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Name: Ron Marrs, PhD, serves as Associate Professor of Youth and Pastoral Ministry at 

Western Seminary in Portland, Oregon. 

 

Title:  UNDERSTANDING THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF NOVICE YOUTH 

MINISTERS IN THE EVANGELICAL PROTESTANT TRADITION 

 

Presentation Description:  A glimpse of a phenomenological study which investigated the 

experience of current and former youth ministers as novices in evangelical Protestant 

churches in the Northwestern region of the United States.  The participants in this study 

were 26 men and women who had served as novice youth ministers (with one exception) 

between 2000 and 2008, and 24 of their supervising ministers. 

 

Abstract:  The goal of this study was to examine the lived experience of novice youth 

ministers.  A phenomenological research method was used to discover the perspectives of 

people during their novice youth minister experience as well as those of the ministers 

who supervised them. 
 

Three themes are discussed: (a) difficulties adjusting to church politics, conflicts, 

and other relational struggles; (b) relationship of the youth ministers with their 

supervisors, and (c) the spouse’s experience;  
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The hope is that these findings will help novice youth ministers thrive and remain 

in youth ministry and that supervising ministers and youth ministry educators will 

contribute to this endeavor. 

Introduction 
 

The experiences of novice youth ministers are varied. Some enter the profession 

with a great deal of formal education and others with none. Some believe they have been 

called by God to youth ministry while others are seeking a sense of confirmation that this 

is the vocation to which they have been called. The local church environment is healthy 

for some and toxic for others. Some seem to thrive and others survive for a time and then 

move on to some other vocation. Supervision of novice youth ministers is conducted by 

church leadership using a variety of supervisory styles. 

While Grenz (2001) writes that youth ministry has come of age and that youth 

ministers are more likely to consider being a youth minister as a legitimate vocation, the 

landscape of youth ministry today reveals that people are still moving in and out of youth 

ministry at a rate which warranted further research. The few studies on the longevity and 

attrition of youth ministers done to date were based on the self-reporting of youth 

ministers (Atkinson & Wilson, 1991; McKenzie, 1997; Grenz, 2001). This study was 

done to include one other person in the context of youth ministry who influence the 

success or failure of a youth minister—his/her supervising pastor. 

This phenomenological study investigated the experience of current and former 

youth ministers (YM) as novices in evangelical Protestant churches in the Northwestern 

region of the United States by interviewing both them and the minister who supervised 

them. The examination of existing material prior to this investigation included career 
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development theories, youth minister attrition and longevity studies, and the transition of 

novice teachers into the field of education. Biblical and theological organizing themes 

explored prior to the investigation were a theology of calling, a NT survey of ministry 

leadership roles, and the mentoring case study of Paul and Timothy. These prior 

investigations helped form the interview questions for the novice youth ministers and 

their supervisors. 

Study Participants 
 

The participants in this study were 26 men and women who had served as novice 

youth ministers in churches in the Northwestern region of the United States (with one 

exception) between 2000 and 2008, and 24 of their supervising ministers (SM). A person 

was considered a novice youth minister if he served for the first time in a church youth 

ministry as a paid staff member for at least 20 hours per week. These 26 youth ministers 

were selected through a snowball sampling method. Having been involved with youth 

ministers in the Northwest since 1973, this researcher sent an email to about 250 youth 

workers in the Northwest from his personal database of youth workers. They were asked 

to complete a survey and pass the email along to people they knew who were presently or 

formerly youth ministers, inviting others to take the survey. One of those receiving the 

email was a Christian university youth ministry professor who posted the survey link on 

his Facebook page.   

The survey asked when the person began his novice youth ministry experience 

and whether she thrived or did not thrive as a novice youth minister. No definitions were 

given in the survey for thriving and not thriving. Subsequently 143 persons completed the 

survey.  
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Using this survey data and, in some cases, after contacting a potential prospect, 

participants who fit the following definition of thriving (Lawson, 2000) were selected and 

asked to participate in an interview: 

• Enjoyed their ministry and found it satisfying 

• Felt their responsibilities were a good fit for their gifting and personality 

• Found ways to sustain their personal well-being in the midst of ministry 

• demands 

• Were not eager to consider other work or ministry. 

Ten people who said that they thrived as novice youth ministers were asked to participate 

in interviews. 

Sixteen people who fit the following definition for youth ministers who did not 

thrive in their novice experience (Lawson, 2000) were selected for interviews: 

• Did not enjoy the ministry and did not find it satisfying 

• Felt their responsibilities were not a good fit for their gifting and personality 

• Did not find ways to sustain their personal well-being in the midst of ministry 

demands 

• Were eager to consider other work or ministry. 

Although the original intent was to interview 12 people who had thrived and 12 who had 

not thrived, the determination was made that there was more value in examining more 

YMs who did not thrive than YMs who thrived. 

For each of these two categories (thrive, not thrive) the goal was to find three 

people for each of the following vocational outcomes: 

• Stayed at the church of novice youth ministry experience 
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• Moved to youth ministry at another church after their novice experience 

• Moved to a different vocational ministry in another church after their novice 

experience 

• Left vocational ministry 

Table 1 shows the actual number of participants in each vocational outcome category. 

 
 
Table 1 

Number of Participants Thriving and Not Thriving in Four Vocational Outcome 
Categories 
 

 
Stayed at 

church where 
novice youth 

ministry 
occurred 

Moved to youth 
ministry in 

another church 

Moved to a 
different 

vocational 
ministry in 

another church 

Left vocational 
ministry 

Thrived 3 1 3 3 

Did not thrive 3 5 3 5 
 

 
This researcher determined that if a limited number of interviews were going to be 

conducted, it was better to have more participants who did not thrive. Therefore only one 

person was selected who had thrived and moved to youth ministry in another church. 

Out of the 26 people interviewed regarding their novice youth minister 

experience, six stayed, six moved to work with youth in another church, six moved to a 

different vocational ministry in a different church, and eight left vocational ministry. The 

average age for the beginning of the novice youth ministry experience was 25.65 years. 

The average length of stay in the novice youth ministry experience in this sample was 

3.86 years. Table 2 displays the comparisons of average length of stay in a youth ministry 
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position from research cited earlier in this study, along with the results of the survey done 

in this research to gather the sample. 

 
 
Table 2 

A Comparison of Tenure Rates in Youth Minister Attrition and Longevity Studies 

Study Mean years in youth 
ministry position 

Sample size 

Novice youth ministry 
experience, interviews 
conducted by Marrs in 
2012 

3.86 
26 

Novice youth ministry 
experience, survey by 
Marrs, 2012 

5.19 143 

Novice youth minister 
experience, still at same 
church, survey by Marrs, 
2012 

5.82 58 (of 143 
respondents) 

Novice youth minister 
experience, left first church 
position, survey by Marrs, 
2012 

4.70 85 (of 143 
respondents) 

Keehn (1997) 4.5 20 
Grenz (2001): First youth 
ministry position 

4.65 154 

Grenz (2001): Second 
youth ministry position 

3.27 154 

Grenz (2001): Third youth 
ministry position 

4.28 154 

Grenz (2001): Fourth youth 
ministry position 

2.98 154 

Grenz (2001): Fifth youth 
ministry position 

4.60 154 

 
 

What is evident from this table is that the often-asserted claim that the average 

stay of a youth minister in a church is 1.5 years appears to be inaccurate. No reliable 

statistical data have been gathered because to date no one has conducted a definitive 
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quantitative study which included people no longer involved in youth ministry in the 

sample. Whether or not it would be significant to determine this number (average stay at 

a church) is questionable anyway. What is more important is the determination of why 

youth ministers stay in youth ministry and why they leave.   

 

Research Methodology 

An interview lasting 45–75 minutes was conducted with each of the novice youth 

ministers.  During the interviewing each youth minister was asked if he would be 

comfortable with this researcher interviewing the person who supervised her during her 

novice youth minister experience. Four of the participants did not want their SM to be 

interviewed.  In two of the situations, both the SM and another person were interviewed. 

In one case, the second interview was with a church board member who had acted as a 

mentor to the youth minister. In the other case, the second interview was with the SM of 

the youth minister’s second church. In both cases, the second interview was conducted in 

order to gain a better perspective of the youth minister’s situation.  An interview lasting 

45–60 minutes was conducted with each of the SMs.  All the interviews were conducted 

in person, by phone, and via Skype.  

 After all 50 interviews were transcribed, each transcription was entered into the 

computer software program NVivo9, which was designed for data analysis in qualitative 

research. The interviews were searched first for relevant data and repeating ideas.  From 

these organizing themes can be developed theoretical constructs which emerge out of the 

themes (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003).   Eight organizing themes were discovered and 
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were supported by theoretical constructs.  These themes and theoretical constructs are 

found in Table 3. 

