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ABSTRACT 
 
Data for this study were collected from 15 full time youth ministers in Churches of Christ from 
throughout the United States. The qualitative, phenomenological study utilized a 12-question semi-
structured interview format to gather the lived experience of subjects. Key study findings identified 70 
themes that answered four research questions. Subject responses from research question one, “What 
leadership strategies and practices are employed by long tenured youth ministers in Churches of 
Christ?” are discussed in this paper. Study findings have substantive implications for men and women 
considering youth ministry as a career or calling, and for institutions of learning that train those 
preparing for the youth ministry profession.  
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Professional youth ministers play a vital leadership role in congregational health as leaders of 

smaller communities within greater communities of faith. This leadership role is threatened by 

numerous challenges facing youth ministers of all denominations. Specific to this study, the vital role of 

youth ministry in Churches of Christ is threatened by high turnover rates of those within the profession, 

a phenomenon that is not exclusive to Churches of Christ. Fields (2002) observed that longevity in the 

field of youth ministry is uncommon. Devries (2008) noted most church leaders lack the patience to 

build a sustainable youth ministry. There are many contributing factors, not the least of which is the fact 

that religious professionals in general are facing numerous challenges. 

For instance, many members of the clergy have indicated they would change jobs if they could 

since some now suffer from obesity, hypertension and depression at rates higher than most Americans 

(Ferguson, Andercheck, Tom, Martinez, & Stroope, 2014; Scott & Lovell, 2015). Even though almost all 

pastors feel highly satisfied in ministry (Barnard & Curry, 2011), a clear majority often experience 

loneliness and discouragement (Roach, 2011; Vatello, 2010). Youth ministers are certainly not immune 

from such challenges. Systemic issues including lack of structure, superstar syndrome, churches 

recruiting talent away from other churches, and unrealistic expectations of parents and church leaders 

contribute to higher rates of turnover (Devries 2008, Fields 2002).  

These symptoms and issues, which did not occur overnight, may also be impacted by lack of 

leadership acumen. In the early 1990s, Barna (1993) concluded the reason why so many churches 

demonstrated little positive impact was largely due to lack of leadership. His observations appeared to 

strike a common chord with other authors and researchers who discovered that many churches are 

desperately seeking improvement in both pastoral and organizational effectiveness amid constant, 

cultural transformation (Gräb, 2014; Stewart, 2008). This issue may be exacerbated in Churches of Christ 

since there is no central, guiding leadership development manual or plan. Churches of Christ have no 

district, state, national, or international denominational headquarters. Each congregation is 
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autonomous, meaning the governing board, commonly referred to as elders, has ultimate decision-

making authority within respective congregations. While this lack of hierarchical organization model 

allows for diverse approaches to governance, youth ministers in Churches of Christ either do not study 

church leadership at all or they study church leadership from disparate sources. A disjointed, 

disconcerted misunderstanding of effective leadership practices may contribute in part to the 

phenomenon Barna (1993) described and may also contribute to turnover within the profession.  

To identify leadership practices that contribute to longevity in youth ministry, this study sought 

to identify leadership traits of a unit of analysis, which for this study was a long tenured youth minister 

in Churches of Christ. To identify those traits, the following characteristics that comprised the unit of 

analysis were identified: 

● Be a male or female between the ages of 30 and 65; 

● Be currently employed as a full-time youth minister in a Church of Christ;  

● Has served at a church in the role of youth minister for at least ten consecutive years;  

● Has completed at a minimum a bachelor degree.  

Subjects were made aware that the data collection method would utilize in person, semi-

structured interviews that would last approximately sixty minutes. Subjects were provided an advanced 

copy of the interview questions via email. They were informed that all interviews would take place in a 

secure, private location in Daytona Beach, Florida, during the National Conference on Youth Ministries 

(NCYM) hosted at the Hilton Daytona Beach Resort Oceanwalk Village, January 2-5, 2017. Sixteen 

participants were ultimately interviewed, with one serving as a backup in case another participant chose 

to later withdraw from the study. Responses from 15 participants (14 male and 1 female) were utilized.  

Data Collection and Research Questions 

The data collection methods for this study included semi-structured interviews. The goal was to 

secure data that were, “…rich, thick, and dense, offering enough detail to allow someone to 
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comprehend the situation or understand the setting without asking additional questions” (Richards & 

Morse, 2013, p. 122). Purposeful sampling was chosen for this study to determine exemplary leadership 

behaviors of long-term youth ministers in Churches of Christ. Purposeful sampling is a design 

methodology that is widely utilized in qualitative studies due to the characteristics, knowledge, interest, 

and willingness of participants to reflect on the phenomena of the study (Pan, 2013; Richards & Morse, 

2013). A phenomenological, qualitative approach was utilized to address four research questions:  

● RQ1: What leadership strategies and practices are employed by long tenured youth ministers in 

Churches of Christ? 

