Sustainable Youth Ministry

Review by Jimmy Davis

Your church is on the hunt again . . . for another youth director. The last one probably burned out, blew up, bailed out, or you gave him the boot. You’re beginning to wonder whether your church will ever hold on to a youth director much less maintain a youth ministry that is fruitful over the years. Mark DeVries feels your pain.

You may recognize Mark as the author of the ground-breaking Family-Based Youth Ministry originally published by InterVarsity Press in 1994, then revised and expanded in 2004. Mark has served since 1986 as the associate pastor for youth and their families at First Presbyterian Church in Nashville, Tenn.

Now IVP has again partnered with DeVries to offer Sustainable Youth Ministry, released in December 2008. As a veteran youth pastor and the founder of Youth Ministry Architects, a youth ministry consulting organization that has helped dozens of churches build sustainable youth ministries, Mark understands “why most youth ministry doesn’t last and what your church can do about it.”

Catalog this book in the “where were you when I needed you” section. I could have used the practical wisdom of Mark DeVries’ Sustainable Youth Ministry when I started my first youth ministry job 20 years ago.

Here are the folks I think should read this book and why:

Solo or senior pastors, church leaders, search teams, volunteer youth workers, and every youth pastor should read chapters one through seven:

I am the regional student ministries consultant for the Southeast region of my denomination. Just before Christmas I arranged for an anonymous donor to buy a copy of Sustainable Youth Ministry for every one of our denomination’s senior or solo pastors in the region. I’ll be hosting a discussion group with these pastors at dinner at our next regional meeting. Why send it to pastors? Pastors too often get discouraged or frustrated because they want their young people to be discipled but don’t know how to help or how to find help. The youth ministries of our churches are simply too important to let pastors miss out on a great resource like this one.

DeVries wrote the book with pastors and church leaders in mind: As hard as it may be for you to believe, no one will influence the building of a sustainable youth ministry at your church like you will. In a survey of ten thousand Christian teenagers...students said that the senior pastor has more influence on their choice of church than even their youth director. There’s no one we’d rather have reading this book than you…We offer this book as a youth ministry handbook for senior pastors and senior church leaders who may or may not have hands-on responsibility for the week-to-week management of ministry to teenagers. (pp. 12-13)

One of the pitfalls common to pastors and church leaders who genuinely care about the youth of their church and communities is what DeVries refers to in his introduction as “today’s most popular youth ministry model . . . a model best described as gambling.”

It looks like this: The leaders of the church cross their fingers and believe, with all their hearts, that this time the cards will fall in their favor. This time, they’ll find the superstar youth director who will change everything . . . fast. This time, they’ll find just the right curriculum, just the right convention that will, finally, make youth ministry work as it has never really worked before, at least not in a sustainable way . . . But wealth—and sustainable youth ministry—come not from gambling but predictably from a strategic, sacrificial and annoyingly inconvenient investment of time and resources. . . . Churches that have failed to build sustainable youth ministries typically spend all of their resources on quick fixes. Those churches spend very little time or energy investing in the future of their youth ministries. (pp. 10-11)

DeVries then goes on to diagnose, and prescribe treatment for, the systemic problems infecting churches whose youth ministries fail to achieve long-term effectiveness.

* In chapter one, DeVries exposes the five questions that “stuck” churches tend to ask.

* In chapter two, he describes the symptoms of “chronic underinvestment” and gives five practical guidelines for how and how much churches must invest in sustainable youth ministry including: an average youth ministry budget “including program budget, staff salaries and benefits” that spends “one thousand to fifteen hundred dollars per kid;” “one full-time staff person for every fifty youth;” and “one [volunteer] adult for every five youth.”

* In chapter three, DeVries points “beyond the frantic search for the youth ministry superstar” by uncovering “five telltale statements from churches afflicted with the superstar virus” and why the virus is so deadly to a thriving, sustainable youth ministry.

* Chapter four makes an important observation that may seem obvious at first glance: “Sustainable youth ministries make the leap from a short-term, patchwork ministry to ones based on established systems that last long after the current leadership team has moved on.” It doesn’t matter who the dancers are, DeVries argues, if the dance floor is in a shambles.

* In chapters five and six, the author examines in more detail the “two key components of systems thinking in youth ministry” that he introduced in Chapter 4: (1) Architecture: the structures of sustainability. (2) 

Atmosphere: the culture, climate, and ethos that sustain the health of an organization.

