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Introduction

Thanks for taking the time to develop your leadership skills as a youth worker in the 
trenches of youth ministry. Between the three of us we’ve got about 10 gagillion years of 
youth ministry experience—most of those years coming from the Yoda of Youth Minis-
try: Doug Fields, trust him we do. If we carry the StarWars illustration out, Matt McGill 
is Obi-Wan: the aging mentor with ageless wisdom. That leaves Josh Griffin to be Luke 
Skywalker, naturally--a little younger, far better-looking, and the hero of the whole thing. 
In other words... Yes, I (Josh) am responsible for writing this introduction page. 

Our goal with this book is to provide you with some practical wisdom we’ve learned over 
the years serving students in the church and to introduce you to the little experiment 
we’re calling Download Youth Ministry. We had an idea that maybe actual youth workers 
are the best equipped to be producing resources for other youth workers. We realized 
that it’s youth workers who know youth ministry the best, they know the best resources 
to use and which ones they use the most. So that’s what we did—we asked some of our 
friends to make their resources available to you, and they asked their friends, and now we 
have new friends who are committed to our motto: “youth workers helping youth workers 
win.” That’s what we get to do every day.

If you love God and like teenagers we believe you’re going to do great in youth ministry. 
We think these tips will help you be a little more effective in the time you’re able to give. 
Thanks for your gracious sacrifice. 

Blessings… and May the Force Be With You!

Doug Fields (the old guy)

Matt McGill (not quite as old guy) 

Josh Griffin (wishes he was younger)
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10 Ways To Make Sure Your Games Win

Games have been a part of youth ministry since the beginning of time (this is true be-
cause the internet said so).

Games can definitely play an important part within your youth ministry—if they are used 
right. Teenagers love games, laughter and fun. But, youth ministry isn’t just about having 
fun and making sure teenagers are not bored! If you’re not intentional, your games can 
become nothing more than time-fillers. You don’t want to waste time; God has called 
you and your ministry to make an eternal difference.

Believe it or not, games can (and should) become a strategic part of your ministry. Our 
goal is to invite you to think a little deeper than just playing games.

We believe that the best types of games are the ones that build community and break 
down barriers. Shared experiences and making memories are powerful ways to impact a 
person’s life.  (Jack’s scar, his concussion, and the helicopter ride to the emergency room 
also serve as an unforgettable memory. Hint: when you play Red Rover, don’t turn off 
the lights... it’s a fun idea, but the consequences are anything but humorous!).

01. Make Fun A Priority

You may think this goes without saying... but it’s important to remember that everyone 
loves to laugh. In an atmosphere of fun, teenagers can become comfortable and more 
open to engage in the other aspects of a ministry program. Students are usually more 
apt to sing, share, listen and reflect when they feel comfortable within a group settings 
and games can make that happen.
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02. Good Games Help Students Connect

Games ought to serve as a catalyst for relationships. How? It’s simple: good games force 
people to connect. Some students will arrive to your ministry program with family prob-
lems, personal wounds, or a hard heart... and a little laughter can soften them up and 
position them to hear God’s truth. Many teenagers, who live outside the church culture, 
view church as boring and therefore think God is boring too. A little fun can help shatter 
these stereotypes. Many students are living in a high pressure, stressful world. Good 
games create the context where teenagers can relax, unwind, and “just be a kid.”
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03. Tie Your Games Into Your Lesson

When possible, connect your game with a deeper meaning to support a message or 
ministry value. Some lessons are better “caught” in a game environment rather than 
taught in a message or Bible study. Games that lead toward teachable moments are 
powerful ways to leverage a game beyond the sole purpose of fun. Even if the game 
doesn’t “fit” perfectly with your message, you can still point to the bigger picture. For 
example, you might say:

• “That was definitely fun and proves that we don’t take ourselves too seriously, 
but we do take God seriously, so let’s see what his Word has to say for us today.”

• “Everyone likes to have fun, and that’s a good thing, but God created us to expe-
rience joy, which is far deeper than laughter.”
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04. Lead With Enthusiasm

As a leader, you have to OWN the game with conviction. You have to actually believe that 
game is worthwhile of getting everyone involved. Anything less than total commitment 
will “leak” out and you’ll discover that you have less participation and excitement. You 
don’t have to be an electrified Chihuahua hopped up on drugs, but you do need to be-
lieve in what you’re asking everyone to do. Your confidence will encourage participation.

05. Keep an Eye on the Level of Competition

Ministry games get too competitive when leadership misses the big-picture: it’s not 
about winning. It’s sad and painful to watch an adult reliving his youth and knocking over 
a seventh grade girl with the hope to “win.” Competition has the potential to bring out 
the worst in others—so prepare for it. You can avoid this tension by getting your leaders 
on the same page BEFORE the games begin. Be fair, but firm. You don’t want a student 
leaving your ministry because a game got out of hand.
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06. Make Sure Everyone Plays... Especially the Adult Leaders

Non-participation looks a lot like apathy. Last time we checked, there’s no such thing as 
the spiritual gift of apathy. Apathetic leaders can kill the fun mood a game is trying to 
create. It’s a bad idea to have your adults standing around the edge of the room with 
their arms crossed and uninvolved. In our opinion, a healthy youth ministry fights furi-
ously against communicating “US (adults) vs. THEM (teenagers).” Good games involve 
adult participation so teenagers can see “older people” having fun too.
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07. Don’t Embarrass Students

When someone fails, falls or loses, it’s not the time to capitalize on their loss (as tempt-
ing as it can be!). While it might make for a good laugh, laughter at the expense of a 
teenager may push them away from trusting you, your ministry... and possibly God.

08. Make Sure That Your Cliques Aren’t Reinforced

If you’re not careful, a game can do the opposite of building community and enhanc-
ing new relationships. This can happen when exclusive friendship circles (also know as 
“cliques”) are given the opportunity to band together against others. Be intentional with 
how you create teams, and be very careful about allowing teenagers to form teams—re-
member, it’s brutal to be picked last. 