● RQ2: What challenges do long tenured youth ministers face in implementing leadership 

strategies and practices within Churches of Christ? 

● RQ3: How do youth ministers measure the success of leadership strategies and practices of 

youth ministry in Churches of Christ? 

● RQ4: What recommendations would youth ministers make for implementing leadership 

strategies and practices within their profession? 

Research Question One 

Findings from research question one are addressed in this paper. To answer RQ1, the following 

four interview questions were posed to all 15 subjects: 

● IQ 1 - How would you describe your leadership approach? 

● IQ 2 - What strategies and practices contributed to your long tenure at the same church? 

● IQ 5 - What strategies did you use to overcome those challenges? 

● IQ 10 - What personal characteristics, traits, or training/education have been instrumental in 

your success as a youth minister? 
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IQ1 - How would you describe your leadership approach? Seven overarching themes surfaced: (a) 

self-awareness, (b) relationally oriented, (c) decisive, (d) servant leader, (e) process minded, (f) visionary, 

(g) empowering, and (h) innovator (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Themes that developed from IQ1: How would you describe your leadership approach? 

         Self-awareness. Thirteen participants verbalized or indicated a clear understanding of self-

awareness when describing themselves as leaders. Participants readily identified the emotions and 

convictions they experience and how those emotions and convictions are expressed behaviorally. P12 

observed, “I try to be very straightforward. I try to be very honest. If we have conflict – I try my best to 

deal with immediately or as soon as I can because I don’t like losing sleep over it. And then once it’s over 

it’s over, and we go on” (P12, personal communication, January 4, 2017). On the opposite end of the 

spectrum, P4 noted, “I believe I am pretty laid back. I'm not aggressive. I'm pretty passive” (P4, personal 

communication, January 4, 2017). The disparate natures of the two leaders are eclipsed by a confidence 

of knowing how they are wired as leaders. Both express clear expectations and both have experienced 

long tenure even though their personalities are highly dissimilar. What is similar however is self-

awareness of what does and does not work for them as leaders and the implications of that for those 

within their circles of influence.   
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Relationally oriented. Eleven participants directly or indirectly emphasized a relational 

orientation or mindset as a key component of their leadership approach. Relationships of various types 

consistently appear throughout the study. This information may be of key interest to those new to the 

profession and to those who may be struggling with feelings of isolation or loneliness. P1 emphasized 

the importance of building relationships with teens and adults. Participants 3, 5, 9, 11, 12, 14 and 15 all 

mentioned words such as “collaborative” and “team player” to describe relationships they share with 

teens, parents, volunteers, staff members, and church leaders. A key relationship referenced numerous 

times in the study is the relationship many youth ministers share with their interns. Reflecting on how 

mutually important that relationship can be P15 observed: 

I have four interns who work under my leadership, and I always tell them that I want them to 

have a voice at the table because that’s how I was taught. My mentor always let my voice be 

heard and so that was a big deal for me. (P15, personal communication, January 4, 2017) 

Servant leader. Eight participants spoke the language or described the attitudes and behaviors 

of a servant leader. When discussing a supervisee for example, P13 observed, “I’ve always tried to treat 

him as an equal from the very beginning” (P13, personal communication, January 4, 2017). P10 and P11 

both mentioned leading by example and P11 addressed the importance of exercising humility and 

compromising when appropriate. P15 described himself as “a coach that is coachable” (P15, personal 

communication, January 5, 2017). P9 noted, “My job is to model what I would like to emulate or see” 

(P9, personal communication, January 3, 2017). The characteristics described by these and other leaders 

who referenced servant leadership qualities were not just limited to the day-to-day job functions of 

youth ministry. P4 provided one of the most poignant moments of the entire study when he shared the 

following example of how he exercises servant leadership as part of his personal spiritual journey: 

I volunteer at a homeless shelter cleaning the bathrooms. That has been a real blessing for me 

because I didn't feel comfortable in that. The second thing was washing the feet of the homeless 
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every month, and I've involved the teenagers in that... I started that not because I wanted 

teenagers to wash the feet of the homeless. I did that for myself. I felt like I needed to do this to 

work with the lepers of the community… I took on the project of a homeless man for three years 

and he ended up dying but that was very impactful to me personally. That helped to be 

spiritually more than anything. (P4, personal communication, January 2, 2017) 

Process minded. Six of the interviewees made observations regarding their ability to organize 

well via utilization of organizational skills such as organizing, delegating, and planning as characteristics 

of their leadership approach. One of the clearest examples of being process minded surfaced during the 

interview with P10. When addressing implementation of his vision for ministry, he shared: 

[I] would need to architect what that looks like and then bring people in… and explain what that 

looks like and what it is on a limited basis until I created critical mass or synergy in order for 

them to help me carry it out” (P10, personal communication, January 3, 2017). 

