


More Than Dodgeball

Where Youth Ministry Is More Than Entertainment

Copyright © 2012 Joshua Griffin

group.com
simplyyouthministry.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner 
whatsoever without prior written permission from the publisher, except where 
noted in the text and in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles 
and reviews. For information, email inforights@group.com, or go to group.com/
permissions.

Credits

Author: Joshua Griffin
Executive Developer: Nadim Najm
Chief Creative Officer: Joani Schultz
Editors: Geoff Stewart and Rob Cunningham
Cover Art and Production: Riley Hall and Veronica Preston

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are taken from the 
Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2007. Used by 
permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All 
rights reserved.

Printed in the United States of America.





I’m not exaggerating when I write that Josh’s blog regularly makes 
me feel like I’m an amateur. The dude is a machine, consistently 
cranking out helpful, practical post after helpful, practical post. To 
say it’s “More Than Dodgeball” has become an almost absurdist 
understatement. Finding so many of his thoughts compiled into one 
book is like a gift to youth workers.

Mark Oestreicher 
Partner, The Youth Cartel 
whyismarko.com

More Than Dodgeball is about so much more than dodgeball. Josh 
offers his years of youth ministry experience—the good, the bad, and 
the ugly—to youth workers across the nation. This book carries on 
that pattern of excellence, bringing together some of his best and 
most dynamic ideas and insights. MTDB is no simple blog, because 
Josh not only brings his own wisdom to the table, but also provides a 
forum for ministry veterans to invest in his followers. (Blog followers, 
not cult followers—even though sometimes it seems to have a cult-like 
following.)

Darren Sutton 
everyonescalledtoyouthministry.com

More Than Dodgeball is a blog I have sought out regularly for the past 
few years! The advice, insights, and ideas are brilliant! I particularly 
love the fun way Josh puts everything together. Not only does Josh 
provide excellent youth ministry articles, he also provides an authentic 
insight into his life and family. It’s so encouraging to read a blog 
that not only provides super practical youth ministry advice, but also 
encourages me to take care of myself as a youth worker. I am so 
excited that many more people get to read the best of More Than 
Dodgeball, and I can’t wait to get a copy of the book myself!

Phil Bell 
youthworktalk.com



I remember the first day I sat in my office as a new youth worker, 
excited to see where God would lead me. It was only a few days before 
I encountered a situation that I was not sure how to handle. I found 
More Than Dodgeball by accident, and I am so thankful that I did. 
MTDB represents a place where youth workers can go to find practical 
and helpful advice. Josh Griffin and others provide encouragement 
and help through nearly any situation that youth workers can 
encounter. The blog has been a blessing to me and to my ministry, 
and this book is no different. Josh is a gifted leader who is passionate 
about seeing students transformed by youth ministries focused on 
Jesus.

Geoff Stewart 
Pastor of Jr & Sr High School for Journey Student Ministries 
Peace Portal Alliance Church

I read a lot of blogs daily—not just because I’m a youth worker and 
I’m eager to learn, but because I’m also constantly on the hunt for 
the best content on the web to share with readers on my own blog 
and through ChurchLeaders.com, where I serve on the editorial team. 
One of the blogs I visit daily is MoreThanDodgeball.com. When Josh 
shared with me that he was compiling the best posts from his blog 
into a book, I was very excited. Not only is Josh a great friend of mine, 
but he’s also a sharp leader who shares great insights and inspiration 
through his blog. You’ll be glad you picked up a copy of this book, 
because it includes the VERY BEST of Josh Griffin!

Terrace Crawford 
terracecrawford.com
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What Is More Than Dodgeball?

The days of pizza- and overnighter-driven youth ministry 
are over.

Oh, our youth group can still devour us some pizza. I’ve 
been known to take down a whole pie myself (sausage 
and mushroom, please…although I’ve never met a pizza 
topping I didn’t like). And overnighters? We’re booked 
and ready to go. But there has to be more to our youth 
ministry than fun and games. We have loads of fun and 
play plenty of games, but our focus is first on God’s 
eternal purposes and living those out—everything else is 
secondary.

