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To my family who has traveled this journey with me. 

			Zip, who many times has been the manpower behind making ministry dreams a reality.

			Victoria, Benjamin, Braxton and Levi, who inspired many of my youth ministry adventures and encouraged every out of the box idea that was spinning through my mind. Braxton, I will always hear your voice in my head saying “You got this mama!”  

		

		
			





Endorsements

			The Spinning Mind of a Volunteer Youth Leader is a fun look behind the curtain into the world of leading student ministries.  Sarah’s vulnerability and transparency from her experience will be an encouragement to youth workers in any context. Her openness into her own struggles, doubts and highlights in ministry are deeply relatable.  From her initial calling to faithfully serving, to experiencing the challenge of surrendering a student ministry, it is great to walk alongside Sarah’s journey through her writing.

			Pastor Wayne Giroux,  Director of Student Ministries,Western Ontario District, Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada

			The Spinning Mind of a Volunteer Youth Leader by Sarah Jane Coombs reveals the investment, sacrifice and dedication needed to develop an effective ministry that will touch young hearts and change lives forever. Part memoir and part handbook, The Spinning Mind of a Volunteer Youth Leader is full of funny and touching moments gleaned from years of experience that will inspire youth leaders everywhere.

			Susan Reimer,  Author of the Forged in Flames Trilogy, Penelope, Letters in the Woods, and Strawberry Tea

			The Spinning Mind of a Volunteer Youth Leader is a book that will inspire anyone from the seasoned ministry leader to those who are just getting started. The author Sarah Coombs shares her incredible passion to serve and be used by God; not just in extraordinary ways but in the everyday lives of those around her. As someone who has worked with youth and children, the stories that are shared are easy to relate to; it is encouraging to see the difference that one caring, loving person can make. Leaving you with the knowledge that God desires us to step out in faith to where He is leading.

			Sarah Burt, Family Ministries Director, Clearview Community Church 

		

	
		
			Contents 

			Chapter 1 Jumpin’ Off the Page

			Jumpin’ Off The Page, is the story of how an English assignment in high school leads to a lifetime adventure in youth ministry. How the word ‘youth’ jumps off the page and answers the question ,“What do you want to do with your life?.” In this chapter God called me into youth ministry. He took me from being a camp counselor to trying to discover what the adult version of a camp counselor might be. 

			Chapter 2 Getting There

			In Getting There, I discovered that the path from high school to full-time youth ministry was anything but straight. I had plans to go to Bible college, graduate with my social work degree and eventually open a home for teenage girls. Plans changed when love, children, and a college rejection letter took me in a different direction. I learned that when you’re trusting God, but the path that you are on doesn’t lead you straight to where you think he is calling you to, don’t worry. He’s just taking you for an adventure along the way.

			Chapter 3 Open Heart Policy

			In chapter three I take you through the process of changing from an open door policy to an open heart policy with teens that I work with. Youth ministry becomes more than just a program but a part of our families everyday home life. My family and the students in the youth program start doing life together. I find similarities between the youth ministry and the early church in the book of Acts as they spend time together learning about the Bible, praying and taking care of each other’s needs. 

			Chapter 4 Runway Ranch

			Chapter four introduces Runway Ranch, the family farm. It tells the story of how God provided this property for ministry. If you were to wander the back yard or fields at Runway Ranch at any given time, summer or winter, you would be sure to find evidence of a youth project somewhere, from makeshift camp grounds to paintball bushes. I show how Runway Ranch became more than just the family farm but a home away from home for some of the teens in the youth program. This chapter tells the story of Josh as he joins the Runway Ranch family after his father’s death. 

			Chapter 5

			More Where That Came From, is a chapter about hearing God’s voice and being able to do what He asks you to do. I share times in my life when I hear God speak. I share times when I listened to His voice and rose to the challenge and times when I did not. This chapter is a reminder that when God asks you to do something that he does it for a reason. More Where That Came From includes my brother’s near death experience and the three am wake up call to pray that saved his life. This chapter compares using the plans and ideas that God whispers in my ear to the gold coins given to the servants in Matthew 25. 