Visionary. Five participants used visionary terms and phrases to describe their leadership style. 

Vision casting was also considered a key aspect of conceptualization within servant leadership 

(Greenleaf, 1997), and vision has also been referenced as a critical quality of spiritual leadership (Fry, 

2003), pastoral success (Stroope & Bruner, 2012) and Christian leadership (Sanders, 1994). P2 

specifically noted how vision plays into his leadership approach. He observed, “I can see the big picture 

and then I can see all the steps that need to happen for that big picture to work” (P2, personal 

communication, January 2, 2017). P3, P5, P9, and P13 also referenced vision as a key component of their 

leadership approach. 

IQ2 - What strategies and practices contributed to your long tenure at the same church? Seven 

overarching themes surfaced: (a) others-focused, (b) accountability, (c) living into one’s calling, (d) 

standards of excellence, (e) mentoring, (f) vision/mission, and (g) practicing innovation (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Themes that developed from IQ2: What strategies and practices contributed to your long 
tenure at the same church? 

Supporting a mutual others-focused environment. All 15 participants directly or indirectly 

addressed purposefully living into an others-focused environment as a strategy, practice, or personality 

quality that contributed to their long tenure. Defining the qualifier mutual others delineates that while 

most of the respondents discussed how they purposefully identify and meet the needs of others, many 

also noted they are often affirmed and encouraged by their spouses, elders, and volunteers. P11 

expressed how mutual support impacted his volunteers and his longevity when he observed: 

I have had a lot of encouragement, and I feel like paying that out to our teachers and volunteers 

and life coaches and small group leaders – you can’t do enough of that… I just think 

encouragement is essential. The encouragement I have received has been a major contributor 

to my longevity. (P11, personal communication, January 4, 2017) 

Numerous supportive relationships were mentioned including “support from other area youth 

ministers” (P12, personal communication, January 4, 2017), “working closely with my elders” (P6, 

personal communication, January 3, 2017), and “not just ministering to the youth” (P8, personal 

communication, January 3, 2017). Purposefully living into these and other types of mutually supportive 

relationships was one of the strongest themes referenced throughout the study. 
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Accountability. Eight subjects directly or indirectly identified accountability as a strategy or 

practice that contributed to long tenure at the same church. P5, P14, and P15 practiced accountability to 

their spouses and children by protecting their family day out of the office. P2 practiced accountability by 

“not being a lone ranger” (P2, personal communication, January 2, 2017). Accountability was not just 

practiced by participants. Three subjects indicated their church leaders also contribute to long tenure by 

providing a competitive salary package that mitigated the need to look elsewhere for financial support. 

Living into one’s calling. Six subjects mentioned understanding of or described characteristics 

that are consistent with living into their calling as youth ministers. This leadership practice is congruent 

with the counsel to youth ministry educators offered by Clark (2008) who observed, “In youth ministry 

education, it is central to our task to produce graduates who recognize that the calling to adolescents 

and their families in a given context is an expression of the call to be servants of God's mission in the 

world” (p. 23). P13’s calling that he was at right church was confirmed from day one. He observed: 

From the very beginning I knew I was at the right church. I think that is a big deal because a lot 

of guys I see who aren’t at the same church very long – that’s one of the things that happens. 

They get to a church and realize quickly this was not the right church... I knew what the church 

believed, and I agreed with that from the beginning... I really love the church. I love the way I’ve 

been treated. (P13, personal communication, January 4, 2017) 

P1 and P4 described their deep love for students and their passion for ministry. P7 has pushed 

through doctrinal differences and chose to stay committed to his church, giving much credit to the 

elders who called him to serve in his role. He also emphasized more important motivators than financial 

reward noting, “You don’t go into ministry for the money. Specifically, youth ministry compared to 

others – it’s usually not your higher paying position” (P7, personal communication, January 3, 2017). 

Standards of excellence. Although varied in application, P1, P3, P6, P7, and P13 described 

various aspects of their ministries that were consistently evaluated personally or by others as a practice 
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that contributed to long tenure. P1 and P3 both focused on the importance of getting their jobs done 

well as they practiced a good work ethic. P7 purposefully measures the number of serving relationships 

teens have with adults in the church. He is also insistent that his teens serve in at least one other area of 

ministry within the church outside of youth ministry. He noted:  

What I explain is – the most important thing in our ministry – you are involved somewhere in 

the church. We want you as a teen to serve in the church somewhere aside from the teen 

ministry. If you miss class because you’re in the nursery – awesome. You’re plugged into our 

church. (P7, personal communication, January 3, 2017)  

While many participants invited older adults to volunteer in the youth ministry via teaching classes, 

leading small groups, serving as mentors, chaperoning trips, etc., this was one of the few examples of 

sending teens out of the ministry to purposefully engage people in other ministries. 

