C HAPTER 4 F IRST Y EAR OR F RESH S TART

Write it on your heart that every day is
the best day in the year.
- Ralph Waldo Emerson

C HAPTER 4 S ECTION 1

Introduction
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2. Off On the Right Foot: How to Approach
Your First (New) Year
3. Things You Might Want to Know (and Other
Helpful Tidbits)
4. Conclusion/Summary/Study Guide

Your First Year or A Fresh Start
When you begin in ministry or a ministry in a
new place, there will be many decisions to make.

When you enter a field of ministry with the essentials of life and your ministry of philosophy in
hand, you can begin to make the strategy for how
to get there and begin to implement that strategy.
In any situation where new things are to be emphasized and implemented, there is a wise way to
approach the change as a leader.

Consider this... due diligence in your first
year in your first ministry, or even in your
first year in a a new place will do wonders
for your momentum and your longevity.

More than likely, the church brought you on to
change things a bit. If not, get out or don’t go.
That is, of course, unless you want maintenance
rather than growth. Change is inevitable. You
must set the tone and lead people to where they
could and should be fulfilling the vision God has
birthed in you.
Now you must be careful.
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Choose your battles wisely, gain trust, gain alignment, and build rapport. But, don’t be afraid or
hesitate to pull the trigger on decisions. Move
when the time is right, not necessarily when everyone is cool with it. When it is time to make a decision, there is no value in waiting.

When to Pull the Trigger?
-When it glorifies God
-When it serves or influences others for the
Kingdom
-When it is more dangerous to remain the
same
-When it gains the maximum level of alignment possible
-When it matches philosophy and strategy
-When the “pros” outweigh the “cons”

There are some smart steps you can take in order
to help you not make decisions without needed
support and alignment. This will help you establish a solid foundation as you start in a new place
of ministry, to get off on the right foot.
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C HAPTER 4 S ECTION 2

Off On The Right Foot

How to Approach Your First Year: And Some
Things That Will Help You To Build A Solid Foundation

1.Know Before You Go In
a.Know what is expected in terms of administrative expectations and process. This will help avoid
confusion and, in the end, reduce frustration.
b. Know the history, flexibility or rigidity of programming. Know the traditional sticking
points and issues previous ministers faced. You
may be walking into a place with some strongholds that you may or may not want to face.
c. Know the players. It is important to know
those who are the influencers, whether positive

or negative, in the congregation or within your
group. Don’t be skeptical, but be alert and
aware of the relational dynamics and influences at play.Research will pay off. They researched you. Research them. It is okay. If it
makes them uncomfortable, buyer beware! (I
learned this when Greg Brady bought his first
car and got taken to the bank…).

For example: Know if Sunday School is a non-negotiable,
or if certain programmatic traditions have risen to sacred
cow status. You need to know so you can seriously evaluate
whether or not this application of ministry is the best fit for
you and your family at this stage of your life and call. If you
decide it is, then at least you know what you will face upon
arrival.

2. Love Above All

3. Develop A Relational Foundation

It is important for you to be “present” with people. More than anything, understand that relationships are everything we do in ministry, or
they should be. We can easily get caught up in being administrator, manager, financier, travel
agent, fund raiser, campaigner, and event plan-
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ner. These may be the things that appealed to us
about ministry in the first place. People are the
end result of ministry, not events and budgets.
Remember that people are not a means to your
ends. They are an end in and of themselves. Do
not see students or adults as a way to accomplish
your purposes. Invest in them so God can accomplish His purposes in them.
Whether just starting in ministry or transitioning
to another place, remember to focus on the Lord,
and then focus your efforts primarily on people.
Spend time with students, parents, staff, and volunteers. This will give you a great foundation as
you begin in ministry.

Sidebar: Staff Relationship Start-Up

Spend time with other staff including your pastor.

Be positive.

Pray for your staff and let them know which
day you will

Look for ways to encourage your pastor and
simply relate to him.
He may be your boss, but he is a human and your
brother first. Sometimes as staff we wait until our pastor brings up an idea to enhance staff relationships.
You can regularly ask your pastor about his family, his
passion for ministry, or what he enjoys doing away
from work. Likewise, look for positive ways to connect
with other staff and to provide encouragement.