 
Table 3 

Organizing Themes and Theoretical Constructs which Emerged from Data Analysis 

Organizing theme Theoretical constructs 
1. Calling Calling 1.1. Some novice youth ministers used the 

language of a transcendent summons (an external call 
of God) to vocational ministry. 
Calling 1.2. Some novice youth ministers described 
their call more in terms of process than an external 
summons. 
Calling 1.3. Some novice youth ministers viewed their 
novice experience as a call to a particular position or 
place. 
 

2. Difficulties adjusting to 
church politics, conflicts, and 
other relational struggles 

Difficulties 2.1. Some novice youth ministers 
experienced difficulties with their SM.   
Difficulties 2.2. Some novice youth ministers 
experienced difficulties because of problems in the 
church not directly related to them. 
Difficulties 2.3. Some novice youth ministers struggled 
with leadership other than their supervisor (senior 
ministers, church board members, influential leaders). 
Difficulties 2.4. Some novice youth ministers 
experienced difficulties with parents and adult 
volunteers. 
Difficulties 2.5. A small number of novice youth 
ministers had difficulties with students. 
 

3. Relationship of the youth 
ministers with their supervisors 

Supervising 3.1. A nurturing supervising relationship 
was beneficial to the novice youth minister but did not 
guarantee a thriving situation. 
Supervising 3.2. Tolerable supervisor relationships 
were found in both thriving and non-thriving situations 
but were more common in non-thriving situations. 
Supervising 3.3. Unhealthy supervisory relationships 
were major contributors to “not thriving” situations. 

(table continues) 
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Table 5.5 Organizing Themes and Theoretical Constructs which Emerged from Data 
Analysis                                                                                                                (continued) 

Organizing theme Theoretical constructs 
4. Mentoring Mentoring 4.1. Approaches to mentoring by SMs fell 

into three categories. 
Mentoring 4.2. In non-thriving situations the absence 
of a mentoring strategy by the SM was detrimental to 
the situation.   
Mentoring 4.3. Mentoring prior to the novice youth 
ministry experience was not a significant factor for 
thriving. 
 

5. Spouse’s experience Spouse 5.1. Wives of YMs who did not thrive faced 
struggles that ranged from being irritated to sadness 
and loneliness. 
Spouse 5.2. Wives of YMs who thrived also had 
struggles. 
 

6. Selection process 
 

Selection 6.1. Major differences between the youth 
minister candidate and the church were overlooked or 
misunderstood. 
Selection 6.2. Wrong assumptions were made about 
youth minister’s fitness for ministry. 
Selection 6.3. Mistakes were made when a youth 
minister was selected very quickly without church 
leadership being integrally involved.  
 

7. Preparation  
 

8. Differences in perspective 
between YM and SM 

 

 
Because space for this paper is limited only three of these organizing themes (2, 3 and 5), 

with their accompanying theoretical constructs, are discussed in the sections that follow. 

The actual words of the participants are presented as these constructs are developed and 

are limited in light of the brevity of this paper. 
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Organizing Theme 2: Difficulties Adjusting to Church Politics, Conflicts, and Other 
Relational Struggles 

 
 One of the dominant organizing themes in this study was the difficulty novice 

youth ministers had in adjusting to church politics, conflicts, and other relational 

struggles. In some situations the youth minister was at the center of the conflict or 

struggle. In others, they were part of the ministerial leadership team contending with 

difficulties that were not centered on the novice YM personally. Twenty-one out of the 

26 YMs reported difficulties adjusting to church politics, conflicts, and other relational 

struggles. Twelve of those YMs described a very serous conflict. The first theoretical 

construct describes the difficulties experiences by novice YMs with their SM.  

 
Difficulties 2.1: Some Novice Youth Ministers Experienced Difficulties with their 
SM 
 
 Ten of the YMs described serious relational difficulties with their SM or 

difficulties they experienced, in general, because of perceived deficiencies in the SM’s 

supervising strategy. The SM was often, but not always, the senior minister. In each of 

these 10 situations the YM described himself or herself as not thriving in the situation. 

The descriptions of five participants reveal five different variations of these difficulties: 

1. The YM and the SM were at odds from the beginning of their relationship. 

2. The YM had an agenda related to the SM. 

3. The YM had a conflict with a church leader and was disappointed at the response of 

the SM. 

4. The YM was struggling and his supervisors did not realize it. 

5. The YM did not really understand why the SM was displeased with him. 

These five cases are now illustrated. 
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 First, in the case of YM#4, he and his supervisor (not the senior pastor) were at 

odds from the beginning of their relationship. Of his director supervisor, YM#4 said this:   

YM#4: [My supervisor] was a little more, kind of nuts and bolts; I would say 
probably the person I butted heads most with would be [my supervisor]. 

 
The senior minister (SM#4) was interviewed for this research because of his indirect 

supervision of the YM and confirmed the difficulties between YM#4 and his supervisor: 

SM#4 (the senior minister, indirect supervisor): From the very beginning they 
[YM#4 and his supervisor) conflicted. 

 
The conflicts between the YM and SM were consistent as the YM faced decisions 

regarding the youth ministry. As is described below, YM#4 was in conflict with the 

students, parents, and volunteer leaders. YM#4’s perspective of his SM was this: 

YM#4: The feeling that I got from [my supervisor] was that there was, tradition 
seemed more important, relationships seemed more important, godliness didn’t 
seem as important. 

 
These conflicts caused the YM to describe himself as not thriving in this situation and he 

subsequently left vocational ministry altogether. 

 Second, in the case of one YM (not identified to protect anonymity) the struggle 

centered on the leadership power dynamics. The YM had been a volunteer in the youth 

ministry as well as a leader in the church. As a volunteer he knew the circumstances 

surrounding the departure of a previous youth minister and attributed some of the reason 

for the departure as a power struggle between the previous youth minister and the senior 

minister. 

YM: So I knew why [the previous youth minister] had left. [The previous youth 
minister] didn’t leave because he was happy to go somewhere else. He left 
because he couldn’t take dealing with the SM [senior minister] at that point. And, 
so with that, I already knew that coming into this, that there were issues.   

 
So when the YM took the job he was determined to challenge the leadership style of the  
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SM. Here is his perspective: 

YM: …so, I came in looking to be a team member, not being a servant. Not that I 
don’t serve, ’cause I believe that’s the truest form of leadership is when you serve 
your people and you help them to survive so that they can help the next people 
along the line. But it was just, it was truly a hierarchy in the office with [my 
SM#18] being at the top.  

 
The YM clearly had an agenda to deal with what he perceived as a faulty leadership 

model on the part of the SM. Subsequently there was a considerable struggle and the YM 

reported that he did not thrive in this situation. But both the YM and the SM agreed that 

the situation had been worked out and they continue to work together. 

 Third, YM#2 found himself at odds with the chairman of the board of the church 

(this situation is described more fully later) but was disappointed with the response of his 

supervisor, who was the lead minister: 

YM#2: With the lead pastor…I would say, part of the most frustrating and painful 
thing with him was that he never talked to me about it, and he never seemed to 
support me through the ridiculousness of the head of the board. And—even down 
to being—having the head of the board come in and say he wanted me fired, but 
never defending me, just calling me in later and telling me that happened. And so, 
that was frustrating.  

 
This situation ended with the resignation of YM#2 and his departure from vocational 

ministry. He did not want the SM (lead minister) to be interviewed because they were just 

now repairing their relationship after his departure 7 years prior. 

 Fourth, YM#7 found herself in a situation where she lacked the experience and 

training needed to cope with the issues she was facing. (Other details of her struggle are 

discussed later.) YM#7 had two supervisors when she began and the situation was 

confusing. In this case, the situation would not be described as a conflict, but as a 

deficiency in the supervision strategy. YM#7 described it this way: 
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YM#7: When I first started I met weekly with our children’s pastor and then I 
also met monthly with our senior pastor. So, I met with our children’s pastor once 
a week and she was supposed to help me, mentor me, my senior pastor said she 
was my supervisor, she said that my mentor, and those are two different, those are 
two different words to me and two different roles. So there was no job description 
of what our relationship looked like, she was just...it was kind of all on her. So 
she was my main supervisor. She helped me in lots of ways with figuring out 
program, but I would come to her with questions and she would give her 
feedback, but I felt like it was still mostly me figuring it out and her, you know, 
she helped me to kind of understand what was going on, but she was basically my 
main go-to person, which I think was a little unfair to her. 

 
The associate minister who eventually became her SM described the situation this way: 

SM#7: …the pastor [senior pastor, one of the supervising minister at the 
beginning of YM#7’s tenure] was just totally programmatic and, you know, “Tell 
me what you’re doing...it all looks fine...any questions...how can I help...” He was 
very kind and gracious, but I don’t think he had any discernment when it came to 
the role… Well, I think the only thing I’ve ever heard is just, she feels like she’s 
drowning… And I think no one knew that she was feeling like she was drowning. 
And we didn’t have a boss who would pick that up. And I think he thought giving 
her to the C.E. Director would take care of all the rough edges, but I think 
together they were anxious. 