Mentoring. P5, P11, and P18 specifically focused on staying in close relationship with mentors as 

a long tenure strategy. The same three participants along with P9 and P12 talked openly about the 

importance of mentoring their interns, another strategy that contributed to long tenure. P2 did not 

directly mention mentoring in response to IQ2, but it is noteworthy that when responding to IQ1, he 

mixed a visionary component into his mentoring style when describing his leadership approach: 

Mentoring – especially the past 3-4 years has come up a lot in my leadership – not just with 

students but also with younger parents – like parents who aren’t even parents of youth group 

kids yet. Let’s get them involved now so that when they are in youth group they’re an 

established leader. (P2, personal communication, January 2, 2017) 

Vision and mission. Three subjects referenced practices that complement or purposefully 

engage leadership strategies that focus on vision and mission. P2 emphasized the importance of thinking 

long term with teens that may be struggling in various ways. Similarly, P6 referenced the importance of 
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having a long-term mentality. P9 was the most adamant supporter of the roles vision and mission play 

as major contributors to long tenure. He observed: 

Being able to have a vision and then being able to articulate that vision and then get people 

excited about that vision and being able to carry it out without me – even though I’m doing it 

alongside them – has been the secret to my success. Obviously, it’s been God and His will – but – 

I think the ability to inspire and get other people to grab hold of it and think it’s attainable and 

cool and fun, and then to be able to make sure that is attached to God’s purpose is a very good 

thing (P9, personal communication, January 3, 2017). 

IQ5 - What strategies did you use to overcome those challenges? Six themes surfaced: (a) 

strategic relationships, (b) deeper relationships, (c) healthy choices, (d) practice spiritual disciplines, (e) 

innovate, and (f) live into vision (See Figure 3). During the interviews, this question was posed as a 

follow up to interview question four: What were the major challenges to long tenure at the same 

church? It is purposefully re-ordered in the data report per Pepperdine University expert reviewers’ 

request to provide deeper insight into RQ1.  

Figure 3. Themes that developed from IQ5: What strategies did you use to overcome those challenges? 
This question was originally developed as a follow up to IQ4: What were the major challenges to long 
tenure at the same church? 
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Strategic relationships. Eight participants described strategic relationships they purposefully 

developed in response to some of the major challenges to long tenure. These strategic relationships 

were formed with various people or groups. P3 attends youth ministry conferences to bounce ideas off 

other youth ministers and ask strategic questions. P4 hires younger interns to help with the ministry and 

listen to their perspectives and allow himself to be changed by those perspectives. P12 adopted a similar 

strategy. P6 and P11 began involving and equipping more volunteers to engage in ministry. The term 

strategic relationships was chosen because the relationships were purposefully formed in response to 

major challenges. 

Deeper relationships. Seven participants described living into deeper relationships in response 

to various challenges to long tenure. Distinguishing between strategic and deeper is purposeful within 

this study since a strategic relationship may not necessarily become a deeper one. P1 described living 

into deeper relationships by getting to know people to “know what’s really important to them” (P1, 

personal communication, January 1, 2017). This is true for P1 in multiple scenarios but especially when 

dealing with conflict. P5, P7, P14, and P15 emphasized mentoring relationships they consistently lean 

into for direction and support. P1 and P8 addressed building one-on-one relationships with their elders.  

Healthy choices. Six participants began making healthier choices in response to various 

challenges they faced in their current role. P5 consistently seeks professional counsel during stress-filled 

seasons. P6 began using organizational skills as an advantage, and P7 noted, “Constantly being able to 

admit failure has been huge for us” (P7, personal communication, January 3, 2017). P7’s response 

indicates freedom to operate as one’s authentic self without fear of reprisal. 

Practice spiritual disciplines. Although every participant throughout the study directly 

mentioned or alluded to practicing various spiritual disciplines, five participants specifically mentioned 

the role spiritual disciplines play in overcoming various challenges of ministry. P5 said, “Prayer is huge” 

(P5, personal communication, January 3, 2017). P9 described practicing obedience and depending more 
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on God as a consistent response to challenges. P10 described growing in spiritual maturity in general 

terms and P11 described consciously practicing more specific disciplines such as solitude, journaling, and 

intentional Bible reading. P15 described a particularly painful season when two students passed away in 

the same year. Although hurting, he experienced a profound hunger for scripture that has ultimately 

proven to be one of the primary sustainers of self and ministry. 

