BEGINNING A MINISTRY

Virgil Warren, PhD

I. Physical Matters

A.Changes of address on all mailings: periodicals, credit cards, friends and relatives
you want to keep in contact with.

B. Car tags, car inspection

C. Utilities: garbage, gas and electric, water and sewage, phone. Count on expenses
associated with these items, especially any deposits that may be involved.

D. Medical Care: family doctor, dentist, hospitals.

E. Places to do business with: grocery stores and the like, car repairs, banks

F. Schools

Asking questions about these matters can be a way you use to meet neighbors and get
acquainted with church people.

II. Church Matters

Many ministry-related items should be taken care of before moving into the ministry:
salary package, vacation guidelines, revival privileges, convention attendance, rules about
performing weddings, use of facilities. There will be enough surprises on things you would
never have guessed.

A. Set up your office and work out the division of labor that exists with other people

on the team.

B. Establish a general schedule that is comfortable for you, let people know what it is,
and then stick to it. You can add to it and fill in the details as time goes on. It may take a
while to get into a groove so you can tell how best to structure your time. You tend to have
more unstructured time at the beginning of a ministry than later. The longer you service at
one place the more you tend to get involved in a whole series of things related to the church,
the school, the ministerial alliance, the organizations, and typical affairs of the area.
Consequently, it makes sense not to jump into too many things too fast. Your initial
enthusiasm may be hard to keep up over a long period of time. It is better to “play it safe”
than to have to back off later and make it look like you start things you do not finish.

C. Get lists of general and active membership as well as the personnel on committees
so you know who typically does what. Make sure you do not undercut their work or get into
things they are responsible for; mistakes along these lines are easy to make in a new setting.

D. Call on the membership beginning with the elders and deacons and their families;
the teachers, youth workers, Bible study leaders, musicians and other worship personnel;
then the active membership, and lastly the relatively inactive members and friends of the
congregation.



E. Do not start changing lots of things. A good rule of thumb is not to change
anything major for a year, especially things that involved how other people make their
contribution to the ministry of the congregation. A year allows you to establish credibility
with church members so they will be confident that you have seen why things have been
done the way they have; any change after that time is at least an informed change. They can
see that you are not just changing things to be different or to communicate that you are in
charge. Often there are reasons for doing things the way they do them that you would never
understand until you get inside of the situation. Frankly, many changes ministers introduce
are more for proving to themselves that they are in charge or that they can get people to
follow them than for improving the quality of the church’s ministry. Too much change too
quickly makes people uneasy especially in more stable communities because tradition
provides security and a sense of knowing how to fit into the system.

If there are procedures that you think are unhealthy, you need to discuss them with
the leadership before coming to the ministry. Without nearly so much disruption you can
also make changes in the way you do your own things in contrast to the way previous
ministers did them; people are more likely to see that as “your business.” When the time
does come for making changes, try to add to what already exists rather than substitute for
what is already being done. Approach change through personal influence before structural
machinery. Bring people along with you, do not surprise people, and do not try to hurry the
process unnaturally. In general, ministry depends on people’s being able to trust you; so
concentrate on building trust. One “mess-up” will set you back farther than the extra time
caution may lead you to use.

G. Get a list of retired people associated with the church. Senior citizens can be a great
resource in the church if they can capture a sense of ministry. Since they are at home during
the day, they help more easily with activities that can occur then. Take them with you in
calling on other people their age, in making visits to the hospital, and in visiting and taking
communion to shut-ins. Calling on and with the elderly makes a lot of sense because they
are almost always very receptive to you presence, which increases your confidence in doing
ministerial work. They are also most likely to know the ins and outs of a community. They
know lots of people and may likely have children and grandchildren in the area. When their
younger relatives see you taking an interest in their parents, they will take a positive attitude
toward you and your work. Elderly people often comprise the natural leadership of the
church community; being on good terms with them has many wholesome benefits. They are
often the ones who are more financially set as well, although, of course, there are many
exceptions. You can use bad weather times to visit the senior citizens and the elderly.

H.Find out who the natural leaders are in the church body. Find out from them and
about the “unwritten rules.” Natural leaders are not necessarily the official leaders. Take a
while finding out who to pay attention to. Learn who the doers are, because many people are
more talkers than they are doers. Be careful about getting too “thick” with the people that
give you lots of attention at first. Not always, but often these people are the kind who want
to make impressions; so do not get overly enthusiastic about anybody or anything “right off
the bat.” Look for those who tend to see things with a jaundiced eye, and people who tend to
have personal agendas they would like to use you to fulfill.

