Chapter

Where Do
We Start?

Help! I'm o New Youth Coordinator

The first-time youth coordinator can casily be overwhelmed by the
seeming ¢normity of the task. So what are the most important things
on the list? What goes first? Use the checklist below to organize your
initial tasks:

* Pray for guidance. Invite God'’s closeness as you embark on this
new, exciting ministry. Ask God to give you a mind open to learning,
a heart ready for loving, and hands receptive to working.

Talk to other adult workers with youth, Discuss the tasks of the

youth coordinator with adults who have worked extensively with

youth. Your search may take you to other local churches. Spend
time talking with the parents of your youth; they have much wis-
dom to share.

Talk with the pastor and other church staff. Ask your pastor,

Christian educator, church musician, or other staff members

whose work involves youth to share their experiences, insights,

resources, and suggestions. They can lead you to helpful printed
resources.

+ Talk with youth.This step should not be overlooked:Ask the youth
of your congregation (thosc who are active and those who are not)
to tell you about themselves—their struggles, hopes, dreams, fears,
and daily lives. This conversation will take time to develop; many
vouth believe that adults do not want to listen to them honestly. Be
paticnt. As youth discover your willingness to be open, receptive,
and caring, they will share more of their life narratives.
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* Develop 2 team of adult workers with youth. Call an initial meet-
ing of all adulis interested in learning more about working with
youth. Pray, study Scripture, share experiences, and develop a sense
of community. Begin planning an approach to youth ministry at
your church.

stelopmg a Youth Ministry
* Review the major themes in this handbook. Discover what the
major issues are today and what directions things are moving in,
Don't rely on what was happening in the denomination ten years
ago or even five years ago. Make some phone calls and taik to
those responsible for youth ministry at the conference and
denominational level. What are the current strengths and weak-
nesses? Why have some things worked and others failed? What is
on the horizon?

* Decide what purpose God may have for your church’s youth min-
istry. This is an important consideration, and the issue should be
discussed in all circles in the church. When you know why some-
thing is being done, it is much easier to plan and implement it.

* Survey the families in the church and community. Try to pinpoint
their needs and interests. Inquire about time pressures and limita-
tions. Knowing the parameters of the families eases planning.

* Develop a vision for youth ministry. Ask yourself: What should the
range of this ministry be? What should the intent of this ministry
be? What should the leadership of this ministry be like? How will
this ministry be perpetuated?

* Determine what the youth need. What sort of organization do age,
maturity, community activities, school involvement, and so forth dic-
tate for our teens?

* Know the skill level of your leadership. What training is needed?
How can that training be provided? Are there people who aren't
involved but should be? Where will young people themselves be
able to provide leadership?

* Determine how extensive a youth ministry the church can support.
Are there enough people in your church who are willing and able
to support all the programs you have in mind? Realize that the
amount of support availabie for your youth ministry will not be
greater than what the church is able to provide,
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After you've given these issues prayerful consideration, move for-
ward with the input and involvement of many other people—the cnes
who will be in service and who will be served by this ministry.

Starting New, Starting Over

The following suggestions may help you think through some critical
considerations as you develop a new youth ministry or as you redesign
an existing ministry.
Identify a Team of Listeners

Identify youth and adults willing to become a team for the purpose
of working through this development or redevelopment process, This
should be an objective and committed lot. If your church is small in
numbers, and you have less than eight youth, perhaps everyone should
participate, If you have a larger church, and getting everyone together is
difficult to coordinate, select a team from a good cross section of youth
and adults.

Listen
Talk with the church members, boards and commitiees, youth, par-

ents, pastor, other youth leaders in the community, police agencies,
social service agencies, and your own district and conference youth
leaders. Try to discern what people are thinking, expecting, needing, and
hoping for.This data gathering, while tedious at times, provides valuable
information,

For those who have existing programs, there is some history shar-
ing that needs to happen. Interview older youth who have memories
of days gone by: Find out what worked, what didn’t, and why. If there
were events where things went wocfully wrong or wonderfully right,
try to Iearn about them, including what can be gleaned from those
kinds of times.

Have an In-depth Bible Study

After the data is compiled and shared, and the team has a good han-
dle on the facts, go to the Bible. Begin to look at what God is calling you
to be and to do in light of the data you have gathered.

Share Your Findings

If you have done the proper kinds of fact-finding with your congre-

gation and community, there will be some people eager to know how
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things are going. Don't kecp your process 4 secret, (It's a model that the
other ministries in the church might like to emulate.) Ask for time dur-
ing official board mcetings to make a report. Let the youth do the
reporting. Acults should strive to be in supporting roles, not in directing
ones, Reporting to the church keeps the congregation involved and
informed. Good ideas, additional adult support, funding, and goodwill
come out of a well-presented report.

Begin implementation

Begin to implement those aspects of your findings that are appropri-
ate, supported by the church and pastor, and fit with the overall direction
of your vision.

A word of advice: One of the deadliest approaches to starting or reviv-
ing a youth ministry is to begin by asking, out of the blue,“Say, gang, what
do you want to do?"This approach is nonproductive for several reasons.

* Youth typically have little experience with envisioning what a new
group might do or could become.