So what does “More Than Dodgeball” mean?

More Than Dodgeball is simply a way of expressing the 
vision to see youth ministry as more than a source of 
entertainment, a glorified babysitting service, or simply 
“Church Lite.” More Than Dodgeball reminds me of my 
calling to serve God by leading and loving students—
reaching them with the gospel of Jesus Christ, connecting 
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them in a small group with a caring adult, and nurturing 
them to grow in their faith on their own and to serve God 
inside and outside the church throughout their lives.

I love dodgeball (we even regularly play a version of it 
called “killball” in our ministry), but I see it as a symbol 
of the way things used to be, where purposeless activity 
and busyness reigned and where breadth of ministry was 
a higher priority than depth. Student ministry needs to 
be evaluated by changed lives and by hearts being drawn 
closer to Jesus Christ, which is what we desire to be all 
about.

More. Than. Dodgeball.

Joshua Griffin 
High School Pastor 
Saddleback Church 
MoreThanDodgeball.com
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SECTION ONE:

HEART/ 
CALLING
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The Heart of a Great Youth Worker

It all starts with your heart.

I cannot express how important it is that you as a leader 
have a heart that is centered on God. An unmanaged 
heart will lead to apathy, anger, frustration, and 
burnout. An unmanaged heart will lead to bitterness 
or brokenness. Your heart will end up in one of two 
extremes: stone-cold desolation or a spider web of 
fragility.

I challenge you to be a different youth worker, one 
who walks with Jesus and regularly checks the heart 
for problems and then admits those problems. Youth 
ministry veteran Duffy Robbins says that the easiest 
place for anyone to hide is at the front of the room. Your 
relationship with God must be your first and foremost 
priority because it’s from a Christ-centered life that you 
can lead people to the same place.

Walk With Jesus

Let him and his followers refresh your soul every day. We 
have been greatly encouraged by this. In addition to our 
own encouragement, we were especially delighted to see 
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how happy Titus was about the way all of you welcomed 
him and set his mind at ease (2 Corinthians 7:13).

Let him and his followers walk beside you when things get 
tough. Live a life filled with love, following the example of 
Christ. He loved us and offered himself as a sacrifice for 
us, a pleasing aroma to God (Ephesians 5:2).

Let him and his followers guide your words and actions 
when you are walking through something beyond your 
ability. Those who say they live in God should live their 
lives as Jesus did (1 John 2:6).

Ready to Fight

This is my 15th “tour” of youth ministry duty. During all 
those years, I’ve witnessed some incredible wins and 
some really tough losses. I’ve made good friends and 
have lost some along the way. I’ve done a few things right 
and a bunch of things wrong. Just ask my commanding 
officer—er, my senior pastor.
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For 15 years, I’ve lived youth ministry every single day. 
Youth services, graduation parties, funerals, counseling 
appointments, meetings, car washes, overnighters, 
events—I’ve done it, am doing it, and will do it again soon. 
Today’s juggling act could be a student in crisis, a leader 
who is wrestling with their faith, and finishing that leader 
email for the week. It’s a crazy thing we do, and it’s 
unpredictable at best.

Like most of you, I’m in the trenches of youth ministry 
and I, too, woke up today with a desire to serve students 
in my church. Here are a few things I’ve learned so far:

• Youth ministry is a battle. This profession, or calling, 
isn’t for the faint of heart. Although some people 
are envious of us (“Halo® and pizza every night? 
Sign me up!”), their perceptions are usually far 
from accurate. Few of us coast through life playing 
Xbox 360® with Doritos®-encrusted fingers. Youth 
ministry is a spiritual battlefield for the hearts and 
minds of the ones that God and our churches have 
entrusted to us. So much is at stake. Our war isn’t 
with teenagers who make poor decisions or with 
parents who would rather not get involved; it’s with 
the enemy himself. We don’t win every battle and we 
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may get pushed to the brink, but we pray, we learn, 
and we trust that God’s grace is sufficient to help us 
live to fight another day.