 
The deficiency in this supervising strategy created a difficult situation for YM#7. 

 Fifth, YM#12 was at cross purposes with his SM from the outset. Here’s how he 

described the situation: 

YM#12: From a ministry side, my supervisor was a difficult guy to work with, not 
overbearing but distant and really disconnected; he assumed I should know what 
to do. The guy before me had a well-oiled machine. They were actually looking 
for someone with more experience, but they liked me so much and we both knew 
when I walked in the door that I wasn’t like the previous guy, but they liked me. 

 
YM#12 thought that the SM and others would patiently help him adjust to the situation 

but the SM believed that the YM was not doing the right things even though he tried to 

help him. The YM did not understand the SM and did not believe he was receiving the 

help and counsel he needed to deal with the conflicts. 

YM#12: For example, if someone had conflict with me I’d ask for help but it 
wouldn’t be helpful. What I didn’t know till later, a lot of people were 
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complaining about specific things and rather than come to me, my supervisor 
would come back to me and say “you’re rocking boat and you need to get by it…” 
But I never knew who wanted what—he told me to call a parent meeting, and I’d 
ask who was mad at me. And I would ask for specifics and he would say—he’d 
say, “I’m not going there.” “Well, if they are mad at me, you should have them let 
me know so we can talk through it. I want to sit down and walk through it and not 
just have a conflict.” That was a big thing that led to my leaving, just too many 
conflicts not resolved, too much water under the bridge…so me being novice with 
the situations I knew I was doing the best I could, but I needed more help from 
him in terms of so and so is not about this…let’s sit down with him… “Why don’t 
I mediate with you? And mediating. Not once mediated. And that was huge, 
ultimately the deal breaker. Maybe we would have found out it wouldn’t work, 
but at least we needed to give that an opportunity. 

 
The impression of this researcher was that the SM decided fairly early that YM#12 was 

not a fit for the situation and with other issues taking precedence in the church chose not 

to take the time to help him learn from and navigate the situation. To this day, YM#12 

does not really understand all that went on in the situation. 

 
Difficulties 2.2: Some Novice Youth Ministers Experienced Difficulties because of 
Problems in the Church Not Directly Related to them 
 
 Ten YMs found themselves in church situations with significant problems 

occurring in the church that were not directly related to them but which led to struggles 

for the YM. Seven of the 10 were in the “not thriving” category. The three that described 

themselves as thriving overall actually left because of these struggles. Here are the stories 

of YMs who found themselves in troubling situations because of church conflicts. 

YM#10 thrived throughout most of his tenure until the situation turned ugly in the 

church. Here is how his SM described the situation: 

 
SM#10: Well, I would say the biggest challenge to him at the time was what we 
were going through as a church. I mean, you know, I think when he saw we were 
going through one of the most difficult times in [the church’s] history, that 
became real tough on him. You know, I mean, he just didn’t know what to do 
with it. It ended up shaking him. His two pastors, both myself and [the senior 
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minister], two of his mentors, I think that was tough to watch people undermine 
us. I think it was hard for him to see guys my age acting the way they were acting. 
When you grow up in a church and you see individuals a certain way and you’re 
thinking to yourself, man, these guys from a distance are strong pillars of the 
faith, and then you get up and close and personal to them and it becomes 
disheartening when you see, oh my gosh, these guys have been walking with the 
Lord for 30, 40 years. That’s the fruit of what God has done in their lives? That’s 
tough for a 20-year-old to now have the maturity to see the results of some 
person’s years of walking with Christ. And that was tough on him. 

 
In the midst of this church conflict, YM#10 resigned amidst what he called “a perfect 

storm.” He said, “honestly it was the perfect storm. It was a church melt down. My staff 

underneath me…some were paid and some were volunteers…had a staff underneath me 

melt down.” He left the church and vocational ministry, too. 

 YM#6 (in a “not thrive” situation) grew up in the church and was mentored by the 

youth minister whom he followed. He was excited to be in the role but the church began 

to unravel. At his first staff meeting, the senior minister resigned! Here’s how YM#6 

described the situation he faced: 

YM#6: The church has gone through all—this church specifically has gone 
through all kinds of splits, and all kinds of divisions, and kinds of chunks of 
people leaving, so it wasn’t like this was—we had never experienced any kind of 
frustration, but a lot of people left because [the senior minister] left. And so when 
that happened, the board decided to makes some changes, because we have 
always been staff heavy. Just had been notorious for this church to be staff 
heavy… Our senior pastor, L., had never really dealt with it. We had kept saying, 
“We need to change, we need to change…we’re not as big of a church as we used 
to be.” But that never changed. So, the board made a decision as people began to 
leave, numbers went down, giving went down, we were at this really scary stage, 
we had to fire our missions pastor. And that was probably one of the most 
frustrating experiences with church, because we did a phone call, you know, and 
we had a staff meeting that next day, with the whole staff, and basically they say, 
“We had to let go of [name of associate minister].” And we all felt like we had 
just gotten a leg chopped out from under us with L. leaving, and then another 
strong male presence pastor was now taken away. And again, I was just kind of 
like, “I don’t know what to think. I’m new here.” You know, I’ve known these 
people for so long. I went to—I was in youth group with most of the board’s 
children. You know, these staff members knew me as the kid that did VBS skits 
to the kid who had—you know, with playing with their junior highers. So I was 
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just still just a kid in their eyes, and I acted like a kid for a long time. And I was 
just like, “You’ve got to be kidding me, this is happening?” So when that 
happened, the church got really, really angry. A lot of people left because of that. 
There were meetings that they had where they were yelling at board members for 
the decision, and the board members were not apologizing.  

YM#6’s supervisor reiterated the difficulties he faced and commended him for staying  

with the church (where he is still working): 
 

SM#6: All I would say, and I mean, I’ve already said it though, just that his first 
three years here, especially the first two, were chaotic. And I have a lot of 
admiration and appreciation for him sticking it out with us, and even being open 
to me, as a supervisor in that time and then back as a colleague, which he still 
often treats me as a supervisor, you know, if he’s got questions, whatever, he’s in 
my office. So, just, ya...just his stick-tuitiveness [sic.] during that time and his 
loyalty here. I am still astounded by—honestly, a lot of people would have said, 
“Forget this, this is not what I signed up for, I’m out of here.”  

 
 YM#11 (in a “not thrive” situation) began his novice experience as the church 

began to go through difficult circumstances. His supervisor described it this way: 

SM#11: Uh, I think there were some very positive things [about] going to 
seminary. Uh, but the ministry side was not the greatest. And uh, things were not 
good at the church when he came. It was one of the worst situations I’ve even 
seen. And he stepped in just as it began… And, um, it was very tough on him and 
me! But probably tougher on him, I think. It was his first full-time ministry… The 
turmoil, and the chaos, and the anger, and all this stuff…that just arose that was 
not related to him, or his ministry at all. But he felt it. 

This church situation led to him describing his “non-thriving” experience this way: 
 

YM#11: Nothing really met any of my expectations…and not that my 
expectations were right…but my experiences in youth ministry…volunteering and 
training before I took that position were much different than in the church that I 
had began that position in…so there was a lot…a lot of the way things happened 
that were different ways of doing things. Um…also newly married in a new 
city…adjusting to a new life…in a lot of different ways…I’m sure…the context 
of the overall mission and vision and health of the church at large was different 
also…and as I have had more time to reflect… I think that’s one of the reasons we 
eventually left…was, uh…just the inability to a lead a youth ministry the way I 
envisioned it…in the context of a church with a mission and a vision…and help 
the way I like with a greater connection of the youth ministry to the overall 
church. 
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This was certainly a difficult context in which to begin. By the time of his departure, the 

SM felt that some people were leaving the church because of the YM and the SM 

ultimately questioned the YM’s fit for youth ministry. This researcher was uncertain 

whether or not the SM had actually communicated this to the YM. The presenting reason 

for having the YM leave was lack of funding for his position because of declining church 

attendance. 

 
Difficulties 2.3: Some Novice Youth Ministers Struggled with Leadership Other 
than their Supervisor (Senior Ministers, Church Board Members, Influential 
Leaders) 
 
 Facing conflict with the senior minister or another influential leader in the church 

other than her supervisor can be very disconcerting for a novice YM. Two YMs reported 

serious struggles with the senior pastor who did not act as their immediate supervisor. 

Five YMs had difficulties with a member of the church board or some other influential 

leader. 