Volunteer to help with their ministry areas. You
are a part of a church, not a separate church. Many
youth ministries (and youth ministers) struggle because they don’t want to be involved in other areas of
ministry – they just want to do youth ministry. The
problem is, you are called to a church, not a youth
group. The students were children a few years ago and
they will be adults (and have adult parents). The
church is a family and you are called to be part of that
family and to work for the well being of the whole fam-
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ily. Do not be afraid to mention ideas you may have
that could help or improve another staff member’s ministry. Volunteer to help set up or clean up for another
staff person’s event.
Say encouraging things to the staff in public
and in private. It’s what you would want from them.
Find common interests or hobbies.
Focusing on something you have in common will allow
for easy conversations.
Always show appreciation and respect to all
staff. A word to the wise: do not forget to build
healthy and encouraging relationships with support
staff—secretaries, custodians, etc...

4. Work Through Inevitable Tension
Understand that staff will not always agree, and
that’s alright. Disagreement, tension, and conflict, whether creative or personal, is not necessarily wrong or bad. How we handle disagreements
and conflicts can be wrong and bad. Even if your
pastor/supervisor does not have a code of honor
for how staff should relate or handle conflict, you

would be wise to develop and live by one of your
own. In the trenches, support staff can help you
in tough times and they are usually not thanked
very much. Tension is welcome on healthy teams
and differences can be celebrated, ultimately making an organization healthier, stronger, and more
effective. Celebrate differences, embrace diversity, and work through expected tension.

People are an end in and of themselves,
not a means to your end.

5. Lead from the Beginning
Take charge, but don’t take the reins. You are the
leader, own up to that fact and be the best servant
leader-listener you can be from day one on.

6.Organize Early
“Get organized from the beginning or for the first
time.” Make sure you are meeting all administrative expectations in your environment and practice professionalism. Be the first to set a new
tone and direction in the way you work. Find
new and better ways to come at your responsibilities.
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Get organized from the beginning
or for the first time.
Enhance your ministry structure and office output. Organization can help put you on good footing with staff, supervisors, parents, those in your
ministry, and those outside your ministry area.
National Football
League Hall of Famer,
Jerry Rice, had a personal philosophy of
“look sharp, play
sharp.” Although the
way you dress and handle yourself would be a
part of your organization and professionalism,
the organization and “sharpness” with which you
approach your ministry and your work will enhance the level of your effectiveness.
Seek excellence. Push operational, professional,
and personal envelope. Serve creatively, fresh,
and high quality. The work you do is important.
Treat it as such.

Excellence- For more information on Excellence
in Youth Ministry visit skopos.org/excellence

Push the envelope in the way you operate.

Creative, new, fresh, high quality,

7.Look, Listen, Learn

You may let your pastor know that you will
change as little as possible in the first year or so,
but that you will be leading and developing the
people you work with. Look, listen, and learn applies not just to the church but to the community
as well. It is true that it might be critical to make
as few changes as possible to schedules or existing programs, but, in many cases, that is why you
are there: to revitalize, re-direct, and re-tool a
ministry. Don’t be afraid to lead from the beginning, but don’t be stupid. Look. Listen. Learn!

Dream, plan, gain alignment from others, set
goals you can achieve, and get after it..

8.First year, Few changes

In order to keep your sanity and to develop leadership it is wise to use the first year to connect and
make only a few changes. Even though someone
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may tell you that “there has been no plan” for
the youth, this does not mean that the volunteers or teens have felt this way. You are stepping
into a pre-existing situation and change can be
threatening. Step in and make the changes that
need to be made; lead those over whom you have
been placed.

9. Set & Accomplish the “Do-able” Goals
-Create goals for implementation and change.
-Set target dates for completion. Time-stamping
your goal setting will greatly improve you pursuit
of the goal.
-Set targets at the 1st 100 Days, the first 6
months, 9 months, 1 year, 18 and 24 months.
-A thorough, consistent plan that you can look at
each day will allow you to stay on track and not
get side-tracked by small details.
-Find a “win” (something that you can do well
and that will be fairly easy to complete), and do
that first.

One of the wisest things you can do your
first year is to find a “win” project.

1. As you pace yourself on making changes,
choose something that could be a “win”. You
must find something that needs to be done, has a
high probability of success, and that you are good
at.