* Chapter seven is a must read for pastors and church leaders given the responsibility to hire staff for their youth ministry. This chapter is slammed full of practical wisdom and is aptly subtitled “A Primer for Youth Ministry Search Teams.”

Again, chapters one through seven (at least) should be read church wide, from the pastor to the person in the pew, because the entire church has been given the joy of encouraging and equipping its next generation of disciples. This is not a job left to a few people who like to hang out with kids, but is one of the congregation’s most basic tasks for the advancement of God’s kingdom in their communities.

Every youth pastor, youth ministry staff person, and student of youth ministry should read the rest of this book.

Chapters eight through 13 focus on the youth ministry leader and team. DeVries offers more of the practical wisdom that he and his consulting team have gleaned over the years. Topics include:

* The emotional health of the youth worker.

* The importance of managing time and tasks, building healthy relationships, and practicing the priorities of “prayer, planning, and persistence.”

* The crucial concept of understanding the youth ministry as providing one or two of many relationships in a “constellation” of godly relationships that teenagers need to have with adults. DeVries includes a plan for recruiting and keeping quality volunteer leadership for youth ministry.

* DeVries and his consulting team have learned the power of the “friendship culture” of the youth group itself as a contributing factor to sustainable youth ministry. He devotes an entire chapter to the whys and hows of building this atmosphere of grace among students.

* Another whole chapter is devoted to helping youth workers learn to “navigate the turbulent waters of church politics.” Again, DeVries shares from his own years of experience. Youth workers, take heed to his words. You’re longevity in ministry is at stake.

* Finally, the book addresses those ubiquitous “rabbit trails” that threaten to get every youth ministry off of the narrow path to sustainability.

One more observation I’d like to make: DeVries has an uncanny ability to use word pictures, metaphors, and illustrations that give color and clarity to the concepts he presents. Youth workers will find it easy to pick them up and use them to communicate the principles of sustainable youth ministry to their volunteers, students, church leaders, and parents.

If you’ve lost hope that youth ministry can still be effective in the local church, give this book a chance to change your mind. Sustainable Youth Ministry is sure to be another youth ministry classic and will no doubt be used to train future generations of youth workers.

Jimmy Davis is associate editor of the Worldview Church and an 18-year veteran of youth ministry, currently serving as the regional student ministries consultant for his presbytery. He also maintains The Cruciform Life Blog.
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I am reading a book by Mark DeVries entitled: Sustainable Youth Ministry. It is truly fresh and challenging. Here is an excerpt that lept out at me as I read it (it resonates well with the insights from the Jim Collin’s book that I blogged about last week, How The Mighty Fall yet it pre-dates Jim’s book):

Moving from where we are to where we want to be takes time-so much time, in fact, that many, youth directors short-circuit the process. If we’re going to engineer a climate of transformation for our youth ministries, we will not do it by stepping in with guns blazing.

Sustainable change happens when leaders recognize the power of incremental revolution, the power of one small change after another, until the incremental changes result in exponential change. Architecting a healthy climate for ministry is usually a lot more like growing bamboo than like a construction project.

Try watching bamboo grow sometime. (You won’t be entertained.) After waiting for weeks, then months, then up to three years, you may begin to wonder whether your plant has issues. You might compare your inferior specimen to the other successful bamboo plants you’ve seen. You might be tempted to exhume your mutant plant, to analyze its problems.

But people who know bamboo relax when they see no visible signs of growth in the first few years. They know the process, and they trust it. If the environmental conditions are right, eventually the tipping point comes, and growth happens. In fact, some bamboo plants, when they hit their growth season, can grow up to four feet in twenty-four hours.

Those of us who work with junior-high-schoolers know the feeling, don’t we? For years we wonder if we’ll ever see signs of change, if anything is sinking in. Then suddenly the process takes hold, and those young people begin to explode with questions, with honesty, often with compassion and faithfulness that must have been buried beneath the surface for years.

Too many churches and youth ministers distrust the process and find themselves changing focus every few years, gambling their hopes on the next superstar on the court. As a result, they never experience the profound momentum that builds when a team moves together in the same direction for years. (Page 83-84)
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The youth staff at His People Church met this week for a well deserved end of term breakfast meeting at our improved version of Starbucks in south Africa, called Mugg ‘n Bean. We spent a significant amount of time reflecting on Mark DeVries’ book, Sustainable Youth Ministry. Mark says:

“Every church can build a sustainable youth ministry by attending first to the two key components of system’s thinking in youth ministry:  (1) Architecture – the structures of sustainability; and (2) Atmosphere (the culture, climate and ethos that sustains the health of an organisation.”