 One of the two YMs who struggled with the senior pastor who was not his 

immediate supervisor, YM#5, became a novice youth minister in a church with a long 

history of conflicts. Here is how his first SM described his own experience when he 

started at the church: 

SM#5: Some of it’s just the makeup of [name of the church]. I came in ’99, my 
first staff meeting, and I came from, probably the healthiest church I’ve ever been 
a part of. I mean, it was very fast-growing church, a lot of things going on, just 
was a very good situation. So I came and, first staff meeting I think was Tuesday, 
and the first word, now granted I had met with the senior pastor several times 
during the time of interviews, including the call committee, so we had spent quite 
a bit of time together, and then I hear out of his mouth, “well, there are a number 
of people who want me to go.” Well, that’s not exactly news that you’re looking 
forward to. But it has a long, long, long, long history of conflict between staff 
members and congregational members. 
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This minister referred to by SM#5 eventually left and YM#5 was supervised by SM#5, 

who was the acting senior minister until a new minister came. YM#5 described the 

situation this way: 

YM#5: And a year into it, they called a senior pastor who was from [name of 
state] in a very traditional [denomination], …so his, from my perspective, his role 
was to come in and bring this [church] back in line with the denomination. 
Because what was going on in the church is they had a, kind of a, two sections of 
the church body. One that was much more of a, a type of a community church, a 
blend of denominations because there was such a strong youth group history that 
people would come to this church. And then there was the other group that was 
very much [this denomination]. And so the senior pastor came in as a strong 
[denominationalist] and I’m not a [this denomination] in a lot of theological ways. 
So up until that point, it worked for me to be, my theology and everything, and 
then it ultimately came down to that being one of the issues.  

 
Ultimately, the tension created by theological differences between the senior minister and 

the youth minister contributed to the departure of the YM. 

 YM#2 was one of the five YMs who faced serious difficulties with a church board 

member or other influential leader in the church. Here is YM#2’s description of the 

situation: 

YM#2: At the end what contributed to . . . was just a renegade head of the board 
who I couldn’t please no matter what… I don’t . . . I want to keep beating this 
dead horse literally but literally four staff left within a couple years and 
communicated appropriately and respectfully that he was a big contributor to that 
fact and I can remember sitting down with the associate pastor, [name of associate 
pastor], who is a pastor of family counseling and of administrative stuff, too, and 
he sat me down about 6 months before I left and said, “All right, [name of 
associate pastor] would like us to meet about some—meet once a week to talk 
about—what did he say?—Organizational strategies. And this is after it just hit 
the fan with the head of the board and I go, “Well, why are we doing this?” “Well, 
[the senior pastor] would like me and you to meet.” ’Cause it was obvious that the 
head of the board—this was a way to kind of pacify—. I go, “Well, no one else’s 
meeting like this. Why is it just me?” And [name of associate pastor] and I had a 
great relationship, still do. I said, “I don’t understand—this wasn’t the first 
conversation we had where I said—“this guy—everything people said—he keeps 
torpedoing people and being abrasive and mean to people in the church.” I go, 
“Why do we keep writing him a hall pass? Why he’s he still the head of our board 
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if he doesn’t meet the qualifications. He caused one staff member to leave already 
and I’m sure I’m not the only one. Why is this?” So when you talk about things 
that are my downfalls I don’t think that contributed at all to me leaving. It literally 
was just one individual who caused things to stir up, which is sad. 

 
YM#2 felt he got no support from the senior minister in dealing with this major conflict 

and ultimately decided the best thing was to resign. His disappointment was heightened 

by a very inadequate acknowledgement of his departure from the church.  

 
Difficulties 2.4: Some Novice Youth Ministers Experienced Difficulties with Parents 
and Adult Volunteers 
 
 Although the number of novice youth ministers in this study who reported 

difficulties with parents and adult volunteers was small, their stories provide more 

background for those youth ministers who did not thrive. Novice YMs must negotiate the 

expectations of many people in the church. Two key groups of people are parents and 

adult youth ministry volunteers. Some YMs do not appear to be equipped to manage 

these expectations. 

 Two of the YMs had struggles with both parents and adult volunteers. One of 

them ended up leaving vocational ministry and the other left the church and eventually 

returned to youth ministry in another church. One of them, YM#4, had such a difficult 

time that it led to an emotional breakdown. He made changes in the youth ministry the 

first year that led to much contention: 

YM#4: So I didn’t want to pursue it for the following year, but that’s kind of 
when all hell broke lose; it was like, “We’ve always done this!” You know, so, 
“We should really be doing this, I don’t want my kids to miss out on this.” That 
was a big sticking point, that kids wanted to go and they were like, “Why won’t 
you let us do this?” And parents didn’t understand it, but not all the parents. I 
mean, there’s parents who were supportive, there’s parents who had a tough time 
with it. There’s pastors who were supportive, but there’s also pastors who had a 
tough time with that.   
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YM#4 found himself struggling against the way things were done in the past. One key 

issue that brought division was a youth event which YM#2 found unsatisfying. He 

attended once and decided not to attend the next year: 

YM#4: You’re transitioning into a new job, but the church is also transitioning 
into receiving a new youth pastor. So you’re dealing with, on one side of things, 
there’s a certain way I do things, but there’s also a certain way the church does 
things. There’s expectations that the volunteers have, you know, “The old youth 
pastor let us do this,” or “We do this,” or...and, there was things that I wanted to 
really push and move forward, you know, maybe programs or philosophies that I 
thought were important and you kind of deal with, you kind of get a good taste of 
conflict that may arise within the church, and so I may come in, I may want to do 
something... I think a great example to me, and I can use this as an example, was 
just the [name of event] event that goes on every [name of season of the year]. As 
soon as I got in there, I had heard, “[Name of event] changed my life.” And then 
from other people I heard, “[Name of event] is a reason for kids to make out and 
have sex with each other…it’s a good excuse.” 

 
So YM#4 found himself at odds with parents, adult volunteers, and his SM. He admitted 

his own contribution to the situation: 

YM#4: And so, I didn’t necessarily come into the job with a sense of compromise 
or a sense of partnering with other people and pastors, specifically like [his 
supervisor]. 

 
Here was a man who found himself in conflict with key adults in the youth ministry as 

well as his supervisor. This left him isolated in a very difficult situation. After a serious 

emotional breakdown, he left vocational ministry. 

 The other YM (not identified to protect anonymity) who was in conflict with both 

parents and adult volunteers lasted a very short time in his novice youth minister 

experience. He was also at odds with his SM. The SM described the situation this way: 

SM (not identified to protect anonymity): I had gone through a pretty knockdown, 
drag-out, um…last probably 6 months, 8 months with the previous youth guy. 
And um, and…there was some bruises. And we thought that we were into a new 
era and things would be rebuilding… And then it all went sideways. And now we 
had parents more angry than they were before. And we had the potential to lose 
this really choice parent core, this volunteer core…when it didn’t go well, with 
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[the YM] it was not—there just wasn’t the room for a lot of grace to happen in 
there. 

 
Although this YM ended up in youth ministry at another church, his novice experience 

was extremely difficult and confusing.   

 YM#15 had what is likely a very unusual experience with a parent. In his case, he 

was the target of a rumor-mongering parent who happened to be the sister of the senior 

minister! Here is his description: 

YM#15: Yeah...let’s see...some of the other challenges...dealing with some of the 
parents, especially a key problem family that happened to be the lead pastor’s 
sister. That was one of the reasons why we ended up leaving there after a year. 
She was, just...started spreading kind of rumors about my wife and I around town, 
and just, really blowing things out of proportion, and was just upset at me for not 
attending their son’s graduation, high school graduation, and having to work 
instead of that...  

 
In this situation, the YM went through a time of real soul searching before feeling 

comfortable putting himself forward for vocational ministry. He did end up in another 

youth ministry after a season of reflection stimulated by this very difficult time with a 

parent in this novice situation. 

 YM#5 found that some of the challenges in meeting expectations came from 

misunderstandings that started in the interview process: 

YM#5: There was a, like, a disconnect in expectations, both from myself and my 
wife and from the volunteers in the church, and there was a lack of definition of 
terms, because...in terms of vocabulary. So, in the interview process, when I said 
“Bible study” it meant one thing. When they said “Bible study” it meant another 
thing. And so, essentially, I went into the experience with all of my background 
and worldview and how I interpreted the job would be, and they heard all of my 
answers and responses in the context of what they interpreted that to be. So we 
all, I think very well-meaning, started off thinking, “This is a great fit and a 
wonderful thing,” and it took about two and a half years for it all to realize that it 
really wasn’t a good fit for me. I think in addition to that, some of my conviction 
and my own unwillingness to compromise on what I thought was the way it 
should be done, got in the way of my ability to operate within the context. 
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Although there were other issues that led this YM to leave the church for another youth 

ministry position, this challenge with adult volunteers was definitely a major aspect of his 

not thriving in the situation. 

 These examples point out the critical need for novice YMs to have wise counsel 

in negotiating the expectations of parents and adult volunteers. Difficulties experienced in 

these situations can be very hard to overcome.  

 
Organizing Theme 3: Relationship of the Youth Ministers with their Supervisors 

 
 How critical is the relationship of the novice youth minister to his supervisor? Is it 

possible to thrive when the relationship with one’s supervisor is unhealthy? Is it 

important for a youth minister to have a healthy relationship with his supervisor in order 

to thrive? Does it matter whether or not the SM has a mentoring strategy? 

