
INISTRY
LEARN THE 4 R'S OF A BUILT-TO-LAST MINISTRY...OR ELSE

B Y S T E V E  K L0 T Z

Recently I reunited with several buddies from my early 
days as a youth worker in northern Pennsylvania. Two 
decades ago, w e were each just out of the starting blocks, 
planting our first ministries in neighboring small churches 
and working together on combined events. Now we're 
scattered across the state and firmly entrenched in middle 
age. As we reminisced, one guy asked, "Who here still 
works with youth?"

Out of the five of us, I was the only one.
Proudly, I rolled up my pant leg to reveal a nasty carpet 

burn on my shin— about six inches long, three inches wide, 
tomato red, and swollen into an ugly welt.

"O oool" they said in unison, eyes big as pizzas.
I rolled my pant leg down and stood tall: "Indoor floor 

hockey. Diving to hit the ball. Trying to make a goal."
"Did you score?" they quickly asked.
With a slight smile, I answered, "You better believe it, and 

it was worth it."
I could tell my story hit on something deep in each of 

them— it surfaced an ache fo r what could have been if burn
out and other more subtle obstacles hadn't derailed their 
dreams. All of us have faced down the specter of burnout... 
or will. First we think, then we say, "I can't do this anymore."

Some of us quit and never return to youth work. But some of us, 
somehow, respond to doubt-producing burnout with, "Yes, I can."

This article is about the "somehow." During my quarter-century 
in youth ministry, my burnout survival strategy has boiled down 
to four R's.

1. REALIZE THAT EFFECTIVE YOUTH MINISTRY IS A PROCESS. 
NOT A FORM ULA.

Soon after I launched myself into youth ministry, I heard a 
seminar speaker say that working w ith teenagers is like farming—  
redwood-tree farming, not vegetable farm ing.1 Twenty-five years 
later, I know the truth of that comparison— it's often helped me 
through the short-term frustrations that precede burnout. »>

Q  If you really want to make an impact on the world for generations to come, 

embrace your role as a "redwood farmer." The comparison is worth exploring: 

Redwoods are the tallest trees in the world—one reaching over 360 feet tall 

grows in the Humboldt Redwoods State Park. One giant redwood sequoia, 

the General Sherman Tree in Sequoia National Park, is 272 feet high and more 

than 36 feet in diameter and is widely considered to be the world's largest tree 

overall. You've likely got a few "giant redwoods" sitting in your youth room right 

now—probably the ones who are giving you the biggest headaches.
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G ET TO R EV EL IN TH E B E A U T Y  OF THE 
REDW O ODS TH EY 'V E P LA N T E D  A N D  
NU RTUR ED.

O N LY TH O SE W HO STICK W ITH YOUTH 
M INISTRY THROUGH THEIR

BURNOUT MOMENTS

I've tended vegetable gardens since I was a boy. You break 
up the soil, bury the seeds, keep them watered, and uproot the 
weeds. If you fo llow  the formula, you'll have a ripe harvest in a 
few  weeks.

Not so in youth ministry.
You can plow your field with an exciting outreach event, 

scatter your spiritual seeds, sprinkle them with holy water, and 
attempt to pull a few  weeds in your weekly message— but you 
won't have a ripe crop of teenage disciples in a few  weeks. If it 
were like that, there would be a long, long line of youth ministry 
recruits waiting to sign up, and many more would stay in for the 

long haul.
Instead, the reality is that some kids respond and others don't. 

Many of those who respond don't stick w ith it. Those who do 
stick w ith it have more troubles than our skills can address, let 
alone fix.2 Then we're confronted w ith problem parents, critical 
church staffers, and cultural chaos. If this were a vegetable 
garden, it'd be a disaster. But if I'm growing redwoods...

Redwood-tree farmers know that the person who plants 
the sapling likely won't be around to see the tree mature into 
something tru ly great. And that's a good perspective for youth 
pastors/farmers. Our teenagers need activities that w ill prune 
and shape them, teaching and encouragement that w ill nurture 
them, and advice that can help them repel threatening diseases. 
But they also need to stand alone as they grow and mature— to 
feel themselves holding firm  against the winds, spreading their 
branches, and deepening their roots. Early on, they don't look 
very impressive. They need time to grow ... lots of it.