			Chapter 6 Not Just a Volunteer

			In this chapter I explain my dislike for the phrase ‘just a volunteer’ and I share my belief that our ministries are stronger, more effective, and probably a whole lot more fun because of the dedicated, talented, and sometimes crazy people who show up and make things happen. I explain how being a volunteer as opposed to paid staff had never made a difference. That my commitment to teens and youth programming wasn’t affected by whether or not I received a paycheck. Just A Volunteer, explores the idea behind Go Mad (Make a difference) nights and how they gave the teens an opportunity to really live out some of the lessons that they have been learning. This chapter highlights Mathew 25:40 and shares how providing creative volunteer opportunities for the teens led to an ongoing outreach project in our community. 

			Chapter 7 Spinning Mind

			This chapter explains the title of the book. The image of a mini tornado is used to visualize the thoughts spinning in my head at any given time. I explain the endless flow of creative plans moving through my mind and how I thrive in this busy environment. I share stories of God filling my mind with inspiring and fun ideas in the middle of the night and the realization of why this never happens during the day. In this chapter I discover the importance of following Jesus’ example and taking a break to spend some one on one quality time with God.

			Chapter 8 I Like Your Focus

			In chapter 8, I use a comical story about my eyeglasses to introduce the idea of staying focused and lessons from my motorcycle training course are a reminder to focus on where you want to go and not on the obstacles that are in your way. In this chapter, stories from youth ministry demonstrate how the things that I focused on, were the very things that would start changing. Chapter 8 talks about how the most important thing to focus on when working with the teens was their relationship with Jesus. I compare not praying or doing Bible lessons at youth events, to having a birthday party for someone and refusing to invite them.

			Chapter 9 Dangling the Carrot

			Dangling The Carrot is an emotional chapter about the journey from volunteer youth director to paid youth Pastor. For years I had been told from different pastors that when the church could afford to, that they would like to offer me a paid position. When a small amount of funds became available many years later the board was looking to hire a part time assistant but hadn’t considered making the youth director a paid position. I describe my dramatic response that prompts the pastor to tell the board that the church had been dangling a carrot for years. This chapter shared the intense conversations that took place and the behind the scenes process of transitioning from volunteer to paid staff. 

			Chapter 10 Claiming My Title

			In this Chapter I describe my self diagnosed fake confidence syndrome and the process of claiming my title as a youth pastor. I shared details of my struggle as I wrestled with the questions. “Am I good enough? Am I strong enough?” This chapter includes a story of how a personality test resulted in me being named a roaring lion when I felt like a timid kitten on the inside. Chapter eleven also talks about how the Holy Spirit can transform people and equip them for whatever it is that He calls them to do.

			Chapter 11 Righteous Right Hand

			In this chapter my yo-yo collection is used to introduce the ups and downs of youth ministry and the idea that God doesn’t want us to be on an emotional roller coaster. I explain how working with the teens can be exciting and rewarding but at times can be a very heavy load to carry. The Righteous Right Hand includes a vision from God. In the vision, God is holding the teens on a tray in his hand. That vision transformed my view of youth ministry and reminded me that even as a youth Pastor I did not hold up the youth group, God did. 

			Chapter 12 They Can Hear You

			They Can Hear You, deals with the question of whether or not Youth Ministry was having an impact on the teens that I worked with. This chapter shares stories of youth who remember powerful words that influenced their lives. I tell about the secret drawer under my bed where the thank you letters are tucked away. These thank you letters talk about how I had changed people’s lives. In this chapter I explain that I had not changed anyone’s life, that God did that! Chapter twelve compares youth ministry to planting seeds that only God can grow. 

			Chapter 13 It’s Not About You

			Chapter 13 is the final chapter for youth ministry at the church in Kapuskasing where I had been leading the students for 17 years and the children for years before that. This story follows my emotional journey of saying goodbye and passing the symbolic torch to the next youth leader. I share the defining moment that God whispered “It’s not about you.” I share the thought that if you have no idea what you want to do next in your life, then you are in the perfect place for God to call you into something that you may never have thought of on your own. I was in that place.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Jumpin’ Off the Page

			“If you have a passion for something, a non-stop desire to accomplish a certain task, a jump off the page word in your life, then consider that God may be leading you into the very thing that you were designed for.” 

			Sarah Jane

			Bright stage lights flashed through the wooden beams while giant speakers surrounded by hay bales blasted upbeat worship music. A hundred and twenty students and leaders from across Northern Ontario danced to the beat of the live band playing in the loft of our barn, stirring up dust as they jumped up and down on the dirt floor. I stepped outside the sliding barn door and called in a few more teenagers that were bouncing balls on the old cement pad that we called a basketball court. I had a heart for these teens; a deep passion was growing within me.