• Training is critical. If you’re in day-to-day ministry, 
I strongly encourage you to make sure you’re 
prepared for this fight. We’ve lost too many good 
people already. Also, remember to take a break from 
the front lines to retreat, read, and repent. Then 
come back with a renewed passion. Please never 
stop learning; never stop pursuing a great knowledge 
of God, leadership, and youth ministry. Your hunger 
for more will be contagious, and your students and 
leaders will see it and desire the same.

• We’re stronger together. Ministry in the trenches can 
be incredibly lonely, and that makes us vulnerable to 
Satan’s attacks. So connect to a youth network. Ask 
someone you respect to mentor you, and be willing 
to let that person hold you accountable. When you 
find the right mentor, you’ve found someone who’s 
willing to fight back-to-back with you.

Whether you’ve recently won a major victory or are 
experiencing the sting of defeat, God has called you to 
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serve teenagers. Whether this is your first tour of duty or 
you’re a battle-hardened warrior, remember that we’re all 
in this together.

Youth Pastors Are Great Fakers 

I once did a survey asking youth workers to share about 
their Bible reading and personal time with God. The 
results from the 500 or so youth workers was staggering: 
Almost 10 percent hadn’t cracked their Bibles in a week, 
and only 18 percent considered their Bible reading 
“solid.”

Here’s the deal. I get it; there are certainly seasons when 
you are closer to God. Certain patterns or times of the 
year lend themselves to spending time with God—or make 
it tough to do. But if I’m honest, it’s fair to say that if youth 
workers aren’t reading their Bibles, the whole thing is 
going to collapse sooner rather than later. And if I’m really 
honest, I would admit to you that from time to time I’ve 
been caught up in the pace of youth ministry and haven’t 
connected significantly to Christ either. And if I’m really, 
really honest, I would admit it happens more often than it 
should.
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“Yes, I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who 
remain in me, and I in them, will produce much fruit. For 
apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).

Youth pastors are great fakers.

That’s pretty harsh, but honestly, most Christians are 
good fakers—not just youth pastors. We pretend that 
we’re walking with God by using the correct Christian 
subculture language. We consider listening to our Gungor, 
Chris Tomlin, and Hillsong playlist in the car, brushing 
over our Daily Hope email, and spending time in sermon 
prep to be enough. We all know it’s not, so why do we 
accept it?

You can fake it for a while…but not forever.

Too often we hide behind charisma, talents, gifts, and 
abilities when the real us is dying in a spiritual pile. This 
type of shallow spirituality makes us easy targets for the 
enemy and prime candidates for a sudden stumble or 
fall. God has gifted you, but don’t arrogantly think you can 
lead without God. Follow THE leader!

Recommit to a genuine, ongoing relationship with Christ 
as you minister in his name. Good youth ministry starts 
with a leader whose heart is sold out to Christ. Good 
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youth ministry is done by youth workers connected to the 
vine. We need to conduct an honest inventory of our lives 
and take care of our hearts first.

Here’s some practical advice from youth workers in the 
trenches who are finding creative ways to spend time with 
God:

• Before you look at any screen, spend time with God

• Spend the first few minutes of your office hours in 
prayer

• Pray with your spouse before bed each night

• Block out one afternoon a month to reconnect with 
God

• Use one of YouVersion.com’s Bible reading plans on 
your phone, tablet, or laptop

• Ask someone to hold you accountable for your 
pattern of spending time with God
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How to Become a Youth Ministry Lifer

Our profession has a problem.

If you believe statistics (and 89 percent of you do), it 
appears that your current youth ministry position will end 
with you searching on Monster.com in about 16 months. 
I’ve joked with my friend Doug Fields that his book Your 
First Two Years in Youth Ministry will always be a best-
seller in our field because of this painful rate of turnover.