Student Leadership Tip

“ We make it an expectation that our student leaders 
spread out and meet others during game time and remind 
them that the goal is not winning. “
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09. Remember That Less is More

Too much of a good thing isn’t a good thing. This may be counter intuitive, but trust us: 
the best time to end a game is while the teenagers are still enjoying it! Leave them want-
ing more and go out on top!

If a game is going too long, or if it’s not working: stop. Don’t force it... abandon ship! 
There is no secret code among youth workers that says you have to go down with the 
ship. Obviously, you’re not intending for a game to fail, but if it does, cut your losses and 
move on.

10. Be Prepared

We know you’re busy—we really do—but don’t wait until the last minute to get every-
thing ready for your game. Great games require a little extra forethought. Make the time 
to be prepared so you don’t have to “wing it.” Think through all of the details, materials 
needed, and prizes. Additionally, planning helps you set up other leaders to win. The 
more you plan, the easier it will be to delegate for someone else to lead. 

At our DYM Store we have many types of games that can help you if you’re in a pinch for 
time.
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9 Essentials for Dynamic Discussions

You are in youth ministry because you follow Jesus and want to make an eternal differ-
ence with your life! One of the many ways you can make a powerful impact is through 
your words. Here are nine ways to take your conversations with teenagers to the next 
level:

01. View Your Ministry Programs as an Opportunity for Conversations

Programs are simply an opportunity for relationships and discipleship to get started. 
Programs don’t disciple, people do. View your programs as an opportunity to generate 
life-on-life. Great discipleship happens in the context of relationship. It’s easier to share 
authentically with friends. It is difficult to reject a friend’s advice because he/she has con-
sistently demonstrated care and acceptance within the context of a friendship. Conver-
sations are the “meat and potatoes” of discipleship, because they build community and 
develop spiritual understanding.

10downloadyouthministry.com

02. Talk to Make a Difference, not just to Make Conversation

Getting teenagers to talk is relatively easy—especially for girls. However, as a spiritual 
leader you’re looking for more than conversation. You want to help teenagers talk about 
stuff that really matters. We find a lot of youth workers are good at talking with teenag-
ers, but they fail to turn the corner and talk about the areas that lead to life-change. Be 
thinking, “How can I move this conversation to something personal about their life?” Be 
intentional and watch how that changes the nature of your dialogue.  

03. Lead Out of the Overflow of what God is Doing in Your Life

Seek God first in your own life. Allow God to work in your heart before He works through 
you in the lives of others. The best ministry is authentic and passionate, and this hap-
pens when you serve out of the overflow of what God is doing in your life. 
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04. Prepare For Your Time Together

Leading a discussion is more than having a handful of questions listed as part of a cur-
riculum. Discussion that makes a difference requires preparation and hard work. It’s a 
myth to believe that facilitating good discussions can happen without preparation. A few 
hints:

• Be sure that you fully understand the passage and/or topic.
• Develop some specific objectives for your time with your students.
• Be ready with questions that are your own words
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05. Be Natural

Asking good questions is a science and an art. We can give you a few tips to keep in 
mind, but the best way to learn is by experience and reflection. As you lead more discus-
sions, you’ll develop the ability to “feel” what are good questions and when to ask them. 
That being said, here are a few ideas to help you become more natural: (1) If you want 
to create conversation, be conversational. Don’t read questions right off of the curricu-
lum. (2) Ask questions in your own words. (3) Be ready to ask the same question in two 
or three different ways in case teenagers don’t “get it” the first time. (4) Don’t repeat the 
same words if they don’t get it, say the same thing in a different way.
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06. Understand the Elements of a Good Question

Open ended questions are great… especially if the beginning of group time is open 
ended. Open questions lead to more discussion, because they allow for several possible 
answers.

Closed questions can be an especially effective tool to focus your group. When the time 
is right, polarize your group by solidifying opinions (for example, “So then, are you saying 
we can earn our salvation by good works?”). When used properly, asking a closed ques-
tion is like forcing everyone through one of two doors. The point is not that one door 
is right and the other is wrong... the point is to help them understand what they think. 
Follow up a closed question with another open question:

• “Why do you think that?” 
• “Where do you see that in this passage?” 
• “What might be the result of your answer?”

Good questions have answers that aren’t obvious. In our opinion, the most important 
teachings in scripture aren’t very mysterious and difficult to understand. However, ask-
ing a question like, “Look at verse 16. For God so loved, what?” does very little to get your 
students actually thinking. They’re not thinking, they’re searching for a right answer to 
please or impress you. Instead, look at a larger passage and ask something like, “After 
reading this passage, what do we learn about God’s character and actions?”

Sometimes, we’ll ask a question that the text doesn’t answer. For example: “After reading 
John 3, try asking your student, “The Bible is clear in this passage: God loves the world 
enough to send his Son Jesus. But WHY does God love us so much? We know that he 
does love us, but why does he love us?” This scripture doesn’t answer the question... let 
students answer, let the conversation linger... then point them back to the text, “what 
teachings in the text support your answer?” When they see that their answers aren’t 
grounded in scripture, they can also see their assumptions.

Everyone has assumptions, and good questions help your students discover their pre-
conceptions. Last week, we were studying Mark 4 and one student said, “Wait, why is the 
rocky soil not good? I thought Jesus was our rock.” We unlock the prison created by our 
assumptions when we recognize them and let the text speak on it’s own.