			When did this all start? I don’t really know; maybe in the high school library. I’m not sure which teacher sent us there—probably my English teacher. She was young and had short, bright-red hair, which was ironic since her name was Ms. White. I always found Ms. White to be a little more creative and a little less traditional than the other high school teachers. That’s what makes me think that she’s the teacher who sent us to the library on this soul-searching assignment. The assignment was to answer a specific question, a question with the potential to excite or exhaust any teenager, any day, anywhere. The question was, “What do you want to do with your life?”

			[image: Art_chapter_1]The assignment was to flip through magazines and newspapers looking for job descriptions or career opportunities that we would possibly want to do when we grew up—maybe an ad that got us excited about what might come next when our high school years were over. I remember flipping open a huge newspaper page that took up half the round library table. The page was filled with help wanted and career choices. It definitely wasn’t a local paper. I grew up in Northern Ontario, and there was no way all those jobs were available in my hometown. It looked like a big city newspaper to me. I glanced up and down the columns looking for something that interested me. Nope, nope, nope, uh, uh, nope, nothing. I changed newspapers and looked through magazines, but I wasn’t interested in any of those career choices. I may have ripped out a couple of “just in case I don’t find anything good” kind of ads to use in my assignment, but nothing jumped off the page at me. Nothing really grabbed my attention and said, “Hey, this is what you want to do with your life.”

			Then I saw it.

			The ad said, “youth counselor services.” At the time, I had no idea what that really was, but the word “youth” did jump off the page at me as if it was printed in bold, italics, underlined, and perhaps even flashing in neon. The word “youth” stirred up something inside of me and still does to this day. As I said, I had no idea what youth counseling service was, but I knew what I wanted it to be. 

			When I was a kid, my favorite place, other than home, was Newport, a summer camp in the Muskoka area. It was a three-hour trip to get there, but I was there every chance I could get, from summer camps to youth events, winter retreats to leadership training. If there was camp, I was there. At 14, I took my counselor-in-training course. We called it C.I.T for short. Being a C.I.T was a moment of transition—too cool to still be a camper but not cool enough to be called staff. I passed my C.I.T. course, signed on as staff, and took up residence at the camp every summer until I got married; literally, I had my wedding there. 

			Every summer, I had the same job: girls’ counselor. I counseled both junior and senior girls, but senior girls were my favorite. It was less like babysitting and more like having a significant impact on someone’s life. 

			I knew that youth counselor services couldn’t possibly mean being a camp counselor as a full-time career, but this was the job post that jumped off the page, so this is the job post I ripped out and glued into my assignment. Did Ms. White enjoy my presentation? Did she give me a good grade? I have no idea. I’m less impressed with the impact the assignment had on my grades than the significant impact it had on my life. It was a defining moment. A jump-off-the-page realization. I wanted to work with youth. Youth, teenagers, high school students, whatever you call them—these are the young people that I realized had and still have a special place in my heart. 

			On paper, the “what you want to do with your life” assignment was done and handed in, but in reality, it was just beginning. New task, answer this: what was the grown-up version of a camp counselor? 

			One of the lessons I teach over and over again to the young people I work with is that they were created with a purpose and that God has given them different gifts and talents that make them uniquely designed for a reason. If you have a passion for something, a non-stop desire to accomplish a certain task, a jump-off-the-page word in your life, then consider that God may be leading you into the very thing that you were designed for. There in the high school library, at the age of 15 or 16, I realized that working with teenagers was the direction God was leading me. A passion for student ministry started growing within me. 

			There was an after-school ministry for kids on Tuesday nights at my church, and I began teaching. I liked it; it was a creative outlet for me. I was a part of that program when I was a kid, so I already knew the stories and lessons. As a teacher, I liked to put a creative spin on things. I would show up early and rearrange the room to fit whatever theme I found in the lesson. I had access to an entire wall of cupboards and a storage room full of costumes, decorations, and building materials. I even switched out the furniture sometimes. The kids never knew what they were going to walk into. One day the story had to do with people traveling from town to town and setting up tents. I piled chairs like a pyramid on top of tables and covered them with old stage curtains to build a massive tent in the middle of the church basement. It’s beyond me why an adult didn’t step in, tell me how crazy I was, and how I had created a giant danger zone that the kids really shouldn’t be allowed to enter, but no one did. So, we sat under tables eating our snacks and learning about travelers wandering in the desert for 40 years. 

