen girls NOT strug-
gling with? The truth is, all teen girls
are hearing the same lie that they are
worthless or have no value, but it comes
in different forms. Either someone is
bulying them and telling them they
have no value or they lock in the mir-
ror and don't like what they see so they
feel like they have no value or they feel
like they've screwed up and will never
be forgiven for what they've done so
it makes them feel like they are worth-
less... So that’s kind of my goal: To get
in front of these teen girls to say, “You
are really valuable and God made you
on purpose. He knew what He was
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doing and you have not sinned beyond
what you can be forgiven for.”

Q: How can youth leaders and par-
ents help with that message?

One thing that parents are doing and
need to continue to do is be engaged
with what’s going on with their stu-
dents’ lives online. If your daughter or
son is being picked on online and you
don’t know, you can’t help them.

Another way Is giving students an op-
portunity to serve and to live outside of
themselves. | think thats a really great
way o speak into someonet identity.
& good thing that a lot of churches and
youth leaders do for their students is talk
about healing the hurts on the inside,
but it is equally important to teach stu-
dents to care about the world around us.
| lead a small group right now for college
sophomaore girls and 1 often have to say,
“1 understand that you are hurt but we
really need to dig into the Truth of what
God says, because thats where we are
going 1o find the real healing.”

We need to be teaching them the value
of the Bible and how they can read it

with abandon, trusting that what they
read, they can believe. If we will teach
teenagers to let the Bible define
them instead of letting culture de-
fine them, that’s whenwe are going
to raise a really strong generation.

Q: How did you get interested in
girls ministry in the first place?

When | graduated out of youth group
and went to University of Georgia, |
knew | wanted to volunteer in a'youth
group because | loved it so much. | attri-
bute that to how my parents raised me
in the church and how my youth group
leaders were so fun and so great to be
around. | grew so much spintually be-
cause the adults invested in me and the
opportunities they gave me.

Then as I've gotten older, it is a lot easier
to be an adult woman and: speak into
younger fernales. The Bible says the older
women should discple and mentor the
younger women. | love young men too
—being a part of helping younger men
become godly men as they grow up —
but my real passion Is how | can speak
into these young women's lives and im-
pact them for Christ. | want to live my life
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investing in the next generation.

Q: What do you wish all mentors
and youth ministers knew about
ministering to teen girls?

If | could stand in front of every youth
* minister and mentor | would say, don't
give up. A lot of my issues were so deep
and | was 5o quiet about them, but peo-
ple didn't give up on me. | think their not
guitting on me saved me. It feels like it
would be easler to walk away and live
your life, but people remember the kind
of example they set for me. It may not
be you the youth minister is investing in
heavily, but the rest of the youth group is
seeing that you're not quitting and that
impacts them.

Q: One thing that really stood out
to me from your book was this
concept of not only loving God,
but loving ourselves before we can
love others. That can be so hard.
Why is that self-love or self-accep-
tance so important?

Jesus said to love others as yourself, If we
really want to love other people desp-
by, we have to understand how we are
lowed. If you know how much God loves
you, you love yourself too.

it's important for you to be healthy for
you, but it's also impaortant for you to be
healthy because God wants us to love
other people well and to do that, we
have to love ourselves. This world isn‘t
about us. We can't spend our whole
lives worrying about how | feel about
me while watching other people perish.
I'm not OK with other teen girls suffer-
ing through some of the things | had to
suffer through. Self-hate & a really ugly
beast. If | can protect anybody else from
that, I'm going to.

Don't hear ths as I'm totally ower it Still
ther are days when | have to readjust my
thinking and rmy speaking; it is still a battle
| fight. But the difference between adult
Annie and teenage Annie is teenage Annie

didn't know it was a battle. She just knew
it was her life. But adult Annie knows 1t is
a battle to be won, not just something |
have to suffer through forever.

Q: Do you think teens can twist
that and maybe use it as an excuse
not to serve? Is there that girl
who thinks she is too broken, too
imperfect, too (whatever) to serve
others well?

| don't think they are intentionally go-
ing “| don"twant to go clean up on that
mission trip in Guatemala so I'm going
to think about me.” There are some
that are probably that manipulative, but
more just can't get out of themselves
in their head. | think if they are being
sneaky, they are going to do things that
make them feel better, not worse. That's
where we have to speak truth and love
and God will heal her.

Q: What are some ways that youth
leaders and parents can stamp a
healthy identity on their teens?

Part of me wants to say smother them
with Bible verses. | think you hawve to
speak into that identity whether they
ask you to or not. | think there are a lot
of times when | choose to be polite
over truthful because | don't want to
hurt my small group gids when what
they need from adults more than
anything is truth. With what God is
doing on Earth, if | may be so bold as to
assurmne that | know, these teens don't
need to wait until they are adults to do
real ministry. We have to trust that God
speaks to teenagers and that they can
hear His voice.

The beauty of being an adult is we can
say, "God is not telling you to move to
Russia as a 14 year old, but if that's in
your heart, let's talk about how we can
build to that.” A lot of teens say, “When
| grow up...” | say, “Why are you wait-
ing?” “ou don't have to be an adult to
do what God has put on your heart to
do. |want teenagers to speak into other

teens' lives right nowe | wonder what
God could do if we started doing minis-
ry “with” youth instead of “to" youth.

Q: Working with teen girls can
be a bit scary with the gossip
and drama... did you encounter
fears like that? How did you get
past them?

The truth is, if you are one step ahead
of the girls you minister to, you are go-
ing to be helpful. No one has to be
perfect before they do ministry. God
doesn't say “Go do ministry once you're
all better” He says “Go and tell them
about Jesus.” Part of that goes into our
issues as adults. Teens don't realize that
| have the exact same issues they have
in a lot of ways. You've got to let go of
Your own issues too,

If you can find the thing that makes

you feel more alive to do, that's what -

will keep you hanging eon in the hard
times. I'm doing what God has put on
ry heart to do.

Annie Downs s an author and speaker
who loves iving in Nashwville, Tenn. She
received her bachelor’s degree in Eany
Childhood Education from the Univer-
sity of Georgia. Annie wiites books for
teen ginls and women braving college
and the years affer You can keep up
with har at AnneBlogs.com and invite
her to speak at your event.
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