2. Choose a task that matches your gifts and interests as much as possible.

3. Choose a task that allows you to team up with
willing teens and adults.

The purpose is not to spotlight you, but to reveal
that you can lead and to show the church what
can be done when everyone works together. Such
accomplishments create confidence in your leadership and excitement among volunteers and
teens.
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Here are some helpful “winning” ideas…
Ex:If the youth room looks outdated and messy,
clean it and provide a fresh look that might inspire the whole church to follow suit.
Ex:If everyone complains about students talking
in church, find a way to get teens involved and focused in worship times.
Ex:If the church sees students as “takers” find a
significant way for teens to give; like cooking and
serving dinner to senior adults or using your mission week to focus on painting or cleaning the
church. Or use your Spring Break to go help elderly or less fortunate church members with yard
or home projects. One local youth group replaced
an old fence surrounding a neighborhood as a
mission project. It was a highly visible project on
one of the main roads in town and brought great
credibility to the ministry. Create a reward system for teens that “give” back by serving and participating in the ministry of the church.

Ex: If there has never been a functioning youth
committee, build one and pour energy into it so it
works with quality.

Ex:If the youth budget has always been mismanaged, find an accountant and work to present it in
a clear readable way. Strive to be a great steward.

Ex: If the Wednesday Night program or Sunday
Morning Bible Study has been somewhat thrown
together put some time in to making it the best
hour in the lives of your students.

Ex: If youth ministry is seen as “play time” by the
membership, plan a weekend prayer retreat at the
church building. Take prayer requests from members and commit to pray non-stop for 24 hours.
Do a weekend fasting retreat and ask members to
sponsor signed up teens by pledging canned food
to be given to a local food bank. Teach a new believers class or a youth membership class to show
the congregation that you are committed to growing disciples.
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String your “wins” together.
This builds momentum and trust to use on bigger, more ambitious projects and changes.

Use your head.
Put on the eyes of Christ to know when and how
to implement change and to gain as much alignment as you can from those affected. You also
need to have the alignment and support of church
leadership.

Consistency
By setting and achieving goals, you will be establishing momentum and a track record of success.
Find ways to stay focused and to serve diligently.
You can never rest on your laurels. Keep moving,
creating, changing, and advancing. Andy Stanley
explained in a talk about ministry that our endeavors need to be new, improved, or improving in order to continue to have continuing effectiveness
in ministry.

Do not rest on past successes and do not be hindered by past failures. Rely on the God of the universe to create ministry within you, and do it consistently. Repetition and consistency are incredibly vital to success whether in marketing or ministry, or anything really. Excellence over time will
yield not only immediate impact but lasting results.

Settle in... Settle Down...

Be about the non-negotiables, and do the job you
were called to do. Settle in and “exercise all the
duties of your ministry”. This is not a microwave.

Develop a system of support, ideas, and mentors.

It is a slow-cooker. Have this mentality. Sometimes you will see things happen fast, but you
need to be committed to the long-term work of
life-change.

Find sources of accountability early in your ministry.
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Get older leaders in your life to give you help, advice, encouragement, and correction. Find peers
to pray with you and elders to pray from you.
Find peers you can talk to and visit with regularly. Accountability not only helps you stay focused and humble in ministry, but it also helps
keep you spiritually and morally fit.
Mentoring, or coaching, can go a long way in generating a fresh approach in ministry and can help
you re-invent what you do with people. Do not
have too much ego not to take ideas and look for
ideas outside of your current level of ability, knowledge, or creativity. If you are
working on the most important task in
the world, new and different ideas need
to flow. Why would you hold back because you think you have the best ideas
or that you have cornered the market on
creative ministry? You have not, so find
those who will not only keep you accountable, but that will also guide you, support,
coach, and equip you. Do not underestimate the
importance of finding those who think like you
and gleaning from them.

For those coming from another church

Identify any issues that have been problems in
your previous ministry settings

Evaluate your behavior and honestly deal with
whether or not you need to change some things in
order to safeguard against the same issues arising
again.

Plan how to correct those patterns. Set up structures to address them from the beginning.

This also works in reverse as well. Are
there things that are strengths from
your previous ministry experiences?
Consider how these can best benefit you
in your current ministry environment.