 A total of 32 supervising relationships were in view for the 26 youth ministers 

interviewed for this research. Four YMs had two SMs during their novice experience. 

One YM had 3 supervisors. Three categories were used to group the responses and 

describe the relationships: nurturing, tolerable, and unhealthy. Three constructs were 

developed from these categories. The first theoretical construct focuses on a nurturing 

supervising relationship. 

 
Supervisor 3.1: A Nurturing Supervising Relationship was Beneficial to the Novice 
Youth Minister but Did Not Guarantee a Thriving Situation 
 

The category of “nurturing” was used to describe relationships of mutual respect, 

good communication, and a sense of collegiality. In eight of these cases the YM was 

thriving. In six of the cases the YM was not thriving. In the latter cases, other dynamics 
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were at work to produce a “not thriving” situation, not the relationship with the 

supervisor. 

YM#16 had a SM who was exceptionally nurturing and she thrived in the 

situation. She described it this way in response to a question about how her supervisor 

contributed to her thinking and development as a youth minister: 

YM#16: I would say, just, probably the full-hearted support…even if I was going 
to mess up super bad, I knew he was still going to train me, help me through 
that…support and love me. That was really helpful. I knew a lot of people in 
college who had, you know, not so supportive, . . . that kind of people working 
with them. So that was really helpful. And I would say accountability. I was held 
accountable to make sure that I was, you know, that I was spiritually growing, 
that I was reading my Bible, praying, you know. Especially when you go to a 
Bible college. People can just assume you are doing that. So I think that was 
helpful. He did that and then the women that I mentioned. I think that was the two 
big things.  

 
SM#16 was a supervisor who provided a nurturing context that was very beneficial to 

YM#16. He was the one who invited her into youth ministry leadership in the church and 

maintained a nurturing relationship as her supervisor. 

 In contrast, YM#5 did not thrive even though he had a very nurturing relationship 

with his supervisor. Here is his description of the situation in which his supervisor 

provided hope but other factors led to him not thriving in the situation: 

YM#5: Sure, well. Just a brief synopsis? It was really hard for me, and for my 
wife. I think that, you know, we kind of felt like we were on an island. So that 
made it very difficult. I had a ton of doubts, and I can get to it later, but within 
about 6 weeks into the job I had some major, major doubts. Felt completely ill-
equipped to do what I was doing. When we merged with the other church a year 
into it, there was a lot of hope because of [my SM]. [My SM] was a big, big deal 
for me, really impacted me. But it was still a definite struggle. I went from a very 
small youth group to a much larger youth group and I hated, hate might be a 
strong word, but I really disliked that I couldn’t know each student personally, or 
at least something about them personally. I went from a youth group of maybe 
15–20 kids to about, our peak maybe we had 70 high schoolers. So that was really 
difficult for me. And you know, I was young and I was, I didn’t have very thick 
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skin, not all that confident even though people thought I really had it together, so, 
it was tough but really good for me, looking back.  

 
The interview with his supervisor verified the reality of a nurturing relationship that was 

helpful in the situation even as YM#5 struggled.   

 The reports of YMs who had nurturing relationships with their supervisors 

suggest that this relationship is a critical but not sufficient condition for thriving in a 

novice youth ministry experience. 

 
Supervisor 3.2: Tolerable Supervisor Relationships were Found in Both Thriving 
and Non-thriving Situations but were More Common in Non-thriving Situations 

 
The “tolerable” category was used to describe a relationship where the dynamics 

were neither nurturing nor unhealthy. In some cases there were deficits in the 

relationship, something missing that made for a less than optimum situation. Four people 

who thrived and eight people who did not thrive described their relationship to their 

supervisor as tolerable. In these relationships antagonism was not present, but something 

was missing.   

One YM (not identified to protect anonymity) had a mentor outside of the church 

who he consulted on almost a daily basis. His supervisor, the senior minister, was 

conscious of this outside mentoring relationship and it impacted their relationship. The 

SM described it this way: 

 
SM (not identified to protect anonymity): The other thing that came to play with 
the YM and I that I think was fairly significant was he relied an enormous amount 
on [name of outside mentor]. He spent time with [this mentor] almost on a daily 
basis. And so, I felt that he didn’t need me, he didn’t want me, to be involved at 
that level.  
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The YM spoke of this outside mentoring relationship but there was no indication that he 

was aware of the impact on the supervisor. The SM decided that he would not compete 

with this outside mentor: 

SM: It was something I wasn’t going to compete with. And so, you know, I never 
talked to [YM] about that specific dynamic. But [YM] was in a process of finding 
himself, and he was confused. I really think he was confused. He was discovering 
the hard work of ministry, the disappointment of ministry, and he had a little bit 
of a utopian mentality. Which is, to me, not uncommon to somebody coming out 
of school. You know all the joys but you have not experienced the heartaches, and 
that’s where the call really begins to play in. And, I think in our conversations we 
did talk about some of those types of things. What little bit of mentoring I may 
have done was more about the [YM] than it was about ministry.  

 
The SM was not really resentful of the outside mentor, but clearly his relationship with 

the YM was impacted. This YM did not thrive and eventually moved out of vocational 

ministry. It is uncertain how much a better relationship would have impacted the 

situation. 

 One YM (not identified to protect anonymity) did not describe the relationship 

with the direct supervisor or the senior minister as bad, but the SM (not identified to 

protect anonymity) and the eventual supervisor (who was interviewed for this study) felt 

like both of them missed the YMs struggles. 

SM: I think [the YM] thought [YM] had a mentor [the supervisor] but it was not, 
it was not really prescribed appropriately, so that the gal that was doing it didn’t 
really understand her role and the pastor was just totally programmatic and, you 
know, “Tell me what you’re doing...it all looks fine...any questions...how can I 
help...” He was very kind and gracious, but I don’t think he had any discernment 
when it came to the role… Well, I think the only thing I’ve ever heard is just, [the 
YM] feels like [the YM’s] drowning because [the YM] hasn’t had...well, what we 
didn’t understand was, [the YM] didn’t know what [the YM] was doing, as a 
freshman, I mean, as a first-year person. I think my boss and the people that 
worked with [the YM] thought, “You give [the YM] the job description and [the 
YM] knows what [the YM]’s doing.” . . . So, I think, and I’ve tried to explain to 
[the YM] that what [the YM]’s asking is pretty significant. Like, [the YM] 
wanted, a supervisor that [the YM] could just, you know, that was just there for 
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[the YM], and I tried to say, “But we all have jobs.” And so, finding that niche 
and the kind of support...I’d say [the YM], first year, [the YM] was drowning.  

 
Eventually the YM was provided with outside paid consultants to help assess the youth 

ministry program and the SM interviewed for this research became the YM’s supervisor. 

This led to a much more thriving situation after a very difficult start as a novice. The 

supervising relationships were essentially tolerable and would not be labeled as 

extremely unhealthy, but contributed to a situation where the YM was not thriving. 

 The four YMs who had tolerable relationships with their supervisors and thrived 

were able to overcome any deficits in the supervisory relationship. 

 
Supervisor 3.3: Unhealthy Supervisory Relationships were Major Contributors to 
“Not Thriving” Situations 
 
 Six YMs had relationships with their supervisors which were unhealthy. Five of 

them did not thrive and one reported thriving. Most of them have been described under 

the organizing theme “Difficulties Adjusting to Church Politics, Conflicts, and Other 

Relational Struggles.” In this section, some YMs and SMs are not identified in order to 

protect anonymity. YM#2 (who did not thrive) was unhappy about how his supervisor 

handled the major conflict with the chairman of the board. Since he was just recently 

taking the steps to reconcile with his SM he asked this researcher not to interview him so 

as not to dredge up old wounds. One YM (who did not thrive) had extremely poor 

communication with his supervisor and was released after a very short time in his 

position.   

 Another YM (who did not thrive) had a very unhealthy relationship with his first 

supervisor. Here is his description: 
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YM: [One of the other youth ministers left] but I had stuck it out; it was some 
really rough things with the supervisor that we had, and I just, I stuck it out 
because I knew that God wanted me to stay and stick it out… So God definitely 
had blessed me by sticking it out, even though I had wanted to leave, and I had 
gone on my knees and said, “I want to be out of here, I just can’t stand this guy, 
he’s discouraging me, I want to not be in church ever again”… And, so, that was 
a rough, rough, rough time, and it did affect my ministry a little bit because I 
don’t know, I didn’t know how to respond in the right way, I guess, maybe at the 
time…we had an interim pastor come in, and they actually put this administrative 
guy more in charge of the church stuff, and then they gave the interim pastor more 
of the speaking and other things. So he was kind of my supervisor, this guy. And 
he was more of a rules and...you know, you need to do this, do this, I need to 
know where you are at all times. It was a really hard, that was probably one of the 
main reasons that I left the church. 

