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Foreword

I began to write this foreword with the idea that student ministry is a rapidly changing, hard-to-grasp “thing,” evolving so fast that it’s almost impossible to stay on the cutting edge. But is that really true?

Andy Stanley and I met the summer before seventh grade. During the height of a shaving-cream free-for-all, I, being the smallest kid in camp, took cover under a bunk bed, fearing for my life. Funny thing. Andy was already under there, his eyes as big as mine. We connected. In the heat of battle, our keen survival skills initiated a bond that has remained to this day.

Back then student ministry was interesting. We had never heard the word worship; we just sang songs. The only missionary we knew of was named Lottie Moon. Lottie Moon? To have a spiritual high, you had to have a really big fire and throw something into it. Sure, we “counted the cost,” but the idea of dying for our faith was a concept that never crossed our minds. Our biggest concern was that the Cokes and Krispy Kremes be there on Sunday morning. Life was good.

So maybe a little has changed. But a lot hasn’t. We had a student minister (they called her the youth director back then) who loved us, teachers who fed us, role models who inspired us, a pastor who poured God’s Word into us, and environments that shaped us.

These days people claim the stakes are higher, but how could they be higher than they were? Every day is critical to God. The wisdom writer said, “There’s nothing new under the sun.” I’ve lived long enough to agree.

The keys to effective student ministry are the same today as they were back then. First, we need innovative leaders, those who blaze a trail with fresh creativity and not just a rehashed imitation of the current culture. Second, we must have a belief in our students’ capacity to grasp more, a conviction that they can access and experience the deeper things of God. Third, we as leaders must have a genuine and living faith, empowering us to “show the way” and not just “tell the way.” And fourth, we must have a clear strategy so that at the end of the day we don’t just have a pile of expended energy but rather the assurance that we’ve accomplished the goal.

That’s why what Andy Stanley and Stuart Hall have done in these pages is vital. Effective strategy helps us worry less about what’s changing around us and focus more on what will always be true. Andy is the most strategic person I know. He’s amazing to watch. He lives out what he has written down. So let him lead you and help you channel your passion and sacrifice into a pathway to progress.

One last thing (and this is for us all): let’s live these principles first and teach them second. That way we’ll know at least one person in the group is getting it!

That’s a built-in guarantee of success.

Louie Giglio





Preface

After thirty years of working with teenagers, I am convinced that there are seven basic principles every student should understand, commit to memory, and embrace before graduating and leaving the safety of home and student ministry.

These seven student-specific principles are the irreducible minimum. They are the must-know, can’t-do-without principles. They are not all that is important. But they are what is most important for students.

When I was a student pastor, I invested a great deal of time looking for useful curricula. I spent countless hours piecing together interesting talks. I tried hard to find good camp speakers. I threw a lot of helpful information at my students in those days. I’m sure some of it stuck. But how much? Which parts? Were the things that stuck with them the things that needed to stick?

Taking Stock

After I graduated my fourth senior class, I decided it was time for some pointed evaluation. That’s when I discovered I had no tool with which to evaluate my ministry. We were growing numerically. That kept all the higher-ups happy. But I had no way of knowing how effectively I was instilling life-changing truth into the hearts of my students.

That fourth graduating class sat under my teaching from ninth through twelfth grade. But what did they learn? Did I communicate, or did I simply cover a lot of material?

At that point I gathered my staff (both of them) and began asking questions:

[image: Image] If we could permanently imprint anything we wanted upon our students’ minds, what would it be?

[image: Image] What do they need to know? What is the irreducible minimum?

[image: Image] When everybody else is “doing it,” what’s going to keep him from joining in?

[image: Image] When she is sitting in a dorm room during her freshman year, contemplating her options for the evening, what principles or truths should drift through her mind in that potentially defining moment?

This ongoing dialogue lasted for several months. I would throw out one or two of these questions for discussion at every leadership meeting. Whenever I met with other student pastors, I asked them what they believed were the most important concepts for students to embrace. Eventually I compiled a list of twelve principles. After presenting these twelve truths to several trusted men and women in student ministry, I reduced the list to nine and eventually to seven.