Good dialog hangs on great questions, but what you do after you’ve presented the ques-
tion is just as critical.
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07. Don’t Fill the Silence

Silence is uncomfortable for most people, so it is natural for a leader to quickly fill that 
void. If you want to lead good conversations, you will have to get comfortable with the 
uncomfortable silence. Set the tone for your teenagers by letting them know there may 
frequently be silence… and that’s okay. It’s often within the silence that everyone has a 
chance to think without listening. 
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08. Listen. No, really, Listen

You may be thinking, “DUH! OF COURSE!” However, there’s a real temptation to use the 
time when others are talking to mentally prepare your next question. This isn’t good for 
one to one conversation, and it also kills community in a group. Express your care by 
actively listening.

09. Be Ready to Learn Something

If we believe that the Apostle Paul knew what he was talking about, then we ought to be 
ready to learn from other believers… even when they may be decades younger. If you 
show up to youth group without being ready to learn something from a teenager, then 
you may be too arrogant to lead well.

IMPORTANT NOTE: You won’t always be able to fully facilitate meaningful conversations. 
Every time your group gets together, it has a “life” of its own. You may not get to the 
“destination” you originally intended and that’s okay. Be sure to draw a few conclusions 
at the end of your time together—even if you didn’t cover all of your objectives. When 
you have “unfinished business,” one idea is to turn that idea into a reflection question 
your students can think about on their own away from the group. You could also follow 
up with a message via Facebook or text and keep the conversation going throughout the 
week.

It is also important to acknowledge and affirm every response your students make. You 
want to communicate your attention and approval for what they shared. It doesn’t have 
to be a big deal each time, a smile, nod, or a quick, “HMMM. Good thought… thanks 
for being willing to share that” is enough. If someone risks something personal, please 
thank them. If you are surprised by an answer and learn something… admit it. If a teen-
ager says something especially insightful, celebrate it without making everyone else feel 
inferior. The more positive your feedback, the more willing they will be to share in the 
future. 
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8 Reasons to be More Thankful

Healthy leaders take time to develop the discipline of thankfulness. Here are ideas to 
help you in this pursuit:

01. Thankfulness Opens my Perspective

It’s easy to complain and point out problems… those actions don’t require intelligence. 
Negative attitudes won’t help your leadership. No one has ever grumbled their way to a 
better attitude. Being thankful shifts our focus to the good blessings we’ve received from 
God. No matter how bad things get in this life, in Jesus, there is always something that 
can trigger thankfulness. It’s our responsibility to receive God’s gift and thank Him.
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02. Thankfulness Deepens my Humility

Every blessing in our lives is a gift from God, not something we created or earned on our 
own. Everything belongs to God, and the only way we “have” something is a direct result 
of His generosity. It’s normal for entitlement to slowly creep into our lives and darken 
our hearts. Thankfulness turns on the light and recognizes God as the Provider for our 
needs.

03. Thankfulness Expands my Faith

Gratitude recognizes the past work of God in our lives. When we remember God’s faith-
fulness, we position our hearts to trust Him to provide in the future. God has given us 
everything that we’ve needed, and he will continue to give us what we need. Developing 
the habit of being thankful also creates within us the capacity to trust God during the 
lean times.

04. Thankfulness Transforms Discouragement into Joy

There’s a lot of pain in this world, and sometimes its ugliness is overpowering and over-
whelming. Thankfulness doesn’t deny the difficult seasons, but it does open the door for 
joy to enter the picture. Lasting joy is a promise the world makes, but can’t deliver. When 
we remain in Christ, his joy is a gift for every believer.
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05. Thankfulness Rearranges my Priorities

Many leaders move at such a fast pace that their priorities get out of whack. As youth 
workers, most us have so much going on that it becomes easy to major on the minors. 
We can easily slip into a selfish mode of living, becoming impatient or easily irritated. 
A grateful heart is open to God’s work in our lives. Being thankful helps us understand 
what’s really important in the grand scheme of things… beyond the busyness of the mo-
ment.
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06. Thankfulness Challenges Our “Needs”

The closer we grow to Jesus, the more we realize that many of our “needs” are really 
“wants.” It’s not fun to admit this! Thankfulness turns our hearts into a fertile soil for con-
tentment to grow into full bloom. Learning to be content in every situation is a measure 
of spiritual maturity, and comes when we learn to be thankful for God’s gifts. The power 
of “I WANT” is weakened in the light of “I’M THANKFUL.”

07. Thankfulness Keeps Me from Envy

When our desires run wild and unchecked, but aren’t satisfied, the result is envy. Few 
things can steal our peace like envy. Envy hungers to possess that which is beyond its 
reach. Think of the childish tantrum that comes when he’s told he can’t have cake for 
dinner. 

When it gets really bad, envy also destroys community by turning into jealousy. This 
happens when we lose our capacity to be excited when others experience something we 
can’t.

When we’re trapped by envy and jealousy, the only way out is thankfulness. Gratitude 
leads to contentment for what we do have, and excitement for what others gain. 

08. Thankfulness Enhances our Compassion

We have a lot to be thankful for—not just materially, but also spiritually. When we are 
thankful for the spiritual gifts we have in Christ, we can’t help but have greater compas-
sion for those who aren’t in God’s family.
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7 Ways to Improve Your Relationship with Your Senior Pastor

Many youth workers wish they had a better relationship with their senior pastor. This 
isn’t surprising; leaders in the church are often focused on their ministry and find it diffi-
cult to make time to connect with other staff. Here are a few ideas that will help you be 
more intentional and potentially deepen your friendship with your “boss.”