 
When the SM of one YM arrived to be the senior minister, he took over the supervision 

of the YM and they had a very healthy relationship. He described the situation this way: 

SM: His supervisor. . .was a [long-term civil servant] that was an administrator. 
And so, very disciplinarian in his approach. I don’t think he...he was an 
administrator, not a pastor. And [YM#13] did not do well under that model. We 
really failed him in those two years. 

 
According to the SM, by the time he became the senior minister and built a nurturing 

relationship with the YM it was too late to rescue the situation. It was not possible for the 

YM to remain at the church and prosper. After moving to a different ministry vocation, 

the YM has returned to youth ministry at a different church. 

 Another YM (who did not thrive) was determined to change the leadership style 

of his SM, which resulted in a rocky relationship. This was eventually worked out and the 

YM is still at the church.   

 One YM described his novice experience as a thriving one but the relationship 

with his SM was not good. His SM described it this way: 

SM: So on a one-on-one, I just didn’t feel that he respected me enough to listen to 
me, and therefore, maybe I didn’t want to meet with him all that much. They were 
never fruitful to me. 
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In this situation, the SM really gave up on his attempt to supervise or mentor the YM. 

This rift resulted in the departure of the YM from the church. The YM described it this 

way: 
 
YM: And so basically he kind of gave me a directive, an ultimatum, and I just 
took that as my sign that it was time, it was time for me to move on. And that’s 
why I opened up the possibility of exploring another option. And it was a bigger 
situation in terms of, we just disagreed on direction of things and I felt like this 
was his church and if I was disagreeing to a point where I felt strongly about it 
that I was the one that probably should move on. So that’s what I chose to do a 
few months later.    
 

 
Although the split was reasonably amicable, the unhealthy relationship between the YM 

and the SM was a major contributing factor in the departure of the youth minister. 

  In conclusion, it is important to note that 10 of the 16 YMs who did not thrive had 

either tolerable or unhealthy relationships with at least one of their supervisors. The 

impact on the experience of the novice youth minister varied in each of these cases, but 

the data reveal that the relationship with the supervisor was an issue for 10 of the 

participants who did not thrive. The next section discusses the specific dimension of 

mentoring as a component of the SM’s strategy of oversight in the situation. 

 
 

Organizing Theme 5: Spouse’s Experience 
 

 One of the obviously critical relationships during a novice youth minister’s 

experience is the marriage relationship. Of the 26 youth ministers in this study, five were 

single (both the women) and 21 were married. Sixteen of the 21 married youth ministers 

reported that their wives struggled to some degree during their novice experience. 

Thirteen of those 16 youth ministers reported not thriving. In two of those cases the 
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struggles of the wife were a critical factor in the departure of the youth minister from the 

church. One youth minister who did not thrive reported that his wife did not struggle. 

Three youth ministers who thrived reported that their wives did not struggle. In only one 

case was the subject of the spouse not discussed in the interview. 

Spouses 5.1: Wives of YMs who Did Not Thrive Faced Struggles that Ranged from 
being Irritated to Sadness and Loneliness 
 
 The fact that 13 of 15 wives of youth ministers who did not thrive struggled is not 

really a surprising outcome. The spouse is impacted when the youth minister is going 

through difficulties at the church. This research documents the serious nature of the 

struggles experienced by wives that make the novice youth minister’s situation even more 

difficult. One wife struggled with the hours demanded in youth ministry. In another 

situation, the YM and his wife were in conflict with each other. Another wife was lonely 

and isolated. Twelve struggles, including these three, are described in the cases that 

follow. 

 
 Struggle with the hours demanded in youth ministry. The wife of YM#2 

struggled with the hours demanded in youth ministry. Her husband described it this way: 

 
YM#2: Another one would be—my wife wasn’t fond of the hours. She’s a 
stability, consistency type person and I’ll never forget her saying, “We are first—
our son”—She said, “I feel like a single mom” ’cause I was usually out. And I 
was pretty good—if I was out really late doing something—I’d go in the office at 
noon the next day, but she was not fond of the hours. And that was tough for her. 
I was not the 100-hour-week guy. I wasn’t trying to be Superman, but if it was a 
long few days in a row, we’d have a conversation about that. 
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YM#2 left the church for other reasons but his wife’s struggle was significant. He 

recently considered returning youth ministry and this was a subject of discussion between 

him and his wife.  

  
Conflict with each other. YM#4 had significant personal struggles in his novice 

experience, including serious conflict with his wife. He described it this way: 

YM#4: She was, the 2 years in ministry were, that was a huge conflict for our 
marriage and probably more so because she was working so intimately with me 
and I almost have to...you’d have to speak with [my wife] about it, but, it was 
such a tenuous relationship because I had visions of what I would want to do, but 
I couldn’t communicate them and just the stress of everything made it that much 
more difficult.  
 

YM#4 left the church and vocational ministry and his marriage survived the major  

upheaval that occurred for him in this situation. 
 
 
 Lonely and isolated. YM#8 did not discover how lonely and isolated his wife felt 

until 15 months after he began as a youth minister. Here is how he described the 

situation: 

 
YM#8: One of the biggest for me was my wife and what it was like to be the wife 
of a youth pastor. My wife, we’ve known each other almost our whole lives, I met 
her in fifth grade at church, so, knew her very, very well. And we got married a 
month before I actually started my position at [his church]. It was primarily an 
older church, there were maybe, I’m not even sure if there were three couples 
within 10 years of our age, maybe there were. Long story short, once we merged, 
a few months into it, I found out just how lonely she was at the church. I was up 
front, I’m meeting people all the time, I was paid to go get coffee with people and 
build these relationships, and she was working full-time, she just didn’t have quite 
the same opportunities. Now, granted, she maybe could have or should have 
pushed herself harder, but it was hard for her. So, I’d be up front leading worship 
after Sunday, tons of people want to talk to me, so she’s just stuck waiting. I 
found out she’d go into my office under the premise of checking email, just 
because she felt miserable by herself. Part of it probably was when we merged, 
people probably merged we had relationships with people and we just really 
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didn’t. We’d only been there a year, but they didn’t know that, they probably 
thought we had been there quite a while, or some people at least. So she was 
miserable, and I find this out maybe 15 months into being youth pastor, and it just 
devastated me, it was really, really hard to see my wife struggling like she was. 
 

YM#8 left that church and eventually became a youth minister at another church after not  

thriving at the first church. The first situation was very difficult for his wife. 
 
 Lonely, lacking friendships, criticized. The experience of YM#11’s wife was 

characterized by loneliness and the lack of friendships. The fact that she was criticized by 

church members made the situation even worse. Her husband described it this way: 

 
YM#11 (did not thrive, now in different vocational ministry): What would my 
wife say…well, I think it would be fair to say that she did not enjoy it very much. 
And there’s a lot of reasons for that. For her it was that church was hard for her to 
make new friends at. There weren’t people who were her age that were people 
she’d be friends with. And not having people at church that she was connected 
with, people she wanted to see at church, she never really developed deep 
relationships with anyone there. She developed friends outside of the church, 
other avenues, but she was also more affected by some of the criticisms and 
conflicts than I was… It was more deep and hurtful for her and she felt it more 
personally…well, I don’t know how to summarize it. One area would be her 
attempt to develop friendships with the ladies and their pettiness. And basically 
they were saying they didn’t want to be friends with her. Those were some of the 
parents criticizing her because she was too young to know any better or didn’t 
know anything. She had a desire to invest in some of the girls but they essentially 
told her that that was my job as a youth pastor to be the one to give the input, not 
hers.   
 

They were at the church a very short time and went through a serious time of reflection to  

see if they wanted to continue in church ministry. Eventually YM#11 took a ministry  

position which was not youth ministry. 
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 Challenge moving from city to small town; overwhelmed, worn out, angry. 

YM#12 moved from a city to a small town, which was one was of the issues that proved 

to be difficult for his wife. Here is his description of his wife’s struggles: 

YM#12 (did not thrive, with youth in a different church): A challenge for her. It 
was a little bit of adventure for us. Her family is right here in [big city in the 
Northwest]. Just got married and we moved. We jumped into a town and we 
didn’t know anybody. We might as well have been on a different planet. Little did 
we know small town life is way different. If you are not from there… And the 
gossip is kind of like a speedway, you know. For her, relationally she felt 
challenged. We didn’t know anybody. Our closest friends we like to develop over 
time… So for her it was overwhelming. 

When asked if she questioned whether he should be in ministry after he was fired, 

YM#12 said, 
 

YM#12: No. She was more fired up, as much or more about the whole ordeal. By 
fired up I mean internally, frustrated, she was more on the anger side and I was 
more [on the] dumfounded side. When we concluded all meetings I asked for 
aletter -”what will you tell churches?” but he took high road in how he dealt with 
this and we tried to do all right way and respect, not cause damage to church. We 
met with youth staff individually but more just to get feedback to say thank you, 
not to get info about what happened. For her, it impacted her quite a bit. It was a 
hard year for her. 

