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Foreword


When I read this book, I thought to myself, This is the second Andy Stanley and Stuart Hall book I wish I’d written! Much like their previous book, The Seven Checkpoints, this book breaks new ground for those of us working with students. I loved every chapter! I not only thought about the youth group I pastor, I also thought about my own high-school daughter and how I might help her be the person God wants her to be and help her see her friendships through more influential eyes.


I’ve been working as a youth pastor for more than twenty-five years, and I know there are limits on what I can do as an individual and on what our youth ministry program can offer. I try to focus on the possible and have faith in God to do the impossible. Andy and Stuart gave me a lot of ideas for the “possible” part of my job as a youth worker.


This book convicted, challenged, and coached me to think more strategically with the core students in my ministry. I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but I didn’t think that could happen. You see, I’m a champion of teenagers. I’ve committed my years to helping them and pointing them toward Jesus. I believe in teenagers and have spent the majority of my life believing they can make a difference in this world. Obviously, I’m not alone. I resonated with Andy and Stuart’s challenge to help create students of influence—and you will too.


There is a tension in youth ministry we must always battle. The tension involves discipling Christian students and challenging them to care about their lost friends. Both discipleship and evangelism are difficult tasks, and most youth ministries are strong in just one—discipleship. Most youth groups do a good job of providing a safe place for students to grow in Christ—a place where they can be known, loved, and cared for. This is great! But growing in Christ also means developing a passion for the world; it means not only surviving in the world without losing faith but influencing the world because of our faith. A healthy youth ministry is more than simply entertaining Christian kids and keeping them safe from the world.


Max Q challenges youth ministries to be more than just a safe place for kids. It seeks to show how we can develop students to be influential in the world rather than being influenced by the world. I found myself saying, “Yes, I know my kids can do that!” Why should the secular school system challenge teenagers with higher standards than the church does? It’s amazing how low the church keeps its expectations of students, while schools raise the bar and say: “If you want to play this sport, give us your summer.” “If you want to sing in this choir, you must raise this amount of money.” “If you want to be in student leadership, you must attend this camp.” And what do kids do? They rise to the levels set before them. What do many youth groups do? They lower the bar and beg students to participate. We under-challenge them!


As I have done in my youth-ministry books and my training seminars, I once again ask you (as a youth worker) to raise your standards for teenagers. Grab a few students whom you believe in. Look them in the eyes and let them know there’s a God who is crazy about them and an adult who believes in them. Then cast a vision of who they can become and what they can do when they allow the life-altering Spirit of God to invade their lives, change their character, and give them new eyes for their world.


I challenge you to grab a pad of paper, read this book, ask God for his wisdom, and join Andy and Stuart for a ride that will challenge you, your ministry, and the students that God has entrusted to your care and leadership. Don’t let them down … raise the bar.


Your friend in youth ministry,


Doug Fields


Youth Pastor, Saddleback Church


Author, Purpose Driven Youth Ministry


President; www.simplyyouthministry.com


 


Christ is the strongest, grandest, most attractive personality ever to grace the earth. But a careless messenger with the wrong approach can reduce all this magnificence to the level of boredom.


JIM RAYBURN




Introduction


I am humbled and amazed at the ministry opportunities God has allowed me to participate in over the past twenty years. And as grateful as I am for the publicity I have received as an author, preacher, and church planter, I have a suspicion that my most fruitful years were actually the years I spent in student ministry. My wife, Sandra, agrees. Every time we see or hear about one of “our” kids doing great things for God, we can’t look at each other without tearing up. No words are necessary. We know in our hearts that our time as youth leaders was well spent and that our labors will continue to pay dividends long after we are gone.


Although my student-ministry days have come to an end, my interest in students and student ministry has not. In fact, it was my concern about what we in the church teach our teenagers that drove me to find a publisher for The Seven Checkpoints: Seven Principles Every Teenager Needs to Know, a book that I co-wrote with my friend and colleague Stuart Hall. Stuart is one of the featured communicators at Inside Out, our high-school discipleship environment at North Point Community Church, where I am the senior pastor. He is also the founder of DASH Incorporated, a nonprofit organization that provides resources to help youth leaders develop students of influence.