In chapter 5 Mark suggests that the Architecture includes certain controlling and visioning documents. The Controlling Documents include: (a) Directory of Youth, Leaders and Staff that is kept up to date; (b) Annual Events Calendar; (c) Job Descriptions of All Leadership Positions; (d) Master Recruiting Lists for enlarging the volunteer data base; (e) Curriculum template. The Visioning Documents include: (a) Mission Statement; (b) Measurable Three-Year-Goals; (c) Statements of Values; and (d) Organisational Chart.

In chapter 6 Mark suggests that the Atmosphere includes the following objectives: (a) Deliverable Results, (b) Trusting the Process (see my previous blog post on this one); (c) Importing Joy into the Chaos; (d) Instil Stories and Metaphors; and (e) Embrace Rituals, Traditions, Signs and symbols.

We spent our time reflecting on what we already have in place and what needs to be added. We also spent a significant amount of out time discussing our approach to teaching – we do not have a long terms list of what we will cover – even though we have clearly defined outcomes for each level of our faith journey and booklets that are taught at each level. We want to stay open to the leading of the Holy Spirit along the way so that we can adapt to issues that arise in the lives of our teens – as well as responding to themes that are set by the wider church family.

We believe that one of our strengths as a movement, and particularly as a youth leadership team is that we pursue strategic leadership with a prophetic edge. We seek to integrate two seemingly opposing approaches to ministry – strategic thinking and forward planning with adaptability and spiritual discernment.
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I was sent a link to an article this week that just appeared in Christianity Today – it is by Kara Powell and it asks the question: “Is the day of age segregated ministry over?” You can read it at: http://tr.im/A5OF

This is certainly not a new debate in youth ministry and this won’t be the end of it either.  While everyone has their own opinion, just this morning I launched into Chapter 11 of the book by Mark DeVries, Sustainable Youth Ministry, which I now consider to be the most significant book on youth ministry released in the past 5 years at least. I came across some interesting insights that are well worth sharing.

Mark’s previous book was Family Based Youth Ministry. In that book he made a compelling argument for ministry that is congregation or family based. Now, based on new research, he is saying: “Um! Hold on just a minute – here are some new insights that need to be considered.” And he proceeds to focus on the importance of peer-based ministry. See the extract below.

Now, in no way is he suggesting that adults and church involvement is unimportant – in fact, he is raising the bar considerably on that front (with ideas like: (1) we don’t just need one leader involved in the life of each teenager, but each student needs multiple godly adults involved in their lives; and (2) the youth pastor should be primarily the architect of a constellation of relationships!) – but it is pushing the debate back towards a more inclusive approach that looks at youth ministry as a vital part of the church, led by adult leaders with significant adult involvement, yet with space for age specific connections where teens get to be with their peers and trained to minister as leader themselves.

Here is the extract from chapter 11 of Mark’s book:

THE COOL CHURCH

Because of my strong emphasis on family-based youth ministry over the past fifteen years or so, I’ve argued passionately that what kids need most is not just a group of Christian peers but also droves of durable, Christian adults. But I’m starting to broaden my appreciation for the unique role the youth themselves can play.

No one brought this principle home to me as clearly as Rick Lawrence did in Group Magazine’s fascinating study of ten thousand youth group kids. They asked students, “If you were choosing a church, how important would the following things be?” Check out the first two responses, both of which ranked way above all the others (numbers represent the percentage of kids who rated this item as “very important”):

1. a welcoming environment where I can be myself: 73 percent

2. quality relationships with teenagers: 70 percent

When kids are thinking about the church they might want to be a part of, they’re not-at least not initially-thinking about the adult leaders. They’re asking, “Are these the kind of people I would like to be friends with?” Interestingly, the third-highest response, coming in at 59 percent, was “a senior pastor who understands and loves teenagers.” Coming in near the bottom of the list was “quality relationships with adults” (only 36 percent). And bringing up the rear with only 21 percent was “a fast-paced, high-tech, entertaining ministry approach.”

The article that reported this study, incidentally, was called “The Cool Church.” If we were to borrow Catie’s language, this would not be a church that looks cool to everyone who comes, but rather a church in which “I feel cool enough” to belong.

Please understand. Youth not ranking “relationships with adults” high on the list does not minimize the profound role adults play. Long-term, sustainable faith is most deeply influenced by the adults that surround our kids, not just their peers. But as we look at what causes kids to stay in groups, peers playa central role, a role that most adults simply can’t play.