Selective Memory

Let’s face it. Our students will forget most of what we teach them. But, hopefully, they will remember something. We have wasted a whole lot of time preparing and teaching if they don’t! And assuming they will remember something, doesn’t it make sense that we determine what they will remember?

After all, God has positioned us in the lives of our students as leaders, mentors, and friends. For a few short but strategic years, we have the opportunity and responsibility to shape their thinking. And in doing so, we have the privilege of helping set their life trajectories.


The Student Ministry Dilemma


No doubt you have gained some proficiency in creating exciting and attractive environments for students. But as you know, both context and content are crucial for effective student ministry. The context—the environment—is what keeps them coming back. The content—what we communicate—is what equips them for life. If you are like me, the content side of the equation is what drew you into student ministry. You wanted to see kids’ lives changed. But you quickly learned that without the right context, there wouldn’t be any lives to change!

Consequently, you have been forced to spend a great deal of time and energy (and money!) creating attractive environments for students. To compound the challenge, the success of your ministry is probably judged on your ability to attract students. You don’t get to hire extra staff based on the spiritual development of your students; you get staff support when the numbers demand it.

Bottom line: the context of your ministry has tended to demand most of your attention. So, like me, you have probably come to the end of a stretch of ministry and wondered, What did they learn? You know what they heard. But what did they take away? Sure, they will remember the events and the people who were “there for them.” But did they walk away with the tools and the truths they will need to survive and thrive in the world beyond high school?

The tyranny of the urgent and the quest for a larger budget are facts of student ministry life. You and I have to keep creating those high-energy, pack-’em-in environments. If we have a room that will seat one hundred students, we need to do everything we can to fill it up.

Once the room is full, however, let’s make sure the content we throw at them sticks. Let’s make it memorable. Let’s make it transformational. And let’s keep coming back to a handful of concepts over and over until our students dream them in their sleep. That’s where the seven checkpoints come in.

Recycled Truth

This book is designed to provide you with the content for those environments you spend so much time and energy creating. My goal in writing The Seven Checkpoints is to give you seven principles around which you can organize the content of your entire student ministry.

I have developed two models to choose from—a three-year model and a four-year model. The idea is that in three or four years you can cycle several times through all seven principles. Each of these plans will incorporate your Sunday small-group times, weekend retreats, and summer camps. The seven principles have been reduced to seven memorable phrases—phrases that you can use to pepper your leadership training, counseling, teaching, and speaking.

Imagine meeting with the parents of your students and showing them the seven principles that serve as the foundation for all you will teach their kids.

Imagine having a content calendar that you can use to guide the development of your activity calendar throughout the year.

Imagine having a handful of carefully crafted principles to choose from in developing the theme of every camp or retreat.

These are just a few of the advantages of adopting the sevencheckpoints strategy. But the greatest advantage is this: You will know that you are maximizing your input into the lives of the students God has entrusted to your care. You will know that you are changing lives. And isn’t that why you got into student ministry in the first place?



The Seven Irreducible Minimums
of Student Ministry
SEVEN PRINCIPLES EVERY
TEENAGER NEEDS TO KNOW
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We must learn to use what is cultural
to communicate what is timeless.
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Seven Irreducible Minimums
of Student Ministry
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It is a great time in history to work with teenagers.

Student ministry has evolved into a profession of professionals. The fight for today’s student culture is so intense that the position of student minister, once considered the lowest rung on the job ladder, now commands special recognition.

We have entered the race with the likes of MTV and Hollywood for the minds and hearts of teenagers. In doing so, our need for context and student-friendly environments dominates our thoughts, training events, and philosophies of ministry. We put on camps and conferences and create weekly environments that rival rock concerts in sight and sound.

In order to communicate with teenagers in their language, Christian music is no longer on the periphery but in the music mainstream. Quality television shows help students understand who Jesus is and how to deal with the issues that are unique to their stage of life.