Be careful not to wrongly assume that
these things that have worked philosophically or methodologically in the past will
again in your current role or with your current
congregation.
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C HAPTER 4 S ECTION 3

Things You Might Want To Know
And Other Helpful Tidbits

You are a part of a church and church
staff. You have other responsibilities.
Every seasoned student pastor has humorous stories to tell about their surprise “other responsibilities.” Everything from doing last minute weddings to directing VBS and cleaning bathrooms
can fall into the “other responsibilities” arena for
youth ministers. If possible, ask what other responsibilities you have before accepting a ministry position. To be fair to most local churches,
committee members simply do not know what
your “other responsibilities” will be, so it is best
to ask the staff. If you are already in a church position, it is worthwhile to yearly ask your pastor/

supervisor or a committee that makes such decisions. If your church functions on a JanuaryDecember calendar year, it is best to begin asking
such questions in August or September to give
those making such decisions time to dialogue
with each other and you before defining your
“other responsibilities.”

People in my church work?

One thing that can be so inspiring in student ministry is watching your volunteers sacrifice in order to serve. There is something so awesome
about knowing that the youth workers who serve
at summer camp have chosen to take one of their
vacation weeks from work to reach teens for Jesus. As student pastors we sometimes forget that
our volunteers have a different life than we do.

First, they work in secular jobs.

Second, their calling is not less than ours but it is
different. They don’t see every movie scene as a
possible illustration for our next youth worship
service.

104

Be sensitive to and appreciative toward the people in your church who give time and energy toward youth ministry.
Be sensitive, when planning events in the summer, that you don’t do so much that parents are
out of time and money for their kids.
Also, be sensitive to parents and youth workers
who take vacation time before school starts or during your summer program.
Plan for people to be gone and encourage them to
take time with their families. Too often we make
people feel like they’re cheating God when they
take two Sundays off a year. Affirm their decision
to plan family time and when they return take
time to ask them how their time together went.
Send a postcard telling them they were missed,
but don’t send a guilt trip to them for prioritizing
their family over the youth ministry. Hopefully
you are also prioritizing your family. Also, remember that they do not think about church stuff
all day long, you do. They have other jobs, issues
and tasks. Many of them do not have flexible

schedules that allow them to take a long lunch or
to get off early with their kids.

So wait, Parents can spend $150 for a cheerleading outfit, but not $45 for my Retreat Weekend?

Watching parents prioritize away from the church
is a frustrating reality of youth ministry. In the
heart of a parent, they want to see their child be
successful in life and they are willing to pay the
price to help their child be popular and independent. In the eyes of many parents, church will not
help their child be more popular, wealthy or successful, only more moral and well-behaved.

Many parents spend thousands to develop their
child’s physical and academic skills, but almost ignore the spiritual development. The key to overcome this reality is first to understand it and second to promote positive change. Understand that
many parents who grew up in youth ministry
never saw the type of ministry required today.
Many adults who have teens enjoyed youth ministry that included volleyball games, bonfires, and
watermelon feasts. Most of these events were
paid for by a church member who hosted the
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group in their home. Help parents see the costs
in advance and understand that quality is needed.
On the flip side, make sure that you are being a
good steward with money and look for ways to
save the church and parents money when you
can. You can promote positive change by earning
credibility.
When parents see retreats and events that bring
life-change and enthusiasm in their teen, they begin to accept that such things cost money. After
all, we have something greater to offer than cheerleading camp but sometimes we get left behind by
their organizing and immediate pay offs for
teens.

Do not forget the value of relational times.
Students today do not experience family style
games in a living room floor. Sometimes, plan
events that use board games or trivia games and
include a giant bowl of popcorn for snacks –
make parties cheap.

Some people know more than you do
about teenagers and youth ministry.

View “know more” people as colleagues and not
competition. Develop a plan to “team up” with
parents, staff members, community leaders, counseling professionals, school officials, social workers, and law officers

Abraham Lincoln took his fiercest opponents and
put them in his presidential cabinet. Church
members and community leaders are not always
our opponents, but we still need to look for ways
to “team up”. To be honest this reality intimidates us. But in reality we should embrace and be
excited at the potential to team with others and
maximize our ministry. Schoolteachers, counselors, and parents can be our great resources.