01. Check Your Heart

You need to start with honesty and some authentic soul searching. Are you truly on 
board and following the leadership of your senior pastor? When you think about your 
senior pastor, what is the usual tone of your thoughts? When you talk with others, do 
you verbally support his or her decisions, even the ones you disagree with? This ought to 
be a no-brainer (but unfortunately, it isn’t). If you aren’t ready to follow your senior pas-
tor, you’ll most likely never enjoy a good relationship. Get to the root: are you following 
your leader? If not, what will it take for you to get on board?
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02. Make Sure Your Shoulder Doesn’t Have a Chip on it

You may need to ditch the “poor me” mentality. YIKES! Sorry, we know this point is “in 
your face.” But, we wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t necessary. We’ve seen too many youth 
workers who are fixated on their own hurt feelings. When this is coupled with unrealistic 
expectations, it’s no surprise that the youth worker / senior pastor relationship isn’t ful-
filling. Yes, you are a valuable leader in your church, and you are “worthy” of your senior 
pastor’s attention… however, you don’t know all he/she feels and does. Senior pastors 
are busy, burdened, under a lot of pressure and thinking about the spiritual needs of 
the congregation. 

The best way to BE LOVED is to first BE LOVING. Keep building up your unrealistic ex-
pectations and you’ll continue to fall into frustration. Build a bridge to your senior pastor 
and don’t give up. Once you get over your resentment and take the first step, you are on 
your way to a better relationship with your leader.
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03. Consistently Communicate

Keep your senior pastor informed about what’s going on with the ministry. No one likes 
to be caught off guard, so commit to being diligent to make sure your senior pastor 
knows about the major events and programs in your ministry. Bullet point details are 
sufficient, because that keeps your update short. Let him or her know about your major 
decisions, successes and barriers. Your senior pastor may not read everything you write, 
but at least it’s available. 

Be humble and teachable and ask for perspective and advice. It’s not good to bring ev-
ery issue to the table, because you don’t want to make your responsibility become his/
hers. Figure it out and solve most of your own problems and don’t always be complain-
ing… but, save the “biggies” for your senior pastor’s input. Have the humility to ask for his 
or her wisdom.
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04. Prepare for your Meetings

No one likes to have their time wasted. One practical way you can demonstrate respect 
for your senior pastor is to take time to prepare for your meetings together. Conversa-
tions can still be “organic” when you plan—just hold on to your agenda with a loose grip. 
Bring two copies of your short and simple agenda (again, think bullet points). Make it 
clear which items are updates, discussions, or decisions you need to make.

Ask for help and ideas on difficult decisions (this is especially true if you are facing a 
crisis). Be sure to communicate the possible solutions and indicate which one you are 
leaning toward. If you just show up with a problem, you’re making it your senior pastor’s 
problem. If you ask him or her to respond to the work you’ve already done, you’re able 
to demonstrate your competence and humility.

05. Invite Your Senior Pastor to your Ministry

Be intentional and think through a couple different opportunities in which your se-
nior pastor can contribute to your ministry. It may be showing up at camp or a retreat, 
speaking to your students, or training your volunteers. Be sure to give him or her an 
“OUT,” because your senior pastor has many personal time demands.
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06. Do Your Best and Connect Relationally

This may not work in every situation, but we encourage you to take a risk and invite your 
senior pastor to hang out. He or she may not want to play a round of Halo on your Xbox, 
but an informal meal or coffee could go a long way in improving your relationship. In our 
experience, a significant number of senior pastors aren’t really into connecting like this, 
so try not to take it too personal if that’s not their style!
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07. Be Yourself

You probably teach this same truth to your teenagers. You don’t want to be fake, it won’t 
last over the long haul. It’s good to earn the respect of your senior pastor, he or she is 
your leader and that’s the way it ought to be. We go too far when we sacrifice our integ-
rity by acting or putting up a facade. You can’t be the person you think your senior pas-
tor wants you to be. Relax a little bit and just be yourself. It’s more fun, and it’s a much 
better way to build relationships.
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6 Ways to be Family Friendly

Parents are the number one influencers in their child’s life—they play a role bigger than 
peers, media, or school. As youth workers we know this to be true, but we often struggle 
seeing how to prioritize parents within our youth ministry. Here’s six ways to be stronger 
in this difficult area of ministry: 

01. Communicate! Communicate! Communicate!

Life is busy because teenagers have a lot going on in their life. Parents have the difficult 
task of attempting to balance all the different demands on their time. Make the commit-
ment to help your families and clearly communicate with your parents. Let your families 
know about:

• Events, camps, and retreats
• Teaching series
• Small group studies 
• Ministry successes and significant changes

Over communicate! Communicate the same thing over different channels: email, 
Facebook, church website, text. (Free texting is included in the DYM membership, if you 
aren’t a member, you can check it out here).

Keep it short! Your communication doesn’t have to be long, but it should be consistent 
and clear and directed to the parents’ world.
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02. Affirm Parents to your Students

We’re on the “same side” with parents, so make sure to take every opportunity to speak 
highly of them when you’re around teenagers. Resist the urge to join in when a teenag-
er is verbally bashing his/her parents. We’ve noticed that this is a common way newer 
youth workers try to “build a bridge” with a teenager and criticize parents... but it doesn’t 
work. Trying to leverage this type of common ground with teenagers doesn’t build 
Christ-like character.
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03. Speak Highly of Their Kids

Affirmation is a powerful gift! Each time you see a parent, consider using this opportu-
nity to praise their son/daughter. Parents love to hear great things about their kids and 
when it comes from someone who knows them and really cares about them, the affir-
mation is even more powerful. Returning home from camp is a great opportunity to brag 
to parents about their kids and set a positive tone for post-camp family follow up. There 
are few things more rewarding to parents than hearing good words about their kids. 
This is a gift that doesn’t cost you anything.
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04. Finish Your Ministry Programs on Time

If your small group or Bible study is scheduled to end at 9pm, plan on finishing at 
8:55pm. You are friendly to families when they don’t have to waste their time waiting 
for you to finish. We heard some youth workers say, “We had to end late, the Spirit was 
really moving.” Okay, once in a while it isn’t a big deal, but don’t make a habit out of it. 
The great things that happened in your program have the potential to be “undone” by an 
angry parent. Consider very carefully before keeping parents’ waiting. 