The Heart of the Matter

These new approaches are refreshing. They are especially refreshing to those of us who spent countless hours trying to convince the generation ahead of us that an anapestic beat wouldn’t send kids to hell.

But the pendulum has swung past the point of balance. While the context has consumed us, the content has taken a backseat. We spend little time determining what our students need to know before they graduate from our ministry. We spend our days designing camp shirts and planning activities, and what we want our students to know often gets lost in the shuffle.

Think for a moment about the students who just graduated from your ministry. In the spaces below, list the four or five key principles you believe they walked away with because of the time they spent under your leadership.

 











Are these the things you intentionally taught them, or did they pick them up accidentally?

The Ever-Raging Battle

Our students live in an entertainment-oriented culture. Just about every morsel of relevant or irrelevant information they pick up is designed to stimulate their senses. If it’s not entertaining, they aren’t interested.

This is why we have rushed to create high-energy, entertainment-driven contexts for our ministries. And we should, as long as the content doesn’t suffer. But it is hard to stay content focused when the “show” takes so much time and energy.

So how do we keep substance in the driver’s seat? What can we do to ensure that the music doesn’t drown out the message? How do we ensure that our students walk away from our student ministries equipped to enter the next chapters of their lives?

Context versus Content

Again, this book is not about context. It is about substance. It is about content. It’s about what you should communicate to your students, not how to communicate it. This book is about instilling timeless principles into the hearts of teenagers to better equip them to live in their ever-changing culture.

A huge frustration that most student leaders face is a lack of great curricula for discipleship. If you are like me, hundreds of marketing pieces advertising new teaching materials come across your desk every year. There is no shortage of resources. However, there is a lack of a systematic plan around which to implement our curriculum choices.


Timeless Methods


We tend to plan our environments and events first and then decide the content to be taught. By adapting your ministry to the seven checkpoints presented in this book, the content will dictate how you plan and create environments. We speak freely in the church today about the need to preserve the message while adjusting our methods to reach a generation of students. But in our attempts to remain methodologically relevant, we have not been intentional about the messages.

Think about the time and energy you spend planning the context for your summer camp or student retreat versus the time and energy you put into the content. Isn’t it true that you spend the majority of your time creating the right environment and then leave the development of content to a guest speaker—someone who doesn’t even know your kids?

Your small-group environment is predictable as well: chairs in rows (sometimes circles) for students and a lectern for the teacher. Perhaps you have doughnuts and juice on one table and quiet-time guides, event brochures, and announcement sheets on another. Your adult student leaders stand along the back wall or sit in the last row of chairs. You trust a publisher to provide a lesson for you to teach, and you have no idea what that will be from one quarter to the next. In many cases, the publisher chooses what your students should learn, not you!

Of course, we leave room for the Holy Spirit to move, and we trust the speaker and the writers, but perhaps the reason there is so much “room” and so much “trust” is that we’re not sure what we want our students to remember, understand, and apply.

What have become foundational for us are our methods, not our content. We have gradually put the proverbial “cart before the horse,” and the results sit in big church every Sunday morning in the shape of young adults who have a what’s-in-it-forme attitude and a weak biblical foundation.

Try It

We invested many hours developing a strategy that would be content driven. What has evolved is a ministry model that creates environments based on seven key biblical principles, or “checkpoints,” as we refer to them.

Again, content drives our context. We are still committed to creating relevant environments. But the environments must support the content. We have discovered that once we have identified what we want students to walk away with, creating more focused and effective environments is much easier.

After all, it is one thing to put together a summer camp. It is another thing to create the optimal five-day environment for teenagers to rethink their whole approach to friendship. It is one thing to organize a winter retreat. But the stakes get higher when the goal is to create the optimal setting for students to examine their attitudes toward the authorities God has put in their lives. It is one thing to plan a month’s worth of Sunday-school or small-group content. But what if the goal that month is to motivate your students to adopt an others-first approach to relationships?