Determine to be a learner.

Plan one day, month, or week a year that
you let yourself learn.

Make a list of questions or areas of ministry you’d
like to learn how to do better. Then, schedule
time for lunch or after an existing program to ask
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questions. You could email questions and let a
team of people reply. Ask those people to be a
prayer team for you also.
If you do not have anyone in your church that you
feel like can speak about current youth issues,
find a person at the local school. Make an appointment with a few school counselors in your
area and ask about the three biggest problems at
the local school.
Also, know that sometimes a youth worker or
staff member at your church has been working
with youth for 20 years. They may have some
ideas to offer. They may also be dedicated to
something that is counterproductive to the new
ministry design.
You must learn all you can from experienced
youth workers.
Hear the “why” behind a tradition; what is it trying to accomplish? Even out of date, old- fashioned events can reach and make disciples, if they
are focused on the goal.

Maintain perspective: is your goal to make disciples, reach lost students, and equip families or
is your goal to look cool and be the leader? When
you work as a team, you will find:

Funny is not always safe, and parents
like safe more than funny.

Safety is...

1. Safety shows responsibility, care, and professionalism.

2. Safety fosters confidence among parents.

3. Safety builds confidence among staff/
committees.
4. Safety can save lives.

5. Safety requires planning and evaluation.

Know your church’s insurance policy:

for automobiles, on-campus, and off-campus
trips. Something happens to youth pastors when
they become parents. Suddenly, these youth pastors consider dangers and risks before simply
jumping in for “fun.” Student pastors have to
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think about safety and be ready to lead volunteers
and teens in avoiding risks.
Some youth pastors struggle with disciplining or
setting solid standards. Think about insurance
risks for your church: credibility loss in your
church and community or, worse yet, major injury or even death of a student because of a funny
but unsafe activity.
Maybe before you do something, you should ask,
“Can I explain this later to a parent who did not
see the activity? Would they think it was acceptable for their child?” Or “Can I explain this to a
jury when an attorney has described the activity
in a courtroom?”
Your church is not Heaven.
Sometimes staff members do not agree (youth
choir trips, budget, Sunday schedule, small
groups, curriculum, etc.). Conflict will happen between all staff members. It will either be acknowledged or ignored conflict, but conflict exists in
every relationship.

Student pastors must learn how to recognize and
resolve conflict. Resolving conflict does not mean
perfect endings or making everyone happy. Create a plan to handle conflict before it happens.

“CAREfront” rather than Confront

C=Compliment the person. This does not
need to be a fake statement or buttering someone
up to agree with you. This is a genuine desire to
affirm the person. Pray and ask God to show you
something you can appreciate about this person.
For example: “You do a great job of leading puppet ministry”.

A=Acknowledge the problem. Major on using “I” instead of “you”. “I feel like the choir trip
and mission trip should be two separate events.”
R=Resolve
E=Encourage

If you are getting ready to interview with a church
for a position, make sure you ask how the pastor,
personnel committee, and church body plans to
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needed to help the student ministry grow without
fundraising.

What if I don’t have all the “stuff” to do effective ministry?

Know this: cool stuff and more stuff does not ensure successful ministry.

handle conflict. If you are currently serving in a
church, it is never too late to ask how the staff desires to handle conflict. You would be wise to
point out that conflict will occur and that it is a
normal part of relating and working together. A
good plan that everyone commits to will ensure
success and trust among the staff and members.

Not everyone likes fundraising in the
church? Not even for a mission trip?

Here we need to apply the principle of the loaves
and fish mentality from Matthew 14:15-18.

Fundraising is an issue that you want to be informed about as you take a new position or as
soon as possible.

All you really need for ministry to happen is you,
one other person, and the Truth of God, not the
latest DVD resource on the deep spiritual truths
found in Rocky and Bullwinkle.

Focus on the source of resources and your needs
will be met. The heart of Christ-centered ministry requires authentic followers of Christ to connect authentically to others in ministry and with
the Gospel.