This principle also applies when returning home from camps/retreats/events. Don’t keep 
parents waiting in the parking lot for an hour while you are driving back to the church. 
Take your planned arrival time and add at least 30 minutes and communicate that time 
to your parents via text updates.

05. Cheaper is Better

It’s expensive to run a family! When you build budgets for your youth ministry events, 
be sensitive to how the cost impacts your families--especially families with multiple kids. 
For a family with three kids, a summer filled with church programs can be so expensive 
that their kids can’t be involved. Think through ways to design powerful events that don’t 
require your parents pay a king’s ransom.
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06. Offer Parent Resources

Help your parents develop their parenting skills by pointing them toward good books, or 
websites or seminars that you’ve heard other parents talking about. Every parent wants 
to be pointed to a helpful idea. Also, figure out a way to offer a parenting class a couple 
times a year. If you don’t have teenagers, get someone else to teach it who is a seasoned 
parent (parents would rather learn tips from an experienced parent rather than a youth 
worker who has “theories” of parenting). 

The DYM membership includes an amazing Parent Newsletter builder. With this tool, 
you can create a fancy parent newsletter PDF in a few minutes! You write a short wel-
come letter and then add any upcoming event information that you want. We provide an 
ever-growing list of professionally written articles to help your parents win in their crazy 
task! Attach as many articles as you’d like… then, hit save! The PDF looks professionally 
designed can be emailed or printed! Magic!

For more information on the membership, check it out here.
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5 Signs That Your Passion is Fading

“Take delight in the LORD, and he will give you the desires of your heart.” (Psalm 37:4)

Every leader experiences low points. There will be ministry seasons when the passion 
fades. The initial stages of your passion slip will be subtle, so it’s important to discern 
the warning signs before discontent takes permanent residence. Here are five signs 
that your passion is fading… if you are experiencing too many of these—it’s time to take 
action.

01. Ministry Feels More Like a CHORE Than a Calling

The passion is fading when it’s difficult to get excited about showing up to youth group. 
Projects and tasks become monotonous and feel like obstacles rather than opportuni-
ties to make a difference. When ministry becomes an obligation, it’s time to get back to 
the heart of why you entered ministry.
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02. You Become Easily Drained by People

Another indicator of decreased passion is an increase with impatience with other peo-
ple. A deflated ball just doesn’t bounce well, and neither will you when you are running 
low on passion. A lowered tolerance unfairly transforms annoying interactions into dev-
astating exchanges: 

• Questions into criticism
• Personality quarks into character flaws
• Minor mistakes into major catastrophes 
• People into problems

People shouldn’t be a drain on our ministry, people are our ministry.

03. Growing Bitterness and Resentment

You know you’re moving close to the passionless edge when invisible tally marks build 
up in your heart and you categorize and agonize over all the wrongs committed against 
you. The pure joy that comes from a passionate heart tends to look past wrongs. A pas-
sionate person shows grace to others… when we start keeping score, it’s a sure sign that 
we’re beginning to miss the mark.
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04. Fatal Fatigue

Even passionate leaders eventually tire. There’s “normal tired” and a deeper weariness 
that casts a dark shadow over our hearts. We call “fatal fatigue,” an exhaustion mixed 
with feelings of insignificance. When we’re regularly tired and wondering, “Does what I 
do even matter?”… that’s usually a strong indicator that something is going wrong and an 
important feeling to pay attention to. 
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05. More Distracted than Usual

Without passion, filtering excess noise and trying to focus on what’s important becomes 
very difficult. Passionate leaders are typically highly focused on what matters most. In 
fact, passionless people are easily distracted because they are looking for anything that 
may add some excitement.

SO, NOW WHAT?

If you recognize some of these signs within your own life, don’t despair! YOU AREN’T 
ALONE. We have been there (and if you’re new to ministry… these signs are coming).

Use this season as a new way to trust God. There are some things that only God can 
do in our lives when our passion fades. Connect with a trusted friend and get honest 
about how you are feeling. Their support and perspective can be a game changer. Take 
the time to reflect and gain new insights about who God designed you to be. Maybe you 
have stopped doing some of the things you really love about ministry… and it’s time for 
you to return to some forgotten habits. Perhaps God is birthing a new passion in your 
life, and it’s time for you to discern what that might be.

It would be a major mistake to deny your feelings and bury your head in the sand. It’s 
time to see where God is working in your life. It’s not time to work harder and achieve 
more… even if you are externally successful, it will only increase your internal emptiness.
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4 Principles for Developing Leaders

“For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God…” (2 Timothy 1:6)

As leaders, we are called to help others discover how God has designed them to minis-
ter and to help them find a spot to serve. Essentially, it’s your job to develop leaders—
and it’s a huge task. However, it can also bring great joy when you see others “come 
alive” through serving in a significant way. It’s amazing to be there in the moment when 
another person “gets it,” and sees how God can use them. 

Great leaders have a way of developing other leaders. When your ministry builds a rep-
utation for empowering people, you will attract other leaders. While there is no way to 
“guarantee” results, here are four trench-tested practices all leaders of leaders ought to 
develop:

01. Weed Out The Non-Leaders

Have high expectations for your leadership team. Not everyone you know is ready for 
a leadership role… and that’s okay. When you communicate high expectations you will 
force potential leaders to ask, “Am I really ready for this?” This is a strong self-evaluation 
question. We’ve had leaders tell us, “I wanted to join your leadership team a year ago, 
but when I heard what was required I realized I wasn’t mature enough. Now I am.”
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02. Believe in Your Leaders

Leaders grow when they know they are believed in and challenged to take the next step 
in their development. Define your expectations, communicate them and help leaders 
live up to them. You could settle for less and never be disappointed… but, you’ll simply 
develop leaders who lack passion. So, expect more and be thrilled with the results. And, 
the more you do this, the more you’ll learn about your own leadership and the better 
you’ll become at raising up and developing leaders.