			At the same time, my friend Dianna and I took over leadership of our youth group. We were the perfect team. I’d always been a back-of-the-classroom, quiet kind of kid, and Dianna was the opposite. She was outgoing, talked to anyone, and had no problem gathering everyone’s attention and making things happen. It was a good system. I would come up with creative ideas, work out all the behind-the-scenes stuff, and Dianna would take it from there. There was a pastor who did the preaching and teaching, but we took care of the rest. We were good friends, and we made a great team.

			Every year the camp hosted a ski weekend. One year, Dianna and I decided that instead of just taking the church van with our regular group of teens, we would promote this thing like crazy, invite everyone and anyone, and see if we could fill a bus. We did. A bus and a pick-up truck, to be more specific. God had placed a jump-off-the-page desire in my heart and given me a partner who shared my passion and plenty of opportunities to work with other students my age. 

			One day, the school librarian, who I believe also did some work with the school guidance office, approached me about a new program they were creating. The school was starting up a youth hotline. The training was done after school hours but counted as a half credit on our report cards. The training wasn’t intense, but it was enough to make us feel confident when we answered the calls. I had to keep reminding myself that it wasn’t my job to tell the caller what to do, but it was my job to listen and help them come up with their own best possible solution to their problem.

			I remember one student whose friend had run away from home. They called in because they were torn about whether or not to tell their friend’s mom. I asked her, “What might happen if you don’t tell her mom?” The caller thought that through. Then I asked, “What might happen if you do tell her mom?” The caller thought that through. Then I asked, “What do you think you should do?” She quickly responded with, “Hang on, I’ll call you right back; I have to go call my friend’s mom” That’s the only specific conversation that I remember.

			Most of my calls were from other teens who were lonely and just wanted to talk. Some calls were from teens who were angry and needed to vent. They had no idea who they were talking to. It’s the one time in my life that I had a secret identity. My name was Lisa. We were told in our training that we needed a fake name to protect our identity at school and help prevent conversations from becoming personal. We didn’t need a back story because we weren’t supposed to talk about ourselves. We just needed a name. I don’t know why I chose that name; there really was no special reason. When I was a kid and played make-believe with my friends, I would call myself Bonnie. Bonnie was my older cousin, and, as a kid, she was the prettiest girl I knew. If I wanted to be anyone, I wanted to be Bonnie. I suppose by the time I reached high school, I was good with being me. I was no longer a ‘Bonnie wannabe.’ I was now Lisa, the youth hotline worker. 

			The same librarian who offered me a position on the youth hotline also asked me if I would connect with a student who had just moved to Canada from Hong Kong. I’m sure she had a fancy name for it—student liaison, peer sponsor, or something like that, but when you get right down to it, she was just asking me to be his friend. His name was Jason, but Jason wasn’t his real name. No one could pronounce his real name, so they changed his name to Jason when he came to Canada. The year before, when the word “youth” had jumped off the page at me, it was clearly in English. I wouldn’t have expected that one of my first youth projects would involve working with someone who couldn’t speak the language. Jason was actually a university student but had to spend a year in high school English class before he could go on to his university program. We could barely communicate; we talked with our hands, pointed, and even scribbled drawings on paper just so we could understand each other.

			I taught Jason that when you meet someone in Canada, you shake hands instead of bowing. I forgot to tell him that it only happens the first time you meet or if you haven’t seen someone in a while. Oops, my bad. I realized we needed to revisit that lesson when I saw him walking down the hallway at school, shaking hands with everyone who made eye contact with him. Our inability to communicate could have been frustrating, but it wasn’t; it was fun introducing someone to a totally different way of life. 

			We were walking along the sidewalk one day when Jason began repeating himself. He just kept saying, “What is it? What is it?” When he pointed to the sky, I realized that while I was experiencing the first snowfall of the year, Jason was experiencing the first snowfall of his life.

			Was this it? Was this the grown-up version of a camp counselor: being a peer sponsor, teaching after-school programs to kids, planning youth events, working on the hotline? Could this be the reason that the word “youth” jumped off the page in the school library? Was this the plan and the purpose which God had designed for me?
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