* A group gathered for the first time has not had the opportunity to
wrestle with identity questions that need to precede programming
decisions.

+ Trying to get off the ground with broad questions tends to make
people feel uneasy. When people are new to the concept of 4 min-
istry and/or to each other, such questioning usually creates more
self-consciousness than it does enthusiasm.

Plan the First Three Months
When beginning or revitalizing a ministry, begin a habit that will

serve you well for many years: Develop and plan a three-month block of
detailed ministries.

* Take the time to physically create a calendar of events and opportu-
nities, weekly youth meetings (if that is your choice), midweek
events, retreats, or whatever your fact-finding, Bible study, and shar-
ing process suggested.

* Identify fellowship time, theme speakers or leaders, recreation, wor-
ship, and service opportunitics.

* Assign responsibilities, including who will do what and by when.

* Identify how you will promote this first three months. Some sug-
gestions: Inform and use your pastor. church bulletin, church
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newsletier, and community newspaper. Display posters around

your church building. Send a handwritten invitation to each per-

son on your contact list and follow up with phone calls or visits,

Ask for time so that youth can present their plans during Sunday

morning worship, in addition to asking the pastor to make
nnouncements from the pulpit

Organization can't be stressed enough, and ministries that are
healthy and balanced always have this at their core, Three months of
detailed planning should always be in front of you, regardless of the
time of year. Some larger groups plan as far as two years ahead for major
activities and six to eight months for weekly activities. When this level
of organization exists, last-minute flexibility and responding to God's
movement is done more easily.

This level of organization isn't to preempt the prayerful and discern-
ing work that should go on immediately prior to and during these
events. However, God is able to guide our energies and paths three
months ahead as well as three hours ahead. The key is taking the time
and practicing the habits to allow God a hand in the process from
beginning to end,

What will be different this first time is that only the small team of
youth working on this project will have input as to what the first three
months will be. After that, the process must be opened up so that oth-
ers will have a hand in what is being planned and done.

The Leader’s Assignment: A Parable

Two leaders stood on a riverbank studying a turbulent white-water,
eager to take on the challenge in their canoes. The first leader, after dis-
cussing with her youth, explained to her group they could shoot the
rapids, but first they would empty their canoes and carry all the food
and gear down below the rapids.The youth could then take turns spot-
ting cach boat as it maneuvered its way through the treacherous
waters; that is, they would stand on nearby boulders with ropes in the
cvent of a capsizing. After a bit of time and work, the youth were in
position. One by one, each canoe was watched as the occupants suc-
cessfully and safely negotiated the churning water,
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The second leader, having navigated many similar rapids with no
trouble, was confident her youth could manage the passage without
the delay of hauling gear and taking turns standing on rocks. The leader
explained that when everyone was ready. one by one the canoes
should shoot for the middle and paddle like the dickens. The first one
bounced through upright. The second, heavily laden, spun sideways
and became perilously pinned against a rock, blocking the path for the
third canoe. The crashing of the beats was barely audible above the
roar of annoyed screaming paddlers.The last canoe capsized, dumping
its passengers and that day’s evening meal into the river. The second
team scurried about, fishing youth, canoes, and gear out of the river
below the rapid.A while later. the leader and youth were safely ashore.
They were a bit tired, still wet, and pondering what they could salvage
for an evening meal.

Which leader showed true leadership? If you answered, “The one that
anticipated the possibility of trouble and took the time to keep her team
safe through the passage.” you are correct. But what she showed wasn’t
water safety; it was the highest quality of Christian leadership: love.

The greatest quality of a Christian Ieader is love, and it is basic to
guiding and working in youth ministry. When you lead from a life that
reflects and projects love, you bear witness to the heart of God, and you
open souls to God's possibilities in ways nothing else can.

A Measure of Success

People who spend a lot of time doing youth ministry talk about
“what works"They are usually searching for or telling someone else¢
about programs that were successful for them.Yet what works in one
case may not work in another.

There are several ways to measure success. Some consider a min-
istry to be successful if it made the youth happy. Others measure the
number of youth in attendance. Today there seems to be a shift in
defining “what works.”The move is away from measuring the number
of participants and toward measuring the involvement of individuals in
discipleship practices and disciplines that result in transformed lives,
Some use a bit of both,

In youth ministry, an emphasis on following Jesus (discipleship) pro-
vides youth with a model of being in the world in an understandable
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and transformational way. Discipleship is based cn identifiable practices
and disciplines that can be learned, enhanced, and redemptive in daily
living. Youth ministries that focus on discipleship belp youth face life
and make sense of their daily experiences.

FoR Moge Help

For youth ministry questions, write the Director of Youth Ministries
at the General Board of Discipleship, PO. Box 840, Nashville, TN 37202
(phone, 877-899-2780; e-mail, umyouth@gbod.org; website,
www.gbod.org/youth).

For events and resources in your area, contact the people in your
district and on your annual conference staff who have responsibility for
youth work. Your pastor can give you the names and phone¢ numbers,

LifeGivers.A Practical Guide for Reaching Youth in a Challenging
World. Published by Abingdon Press. Available through Cokesbury
(800-672-1789).