When content is the focus, the context is still vitally important. This approach will motivate you and your leadership to raise the bar programmatically. Camp is camp. Sunday school is Sunday school. But what if your leaders viewed these regularly scheduled events as the context for imparting seven lifechanging principles? Suddenly the stakes are higher. Now camp, Sunday school, and the winter retreat are necessary means to a predetermined end.

Good Intentions

The Seven Checkpoints is an intentional, systematic approach to discipleship focused on the content of discipleship. As stated earlier, these seven, student-specific principles are the irreducible minimum.

As you begin to journey through the pages of this book, you will find that each checkpoint asks a critical question. Each question forces you, the leader, to evaluate your students based on that question. Each question also presents a key passage from the Bible that serves as the timeless foundation for the question. Each checkpoint is stated as an easy-to-remember principle. This helps you and your students remember the checkpoint in a simple, yet powerful, statement of truth.

Here’s a quick overview of The Seven Checkpoints:


Checkpoint #1: Authentic Faith

This focuses on a correct understanding of faith. Faith is confidence that God is who he says he is and that he will do all he has promised to do.

Principle: God can be trusted; he will do all he has promised to do.

Critical Question: Are your students trusting God with the critical areas of their lives?

Key Passage: Proverbs 3:5–6


Checkpoint #2: Spiritual Disciplines

A student’s devotional life is the focus of this checkpoint. The apostle Paul assures us that transformation begins with a renewed mind. As students begin to renew their minds to the truths of Scripture, their attitudes and behaviors will change.

Principle: If I can see as God sees, I will do as God says.

Critical Question: Are your students developing consistent devotional and prayer lives?

Key Passage: Romans 12:2

Checkpoint #3: Moral Boundaries

Purity paves the way to intimacy. One of the most important things a student can do is establish limits. Students need to learn how to protect their bodies and emotions by honoring God’s plan for sex and morality.

Principle: Purity paves the way for intimacy.

Critical Question: Are your students establishing and maintaining moral boundaries?

Key Passage: 1 Thessalonians 4:3–8

Checkpoint #4: Meaningful Friendships

The people our students associate with the most will determine the direction and quality of their lives. This principle focuses on helping our teenagers build healthy friendships and avoid unhealthy ones.

Principle: Our friends determine the direction and quality of our lives.

Critical Question: Are your students establishing healthy friendships and avoiding unhealthy ones?

Key Passage: Proverbs 13:20

Checkpoint #5: Wise Choices

In light of their past experiences, current circumstances, and future hopes and dreams, students need to ask themselves, “What is the wise thing to do?” Good decision making is more than simply choosing between right and wrong. This principle focuses on the need for wisdom in decision making.

Principle: Walk wisely in a fool’s world.

Critical Question: Are your students making wise decisions?

Key Passage: Ephesians 5:15–17


Checkpoint #6: Ultimate Authority


Freedom and authority are often viewed as opposing concepts. But the Scriptures teach that freedom is found under authority. This principle focuses on the need for students to stay under the authorities that God has placed over them.

Principle: Maximum freedom is found under God’s authority.

Critical Question: Are your students submitting to the authorities

God has placed over them?

Key Passage: Romans 13:1–2

Checkpoint #7: Others First

Selfishness comes naturally. Selflessness must be learned. The hallmark of believers is their willingness to put the needs of others ahead of their own. This principle addresses our students’ propensity toward selfishness and self-centeredness.

Principle: Consider others before yourself.

Critical Question: Do your students consider others before themselves?

Key Passage: Philippians 2:3–11

You may be thinking, I’m not so sure about this. And you may be wondering, Are you suggesting that we teach these same seven concepts over and over? The answer is yes. We are suggesting that you develop all of your teaching environments around The Seven Checkpoints. I know it doesn’t sound feasible, but it is.

Most student pastors have no plan as to what they are going to teach and when they are going to teach it. The “buffet” approach to curriculum is the popular plan of the day—decide what is most relevant, most current, or most fresh on the mind of the student pastor and then teach it. Even if you do not adopt the strategy proposed in this book, you have to adopt a plan. Simply reacting to the latest book you read or sermon you hear does not constitute a plan for packing the bags of the students God has entrusted to you. You need to get your primary volunteers or staff in a room and ask the question, “What are the principles that we want to teach over the next few years?” And you need to make a conscious decision, followed up by a strategic plan, to make sure that you teach those principles repeatedly. This plan will be the guardrails that keep your ministry on track.