Two publishers turned the project down. They wanted a book that would have broader distribution. Stuart and I wanted to create a tool for the men and women who have committed a season of their lives to students. I am so grateful to the people at Howard Publishing for getting behind that first project.


The success of The Seven Checkpoints and its companion student journal spurred me on to create a second tool for student ministers. Max Q, again co-written with Stuart Hall, presents a strategy for equipping students to become influencers in their world. It’s designed to help you train Christian teenagers to engage in meaningful relationships with their unchurched, unbelieving friends—while maintaining God-honoring standards, accountability, and a vibrant faith.


As a teenager I grew up in a youth group that discouraged us from having meaningful relationships with non-Christian peers. We were warned to stay away from kids who didn’t share our value system. Yet every summer our youth leaders loaded us up and took us on mission trips to other states or countries where we were expected to share the plan of salvation with strangers who apparently didn’t embrace our values either. Back home in high school, we were always on the defense, trying not to let the world score on us. But for two hot summer weeks, we were expected to go on the offense in environments where we had absolutely no relational traction.


When I had the opportunity to design a student ministry from the ground up, that inconsistency was the first thing I addressed. I cancelled the annual mission trip and started training kids to be the influence-ers rather than the influence-ees in their schools and communities. Our youth ministry partnered with them in the evangelism process by creating safe environments where they could bring their unchurched friends. Those early experiments in creating relevant environments formed the basis for much of what we do at North Point Community Church today.


The results were staggering. Every Monday night we had between fifty and sixty students visiting in the homes of friends who had attended one of our invest-and-invite events. Hundreds of kids packed out our midweek outreach events. And hundreds of our core kids saw their friends make professions of faith in Christ.


Much of the content for Max Q is taken from a series I repeated almost every year for our students, called “How to Be an Influence without Being Influenced.” As you are about to discover, the crux of the series centered on timeless principles that, properly applied, have the potential to equip even the meekest student to become an uncompromising influencer. Adding to that material, Stuart Hall weighs in with insights and illustrations gained from his own ministry to students and leaders around the nation. The result is a tool that we believe will encourage and equip youth leaders and train Christian teenagers to maximize their influence right where they are.


Please understand: This book, like The Seven Checkpoints, has very little to do, if anything, with programs. It’s not a new evangelism formula. The “rabbit” of youth evangelism and outreach runs far, fast, and wide, and it has been chased long enough. We are convinced that the real problem of lost teenage America is not a lack of evangelism but a lack of substance in the Christian students who live, study, and play among them. The principles we shared in The Seven Checkpoints are meant to serve as building blocks for Christian teenagers who desire to become people of substance and influence in their world.


Max Q, too, is a book about substance, and it’s about content, not context. We begin to develop students of influence only as we choose to put our focus on the character of our students rather than the charisma of our environments. The breadth and power of our students’ influence on their unbelieving friends are directly proportional to the depth of the content of their character. And the effectiveness of our ministries in influencing the unbelieving student culture is absolutely dependent upon the character of our core students.


This book is designed to challenge you, as a youth minister, to redefine what it means to develop spiritually influential students—and provide you with the tools to begin that process. In the pages to come, we will explore what a youth ministry that breeds influence looks like, both in content and context. We will attempt to unravel and understand influence as a principle. We will examine the life of Christ to see how he modeled relational influence.


Each chapter in this book concludes with interactive application questions designed to help you examine and digest what you have read.


To help you further, we have written a companion book, The Max Q Student Journal. Similar to the workbook that accompanied The Seven Checkpoints, this journal is written for use by your students over a period of several weeks. It is designed to systematically challenge them to understand and apply the six principles of influence we examine in Max Q.


The Setup


Two overarching concepts are critical as we develop teenagers of character who are influential in the lives of their peers. We have divided this book into two sections to reflect and organize these concepts: influence and principles.