YM#12 did return to youth ministry in another church. 
 
 
 Anger at husband’s mistreatment, wanted to fight for him, wounded. YM#13 

(did not thrive, in youth ministry in a different church) had such a difficult situation that 

it was his wife who began to encourage him to look for a different ministry position: 

YM#13: Yeah, it was really hard on her because, you know, she wanted to fight 
for me and wanted to go tooth and nail with the people, the person that was trying 
to do this to me, and really, to her it was like, “This is my family that you’re 
trying to...” and she had seen how I felt and the things that were going on, and she 
had to, you know, she had to deal with those things at home every day pretty 
much. The difficulty of that season, and so...it was, it was hard, it’d been probably 
really hard on her even just [me] being full-time youth pastor because there’s just 
a lot with it. So she has a lot of grace and times, too, that...I don’t even think just 
full-time youth pastor or full-time pastors, the things you have to go through. But 
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she definitely wanted to fight and wanted to, just stand up for me, because she 
knows, she told me one time, “You’re one of the most godly men that I know.” 
Actually she said, “You are the godliest man I know” . . . she wanted to be out 
too. She was like, “We just need to go, let’s start looking at other churches or 
whatever.”  

YM#13’s supervisor spoke of the seriousness of the situation: 
 

SM#13: The main thing, though, was by the time I got here, his wife was so 
wounded, that she was done. She was so wounded by the church and the way they 
treated [her husband], and that whole...we couldn’t bring her back on board. She 
just...she was done. And so, you can only go so far if your wife is not on board. 
There’s just...she was done. She had no grace for the church, no patience for the 
church, barely wanted to even attend church. And she and I had a very different 
relationship. But...it was just too little, too late at that point. So, I think he could 
have turned it around, though. It would have taken a little bit of time, build the 
trust. But he came so far so fast that...but she gave him a year to turn it around and 
still leave head held high, but she was done. So, I’m still praying for them, that’s a 
big part of seminary for them too, is for her to get a little bit of healing and a 
better understanding of what life and ministry is. I think she had idealized it, not 
really knowing what to expect. So...it was a rude awakening.   

 
YM#13 pursued a seminary education with thoughts of other ministry vocations and 

eventually returned to youth ministry. 

 
 Wife was told too much by her spouse and personalized his wounds. YM#14 

felt that he told his wife too much and that she took on his wounds. Here is his 

description: 

 
YM#14 (did not thrive, in youth ministry at a different church): It’s interesting, 
we were just talking about it yesterday, um, often wives take on more of the 
wounds than the husband does in situations like this. So I—I was in it, it’s an 
opportunity to serve, to grow, to be challenged, uh, to be developed, and so I see 
all of my opportunities as learning and developing and growing opportunities. My 
wife saw a lot of wounds and hurts that I took on… I set myself up for failure just 
because I was bitter and angry, and I would just go to places, um, of critique that 
would turn into destruction. Uh, and my heart, my wife’s heart—I didn’t guard 
my wife, I told my wife too much, uh, she carried everything with me, and there’s 
certain things—and we’re such good friends that we just loved to talk… I 
should’ve not said everything. 
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YM#14 concluded that he should have been more careful with what he said to his wife 

about the matters he was facing. 

 
 Wife’s lifestyle conflicted with values of the church and led to conflict. In the 

case of one YM (not identified to protect anonymity), his wife did not really fit into the 

culture of the church and eventually got into major conflict with people in the church. 

This added to the difficulties of the youth minister. His supervisor described the situation 

this way: 

SM: The next one [challenge] that was most important was the conflict with his 
wife. And she was very outspoken and did things that just alienated the ministry. 

 
The SM believed that it was better for the YM to move on because the problems 

surrounding his wife were not likely to be reversed. 

 Wife felt personally attacked when husband was attacked, impacting their 

daughter. YM#15 had a conflict with one of the parents that ended up being the primary 

reason that they left. 
YM#15: ll, when we first got there we were both really excited. And she was 
pregnant with our first daughter, and when we arrived as well, so she was really 
involved in the teens and really helped me out. Great...just a great help, really 
enjoyed it. When we started facing some of these incidents with [conflicting 
parent] and with a couple other individuals in the church, it really, it hit her a lot 
harder than it did me. I would get upset, but be able to kind of shrug it off a little 
bit more. She took it a lot more personally, as attacks on her. And especially came 
about when, after our daughter was born, it’s not just affecting me, it’s not just 
affecting [my wife], but now it’s affecting our daughter as well. So she took it a 
lot more personally...had a lot bigger issue with it than I did. 
 

YM#15 is now working with youth in a different church. 
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 Spouse hurt because students didn’t care about them, ready to leave. YM#19 

was the other youth minister whose wife pressed for them to leave the church. Here is 

how he described the situation: 

YM#19: The first church, it was pretty clear at the end that especially the kids just 
really didn’t care too much about us, as far as there were kind of, they cared about 
the ministry and their church and they didn’t really give too much of a flip about 
us, they made that pretty clear. And so, that really hurt her, that was hard for her 
and so she was quite ready to leave. So, we didn’t exactly bail, because we stayed 
around for a couple more weeks but that was about it. She was done. 

YM#19 left the church and vocational ministry. 

 
 Wife burned out, struggled with expectations. YM#22 reported that his wife 

resented being involved herself in youth ministry. Here is how he described his wife’s 

experience:   

YM#22: I also think that after the luster wore off, I think at times she didn’t want 
to be [involved herself in youth ministry]. And then, but she never...I don’t think 
she ever felt comfortable voicing that to me. I just assumed that she was fine. She 
never came to me and said, “Hey, I’m getting burnt out on this, I want to do 
something different.” So I think, looking back on it, I think she kind of resented 
that she got involved to be supportive of me, and then really wasn’t feeling called 
to do it, and then never knew how to come to me and say she wanted out of it, 
which I would have been fine with. But no, for me, it was more the women in the 
church expecting her to be at functions, that kind of stuff. Or, you know, like we 
had a Christmas party, you know, everybody was encouraged to be there, you 
know wink, wink, and your spouses...there was times where she didn’t want to go 
and I was like, “That’s fine, don’t go, that’s cool.” And I just went by myself, and 
when I probably should have said something like, “Hey, you know what, I 
understand you don’t to go, but this is something...I don’t want you to buy into 
the...you’re doing this because everybody wants you there, let’s just do this 
because it’s something for us to do together and it’s good for us to be a couple and 
enjoy it together as opposed to doing something separately.” And I didn’t do that, 
I just kind of said, “Yep, you’re right, you know, you don’t have to go.” And then 
I made excuses for why she wasn’t there when I went. And that was, and that got 
more and more the case later on where she just didn’t want to do stuff. And I 
didn’t know how to handle that, to be really honest. And it kind of burned me out 
a little bit on stuff, too. Because I think she realized that she wasn’t as excited 
about the professional ministry life as she thought she would have been before we 
got into it.  
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YM#22 left vocational youth ministry and, sadly, was divorced from his wife. The 

reasons were multiple but his perspective was that they got married too young. 

 
 Wife felt there was cancer in the church and wanted to leave. YM#25 was in a 

very difficult church situation. His wife got to the point where she did not want to be at 

the church. Here is how he described the situation. 

YM#25: I mean, we just saw the cancer in the church as a whole and certainly, to 
be honest, she was like, “I just don’t want to be here.” And I understood why, and 
so, and she felt the brunt of, you know, because basically, and again, maybe this is 
unnecessary, you can edit it out, but basically kind of how things worked was, is 
that the men were fairly passive so if people had a problem with me, it would 
never really come to me directly but their wives would all talk and it would kind 
of get back to [my wife]. Because they wanted to keep us out of the gossip loop. 
So that was discouraging. So after a while it was like, that she was ready to leave 
the church.  

YM#25 left the church for a different ministry vocation. 
 
 The wives of youth ministers who did not thrive were not alone in having 

struggles. The next theoretical construct articulates the experiences of wives who 

struggled even though their husbands reported thriving in the situation. 

 
Spouses 5.2: Wives of YMs who Thrived Also had Struggles 

Three wives of youth ministers who reported thriving experienced difficulties 

which were serious enough to have their husbands comment on it. Two of these situations 

involved YM#1 and YM#24. YM#1 described this wife’s situation this way: 

YM#1: I think the biggest challenge for, again, I think about my wife and I as 
doing this together because this job asked so much of me that there’s no way that 
she could—that I could, that she could separate herself from it. And so I think the 
biggest challenge has been the challenge that’s posed to my family. Because I can 
handle, you know, and we’re dealing with this even today, that many years after 
that first-time experience. But I can handle criticism. I do okay with it. My wife, 
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though, when she’s watching me take arrows from congregation members, from 
other staff members for something she knows I’m putting my whole life into—it 
hurts her, that hurts her equally if not more because she can’t defend me the way 
that she wants to and I don’t think she anticipated that when we talked about 
being in ministry—before we started. It was kind of like I said this romanticized 
view of something—and having that perception altering—that perception moved 
aside. She didn’t anticipate the frustration and we’re partners in this. And so it 
was like—when I take those arrows and I take those barbs from people in passing 
comments—and, you know—she takes them as well. And I’m finding that there is 
a residual effect on our marriage that has to be addressed. If I don’t address it, 
then it goes unsaid and she shuts down and we lose communication and that hurts 
me more than anything else.  