As I look back on my experience as the new kid at church, the results of this study ring true. At eleven years old, I moved to Texas with my mom, and we quickly found Central Presbyterian Church in downtown Waco. The service was predictable enough, the adults were nice enough, but when it came time for “fellowship hour,” I wanted to throw up.

As my mother “fellowshiped” with all the other fellowshipers, I was left to stand in my prepubescent body by the ten-cent Coke machine. Kids of all ages with dimes in hand walked past me to the Coke machine, gathered their bargain prize and walked away. Though a few gave a polite hello, most were just as uncomfortable having a new kid around as I was standing there.

It wasn’t until Thereasa, an angelic tenth-grader, introduced herself to me that my terror started to thaw, and I began to think there might be a chance I would find a place. Every time she invited me to sit next to her, it was an affirmation that I had a place, that 1 really was starting to belong.

Thereasa did what the adults in the group couldn’t have done. She made me feel like part of the group. It’s not that adults were insignificant (they became more important as time went on), but adults could not be the sticky paper that kept me connected to the church. Friends had to be.

Once I began to grasp the power of these principles a few years ago, our youth ministry team decided we wanted to make our group the safest, most welcoming place in the city for teenagers, a place where no one could ever walk away saying “I could never be cool enough” to fit in there.
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Handling Criticism From Parents

It is not uncommon for parents to approach youth workers with a criticism of some aspect of the ministry – whether it is the time events start or finish, what movies or games they are allowing their teens to watch or play, etc. The way in which the leader responses will either build or destroy the relationship. Too often leaders respond with avoidance or defensiveness instead of staying in the uncomfortable place of listening and reconciliation. Our first priority is to hear the concern of the critic, listen for the nugget of wisdom and search for creative solutions together. A helpful response to criticism may be to say: “I hear your concern, and it’s so important that I want to talk it through with our senior pastor before moving immediately to a solution. If youth ministries are most effective when they support parents, then we would be wise to set our default response to defer to parents. There are times when we need to stand our ground but if we are “willing to die” over the time that the group starts or finishes then we might be more like a three-year-old crying that the box of cereal if empty than a wise leader who knows when to stand with conviction.

Keeping Your Supervisor on Your Team

Trust is what a senior pastor is primarily looking for in their youth pastor. They have entrusted them with an entire area of ministry and they want to see them lead it well and not have to worry about the ministry. Most senior leaders don’t want to micromanage people – they want to believe that people will do the job that they are called to do. Trust takes a long time to build and only a second to destroy. A single ignored assignment, a single delayed response, a single expression of gossip about the senior pastor to someone on the church staff, and the value of our currency diminishes exponentially. Wise youth pastors will learn to identify their senior pastor’s style of communication and use it to over-communicate rather than under-communicate – as no one wants to be kept in the dark. They also appreciated being asked for advice every now and then. Also, youth pastors should persistently pursue their senior pastor to confirm that they are moving towards priorities at the top of their list!

The One Things That Could Derail Our Career

The success of a youth ministry is inextricably tied to and dependent on people and groups in the church that the youth pastor has no control over. Understanding church politics is critical for leaders.  And church politics is all about relationships and respect. What people often call politics and point to as reasons why they quit their job, more often than not boils down to poor relationships – the regular give and take interaction with other people. Our job involves other people – and while we need academic and intellectual intelligence, we cannot be lacking in the social intelligence department – which involves being a good listener, being sensitive to people and giving and taking criticism well. Few people are fired for their inability to produce results – but because they were not able to produce those results without alienating key stakeholders.

Avoiding Silos in our Department

Patrick Lencioni in his book, Silos, says: “Every departmental silo in any company can ultimately be traced back to the leaders of those departments, who have failed to understand the dependencies that must exist among the executive team, or who have failed to make these interdependencies clear to the people deeper in their departments.” A major bungle in ministry is isolationism – focusing exclusively on our own youth ministry – we must relate to issues like worship attendance, stewardship or the family camp. When we approach our ministry as if it’s the only thing that matters, we perpetuate the illusion that the different parts of the church are in different boats that float or sink independently, rather than recognizing that we’re all in one big boat. There is a lot more to youth ministry than youth ministry. A hole in the boat sinks all of us, even those on the other side of the boat.