03. Give Away Real Responsibility

Leadership should be viewed as a verb. Leading is all about actually doing something 
meaningful for God. It’s not enough to simply tell people that they are significant, we 
need to give them the opportunity to also do something significant. You can tell that you 
have given away something real when there’s a little bit of pain in letting the responsibili-
ty go. There’s a real chance that everything may not be perfect, because you’ve trusted a 
leader and given him or her significant responsibility.

The key to developing leaders is to make sure you don’t dump or delegate… but, entrust. 
When a responsibility is real, the growth is deeper and lasts longer. When I (Matt) was a 
sophomore in high school, Doug (at the time, my youth pastor) asked me to teach a de-
votional at our weekly meeting—I was blown away at the responsibility. I’ve got to imag-
ine that Doug was equally blown away by my failures! But, I was being entrusted with a 
significant responsibility and it triggered me to learn to teach. 

A unique caution that I (Doug) learned from watching Matt jump at the described teach-
ing responsibility was the difference between “let him fail” and “set him up to fail.” As 
leaders, we don’t need to set others up to fail… they’re perfectly capable of that on their 
own. We need to set them up to win and then allow occasional failures to become in-
strumental teachers. 

One of the keys to developing leaders is to ask the question, “Is there anything that I’m 
doing that could be done by someone else?” If the answer is “yes”… give it away and 
spend your time doing something else.
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04. Help Them Fail Forward

Two values often seem to clash against one another: (1) doing great ministry, and (2) 
developing great ministry leaders. When these two priorities are in conflict, the collision 
can be painful. A key ingredient for developing healthy student leaders is to allow them 
to fail, flop, and flounder... and this goes against the value of doing great ministry. Think 
about the consequences of allowing leaders to fail:

• Programs may not start on time... or at all...
• Teaching may not be as strong or slightly more heretical than yours...
• Songs may sound like the rejected contestants from American Idol...

Standing on the sideline while allowing leaders to learn through their failure is very pain-
ful (think: root canal). That’s why so many short-sided leaders have developed the kind of 
thinking that says, “If you want something done right, do it yourself.” Sure, you can avoid 
some pain if you do everything by yourself, but if you do everything yourself you won’t 
last and neither will your leaders and your ministry. 

It’s ego inflating to be the lone-ranger youth worker, but it’s Kingdom building when your 
ministry isn’t solely dependent on your leadership. The currency for that kind of success 
is “failure” and the price is often steep. By allowing others to experience failure you will 
be hurt, frustrated and you may even experience conflict with others, but the pain can 
be people and Kingdom building.

Sustaining a great ministry over time requires a commitment to letting leaders fail. The 
upside of failure is that failure is an excellent teacher and will prepare the growing lead-
er to lead better. Here are some practical ideas for how you can allow your leaders to 
fail forward:

Strengthen your relational foundation. You’ll need trust to build-up and encourage the 
leader after the failure. 

Commit to sitting on the sidelines and don’t fall into the pressure of saving the failure. 
If you have a hard time standing on the sidelines, consider planning an absence so you 
can’t be present to “save it.” Call in sick, take the night off, treat your spouse to a date 
and allow others to lead occasionally. Both you and your leaders will be better off!
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Resist the urge to pontificate and offer all the pearls of wisdom you’ve learned over the 
years as a leader. Even if they ask you, consider holding your response and instead ask, 
“What do you think God might be teaching you through this responsibility?” Then listen. 
Correct gently. Encourage loudly.

Good leaders do great ministry. Great leaders do good ministry and develop leaders by 
allowing them to fail.

Check out great resources to equip your volunteers. 
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3 Questions Your Students are Asking

As leaders in youth ministry, we have the privilege to share the greatest message of 
hope and power with the students who God has entrusted to us.

Every youth worker’s ministry to teenagers involves an element of teaching. They are 
watching your example, engaging you with questions, and/or listening to your messages 
and sermons. To lead is to teach.

But teaching good news can quickly turn into bad news for the teacher because it can 
be difficult to communicate effectively! Wouldn’t teaching be so much easier if all we 
needed to do was open our mouth and allow the pearls of wisdom to flow to an eager, 
quiet and respectful audience of teenagers? Yeah... quit dreaming.

We’re going to go old school in order to learn from the past. It’s not what you’re thinking, 
we’re not talking about Billy Graham or Charles Spurgeon—we’re going all the way back 
to Aristotle. His understanding of human nature and communication has led to some 
undeniable nuggets of wisdom for those of us who try to teach and connect with our 
students.

Aristotle believed that everyone is asking three basic questions about a speaker/teach-
er/mentor:
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1. Can I trust you?

2. Do you care about me?

3. Do you know what you’re talking about?

The first question is about a speaker’s “ethos” or character. A listener (your audience) 
has to believe a speaker is good and trustworthy (“ethical”) before he/she will really listen 
to the message. 

The second question refers to a speaker’s “pathos” or empathy. A listener must not only 
believe the teacher is trustworthy, but also wants to make an emotional connection with 
the listener. 

The third question is about a speaker’s “logos” or logic. The content must be credible to 
be accepted. 
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Aristotle believed that the best communicators make attempts to answer all three ques-
tions a listener is “asking.”

Take a moment and think about your favorite communicators. (1) Do you trust them? 
Does their life seem real? That’s ethos. (2) Do you feel like they care about you when 
they speak? Do they communicate in such a way that you genuinely believe they care 
about your well-being? That’s pathos. And, (3) Do they know what they are talking about? 
Does their content make sense and ring true? That’s logos.

It’s been our experience that many youth workers unintentionally blow past the first two 
principles (ethos and pathos) and skip straight to the content (logos). In some ways it’s 
as if the youth worker is saying, “I’ve got some truth that I believe will be important to 
you!” When this is the case, preparing the message begins and ends with, “am I saying all 
the correct things?” That’s fine, but the problem with this sole focus of communication 
is that your audience doesn’t care about much you know (at first)... they want to know if 
they can trust you and if you care about them. All three elements are important in good 
communication.