 
YM#1 stayed at the church despite these struggles. 

 The wife of a youth minister who said he thrived had some serious struggles with 

the church because she thought the church was taking advantage of her husband: 

YM#24 (thrived, moved to work with youth in a different church): And at that 
point she also took a step back, and we had two kids, and so she was watching the 
kids a lot of times, while I was doing things. And so she wasn’t able to be there as 
hands-on as maybe she might have been. But like I said, that first experience, I 
think it did—was detrimental to her passion for just jumping out there and helping 
on a large scale… That being said, she continually followed, and met with on an 
individual basis several of my—several of the female students… She felt, a lot of 
the time, I think, that the church was taking advantage of me. And was just taking, 
all the time. And wasn’t really giving back as much as she felt like they should be. 
And that the church didn’t always have my best interests in mind as much as I had 
the best interests of the church in mind. So that built some resentment. And it 
built some resentment that—in areas that were outside of my job description. The 
church had become reliant upon me in being those things because—I mean, I tried 
to take a step back a lot of times from things that were outside of my um…outside 
of my job description. 

 
YM#24 chose to move to a different church and continued in youth ministry. 

 This research uncovered serious struggles in the lives of YMs’ spouses. Wives 

struggled in cases were their husbands were thriving and in cases where they were not 

thriving. In some cases, these struggles exacerbated the situation and the only resolution 

was to leave the situation. In other cases, issues were resolved and a more healthy state 
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was reached. This aspect of the lived experience of the novice youth pastor is worthy of 

further critical examination. 

  
Implications 

 The findings and conclusions of this study have implications for three groups of 

people who have a stake in seeing youth ministers thrive and continue in vocational youth 

ministry. These are SMs, youth ministry educators in Christian higher education, and the 

youth ministers themselves. 

 
Implications for Youth Ministers 

 Prospective youth ministers need to be prepared to articulate their biblical 

understanding of calling in a church selection process and explain how God has led them 

to seek the youth ministry position in view. They need to listen carefully to the Spirit of 

God as they discern their fitness for vocational ministry, specifically youth ministry. This 

needs to happen prior to the novice youth ministry experience as well as during the 

novice experience. This research clearly showed that struggles occur for novices even 

when they enter the youth ministry with a strong sense of God’s leading in their lives, a 

sense of calling as described by some. During the novice youth ministry experience the 

youth minister should also take time to dialogue with supervisors, mentors, and 

colleagues to help him gauge whether or not he one of those indicated in Ephesians 4:11–

12 who have been given to the church to equip the saints for the work of ministry.   

 The novice youth minister needs to be cognizant of all the matters of socialization 

in her novice experience. The youth minister will be negotiating the expectations of a 

number of stakeholders. There will be issues of power and differing styles of conflict 
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resolution. Some of the struggles will be with the minister who supervises the novice 

youth minister. Patterns of communication will differ. Some difficulties he faces may 

require outside consultation and advice. A key person impacted in the socialization 

process is the youth minister’s spouse. 

 Youth ministers need to be certain that they do not neglect their spouses, 

especially if they themselves are not thriving in the ministry. They need to be alert to the 

spiritual and emotional condition of their spouses in order to detect loneliness, frustration, 

anger, and other signs that would signal that the spouse is struggling. Care must be taken 

as to the extent of the information communicated to the spouse about problems the youth 

minister is having at church. Discernment must be exercised, especially if the heart of the 

spouse is becoming bitter and angry toward the church. 

 
Implications for Supervising Ministers 

 The SMs of novice youth ministers are important to their success and thriving. 

SMs need to be more diligent, thoughtful, and intentional in their supervision. Novice 

youth ministers are highly dependent on SMs for encouragement and support. SMs 

should consider a mentoring approach for a person who is often still in the exploratory 

stage of vocation. Youth ministers enter the field with many hopes and dreams. Some do 

not plan on being in youth ministry for very long, while others hope to make it a career. 

Some youth ministers want to be in vocational ministry but are not really sure what that 

looks like. Discussions of vocation and call should be part of this mentoring process. A 

study of Ephesians 4:11–12 would be helpful, and subsequent engagement with the youth 

minister about how she fits into this framework of equipping is critical. If the SM does 
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not have the time or capacity to be a mentor to the youth minister, he should help the 

youth minister find a mentor within the church or outside the church. 

 Supervising ministers must be aware of the difficulties the youth ministers are 

facing. They need to help them deal with the expectations of others. They should 

establish a culture of healthy assessment in which the youth minister feels safe to talk 

about areas of struggle and improvement. Lines of communication need to be clear. The 

issues of power and conflict resolution must be discussed. The SM needs to be conscious 

of whether the youth minister is thriving or not. The SM should seek the counsel of other 

leadership in the church to help mediate in the relationship if there is a serious problem 

between himself and the youth minister. A nurturing relationship should be pursued. This 

means that the SM should ask the youth minister how he is doing spiritually and 

emotionally and not just be concerned about ministry competencies or evaluation of 

performance. The SM should view the novice youth minister as a vocational ministry 

leader in the church who must be discipled and encouraged through difficult times in 

order to do everything humanly possible to set him on a trajectory of a lifetime of fruitful 

vocational ministry. 

 SMs and the leadership of the church need to be especially vigilant in shepherding 

the spouses of novice youth ministers, especially if it appears that the youth minister is 

not thriving. SMs should ask the youth minister how his spouse is doing spiritually and 

emotionally in the midst of them both adjusting to a new situation. They can ask how the 

spouse is doing in developing friendships in the church and in the community. The SM 

can monitor the time demands on the YM to be certain he is giving enough attention to 

his spouse. The SM would be wise to encourage the church to provide the finances for 
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both the youth minister and spouse to attend spiritual enrichment opportunities such as 

conferences and retreats. 

 
Implications for Youth Ministry Educators 

 It is important for youth ministry educators to assist prospective youth ministers 

in their understanding of call and vocation. Prospective youth ministers need to have a 

biblical understanding of call and vocation. Discussion of their place in God’s kingdom 

work as they participate in fieldwork needs to be a central part of the curriculum. Field 

mentors and faculty mentors should make the subject part of their ongoing interactions.  

 Youth ministers need to be taught how to adapt to the culture of a church in order 

to optimize the socialization process. They need to be taught how to analyze the critical 

issues in a church culture: power, decision making, conflict resolution styles, doctrine, 

philosophy of ministry, and communication styles, for example. Prospective youth 

ministers need to learn how to work well with their supervisors. They should be 

encouraged to find ministry mentors who will guide and encourage them during their 

novice experience just as novice teachers benefit from mentors (Carver & Feiman-

Nemser, 2009). They should be encouraged to network with other youth ministers in the 

community for prayer, encouragement, and counsel. Although networking with youth 

ministry colleagues is not the same as mentoring, such a network can provide a safe place 

for interaction about conflicts and difficulties being experienced in the church.   

 The issues surrounding the adjustment of spouses to the church setting must be 

addressed by youth ministry educators no matter how difficult it might be to handle in an 

educational setting. Youth ministers in training must be prepared to help their spouses 

face the difficulties that often arise in churches. Spouses could be invited to specific class 
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sessions where this is discussed. Course assignments could require the prospective youth 

minister to interact with his spouse regarding the spouse’s readiness for church ministry. 

The health of the student’s marriage should be addressed while he in this formal 

education process. The findings of this study regarding the struggles experienced by 

spouses highlight the need for youth ministers to know how to maintain a healthy 

marriage. Topics of conflict resolution, communication, expectations, and time 

management are critical for both ministry and marriage. 

 

Conclusion 

 This study was conducted to gain further insight into the lived experience of 

novice youth ministers. Although there is an abundance of literature in the field of 

education which brings understanding to the experience of novice teachers, the literature 

in the field of youth ministers is very limited. Because of the rise and growth of youth 

ministry in churches over the last 60 years and the limited research to date, this study was 

conducted. 

 The stories of novice youth ministers told in this study reveal the need for the 

church to give great care and consideration to this group of people who seek to live out 

the gospel in the context of youth ministry. The hope and prayer of this researcher is that 

those who have a stake in the lives of youth will be diligent to raise up a generation of 

youth ministers who will minister to youth in such a way that youth come to Christ and 

grow as his followers.  
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