The idea of influence is introduced in part 1 and carried throughout part 2. Christian students feel the tension that exists between our desire for them to have healthy friendships and God’s call to influence their peers for Christ. We must give them permission to reach out to their lost friends. Part 1 also looks at Jesus, the Master Influencer, and examines the guiding principles of his life, particularly as they relate to influence. We will also examine how the gospel and the sociology of influence must be intertwined to effectively equip our students to be influencers among their peers. Certain common characteristics drive the way all people think and act. Our students need to recognize and understand these characteristics in order to capitalize on their opportunities to be influencers.


The second part of this book focuses on the six key principles that our students must understand and embrace for the sake of becoming influential. We don’t believe they’re the only principles that are important, but we do believe they are key to the growth of our students. Our students need to learn them first and foremost. We have tried to communicate these six principles of influence in a way that allows them to be easily remembered, understood, and applied. They look like this:


1. The Standards Principle


Our students must develop, be able to verbally articulate, and live by standards.


Standards protect a student’s freedom. Standards protect a student’s testimony. And standards are the primary tool God will use to open the door for a student to share Christ with a friend. Standards will create the why factor in the life of an unbelieving teenager. Our students must understand how to develop standards and live by them.


2. The Priorities Principle


Our students must prioritize their own spiritual health over the spiritual health of the friends they are attempting to influence.


A time will come when our students will find themselves being drawn into activities they have no business doing. They will find their motivation shifting from influence to acceptance or even romance. When that happens, our students will need to make their own spiritual growth a priority over the spiritual growth of their lost peers. They must recognize when it is time to back off or even bail out. Then they must have the courage to follow through.


3. The Accountability Principle


Our students must maintain effective accountability relationships with other Christian students.


A student’s relationship with God is personal—but it is not private. Students who refuse to make themselves accountable to others when it comes to their personal spiritual lives are at greater risk of committing spiritual adultery, just as a man who keeps his personal affairs private is at greater risk of committing adultery against his wife. God never intended for our students to go through life alone.


4. The Unconditional-Acceptance Principle


Our students must love and accept their lost friends unconditionally.


Acceptance is perhaps the strongest desire a teenager possesses. Students will gravitate to people or environments where they sense acceptance and avoid people or environments where they sense rejection. Our students must out-love and out-accept everyone else in an unbelieving peer’s life to gain influence.


5. The Sustained-Influence Principle


Our students must sustain influence with their unbelieving peers.


Gaining influence is not enough. Maintaining and sustaining that influence are equally important in the faith journeys of both our core students and their unbelieving friends. Our students must learn how to maintain and sustain their influence once they’ve gained it.


6. The Leverage Principle


Our students must properly appropriate leverage.


It is always right to share the truth. But to be most effective, our students need to know the best time, place, and method for sharing that truth. They must develop the wisdom to balance the leading of the Holy Spirit, the science of persuasion, and the power of leverage for the sake of influence.


We’re convinced that these six principles, if fully engaged, will transform your students and your ministry as they have ours. If these principles are ignored, however, we can almost guarantee that your students will have little to no real influence with their unbelieving peers.


Portrait of an Influential Student


How do we get started? By asking ourselves these questions: What type of students do we want to produce? What do we want our students to look like spiritually, emotionally, and mentally when they graduate? Identifying the characteristics we want our students to have upon graduation is half the battle. As the saying goes, if you don’t have a goal, you will hit it every time.


Just as dangerous as having no goal, however, is having a goal or measurement that does not reflect the heart of God. Let’s be honest. If our goal in ministry is to produce students with high morals who stay safe, never fail, and never mess up, then we will align our ministries to produce that type of teenager. But if our goal is to develop students of influence, then the components of our ministries must be geared toward helping them along in the process of becoming influential.


It’s critical that we as youth ministers keep the end goal foremost in our minds. By clarifying what we want our students to look like when they graduate from our ministries, we make it possible to determine the best process for getting them there. By determining the process, we gain the ability to establish where individual students are in that process. And by establishing where students are in the process, we can then identify the next steps they should take.


Every student within the scope of our influence is at some specific point in the process of becoming spiritually influential. The extremes are wide—from the student who is trying to figure out if God is real, all the way to the teenager who is convinced that his or her life will be best used in full-time vocational ministry. If we have a clear view of our desired end result, it doesn’t matter where a student falls on the continuum; the next steps are easy to identify.


