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			“Over the course of 15 years as a youth leader, Weston has learned the dos and don’ts required for success in youth ministry and presents them here to spur young youth leaders toward maturity in ministry. Pastors, buy this book for your youth leaders and discuss it with them weekly. Veteran youth leaders, this book will help you train aspiring leaders. Youth workers of all stripes, discuss this book with a friend and sharpen each other as iron sharpens iron.”

			—Rev. Andrew Mills

			Associate Pastor

			Covenant Presbyterian Church, Jackson, Mississippi

			Teaching Elder, Evangelical Presbyterian Church (EPC) Next Generation Ministries Council

			“The only word I have to describe this book is finally. Finally, someone wrote what leaders need to know about beginning the youth ministry journey and avoiding its many land mines. What makes this book stand out from others is that it is a youth ministry guide from a typical-sized youth ministry. Most other youth ministry books seem to be written from the perspective of youth leaders with large numbers of students and leaders, as well as seemingly unmatched budgets. This book is different. Weston has crafted this book through his very own path into youth ministry. I have been lucky enough to witness his amazing call to serve his church and student ministry. Through this book, you will find a road map to have a fruitful and healthy student ministry. In the following pages, I believe you will find God’s keys to impacting the next generation.”

			—Mike Howington

			Coordinator of Youth and Family Ministries,

			United Methodist Church Conference, Mississippi
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			Introduction

			“Why another book on youth ministry?” you may ask. As an enthusiastic reader and a fan of concrete ideas and concepts, I have seen a shortage of practical information organized specifically toward one’s first year of youth ministry. There are copious books addressing strategy and vision, and even more on relationships and discipleship. As I write, the most prominent current trends are “engaging parents” and the “mobilization” of the next generation. 

			This is a guide primarily about the first year of youth ministry at a new church, but I believe student ministry “vets” will also find it helpful. Of course, these other books are necessary, but implementing and seeing your ministry vision flourish is mainly dependent on the habits you create while serving in your first year at a church. It is during this time you put in hard work, hoping to see the fruit of that labor years down the road. However, other things could also be happening. During your first year, your church either comes to trust your vision or doubt it. It is often in this first year that you gain the confidence of your church leaders or raise concerns regarding your ministry. Within the first year, those leaders might begin to question whether or not your salary seems justified. The first year matters.

			Because churches are called good to be stewards of their resources, wisdom in financial decisions is of the utmost importance. This often influences salary arrangements regarding the youth ministry. One cause for this is that youth directors have burned churches by accepting the position because it was a “fun” job and not because it was a calling. As a result, the quality of ministry and depth of spiritual leadership was lacking. A second reason is that churches frequently see youth ministry as a step toward being in “higher ministry” and not as a vocation in its own right. As such, the position often pays as if it is a stepping-stone. Third, youth ministry is often under-appreciated because many youth ministers have earned the “big kid” label. As such, many churches only expect the “playing” aspect of their youth ministry and compensate accordingly. Due to these and other matters, churches can undervalue youth ministry when considering compensation. The solution is to communicate to the church the spiritual benefits that proceed from fruitful ministry. 

			At the publishing of this book, I will have worked in student ministry for over fifteen years. My story has not been a traditional one. When I first sensed God calling me to student ministry, I submitted an application to my home church, which they kindly declined. This church was one in which I had grown up and spent two summers as a youth intern. I understood the culture, the parents, and the students loved me. I could not envision a scenario in which they would choose another candidate. Notwithstanding all of that, I was crushed when the church decided to hire another applicant. 

			This rejection began a journey in which the Lord did much to sanctify and develop me as a leader. Like a rod of metal aspiring to be a sword, I needed to be shaped and molded to be serviceable. This required much heat, hammering, and cooling. Eventually, I was hired—almost accidentally—as a part-time assistant youth director in a neighboring city. After six months as a part-time staff, I received a promotion and became the full-time assistant youth director. Within eighteen months at that church, I had received a significant raise, was overseeing two separate ministries, and completing my undergraduate degree in Social Services.

			In 2012, I received a call from my home church—-the same one who had decided not to hire me a few years earlier. After much prayer and consideration, I accepted the position. I have now been serving at this church for nine years and hope to continue for many more. 

			My student ministry journey has pushed me to grow. I have served in two different denominations, worked under diverse leadership styles, and waited patiently (and sometimes impatiently) for the Lord to open the right doors. Hindsight is 20/20, as the saying goes, and I can now look back and see how the Lord planted seeds in my life that required the right soil, water, and time to mature and yield fruit. When my home church declined my first application fifteen years ago, it was the Lord closing the door so that I could have this desperately needed time to grow. 

			One of the benefits of my youth ministry journey is working with diverse churches and leaders over the years. If someone were to inquire about the most fruitful youth ministries that I have ever witnessed, I would not necessarily identify those ministries with the most dynamic speakers. They may not have had leaders who were gifted with the most transcendent charisma. Additionally, the most educated and knowledgeable youth directors may not have been leading these students. Instead, the most fruitful youth ministries have men and women leading with a passion and energy that furiously loves their church. Additionally, this same love, care, and concern was also directed toward the small details of ministry that often go overlooked. Part of loving your church is instilling the healthy habits that lead to a successful ministry. 

			This book’s contents emerge from countless conversations with youth ministers, much reading, education, and training, as well as numerous experiences of both failure and success. If you are past your first year at a church, I believe this book is still for you. Playing catch-up is never easy, but it can be played well! I advise that you approach this book with openness, self-honesty, and a teachable heart.

			If youth directors refuse to be disciplined in the areas discussed in this book, it will become challenging to cultivate ministries that please God and benefit young people. Why is that? Because youth ministry is deeply relational. The “first-year” habits examined in this book, if disregarded, will become seeds of discontent. Over time, this will sour even the best working relationships, forming a considerable barrier between the ministry you have and the ministry you desire.

			This guide examines disciplines that I believe contribute to debunking the ministry-stunting “big kid” label. For some of you, portions of this book will feel like common-sense information. For others, this book will challenge your entire philosophy of youth ministry. However, each of us must always be willing to learn and grow. 

			There is a great need for men and women who love the Lord and the church. There is also a great need for these servants to know that they are indeed ministers of the Word. Teenagers need godly men and women to exhibit holy living and faithful Christian leadership. Thank you for your ministry and heart to serve the Kingdom of God!
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