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Ministry with Children
Retaining Servant Team Members

Through some miraculous turn of events, you have managed to assemble the “dream team” 
of children’s ministry. You have assembled the funny and endearing grandpa-type who drives 
the church bus; the bubbly young mom who paints beautifully; the retired, energetic early 
education teacher who loves science projects; and the brilliant college kid who totally “gets” 
preteens. You know this group is amazing. Most of the time, you cannot believe that they are 
part of the children’s ministry leadership. Now that you have built this dream team, you wonder, 
“How do I keep them coming back?” 
 
Retaining people who serve effectively in any ministry requires time, effort, thought, and 
“amazing grace.” You will find that their energy will bless the children, the adults in your 
congregation, and the community in ways you never imagined.
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Offer Purpose 
People who serve in the children’s ministry need to know your purpose in ministry. The mission 
of The United Methodist Church is “to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation 
of the world,” and your purpose should reflect this mission. Ministries need a clear purpose 
that is clearly communicated to ministry team members. Share your purpose statement clearly 
and often to help servant team members understand the reasons that your ministry exists. A 
possible statement for your congregation could be “to help children build a lifelong relationship 
with Jesus Christ.” All events and programs in the children’s ministry, and even an unplanned, 
passing comment, should be geared toward enhancing that purpose. Choose a statement that 
reflects the purpose, is simple and easy to remember, and that reflects the mission of the 
church.

Empower Individuals 
Help ministry team members feel empowered to act. Believe that those who have been called 
and who have answered those calls have the God-given gifts to fulfill the needs of the ministry. 
As the leader, you communicate an attitude of empowerment by acknowledging people’s gifts, 
equipping your team members, and then moving out of the way. Micromanaging will alienate 
others, so choose people carefully enough so that each member of the team may use his or 
her gifts. Effective servants will handle their responsibilities. As the leader, stay aware of what 
is going on, who is doing what, and where it is being done; then trust your team members to 
act appropriately. If you cannot trust your team members, then perhaps the team roster needs 
editing so that everyone feels more comfortable being responsible for his or her own areas.

Offer Support 
Continually assume the best of servant team members. Miscommunications will happen, 
people will feel strongly about certain topics, and divergent ideas will occur. Team members 
may not handle all situations with tact and thoughtfulness. Remember that even when your 
team handles situations poorly, leadership roles should still fundamentally include grace – 
grace for the children you serve and grace for the adults who serve with you. Always support 
your team, even when a team member is in error and even when measures need to be taken to 
correct mistakes. There will be times when team members show poor judgment. Use this as an 
opportunity to counsel them about handling specific situations differently. 

As a leader, it is your responsibility to support your team by reminding everyone in the 
congregation how the time, effort, and energy of your ministry team has an impact on the 
formation of the children of the congregation and the community. Stress that their work honors 
the kingdom of God.
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Take Responsibility 
Take responsibility for any problems in your program. As the leader, it is your responsibility 
to openly acknowledge the weak areas of the ministry and to entertain ways to improve the 
health of the ministry. You may not immediately see how a problem is even remotely your 
fault. The problems faced in any ministry may stem from unhealthy habits, poor decisions, or 
the inexperience of team members, but regardless of how and what caused a conflict in your 
ministry, the program is ultimately the responsibility of the leader. Your willingness to remain 
transparent will speak powerfully to your team members, making it clear that you are dedicated 
and responsible enough to stick with the ministry and its team members through the difficult 
times. 

Handle administrative responsibilities with confidence and diligence. Maintain healthy 
communication with church committees, chairpersons, and staff to make things happen. So 
often, servant team members come to ministry leaders with amazing ideas for enhancing or 
enlarging their areas of ministry, but those team members may not know how to make those 
ideas come to fruition. It is your obligation as the children’s ministry leader to walk through 
the church structure for your people. Fill out the forms, email the committee chairs, consult 
with the pastor, and make sure that the realistic and inspiring visions of your team come to 
fulfillment. 

Keep Promises 
One of the most vital responsibilities that you have as a leader is keeping your word. Always 
follow through. Keep your promises. People rely on your consistency, and the best way to be 
consistent is to follow through. Leaders who do not keep their word and who neglect promises 
to their ministry teams will not have teams to lead for very long. Make every effort to be a 
consistent, promise-keeping leader so that you will have teams who serve steadily for extended 
periods. 

Make Connections 
Very often, ministry teams are created because those who serve need to be ministered to as 
much as they need to minister. One of the critical parts of your ministry as a team leader is to 
listen. Minister to those who serve the children. You may hear the same personal story five times 
and grow weary of the weekly reports. Make space to listen to your team members talk anyway. 
The issues are meaningful to the people who care for the children of your church. As a result, 
their concerns should be meaningful to you too.



Connect with the members of your ministry team by practicing the art of appropriate self-
disclosing. Your team will remain with your ministry because of you. Share yourself with them 
in vital ways that make them feel a real sense of belonging to the team as a whole. Practice 
healthy boundaries and refrain from sharing every personal issue. Balance that with sharing 
enough to show empathy. This can prove unparalleled in creating a sense of belonging in every 
member of your team. Remember to keep the confidences of your servant team members. Your 
integrity is integral in your relationship with church staff, the congregation, and the community.

Offer Gratitude 
Gratitude is essential. Your team needs to know of your gratitude. Assure them of how blessed 
you are to have them on your team. Remind them often of your genuine thanks. Use every 
medium you can to say “thank you”: notes, cards, emails, texts, social media, small agape 
gifts, kind words, fun-sized candies, hugs in the parking lot, little souvenirs from your last 
conference, blurbs in the church newsletter, and anything else that conveys your appreciation. 
Tell others about the amazing gifts these marvelous people offer that bless the children of 
your congregation and community. Each team member is a treasure to the children’s ministry 
and to the kingdom of God. Make every effort to ensure that your team members know of your 
gratitude.  

Retaining a ministry team is a challenging endeavor, but one that is remarkably rewarding. 
Making the effort to keep valuable people on your ministry team will fill your soul and the souls 
of the children you serve  with daily blessings. During a time fraught with many more challenges 
than any children’s ministry faces, God reminded the people of Israel: Keep your voice from 
crying and your eyes from weeping, because your endurance will be rewarded, declares the 
Lord. They will return from the land of their enemy!  There’s hope for your future, declares the 
Lord. Your children will return home! (Jeremiah 31.16-17, CEB) As a ministry leader, you want 
your ministry team to be empowered, cared for, and appreciated enough that they are able to be 
successful in helping to bring the children in your community home.

Scripture verses marked CEB are from the Common English Bible Copyright © 2011 by Common English Bible

Ministry with Children – Retaining Servant Team Members is a resource developed by Kelly Duke through 
Discipleship Ministries of The United Methodist Church to assist teachers and leaders of children in the area of 
leadership. You will find this resource useful as you seek out individuals to serve as ongoing guides and leaders 
in the children’s ministry of your congregation. Permission is granted for leaders to make copies of this material 
for use in annual conferences, districts, and local congregations of The United Methodist Church. For further 
information regarding this material or use of this material, please contact Melanie C. Gordon, Director of Ministry 
with Children, Discipleship Ministries of The United Methodist Church mgordon@umcdiscipleship.org.  

Kelly Duke serves as minister to children and families at Sierra Vista UMC in San Angelo, Texas. Her training, 
experience, and education are in the areas of English Education, Christian Ministry, and Children and Families 
Ministry.
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