Take a moment to reflect on your ministry: how do you show your students that they 
can trust you, that you care about them and you know what you’re talking about. Then, 
spend some time thinking about how you can communicate those three elements be-
fore, during, and after your message.
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2 Types of Words that Work Wonders

 Words matter! They really matter to teenagers. Since they matter so much we’ve 
chosen to dissect the difference between words of encouragement and words of affir-
mation. Here’s how we see them as different: encouragement lifts a person’s attitude, 
and affirmation paints a positive picture of one’s future. We’re big fans of both types and 
believe youth workers should learn to be liberal when expressing encouragement and 
affirmation.

Anxiety weighs down the heart, but a kind word cheers it up. (Proverbs 12:25)
A person finds joy in giving an apt reply—and how good is a timely word! (Proverbs 
15:23).

Teenagers are surrounded by discouragement and are desperate for encouragement 
(just like most adults… but that’s another story). As teenagers explore their identity and 
make mistakes, a kind word from a caring friend will soften the blow of failure. A typical 
response to failure often includes blame, ridicule, satire, posturing and sarcasm—it’s 
human nature to tear others down in a fruitless attempt to feel better about oneself. 

In youth ministry, this can and should be different!
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It’s difficult to determine the impact words can make on an individual’s life. Some 
words—good or bad—remain lodged deep within for an entire life. Our guess is that 
words have both wounded and brought healing to you and you’re well aware of the 
power of the spoken word. 

Here are five ideas to add more ENCOURAGEMENT to your conversations with 
teenagers:
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1. Catch your students doing something right. Be on the look out! It won’t take long 
to see something worthy of encouragement. Verbally celebrate the positive that you see!

2. Make encouragement your automatic response. Chances are that this action 
will come more naturally for some and be more difficult for others. Examine your typical 
response to the people in your life and determine if you need to change your default 
response. Then, rinse and repeat until encouragement becomes more natural. We can 
all learn to be more positive.

3. Pray for opportunities to encourage. When we talk to God about teenagers, we 
will begin to look at them more like He does: loved and filled with promise and potential. 

4. Choose care over criticism. It’s easy to critique and complain—criticism doesn’t 
require much intelligence. It’s much more difficult to think about how to verbally care for 
others. When you care, you soften hearts and open up eyes (and, you’ll become better 
at it too). 

5. Go deeper than the surface. Technically, these are encouraging words, 
 “You don’t seem to sweat much for a husky kid.”
 “You seem smart for a dropout.” 
 “It’s really amazing how your pasty white skin shines in the sun.”
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Don’t settle for a superficial word of encouragement when you can dig a little deeper 
and add meaning to your words. If you need to start by commenting on how they’re 
dressed… okay, start there, but don’t stay at the superficial level. Keep looking past the 
surface and you’ll move from their clothing to their character—that type of encourage-
ment is memorable and transformational.

A quick aside: Encouragement shouldn’t become a substitute for a confrontation that 
may need to happen. There will be times when the best thing you can say to a student 
may actually sting the recipient. But, when you have a solid relationship that’s bathed in 
encouragement, confrontations are easier and more effective.
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Again, encouragement lifts a person’s attitude… affirmation paints a positive 
picture of one’s future.

As youth workers, one of our greatest privileges is to work alongside the Holy Spirit and 
affirm God’s work in a teenager’s life. Here are six ways that you can be more AFFIRMING 
for your students: 

1. Commit to the long haul. Helping a teenager discover their unique identity in Christ 
won’t happen overnight or in a single conversation. Most life-change requires a signifi-
cant process… it takes time to build a healthy relationship. Because of that truth, it’s too 
soon for you to give up. Yep! Too soon!

2. Become a student of their life. This challenge requires you to pay attention and try 
to discern where God is moving. WATCH! ASK! LISTEN! Nurture a vision for a teenager’s 
growth by paying attention to who they are and commenting on it. Think about them of-
ten and ask God what he might be up to in their lives and what you might be able to do 
to help. Don’t allow your assumptions to get in the way—humbly submit your assump-
tions in prayer and beg God for clarity for what role you might play.

3. Paint pictures of their potential. God’s designs for our lives are always so much 
more than we can understand or expect. Help your students see new horizons. When 
a teenager sets a personal goal, encourage it, challenge it and nurture it. It is a magnifi-
cent gift that God allows us to ask, “WHAT IF… [fill-in-the-blank]?”
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4. Celebrate great decisions. When a teenager expresses Christ-like character, cheer 
them on. Any spiritual success is worth noticing and affirming. Point out the fruit of 
God’s Spirit (Gal.5) that you see in their life and help them see how they are in line with 
God’s design.

5. Downplay the failures. Learn to look past the problems and make grace your first 
response. Parties are so much better than punishments. When a teenager takes a hard 
fall, don’t take it personally, your disappointment doubles the shame and doesn’t do any 
good. We’re not suggesting you look beyond it, we’re just challenging you to not high-
light, remind and dwell on it.

6. Challenge them to serve. There are some things that God can only teach us when 
we are serving others. We are never more like Jesus than when we serve. Once you see 
teenagers serving, highlight it with caring comments and ask them questions to help 
them explore their serving-experience to better help them discover where God might be 
leading.
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1 Thing that Matters Most

Maintaining a pure and passionate heart for God.

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 
upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:28–30)

What a great and powerful promise from Jesus!

Unfortunately, for many leaders, getting caught up in the doing of ministry often means 
missing out on the rest that Jesus offers.

Resting well is a challenge for most youth ministry leaders. We know this is a big issue, 
and as much as youth workers don’t want to admit their need for rest, they need rest.