For example, Beth was a middle-school brat in my first youth 
group (it was a part-time paid position that lasted two years). She 
was a nonstop talker w ho knew just how to distract others from  
what I was trying to do. She was often obnoxious. She stayed in 
the group, however, even after I left. Years later, when she called 
to ask if I'd officiate at her wedding (her church was between pas
tors), I learned that she'd graduated from  college w ith a degree in 
education and had become an elementary school teacher. She'd 
also been active in her church and wanted to integrate her faith 
into her marriage. I played at least a small part in that faith- 
cultivating process.

Only those who stick w ith youth ministry through their "burn
out moments" get to revel in the beauty of the redwoods they've 
planted and nurtured. Longevity brings the blessing of perspec
tive. Over time I've seen how God has influenced a teenager's 
trajectory, and that fuels m y patience when a middle schooler 
won't pay attention or a high schooler drifts away or some adult 
gets irritated because we returned to the church parking lot 30 
minutes late. Most burnout moments are mere bumps in the 
road, not dead ends.

2. REMEMBER TO REM EM BER W HY YOU GOT INTO 
YOUTH MINISTRY.

Burnout claims many youth workers because they simply 
forget about the reasons that influenced them to do this demand
ing work in the first place. We must remember w hy God called us 
to this.

Before the fall schedule rockets off the launching pad, I take 
time away from  my responsibilities to purposely remind myself of 
why I'm doing this incredibly difficult thing called youth ministry. 
And whenever difficult circumstances make me wonder w hy I 
spend huge chunks of my life on teenagers who have no blood 
or financial connection to me, I remind myself why I'm in it.

During my lonely and confused adolescence, I was profoundly 
helped by a few  important adults in my life. Each summer, camp 
director Chief Bob always made sure to ask about my parental »>

Q  For helpful tips on basic counseling skills, check out "The Must-Knows of 

Counseling Teenagers" in group's September/October 2004 issue. If you're a 

subscriber, you can access articles from back issues of group simply by going to 

www.groupmag.com, clicking on Back Issue Archive, typing in your subscriber 

number (found on your mailing label), clicking on the issue, then the article (or 

you can simply search for the article title).
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»>  •  I must be part of a youth ministry team. Once, and only 
once, I tried to fly  solo in youth ministry. On a camping trip that 
included a day at an amusement park, one of our kids went into 
diabetic shock. I nearly went into "youth worker shock" and 
vowed to never lead a group by myself again. Now I share all 
aspects of our program w ith a small cadre of adult leaders. And I 
call on parents and church friends to assist whenever needed.

•  I must attend learning opportunities that deepen my 
knowledge reserve for youth ministry. I need to be with 
leaders whose words and experiences validate my struggles and 
esteem my efforts. That's why I make sure to attend local and 
regional training events3— some of them specifically aimed at 
youth ministry and some that deal w ith w ider issues of faith, 
culture, and ministry.

•  I must frequently tell others about what God is doing in the 
lives of young people, and what may yet happen. By reporting to 
fellow church members, or showing off carpet burns to old friends, 
I encourage their support and prayers. Plus, I reaffirm God's pres
ence and activity in the midst of my ministry endeavors.

•  I must occasionally take time off and away. God can handle 
it, and I'll be better for it. I sometimes skip a weekly meeting
and opt out of a youth event, trusting my teammates to lead and 
giving myself a time of rest and recreation on my own or with 
my family.

•  I must enjoy the young "redwoods" God sends me, have 
fun with them, and give thanks for the privilege of helping them 
grow closer to Christ. If it's all drudgery, I spiral into ineffective
ness and dissatisfaction. But if I can look forward to a good water 
fight, a crazy game, or an innovative Bible study w ith a group of 
kids I (mostly!) enjoy, it's all a blessing beyond measure.

■ ■■
I still think my carpet-bum youth ministry is worth it. My leg 

has healed now, so I'm ready for another wild game. When I 
can't play anymore, I still plan to be here, able to minister more 
effectively than ever before. ■

STEVE KLOTZ is a 25-year veteran youth pastor— he's served as 

both a paid leader and a volunteer. He's now a youth ministry 

coordinator for a church in Pennsylvania.

Q  By the way, there's still time to register for a group Magazine Live workshop 

near you. The people who help put together the world's premier youth ministry 

magazine are bringing our ideas, insights, and strategies to a town in your area 

for an unforgettable face-to-face training experience. Just call 1-800-784-3777 for 

information, or go to www.groupmag.com/gml.
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