So, how does a spiritually influential student compare to the kinds of students we have historically produced from our youth ministries?


Allow us to answer you this way:


Imagine students who can influence their lost peers without being influenced.


Imagine students who are motivated to personally develop rock-solid convictions and unchangeable standards, thus ensuring their spiritual health and continued spiritual growth as they graduate into the great unknown.


Imagine students who take accountability so seriously that they refuse to let each other fall, even as they encourage one another to sustain influence with their lost peers.


Imagine students who so reflect the character of Jesus that they regularly experience the joy of drawing their lost friends to Christ.


Imagine students who actually fulfill their God-given calling to make disciples.


Is this a portrait of the students in your ministry? If not, it can be. And we want to help.


About the Title


Before we dive in, we want to answer another question that’s probably running through your mind: What’s with the title?


Is Max Q a new superhero? A Disney movie? A maximum-strength cotton swab? And what does it have to do with developing students of influence?


Actually, Max Q is a term used in the space-shuttle program at Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral, Florida. You see, roughly one minute after launch, a space shuttle must withstand a condition of extreme force called “maximum dynamic pressure”—“Max Q” for short. This is the most critical point in flight from an aerodynamics perspective. It’s when the most stress is placed on the vehicle. It happens just after the shuttle goes supersonic, at an altitude of 25,000 to 35,000 feet (five to seven miles up).


Dave King, former director of shuttle processing at KSC, sent us the following perspective from an astronaut friend of his: “I remember seeing equivalent airspeeds of around 455 knots. It’s very noticeable to the crew because of something they don’t model in the simulator: the wind noise. It’s a whistling sound of the wind by the windows, I guess. It gets higher in volume and pitch as we approach Max Q, then the reverse happens as we get beyond it.”


According to King, “This is where you hope you did all your homework on the vehicle structure.” Mission success demands that all systems on the space shuttle perform at the highest level. When designed properly, prepared carefully, and executed perfectly, the shuttle and its crew safely reach orbital velocity of 17,600 miles per hour at about eight-and-a-half minutes after launch.


We can think of no better illustration to describe what our students experience in their day-to-day lives. They’re in a constant state of maximum dynamic pressure. Theirs is a world that moves at a pace of incredible proportion. The “whistling sound of the wind” grows in volume each day. As their youth leaders, we may not hear the volume rising or feel the pressure, but mark it down: They hear it and feel it.


Our role is difficult, yet so significant. We must create a ministry environment that develops students who can withstand intense pressure. Students who can be light in dark places. Students who will not waver from their faith while they passionately pursue relationships with their lost peers. Students who know how to gain influence and earn the privilege to lead.


We serve as launch directors for teenagers who must learn not only to survive but to thrive in Max Q. And that requires the same commitment to excellence that NASA engineers must apply each time they launch a space shuttle. Anything less is a recipe for disaster.


The countdown has already started.


Will your students be ready for liftoff?




PART ONE
The Truth about Influence



The great reformer Martin Luther once said,


If I profess with the loudest voice and clearest exposition every portion of the Truth of God except precisely that point which the world and the devil are at that moment attacking, I am not confessing Christ. Where the battle rages, there the loyalty of the soldier is proved. And to be steady on all the battlefield is merely flight and disgrace if he flinches at that point.


As youth leaders we can spend all of our time, energy, and resources developing and maintaining the greatest programs, the coolest environments, and the best-behaved students within the four walls of the church. But that’s not the battlefront. The point of attack comes elsewhere. The battle takes place at precisely that point where teenagers who know Jesus personally must invest in lost friends and influence peers who desperately need Christ.


Too many youth ministries flinch at this point. May we flinch no more.


Let people feel the weight of who you are and let them deal with it.


JOHN ELDBEDGE




1
Granting Permission
Creating a Ministry of Influence



It was Saturday morning, February 1, 2003. In perhaps the greatest tragedy in space exploration history, seven courageous heroes lost their lives that day. The space shuttle Columbia, returning from a sixteen-day mission to outer space, reentered the earth’s atmosphere at more than eighteen times the speed of sound and, only minutes from its scheduled landing, disintegrated some 207,000 feet over Texas. Most of us will never forget where we were on that fateful morning. Our hearts broke and mourned with the families of those seven astronauts, many of whom were gathered on a runway at Kennedy Space Center in Florida awaiting their loved ones’ safe return. Columbia and her crew were lost only sixteen minutes from home.


