
Life is about living and learning from what you have done. In youth 
ministry the same can be said that we learn from our experiences.  
If we had certain things to do over again we would change something 
based on our current view or hindsight. This book shares real-life  
practical ministry experience of serving students and parents from  
urban and suburban communities, whether it’s single-parent or 
two-parent homes. If your ministry has a budget or you have to raise 
the money, you’ll find insight. I have been blessed to serve in success  
and in failure. My prayer is that this book will help you to learn 
from my mistakes and do better as you serve the students and  
families in your ministry. I’ve also included in-depth interviews from 
some of the top leaders in youth ministry: Pastor Tony Lee, Pastor 
Adam Durso, Pastor Sharee Johnson, Pastor Phil Johnson and Pastor 
Jerrod Gunter. Their hindsight will help take your youth ministry 
to the next level. Get ready to learn from the 5 things I wish I knew 
when I started. 
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I have been serving in youth ministry for several years now and I 
pray that God sees fit to allow me to serve His students for many 
more years to come.  As the years have gone, I have succeeded and 
failed in ministry. Some of the beliefs I had about how to serve 
students, as well as some of the ways that I used to do ministry 
have changed.   Along with leading the students at our church, 
I also have the privilege to train, coach, and consult with youth 
ministry leaders locally and across the world who are new to the 
role or who want to grow their ministries and have experience in 
serving students.  One of the questions that is consistently asked 
of me is: what have you learned from your time in youth ministry? 
This question can have many different answers as well as expla-
nations. However, in this book I want to share the top 5 things I 
wish I knew when I started in youth ministry, given the hindsight 
I have now. 
 Now let’s be clear: I understand that God allows us to learn 
as we go and grow. However, even though I am sure that with 
these lessons not being given to me in the beginning, and with 
me having to learn them, they have significantly shaped who I 
am and how I serve students. I am also clear that if someone can 
learn from the mistakes I have made or the lessons I have learned 
– without having to go through it, that person or those people will 
be able to do more faster and go farther as well. This is the reason 
for this book. I pray that these lessons help you and your team 
serve your students more effectively. Throughout the book, you 
will find statistics, and you will also hear from current and former 

youth pastors about their youth ministry hindsight and its impact 
on their lives and the sustainability of their ministries. 
 Read it with an open mind for insight and for ideas on how 
to take the youth ministry that God has entrusted you with to the 
next level. Then use it as a development tool to share with your 
leaders so that they, too, can maximize their gifts in order to help 
your students be who God is calling them to be. Our role as youth 
pastors and youth leaders is to help develop spiritually mature 
Christians. Our students are at a very impressionable age where 
their attention is divided among so many things. According to 
this report done by Experian, students send and receive thousands 
of text messages alone throughout the month.

 Ministry must be their main attraction and not simply a 
distraction. Working with youth is one of the most meaning-
ful and rewarding experiences that you will ever have. It will 
grow you as a leader while you seek to help your students grow. 
Yes, there are some ups and downs in youth ministry, but the 
challenges can be met with compassion, concern and a genuine 
willingness to invest in their spiritual lives. So, let’s get started.

INTRODUCTION

Silicon Alley Insider Chart of the Day

Average Number of Texts Sent and Received Per Month
U.S. smartphone owners, by age

Source: Experian, March 2013   Sent  Received

BI Intelligence

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+

1,831

2,022

1,130

1,110

726

831

473

525 244
247

- 9 -- 8 -



CHAPTER 1

BIGGER DOESN’T 
MEAN BETTER

When I first got into youth ministry, I was drawn toward seeing 
what the “Big” church’s youth ministries were doing.  I wanted my 
youth ministry to be like theirs. I thought that the only thing I 
needed to be successful in youth ministry was a crowd of students 
coming to my weekly or monthly student service or gathering.   
However, now I realize that size is not the 
most important thing.  Don’t get me wrong 
- I believe and trust that God wants our 
youth ministries to grow and reach as many 
students and families as possible, but size is 
not the most important thing.   The most 
important thing is effectively developing and 
training students to learn and then live their Christian faith in a 
REAL way.  If we get caught up in the numbers of youth ministry 
we miss out on the “ministry” of youth ministry, which consists of 
meeting the needs of those that make up the numbers– they are 

If we get caught  
up in the numbers 
of youth ministry  
we miss out on  
the “ministry” of 
youth ministry.
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and should be the focus. We have to be willing and able to move 
past size and do ministry.

Hearts Over Hundreds (Connecting Students to Christ) 
When we do youth ministry, our focus should be on the heart 

of the students and not simply on the num-
ber of students. I believe that God wants all 
youth ministries to grow in size; however, it 

is also important for us to encourage the students to grow in their 
faith. So these simple questions have to be asked:

1.  When was the last time you connected with the heart 
of a student?

2.  Where in your youth ministry are you being intentional 
to connect to the hearts of the students?

3.  How are the leaders who serve with you connecting 
with the hearts of students in the ministry?

 Each student has his or her “need” or reason for being in the 
youth ministry. We will talk about meeting this need later in the 
book. If we are going to be more focused on the students’ heart 
over the number of students in the ministry then there must be a 
process or some keys to doing so, right? 
 If you are going to focus on the hearts of the students, then 
the first important key is to be able to “Hear” them. Our stu-
dents live in a society, where now more than ever, their voice is 
important and they can be heard in almost every environment. 
Think about it - from Twitter to Instagram, to Snapchat, to Peri-
scope and other tools, our students can be heard 24 hours a day 
and 7 days a week. When was the last time you were intentional 
about getting feedback and just listening to the responses of your  

students? Mainstream media does this on purpose at almost every 
event through live video conversations with students at home, to 
tweets that scroll during shows and more. However, mainstream 
media isn’t really concerned with the hearts of our students. They 
do understand that the more they “hear” from our students the 
more popular they (the media) will be and the more units, or 
whatever they are selling, will move. Now if we are going to allow 
our students to be heard in our ministry, then some of the areas of 
our ministry might have to change in order to make this happen. 
What do I mean? I am glad you asked. Hearing from students is 
not something you do once or twice throughout the year; rather it 
has to become a way of life for your ministry. 
 This means that you will have to examine every area of 
your ministry and see if there are clear places and spaces for your  
students to give feedback. 

 

1.  When was the last time you examined your ministry to 
see what was working and what was not working?

2.  What goals have you set for your ministry to achieve  
this year?

3.  While the message is going forth, is there someone on 
social media listening for the voice of the students?

4.  Throughout the week is someone following and listening 
for the voice of your students and their friends online?

These questions and others will help you as you try  
to connect with the hearts of your students.

Move past size and 
do ministry.
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