It is wise to ask your pastor about this issue and
to know what the church by-laws state before you
consider fundraising of any kind. Different
churches have different attitudes and by-laws considering fundraising. Be sure that you work
within the framework of your church’s stance on
fundraising.
It may require you to take time and educate committee members or the staff on the finances
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Lessons of Matthew 14
-Jesus challenges the disciples to do the humanly impossible. (“You give them something to eat…”)
-Jesus asks the disciples to bring their meager resources.
-Jesus gives thanks for the meager resources.
-Jesus lets the disciples be part of the miracle.
-Jesus multiplies what we give so much that
there are leftovers.

The bells and whistles are good tools to have, but
too often they are substituted for effective and
authentic ministry. We can quickly become enamored by externals and fall prey to the yellow brick
road of ministry resources: money, equipment or
facilities.
God’s word does not ever say that He moves more
through bigger budgets, larger facilities, or two
turntables and a microphone. We need to be dis-

cerning enough to know that all that glitters isn’t
gold, whether you are looking at another church
or evaluating the ministry you are currently leading

It is an unending tension in ministry to feel the
need for more stuff in order to do effective ministry. More lights, better video, more sound equipment, better computers, more books, the newest
book, the newest method, the latest and greatest,
etc. Still, it is wise to remember that “stuff” does
not ensure that real life-changing ministry happens.

Tips On How To Regard “Stuff”

Borrow

1. Be creative about gaining more resources
a.

Look for donations

b. Ask people to give specifically
c.
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d. Ask for donations, but do not confuse
means with ministry.
2. Be real about your need for stuff.
a. Find out what is enough for you and your
current situation to maintain freshness and excellence. Plan according to this need and expectation and not to those of some other ministry.
b. Use what you have well before you begin to
go on to the next thing.
3. Break your dependence on stuff to do
ministry. Ask any veteran youth pastor about
this issue and they will tell you about times in
ministry when breakthroughs happened around
bus rides or retreats in homes as opposed to large
expense events. Devote yourselves to God along
with your resources and allow him to multiply,
not by our power or might, but by His Spirit. Resources can be a valuable tool but can also derail
creativity, personal study time, reliance on the
Holy Spirit, and fresh methodology. Be aware of
your tendency towards wanting resources and
your dependence upon them.

Every church of every size has its issues.
As previously stated, The church is not
heaven.

Although it should be the best reflection of what
it is like to be there, the fact remains that it is not.
No matter the size of the church there will always
be a need for more people to give their resources.
There will always be a struggle for power and position, there will always be a drain on and lack of
adequate leadership, etc. Do not be enticed by a
ministry position based on the externals that
seem to be the answer you have always waited on.

Yes, there are churches that have more resources,
there are churches that have younger and seemingly more with-it leaders, there are churches
that seem to have gotten it, but no man, staff, or
church methodology will replace God or be the
one be-all, end-all answer for the church.
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Conclusion
Whether you are in your first year in ministry or
just in a new place, you want to start off right.
Give attention to detail and develop consistency
in a high level of leadership and achievement.
The old quote about first impressions holds true
as much in ministry as in other places.
You cannot afford to get off on the wrong foot.
Ask questions, work hard, and love people in order to position yourself and your ministry for success from the very start.

Summary
-Start with people first.

-Lead in an obvious way from the very beginning.

-Make as few changes as possible very early on.

-Be organized and perform with excellence.

-Set achievable goals and string together “wins”
early on.

-Excellence over time breeds trust and success.

-Look, listen, and learn to avoid acting rashly and
making careless mistakes.

-Make changes in order to avoid past mistakes
you or others have made.

-Be creative in addressing issues and needs
within the body and in your current ministry position.
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Study Guide
What issues might you need to evaluate and address from previous ministry experiences?

What steps can you take in order to guard against
the same type of complaints, concerns or differences in your current situation?

Write a detailed plan for seeing progress in your
first 100 days.

Write target goals for 6, 9, 12, 18, and 24-month
intervals in your new ministry situation.

Are these feasible goals? What might need to be
taken off or included?

Can you create alternate plans if some items tend
to be too ambitious?

What do you need to do to make these things happen? Create a plan of attack.

Are there people that need to be included in these
discussions? Who? How and when will you have
these discussions?

How will you communicate these things to your
supervisors, leadership, and students on board
with the direction?

What series of goals can you set and achieve in order to string together “wins”?

What can you do to improve your consistency?
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