It will most likely take the sharpest and brightest minds years to determine the specific cause of this horrific loss. We may never know the full extent of the truth. But one thing is certain: Columbia, in the midst of experiencing maximum dynamic pressure, when she needed to be the strongest, was weak. Perhaps her weakness was minute; perhaps it was greater than well ever know. Regardless of the degree, the fact remains that at the moment of the most intense heat and pressure, Columbia’s integrity was compromised. And what was to be a defining, triumphant moment became a terribly destructive one.


The State of Max Q


Somewhere at that edge where earth’s atmosphere ends and the greater reaches of outer space begin exists a point of tension and stress so extreme and intense that it cannot be simulated. It is a state known by people much smarter than most of us as “maximum dynamic pressure,” or “Max Q” for short. Any object intent on leaving the earth’s atmosphere must pass through it. Nothing and no one can evade it. It cannot be ignored. For a space shuttle to pass successfully through Max Q, every system must be executing perfectly; every person must be operating at the highest level of training and alertness; and the integrity of the spacecraft must be strong and fully functional.


It’s not much of a stretch to parallel the state of Max Q as it relates to space exploration to the pressures our Christian students face as they strive to become young men and women of influence in their world. In fact, the comparisons are hauntingly similar.


Youth-ministry leaders get to observe up close the intense pressure that society exerts on teenagers today. We understand—at least in theory—that in order to withstand the pressure without being influenced by it, our students must live at a very high level of wisdom, purity, and courage. But how many of our students are actually being trained to operate at that level?


Sadly, not many. According to statistics, over three-fourths of Christian teenagers, after graduating from high school, will abandon the church—and possibly even their faith.1


For years we have watched as Christian homes and youth ministries have sent graduates headlong into Max Q. Too often the results have been as tragic as the loss of the space shuttle. Reeling under the intense pressure, many students get suckered into making poor choices. Or they become magnetized to lifestyles that don’t match their stated belief system.


The culture in which our students live has cornered the market on generating maximum dynamic pressure. Popular music, for example, is an exercise of attitudes and word imageries that promote immorality, sexual promiscuity, violence, and disrespect. The accompanying videos merely “color in” the outlines the songs have already made in the minds of their young listeners. Meanwhile, magazines and other media add pressure by promoting a standard of physical beauty that few human beings can attain. As a result, an increasing number of teenagers are developing eating disorders. More and more students are pursuing breast implants, liposuction, and other forms of plastic surgery. They’re convinced they must have abs of steel and match Hollywood’s latest hottie from head to toe in looks and physical appeal.


What were considered pressures reserved for college life—drugs, alcohol, sex—have now trickled down to the high-school, junior-high, and even elementary-school campus. The drug of choice may fluctuate from marijuana to cocaine to ecstasy, but it’s readily available. So is alcohol. There is an unspoken implication here: Not only are teenagers engaging in harmful behavior, they are rebelling against authority and disobeying the law. They are not establishing moral boundaries. For large numbers of them, the end of innocence is coming sooner, rather than later.


Perhaps the most intense point of Max Q for students lies in the arena of friends. Acceptance is, of course, one of the strongest needs teenagers have. Most of our students will never admit it; but fitting in, being accepted, and having a sense of belonging with a person or group is their highest priority. (Let’s be honest: It’s a priority for all of us.) As youth leaders and workers, we have all witnessed the lengths teenagers will go to gain this elusive and fleeting acceptance from their peers. Most of us remember how powerful that desire was for us when we were their age.


Society, culture, peer pressure—these, along with numerous other obvious and not-so-obvious dynamics, combine to create a state of maximum dynamic pressure. It’s invisible, but our students feel it. Our students are affected by it. And ultimately, our students have to deal with it.


Or do they?