I. Learn the demographics of the area. It is best to do this as part of you investigation
of the ministry before you agree to work with a congregation, because you want to know
something of the potentials for the work before you agree to do it. Nevertheless, there are




many smaller and less obvious patterns in a community than that you cannot derive from
government statistics. Try to find out who the community leaders are.

J. Get acquainted with the funeral directors. Find out what customs are associated
with funerals. If funeral directors know you well and appreciate what you do for bereaved
people, they will end up introducing you into the social web of the town.

K. Attend local functions: local college or vocational-technical institute, local high
school and nearest grade schools.

L. Learn about the community organizations: Kiwanis, Rotary, Scouts, efc.

M. Locate community and professional services for referral purposes. By finding out
what local agencies exist for welfare and social services, you protect yourself against getting
“hit up” by transients, leeches, and the like. These kinds of people need to have ministry,
too; but it is not best for you to leave the “ministry of the word” to serve tables. Other
people including government services can do a better job with some of these you can
anyway. You need to concentrate your time on people that can be taught and trained to turn
around and do many of the more time-consuming things in church ministry.

N.Have church people in your home: Sunday school classes, elders families, Bible
studies, ladies groups. You do not have to overdo the open-house image, but too much of a
demand for privacy will hinder ministry. Right from the start you need to foster an image of
openness and outward-directedness. When people have been in your home, they feel closer
to you.

O. Meet the other ministers in the area and learn about ministerial alliances and their
work. This will give you a feel for the spiritual climate of the community and make you
aware of problems there.

P. Piece together the friendship webs, relationship clusters, interest groups, and
vocational or other groups in the congregation (singles, divorced people, young marrieds,
deaf, handicapped, various age groups). This will enable you to understand the natural
groupings that already exist in the church and may pave the way for capitalizing on such
common elements to serve as launching pads for ministry.

Q. Learn the history of the church—its founding, previous ministers, and the like. Keep
an ear open for previous difficulties but be more than cautious in asking about them or
otherwise showing too much interest in them. Let the difficulties of the past die, if they will,
through lack of attention.

In general, remember that in all probability there has been some difficulty in the
previous ministry either because the minister did not use good judgment in his work or
because there were problems in the congregation that he could not remedy or that were
undoing his work. You will only find out the full extent of such disturbances after you have
been their for a time. Do not identify yourself with either side of old (or new) controversies.
Even if there has been an amiable close to the previous ministry, those who felt close to him
may feel somewhat at a loss for a spiritual mentor, and it may be difficult for anyone else to
fill that slot. Change creates anxiety and insecurity, which in turn produces behaviors that
are counterproductive to your new ministry. Do not suppose that “honeymoon” will last
forever.

When you go to a church, go there with the feeling that you will minister there all your
life. That approach will give you a mentality for long-term ministry and , and you will not
be looking past this work to something more challenging or prestigious.



ITII. Family matters

A. Spend extra time with your children. They are experiencing a lot of change and may
feel insecure about their new environment. Acquaint them with the town. Give them
opportunities to establish new friendships with kids at church, in the area, and at school. The
idea here is “emotional time,” not just physical presence. A general problem of ministry can
be aggravated at the beginning of a ministry: you can be at home but your mind and
attention may be elsewhere “on your work.”

B. Be considerate of your wife. As a minister’s wife she is more “on display” than
most wives and mothers. Make sure you do not unduly complicate her responsibilities by
surprises she may not be emotionally and otherwise unprepared to handle.

One of the most neglected parts of a minister’s life is his family. If you do not have
your marriage and family life reasonably well together, you do not have much you can do in
ministry.

V. Community Matters

A.Make yourself known in the community. Find out how news spreads in the town
and surrounding territory—items like local newspapers, radio stations, television station. Find
out what access the church has to the media in making their ministry known to the general
populace.

B. Find out the community needs by listening to the local media and reading the mail
and the paper. This is important to keep from duplicating services already provided
elsewhere and to discover unmet needs that can be used to make natural points of contact for
the Christian message in the community.

C. Locate the hospital, nursing homes, the jail, efc., and get acquainted with their
personnel, programs, and schedule.

D.Identify special interests in the area: rodeos, country music gatherings, sports
activities, fairs, social events, efc.

V. Personal and Spiritual Matters

A. Spend time in meditation, prayer, study, and communion so that your emotional and
spiritual requirements are adequately provided for. Early in a ministry especially, it is easy
to go on general preparation and past preparations. Your old “sermon barrel” and general
preparation will probably run out after a year or so at best. Meanwhile you have established
an expectancy you cannot keep up and the quality of your preaching and teaching begins to
drop.

B. Take care of physical needs: rest, diet, exercise. Incorporating these items into your
routine right from the start establishes time slots that do not later have to carved out of a full
schedule of important things you find it almost impossible to set aside after you start them.