From our perspective, there’s at least two important elements to resting: 

• Disconnecting from work 
• Reconnecting with God

Disconnecting from work can be very difficult when there is a genuine love and passion 
for the ministry in which we’re engaged. It’s a blessing to be passionate about our work, 
but the excitement can lead us to forget that too much of a good thing doesn’t always 
result in staying a good thing. It’s far too easy to get out of balance with the “good thing” 
and neglect the care of our own soul—which is definitely the “better thing.”

Disconnecting from work also becomes difficult when we place too much of our identity 
into what we do. It’s not intentional, but when ministry becomes all about achievements, 
we slowly become nothing more than the sum of our achievements. When this attitude 
appears, we fall into the false belief that we must achieve or else we have no value.

Here’s the sobering truth: while God uses us to do great things, He doesn’t need us to 
do great things. The Kingdom of God will still move forward without our efforts. Most 
people acknowledge this fact, but don’t live as if they believe it. Do you?
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It’s a tragedy when we spend so much time focused on doing the work of God that we 
miss out on God’s work in us. Please don’t allow that to happen to you!

As a youth worker, your ministry is important—it’s making an eternal impact… BUT the 
condition of your heart is more important than your ministry efforts.

There’s an ugly myth that too many leaders believe: “As long as I’m not working, I’m rest-
ing.” That’s just not true—retreating isn’t the same as resting. We settle for less than true 
rest when we seek escape and diversion from work.

Resting well also means reconnecting with God in a way that’s different than when we’re 
connected to God while we’re working (obviously, many youth workers connect with God 
during their ministry hours—which is a good thing). A genuine reconnecting with God 
is a challenge when we’re tired from the busyness of ministry. It’s so easy to step away 
from work and say, “I need some ‘me time’ to do whatever I want.” While there’s truth to 
that statement, “me time” should also include a reconnection with God that is genuine 
and recharging. 

We are not suggesting that either disconnecting or reconnecting is easy when you’re 
engulfed with ministry pressures. But, we are suggesting that it’s very important to make 
a part of your life. 

Ministry is tough work, as time wears on, it takes a toll. Each of us desperately needs 
a safe place to share personal successes, doubts and failures. We need cheerleaders, 
counselors and coaches for encouragement, support and correction. 

God created us for community and we are better when we’re together with refreshing 
people. As youth workers, we know this truth, we even work hard to help our students 
experience community. But sometimes we forget the importance of community for our-
selves. Here are a few ideas for connecting with the important people in your life when 
you need to care for your soul.
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WATCH YOUR WARNING LIGHTS
We are mechanical idiots, but even we know the importance of paying attention to our 
car’s “check engine light.” A decayed spiritual life doesn’t just appear... the soul degrades 
slowly and quietly. The changes are subtle, but they’re not impossible to detect when we 
are aware of the warning lights. Soul decay looks a little different for everyone, but here 
are a few signs that it’s time to get back on track:

We spend less time alone with God. We do this guided by the faulty logic: we can get 
more ministry done if we spend more time doing ministry.

We grow short on patience with problems. We become a little more critical and less for-
giving of the mistakes of others.

We have shallow conversations with others. The busyness of life, and a weaker connec-
tion with God, keeps us from engaging with others.

MAKE THE TIME
Reconnecting with a friend won’t get a “to do” item checked off of your project list. How-
ever, if you don’t do it soon, you’ll have something much worse to handle than a bloated 
project list. Stop making excuses and set aside some relational time to reconnect with 
those who refresh you.

TALK TO THE RIGHT FRIEND
Revitalizing your soul takes conversations with the right friend. Here are some qualities 
of that friend that we think are important:

• Safe: someone you can trust to respond in love and confidence.
• Admirable: someone you respect as a mature believer to offer solid perspective.
• Positive: someone you know to be encouraging and uplifting (a negative 
friend is draining and not what you need to be refreshed).

GET REAL
When you connect, talk about stuff that matters. Accountability is only as good as your 
honesty. Without integrity, accountability is powerless. Be open. Share like a child who 
has no concern for the consequence of what he just said. Fear of consequence is a killer 
of meaningful conversations.
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0 Things That are Important About the Authors

 DYM was birthed out a very fun and deep friendship that the three of us enjoy. 
We share a genuine love for Jesus, a heart for teenagers, and a passion to help youth 
workers. That’s DYM in a nutshell—three friends (and the team we’ve developed) work-
ing together to help youth workers win in their job so they can point teenagers to Jesus. 

Doug Fields is a veteran youth pastor of 30 years (at Mariners & Saddleback Church in 
So. CA). He’s also the author and co-author of more than 60 books on youth ministry 
leadership and marriage.

Matt McGill is a pastor on staff at Newport Mesa Church in California. He has almost 20 
years of ministry experience and has created tons of youth ministry resources and tools 
to help disciple teenagers.

Josh Griffin is the High School Pastor at Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, California. He 
has been a full-time youth pastor for 20+ years and is an author and blogs about youth 
ministry everyday on Love God, Love Students.

Doug, Matt, Josh are together on a weekly podcast called the DYM Webshow with their 
good friend (and junior high pastor) Katie Edwards. Check it out here.

46downloadyouthministry.com

Y O U T H  W O R K E R S  H E L P I N G  Y O U T H  W O R K E R S  W I N     

blog.downloadyouthministry.com/webshow
https://www.facebook.com/DownloadYM
https://twitter.com/downloadym
http://downloadyouthministry.com/category/show/


47downloadyouthministry.com

8 Incredible Resources 
+ $20 Store Credit Every Month

DYM Members have exclusive access to the Members Only Dashboard. On the first of 
each month, we update the dashboard with 7 incredible, youth ministry resources for 
you to download! On top of that, we also give you $20 credit to spend on whatever you 
want in the DYM store! On top of that, we also give you FREE group texting! 
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