The Paradox


Some Christian parents and youth ministers would argue that it’s their job and duty to protect their teenagers from the influence and pressures of the world. We would all agree that it’s not healthy for our students to have close relationships with peers who are foolish, rebellious, and not believers. As we stated in our previous book, The Seven Checkpoints, friendships have a big influence on the quality and direction of a teenager’s life. In fact, friends can be more influential than parents, youth leaders, faith—even God.


For a student to connect with someone in friendship who does not hold the same values, believe in the same God, and desire the same lifestyle can be very destructive. And precisely because the potential for negative consequences is so great, we as parents and youth leaders tend to build strong, inflexible “friendship boundaries” around our teens. For many solid Christian students, bringing a new friend home to meet the parents is the equivalent of trying to get through airport security with a pocket full of change and a pistol in your bag. Why is there such scrutiny? Because we know how harmful a wrong choice of friends can be.


So we encourage—if not exactly force—our students to acquire and maintain friendships only from within the pool of Christian teenagers at church and youth group. And what happens? Subtly over time these students begin to grow more and more distant from their culture and from their peers who need Christ. Our youth ministries turn into shelters from the storm. Most of our evangelism efforts become frustrating and futile attempts on the part of our core students to bridge the ever-widening gap between themselves and their lost peers—in hopes of getting at least one new person to an event at church so the youth pastor will get off their backs.


We’re giving our students a conflicting message. We know that Christians are called by Jesus to “go and make disciples” (Matthew 28:19). So we tell our students to reach out to their unbelieving peers—even as we plead with them to keep their friendships within Christian circles. We trap our core students within a fluctuating ping-pong game of “Go! No! Go! No!”


It doesn’t help that our concept of “going and making disciples” is often centered more on modern student-evangelism strategies than on biblical disciple making. We put a hyper-focus on “going” and take a drudgery-type approach to “making disciples.” This may sound blasphemous, but “making disciples” is not accomplished most effectively through door-to-door witnessing, mall blitzes, or sharing the Four Spiritual Laws. And it’s not accomplished most effectively through our typical Christian education models and strategies.


Disciplism


No, the most effective way to carry out the Great Commission—the way to “go and make disciples” as God intends, even in the midst of Max Q—is to marry the concepts of evangelism and discipleship as we’ve known them. We’ve coined the word disciplism (“disciple,” with an “ism”) to best describe this union of ideas, strategies, and obedience to God’s Word. Disciplism means more than witnessing to someone. It means investing your life into the lives of your unbelieving friends. It means purposefully engaging the culture and your friends in the culture in order to influence them with the gospel. Once you’ve influenced them, it means walking alongside them as they grow in their faith.


Disciplism is not a call you can answer via satellite. It’s a hands-on, on-location challenge. And it’s the very heart of God—his reason for coming to earth in the form of a man: to proclaim his glory by serving and dying for all.


There is a reason why so many of us in youth ministry seem to avoid God’s idea of disciple making. It is a deeply theological concept: Making disciples—disciplism—is hard. For students to invest their lives into the lives of their peers takes energy, time, and sometimes money. It often takes blood, sweat, and tears. Making disciples means that their priorities have to change. Their schedules have to change. Their lifestyles have to change. And the implementation of disciplism means that our philosophies and ideologies as youth leaders have to change too.


To Err Is Trouble


The potential exists for us to err on one of two extremes—and either extreme is dangerous. On the one hand, if our students have the healthiest of Christian friendships, yet never influence their unbelieving friends for the sake of Christ, have we been successful? Is goodness our standard in youth ministry, or godliness? Behavior modification is not our goal: Transformation is. It would be a tragedy for us to settle for developing good students rather than students of greatness.


Ask yourself this question: Has my idea of success in youth ministry been to make sure that my students don’t “drink, smoke, chew, or date those who do?” Our hearts hurt when we think of the students who were exposed to a deranged idea of social reform rather than spiritual renewal under our leadership. We confess: Behavior modification is a much easier road to travel and one we have regretfully traveled.


On the other hand, if our students immerse themselves in their culture and develop friendships with lost peers but then cave in under the pressure and fall into sin, what have we gained? God doesn’t want us to play chess with our students, risking their character and integrity and ignoring the consequences for the sake of his kingdom (and ours). He has not called us to be reckless.
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