Four participants mentioned purposefully finding opportunities to innovate in response to 

various challenges and three participants continued the now established refrain of living into vision. P3 

and P11 observed the importance of remaining fresh and adapting through various life stages and forms 

of pushback or challenges. P1, P2, and P10 all discussed the importance of looking at the bigger picture 

and not getting caught up in the events of the moment.   

IQ10 - What personal characteristics, traits, or training/education have been instrumental in 

your success as a youth minister? Five themes surfaced: (a) area of study, (b) impact of relationships, (c) 

internships, (d) non-substantive contribution, and (e) impact of campus/church ministry (See Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Themes that developed from the question: What personal characteristics, traits, or 
training/education have been instrumental in your success as a youth minister? 

Area of study. Eight respondents indicated that their area of study was an instrumental part of 

their education in relationship to their success as a youth minister. Ironically, much of that success has 
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little to do with coursework in youth ministry. P1 was a business major who observed, “In business, I did 

have a couple of teachers that suggested as you grow you need to bring others with you… They also 

taught me to see gifts in others so that I can challenge them. Now, I use that in youth ministry” (P1, 

personal communication, January 1, 2017). P6 was an education major, P9’s undergraduate degree was 

in management, P11 was a business major, P12 had a finance degree, and P15 was a public 

administration major. Although some of these same participants pursued graduate degrees in ministry 

or a closely related field, a key finding was that almost half of the long tenured youth ministers in the 

study did not have an undergraduate degree in ministry. In fact, P9 observed, “My youth ministry 

professor advised us to not major in Bible. He encouraged us to major in a topic that would complement 

youth ministry – which is why my undergraduate degree was management” (P9, personal 

communication, January 3, 2017). P15 echoed a similar refrain when he observed, “Not being a youth 

ministry major was good for me” (P9, personal communication, January 5, 2017). 

The previous observations are not reflective of all participants however. P6 observed courses 

involving topics such as educational processes, psychology, and interpersonal skills training were an 

asset. P8 talked about the importance of courses that provided conflict management training. P10 

talked favorably about his youth ministry classes but lamented a spirit of individualism that was 

common throughout his coursework. P13 reported his counseling and basic theology classes helped him 

professionally. The data indicate that one’s undergraduate degree is often not a factor in youth ministry 

hiring decision-making processes in Churches of Christ. Additionally, majoring in something other than 

youth ministry seems to have little impact on long tenure at the same church.  

Impact of relationships. The relational theme continued to have a strong emphasis even prior to 

youth ministers beginning their fulltime careers in youth ministry. P4 mentioned his involvement in a 

local church during his undergraduate years was one of the highlights of his school experience. Feedback 
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offered by P5, P7, P9, P12, and P14, revealed a deep appreciation for relationships formed with faculty 

and administrators who took interest in them personally in and outside the classroom environment. 

Internships. Five participants noted the importance of their internship experiences. P2 had two 

internship experiences. During the first, he felt more like an errand boy. The second internship provided 

a more meaningful experience. He noted, “The second internship I had – that youth minister was 

teaching me throughout the summer” (P9, personal communication, January 2, 2017). 

Non-substantive contribution. Four respondents noted their youth ministry courses made little 

to no impact on how they do their jobs currently. In response to IQ10, P3 observed, “There wasn’t 

anything geared toward a lot of practical application in ministry” (P3, personal communication, January 

2, 2017). P5 was even more outspoken noting: 

The reason I went back to get my masters was because I felt like the Christian university did not 

prepare me for ministry at all, and I was very frustrated with that. There were things that 

happened right away in ministry, and I was like, “You’ve got to be kidding me. You did not 

prepare me for this!” So, they sent an evaluation after graduation and I was like, “Boom, boom, 

boom, no, no! You guys did not prepare me for working with people! What is your problem? 

You’re dealing with people that are crazy!” (P5, personal communication, January 2, 2017) 

P7’s evaluation was simply, “Honestly, nothing” (P7, personal communication, January 3, 2017). 

Although P10 considered his youth ministry courses effective, he lamented there was little to no counsel 

on conflict management or personal finances. The key theme of those who felt their undergraduate 

degrees were of little use generally observed they needed more practical skills, conflict management 

skills, and people skills. Almost all attendants indicated they continued to grow in their youth ministry 

skill set via continuing education that ranged from highly informal (reading a book) to formal 

(completing a graduate degree). 
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Impact of campus/church ministry. Four subjects mentioned the importance of campus 

ministries or churches they were involved in during their undergraduate years. P11 noted that 

mentoring within the context of campus ministry was a huge benefit to him personally and 

professionally. P13 observed, “I was baptized through the campus ministry of the church. I have a desire 

from my campus ministry experience for us to be the most loving church in town” (P13, personal 

communication, January 4, 2017). 