Repetition

When we have presented this strategy in seminars, leaders often voice a concern about the wisdom of repeating the same things over and over. The concern is that repeating the same principles year after year spells doom for a student’s interest in the things of God. That concern is valid. The problem, however, is that it assumes that repetition is the reason students get bored. In most cases, the problem is not the repetition; it is the presentation.

It has been my experience that a lifeless presentation and the tendency to try to cover too much information in a short amount of time cause boredom. Repetition has little to do with it. Repetition is how we learn. When my son was five years old, he learned how to kneeboard behind a jet ski. He didn’t accomplish that feat on the first try. It was only after an hour of repeating instructions like “lean back, extend your arms, and shift your weight” (try explaining that to a five-year-old) that he was enjoying skimming on top of the water with a huge smile on his face. Repetition brought success.

I have never met a student who, after hearing one talk on trusting God, fully understood the depths of that issue and obeyed God in that area for the rest of his life. Repetition has transformed many areas of our lives spiritually, emotionally, and physically. Don’t fear repetition.

Curriculum

One of the other concerns that is voiced from time to time is, “Where are we going to find enough material on these seven topics to fill out a four- or six-year curriculum menu?” Actually, we wondered the same thing.

What we discovered is that once we established a grid for the content of our student ministry, we knew exactly what curriculum to look for. Once we narrowed our focus, we were surprised at how much material had been written on these seven common themes.

In addition to published material, we have had success developing some of our own curriculum. Again, once we established the basic subject matter, it wasn’t difficult to recruit several of our seasoned teachers to begin developing lesson plans. You may be surprised how eager your leadership will be to help fill the gaps in your curriculum menu once you give them some basic parameters.

Using the Checkpoints

We cycle the seven checkpoints through our middle school and high school ministries annually. As we plan our year, we look at the following environments and ask the question, “Which of the checkpoints would be best communicated in each of these settings?”

Small Groups

Chances are you have some type of small-group environment for your students. Our small-group ministry for high school students, InsideOut, meets on Sunday afternoons. Transit, our small-group environment for middle school, meets on Sunday mornings. In each of these environments, we use a master teacher for the first twenty minutes of teaching time. The speaker focuses on the checkpoint that is being discussed for the month.* Students will then go to their small groups to discuss it in detail. Small group leaders focus on facilitating discussion rather than teaching the checkpoint.

The goal of InsideOut and Transit is for students to walk away with one idea and one point of application. By focusing on one principle, students are more apt to grasp and apply truth instead of merely hearing truth.

Camps and Retreats

As we look at our ministry year, we use the seven checkpoints to determine the themes of our camps and retreats. By building your camp or retreat around one checkpoint, your students will have at least one entire weekend or week per year totally devoted to a checkpoint. For example, Vertical Reality, our fall retreat, always focuses on Checkpoint #1, Authentic Faith. We have found that a weekend-retreat setting is optimal for reinforcing the spiritual disciplines.

There are several advantages to choosing a single checkpoint for a camp or weekend retreat. Once you have identified the focus of your content, you can be strategic in your selection of a camp speaker. Second, it gives everybody on your planning team direction for worship, breakout groups, and devotional material. Last, you are able to clearly and succinctly communicate to parents the message of the week or weekend. How motivated would parents be to make sure their kids were signed up for camp if you announced that the theme was going to be “Developing and Maintaining Healthy Friendships”? Imagine their excitement when you explain that the principle you hope to instill in the hearts of their kids is that their friends have the potential to determine the direction and quality of their lives.

Service Projects

A third environment that is conducive to reinforcing the seven checkpoints is a service project (e.g., mission trips, backyard Bible clubs). We use this type of environment to focus our students’ attention on Checkpoint #7, Others First.
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