Having the Right Meetings

Too many people talk negatively about meetings, but research has shown that effective meetings are critical to a healthy company and positive working environment. Here are meetings that we need to keep going: (1) The Orientation – here the leader and the volunteer talks through job descriptions, the mission of the youth ministry and the sequence of work to be done. (2) The Periodic Check-In – without these meetings we abandon our volunteers to their own memories and we deny them the opportunity to interact with us. No matter how competent the volunteer is, this check-in is critical. If we are absent we must not be surprised when leaders take an area in a direction that does not fit in with the mission and values of the ministry. Even a five-minute check-in will save countless hours and maximize the chances of our best volunteers being willing to serve again. (3) The Celebration – too many volunteers complete their term of service and no one says a word to them. Whether the celebration is a ten-minute post-event discussion between all the key players celebrating together, or a thank you dinner – effective teams always take time to celebrate.

Carving Our Balcony Time

In balcony time, we step out of the wild, rushing current of doing ministry and step into a place where we actually work on our ministries. This is what Andy Stanley, in 7 Practises of Effective Ministry, calls Work On It. To be successful in youth ministry we have to be an administrator, a manager and a strategist. Where do we learn these skills? In the balcony. Here are some of things we can develop in the balcony:

* recruiting leaders for ministry now and for the next year

* setting goals and planning for the ministry

* getting and keeping parents, the senior pastor and the church leaders on your team

* keeping students connected

* developing a plan for discipling every youth in the ministry

* engaging youth in the life of the broader church

* being prepared for crises that youth and families may encounter

* creating an intentional curriculum

* making sure youth events are well attended

* reading

* establishing a school presence

* taking time to care for your own spiritual life

* taking time to rest

Balcony time is not the same as Sabbath or devotional time. Sabbath is time off from work – balcony time is time on, but usually not at the office, where interruptions are likely to come every 15 minutes. The balcony is the place where we take measures to ensure that our Sabbath time and time with God are protected. It is in the balcony that we gain the perspective to work on our ministries, not just in them. There we find the leverage to move our ministries further, move out of a victim mentality and into the mindset of a leader, learn to say no to secondary priorities to attend to crucial one, where we invest time in our ministries rather than just spend time.

Here is how it works: carve out a block of four hours in every week. Do not answer the phone in that time, nor respond to emails, nor plan the week’s programs, nor attend to an urgent to do list. We determine what our top priorities are and we decide what things we can procrastinate about in the upcoming week.

At the start of the month identify large chunks of time needed for a Sabbath day; three four-hour blocks of time each week to be available to family; and then an additional four-hour block each week for balcony time. Then all meetings, phone calls, prep time, etc. are squeezed in around these priorities (Sabbath, family time and balcony time). It never looks this neat on paper but it is an important goal to work towards.

Manage Monkeys Well

A monkey is a responsibility to make the next move – all the responsibilities in our ministry are just looking for an opportunity to jump onto our back or stay there all the time. As we walk through the church buildings monkeys are flying all around, looking to jump onto our backs. Unless managed properly, screaming monkeys will overwhelm us and keep us from leading our ministries forward. Here are some insights into the behaviour of monkeys:

* Monkeys always climb – they tend to climb up the organizational chart

* Mismanaged monkeys multiply – if we don’t do what we are asked by a parent to do, we have them and our supervisor on our case. 

* A monkey is soon forgotten – when we take on monkeys we must write it down or it will go wild.

* Never accept a monkey on the run – if someone tries to hand you a monkey while you are on the run, ask them to drop a note and leave it for you – always leave them with the responsibility for the next step.

* Hidden monkeys stagnate ministries – meetings accomplish little when we leave and monkeys are hiding under the table. If we spend an hour talking about an issue and don’t assign responsibility to someone to do something we have just wasted an hour.

* A monkey sent is not necessarily a monkey received – a spam filter could catch an email so we much follow up to make sure the message has been received.

* Screaming monkeys want all of our attention – urgent calls that must be returned, kids in hospital, expectations from church leaders must be handled but we must not sacrifice things that matter most for things that shout the loudest.

* It’s hard to manage monkeys when we’re hugging them – we must not be monkey collectors – we must not horde responsibilities but give them away. Every ministry monkey needs a manager.

* A monkey given to a group is a monkey given to no one at all – a committee or a group can’t be responsible for a task – one person must be responsible.

* Monkey’s are best managed when they’re near the group - we must keep pushing monkeys as far “down” the organization as possible.

* Monkeys were not made for badminton – some leaders never take on monkeys and think they are doing well – but sustainable youth workers thrive on taking responsibilities and solving problems, not avoiding them.

* Beware of sticky monkeys – if someone comes to a youth worker with a new idea they will assume that they will take the monkey and be responsible for it. They should make it clear from the beginning that they will support the idea-bringer and expect them to keep the monkey alive.