Key Findings from Research Question One 

         Long tenured youth ministers in Churches of Christ place significant importance on growing 

deeply into relationships with God and other people. Their relationship with God contributes to long 

tenure and significantly impacts how they deal with pushback or resistance to their personal leadership 

styles. Discernment which is highly influenced by spiritual maturity creates a formidable one-two punch 

in spiritual terms when responding to criticism, passive aggressive leaders, unexpected shifts in 

expectations, and moving target evaluation strategies by those in positions of leadership. Having the gift 

of discernment is also consistent with the literature as it is considered one of nine attributes of Christian 

spiritual leadership (Blackaby & Blackaby, 2011; Canales, 2014). 

Discerning leaders in this study exhibited and described a high sense of self-awareness. They are 

generally in touch with their emotions and know when they need to reach out to mentors, connect or 

reconnect with local church leaders, protect their family time, and empower others to serve. Goleman 

(1998) identified the practice of self-awareness as a foundational personal competency of emotional 

intelligence. The importance of this competency should not be underestimated. “Understanding 

ourselves is the first step in putting the world in context” (Hughes, Patterson, & Terrell, 2005, p. 46). 

Eight individuals within the study described themselves using servant leader language. There 

was nothing communicated in the interviews that indicated familiarity with various servant leadership 

frameworks or assessments, however, the self-descriptors were consistent with servant leader qualities 
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and characteristics as reviewed in the literature. Listening, which Greenleaf (1977) described as 

intentionally focusing on the thoughts, heart, joys, pains, of others, was referenced directly by seven 

(46.6%) of participants and every participant directly or indirectly referenced sharing in the joys and 

pains of others. P12 described personal growth as a listener when observing: 

The first couple of times I got pushback when I was younger I just went straight into defensive 

mode. But now I try to listen… to see their point of view, and then come back with an 

explanation or work with them. Most of the time – just listening works. (P12, personal 

communication, January 4, 2017) 

Five (33.3%) participants directly addressed vision as an important component of their 

leadership role. Greenleaf (1977) referred to such visionary servant leaders as conceptualizers, and 

described them as, “Conceptualizers at their best are intensely practical. They are also effective 

persuaders and relationship builders” (Greenleaf 1977, p. 79). Additional servant leadership 

characteristics that surfaced included commitment to the growth of others, which Greenleaf (1977) 

described in part as being deeply committed to everyone’s growth, and building up or encouraging 

others which Greenleaf (1977) described as a desire to build organizational community. 

The power of internships as a contributor to long tenure was also a key study finding. There 

were two sides to the internship coin. First, multiple participants mentioned the role their personal 

internships played in preparing them for professional youth ministry. Not all internship experiences 

were positive. P2 indicated that during his first internship he was basically an errand boy for the 

summer. His second internship however contributed significantly to some of the practices he continues 

to employ in his current position. His second experience more closely paralleled the experiences of 

participants who participated in internships prior to beginning their full-time careers. P2, P4, P5, P9, and 

P15 all indicated their internships were equally if not more important than their coursework. 
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The second side of the internship coin involved utilizing and mentoring interns within 

participants’ respective ministries. Nine (60%) of participants commented on the positive difference 

internship programs made for their ministries, and almost all who referenced their interns also 

mentioned they were a substantial contributor to long tenure at the same church. Some of the interns 

were so impressive the church leaders offered them full-time positions. At least one participant 

expanded the scope of his intern program to include high school students: 

Another thing that has been helpful is that I hire two [high school] seniors in the fall and spring 

semesters [and] I pay them minimum wage. They work 10 hours a week so they don't make very 

much money but it's their first job usually. When they come in to work for me… I can get 

feedback directly from them… It's been very helpful because in the summer I would have one or 

two college interns, and then in the fall I needed more [office work] help - bulletin boards - stuff 

I spend a lot of time on… So that has worked out really good I think it keeps me going and keeps 

me fresh. (P4, personal communication, January 2, 2017) 

The bond between youth minister and interns can be incredibly powerful. One of the more poignant 

moments of the interview process came when P15 reflected on a ten-year anniversary dinner that was 

put together by the church for the participant and his wife. He observed: 

I’ve always felt like I’m at this incredible place with incredible people – actually – our ten-year 

anniversary – they had a party for us. I had 40 interns (4 from each of the previous ten 

summers) who made a video – people presenting – and I said, “I feel like Mephibosheth – sitting 

at the king’s table. [Someone] who has no business there.” That’s how I described it. (P15, 

personal interview, January 5, 2017. The story of Mephibosheth is taken from 1 Kings Chapter 9, 

and tells the story of how a disabled grandson of a former king was treated equally as a son in 

the house of King David) 
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Another major study finding involved the role education played in preparing participants for success in 

professional youth ministry. However, a surprising aspect of that finding emerged. Namely, almost one-

half of participants did not major in youth ministry as undergraduates. Of those who did, only two 

participants indicated that what they learned in youth ministry coursework while in university 

contributed significantly to preparing them to enter the field of youth ministry. Fortunately, the overall 

tenor of participants indicated that is changing as universities continue to receive more feedback on the 

desperate need for interpersonal relationship and conflict management skills. 

These findings align with the literature that indicates the academic landscape is slowly shifting 

as universities, seminaries, researchers, and practitioners place more emphasis on spiritual, emotional, 

and leadership development within youth ministry as some of the key contributors to long term 

sustainability (Canales, 2014; Devries, 2008; Fields, 1998; Heflin, 2009; Jack & McRay, 2005; Mohler, 

2004; Myers, 2016). Multiple respondents indicated they participate in advanced coursework via formal 

or informal education as they continue to grow their respective youth ministry skillsets. 

Perhaps the overarching finding that provides the greater lens through which to focus is the 

overt emphasis on living into relationship with God and others. When asked to describe themselves as 

leaders, 11 (73.3%) participants utilized terms, phrases, and behaviors that are indicative of being 

relationally oriented. When asked about any counsel they would offer to others in their profession 

related to leadership, 11 (73.3%) participants encouraged others to be intentionally relational. The 

spiritual counsel that was offered when asked if there was anything else participants felt might 

contribute to the study was presented in relational terms, primarily with God, but also within the 

context of God-honoring relationships with others. In the context of their university experiences, 

relationships emerged only second to area of study as the most important takeaway with seven (46.6%) 

participants emphasizing the importance of professors, fellow students, and others in their lives during 

their undergraduate years.  
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Another relational theme involves one’s relationship with God. Participants placed a significant 

emphasis on the consistent practice of spiritual disciplines, specifically focusing on the importance of 

prayer and Bible study. Participants indicated one of the most profound ways God is experienced and 

expressed is through community. Multiple groups were mentioned throughout the study: teens, 

parents, elders, interns, volunteers, the church, other staff members, and friends. Individuals such as 

spouses, key professors, and mentors/mentees were also mentioned numerous times. While the 

relational approach is consistent with expressions of various models presented in the literature, perhaps 

the most important literature in the minds of study participants, the Bible, summarizes the ethos of the 

relational finding best in Jesus’s own words, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you 

love one another” (John 13:35). 

Implications of the Study 

         The primary intention of this study was to identify leadership traits of long tenured youth 

ministers in Churches of Christ in order mitigate turnover in professional youth ministry. As the study 

progressed and the major themes began to surface, substantive implications were drawn from the study 

findings. Some of the implications, primarily associated with the study’s research question one, include: 

         Implications for future youth ministers and for those just getting started. Willimon (2002) 

counseled young seminarians to wade cautiously through change during their first year in a new place. 

He qualified his insights by noting, “On the other hand, be sure to change anything that you can get 

away with” (p. 279). The tongue-in-cheek portion of his counsel is swiftly followed up with the 

importance of ethical boundaries all in ministry should seriously integrate into their daily practices. The 

same concepts are echoed by multiple authors who encourage Christian youth ministers to maintain 

appropriate boundaries and practice holistic, personal, and family care as they continue to grow as 

believers and leaders (Cole & Nielson, 2016; Fields, 1998, 2002; Robbins, 2004, 2011).  
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The findings of this study have substantive implications for men and women considering youth 

ministry as a career or calling. Four key themes emerged from the data that may contribute to long 

tenure at the same church: 

The importance of a relational orientation. The relational orientation implications align with 

the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities study conducted by Jack and McRay (2005), who 

utilized two primary questions to develop a profile of youth ministry programs: a) “What is the picture 

of a well-trained graduate of a youth ministry program? b) What type of training is done to achieve this 

outcome?” (Jack & McRay, 2005, p. 57).  Sub-questions were posed within each primary question. In 

response to the sub-question, “What qualities of character will be true of them?” (p. 59), being 

relational surfaced as a key theme.  

The importance of internships. The data indicate that internships for youth ministry students 

has the potential to contribute to longevity in ministry. It is important to note that students being 

considered for an internship should interview the church while being interviewed by the church. 

Students should ask for contact information from previous interns and review the expectations of the 

job. If a church does not have a coherent plan, job description, or clear expectations, then consider 

looking elsewhere. If new to ministry, consider incorporating an internship program. Research well and 

speak with older youth ministers who have utilized interns for several years. Invite them to help map 

out a proposal and possibly work with your governing board to explore the pros and cons, boundaries, 

responsibilities, and expectations of establishing such a program.  

The importance of mentors. The data indicate that mentoring and being mentored contribute 

to long tenure at the same church. If those entering youth ministry do not have an older mentor, they 

data indicate it is wise to find one, grow in it, and then replicate it in others. The concept of mentoring is 

consistent with the principles of transformational leadership that position leaders to encourage 

learning, achievement, and individual growth (Harms & Credé, 2010). 
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Implications for church leaders. Study findings may be of great use to church leaders who 

supervise youth ministry professionals. Reframing the relationship dynamic from “working for” to 

“working with” and giving youth ministers opportunities for their voices to be heard may lead to even 

more productive work environments. Also, study participants indicated that hearing the voice of their 

leaders was just as important. The more sterile business approach tends to not work well. The more 

relational approach is a game changer.  

The internship finding may encourage opening doors of opportunity for church leaders who 

have resisted utilizing such an approach. The study did not dig into the nuts and bolts of how these 

relationships are structured and homework is recommended before engaging in such an effort. 

However, the data indicate investigating the possibilities and creating an internship program with clear 

expectations and thorough vetting processes may indeed contribute to longer youth ministry tenure. 

Implications for universities and seminaries designing curriculum for youth ministry students. 

Study participants lamented the absence of practical courses that could have more effectively prepared 

them for the rigors of ministry. Courses on effective team building, practicing self-awareness, various 

leadership frameworks, conflict management, and interpersonal skills will complement courses 

dedicated to biblical studies and theological formation. The literature indicates such integration could 

have profound implications (Canales, 2006, 2014; Clark, 2008; Jack & McRay, 2005).  Additionally, 

universities are encouraged to sponsor youth ministry research to mine valid data for deeper 

understanding of youth ministry practitioners and those within their circles of influence. Perhaps the 

youth ministry leadership development void that is readily noticeable in the literature will begin to fill 

and the portrait of the ideal youth ministry representative will more fully emerge (Jack & McRay, 2005).  

Implications for day to day best practices within local church context. The findings of this study 

may prove of great worth to youth ministers, church leaders, and future generation leaders as they 

contemplate the following aspects of day to day youth ministry best practices: 
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Ongoing study of biblical leadership and integration of learning into personal and 

organizational leadership development. Fourteen participants in the study mentioned the Bible at least 

once during their respective interviews. While some mentioned it in passing (i.e., Bible class), others 

focused on the formative role of purposeful time spent in deep study of biblical texts. P7 observed, 

“Sitting down and going through the book of Nehemiah one chapter at a time was the doorway for what 

became a vibrant Wednesday night [gathering] for the teens” (P7, personal communication, January 3, 

2017). Participant observations align with the emphasis Cole (2016) placed on the importance of gospel-

centric youth ministry. Shortly after asserting, “Teenagers lack an accurate understanding of the source 

of truth” (p. 27), he observed: 

Youth ministry with a complete view of the gospel places the cross at the foundation of its 

missional endeavors. Students do not simply do mission trips and service to the poor because 

they represent good deeds to which Scripture calls us. A response to the gospel drives them. 

Youth workers constantly should remind kids that their lives and service are a part of God’s total 

work to redeem fully the whole world for the sake of Christ” (Cole, 2016, p. 38). 

The implication for church elders and youth ministers is of profound importance. Church leaders and 

youth ministers will benefit from studying and dialoguing Scripture together and identifying means to 

gospel ends that have the capacity to outlive fads, trends, and whims. Young professionals or those 

preparing for youth ministry are cautioned to not hunger so much for practical application that they 

overlook the importance of solidly grasping leadership qualities and competencies exhibited throughout 

the whole of the Bible (Blackaby & Blackaby, 2011; Cottrell, 1998).  

Conclusion 

Even though youth ministry is a relatively new phenomenon Senter (2014), a portrait of its ideal 

representative is beginning to emerge (Jack & McRay, 2005). Youth ministers enter a child’s life during a 

time of transition from little boy or little girl to adolescent. Youth ministers then watch that adolescent 
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grow into young men and women. For those who stay in the same church for an extended time, they 

often watch those young men and women grow up, return home, and begin the process anew. Youth 

ministry is a noble calling, a higher calling, and one that has the capacity to initiate trajectories that 

positively impact the lives of others for a lifetime. With that said, the profession is not without its 

challenges. Such realities contribute to the importance of this study. If up and coming youth ministers 

can learn from those who walk before them, then perhaps a new trajectory may just well become a 

revolution. 
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