It needs to stop. It isn’t going to be easy because so 
many of us end up wounded soon after the honeymoon 
ends. The people that were holding back on sharing 
their thoughts aren’t anymore, and it can seem to come 
from all sides. We end up anticipating attacks rather 
than teamwork and expect jeers instead of cheers. It 
isn’t going to be easy, but if you want to become a youth 
ministry lifer, I think there are a few ways to stay strong 
for the long haul. Here’s a little of what I’ve learned:

Hold some stuff sacred

If you want to be in youth ministry five years from now, 
you have to set some boundaries on your time and life. 
Do you take a day off every week? How’s your family 
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life? (Some of you have kids.) Having a long view of 
youth ministry means putting your family first. If you’re 
constantly telling your kids to wait or looking at your 
phone when you should be looking in their eyes, you have 
a problem. Your spouse is sacred. There is a connection 
between your faithfulness to your spouse and your 
faithfulness to God. If you are not married, find margin 
in your life with students now so that when you do meet 
someone, you don’t have to make major shifts in all your 
relationships. Students will take as much of your time as 
you are willing to give, so be careful how often and how 
quickly you reply to texts or Facebook® messages on non-
emergency issues. Protect your off-work time, and model 
balance for your leaders and students; you are no good 
tired and burned out.

Let some stuff go

Too often youth workers want to fight over things that 
don’t matter. We take a stand when we should be sitting 
down. We speak up when we should probably shut up. 
Over time, you’ll begin to understand what is truly worth 
fighting for. If you fight for everything 100 percent of the 
time, you’ll be too wounded to stay in the fight. Maybe 
take some time today to reflect on some things you’re 
holding too tightly. There will be hills worth dying on, but 
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the sooner you understand which ones those are, the 
better. Choose your battles wisely, fight in the direction 
that God is leading you, and focus on getting God’s way, 
not yours.

Surround yourself with the right people

Want to stay in youth ministry for the rest of your life? It 
isn’t going to be easy, but having the right people in your 
life will make a huge difference. Get these three people 
right now: (1) a ministry cheerleader, (2) a ministry 
mentor, and (3) someone who doesn’t know you work at 
a church. Who is cheering you on? Who is in the stands 
watching you and yelling encouragement? (Most of us 
have someone or many someones yelling at us—but it 
isn’t encouragement.) Who is the wise sage in your life 
nudging in with practical wisdom, holding your feet to the 
fire, and spurring you on to be better? Do you hang out 
with a friend who isn’t connected to your career and who 
willingly, safely listens as you share your frustrations? 
These people will be life-giving in the long haul.

Follow these principles to become a youth ministry lifer. 
Don’t end up a statistic because trust me, ministry does 
get better with time!
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Called to Lead 

One of the most important things God has ever shown 
me in my life is my calling to youth ministry. Joshua is a 
book that is very close to my heart for several reasons, 
including the fact that it contains my life verse: “But if 
you refuse to serve the Lord, then choose today whom 
you will serve. Would you prefer the gods your ancestors 
served beyond the Euphrates? Or will it be the gods of 
the Amorites in whose land you now live? But as for me 
and my family, we will serve the Lord” (Joshua 24:15). 
As I read all of Joshua 24 recently, something new and 
powerful stood out to me like never before. It was just 
what I needed to hear, especially in a season of being 
OK with being OK and, honestly, coasting a little in my 
ministry—which for me was a strange sensation.

In this chapter, God talks about how he gave Abraham, 
then Isaac, then Jacob and Esau, then Moses and Aaron, 
and finally Joshua, to lead Israel.

In that moment, Joshua gains this realization that HE is 
part of Israel’s incredible legacy. He looks at the past 
and realizes he doesn’t deserve to even be mentioned 
with those people, much less lead their descendants. He 
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gulps with humility at the weight of this reality. God used 
all of these incredible people—and now God has chosen 
you, Joshua.

That’s what I needed to hear: God used all of these 
incredible people—and now God has chosen you, Joshua. 
When I look at the legacy of youth ministry at our church 
and around the world, I realize that I don’t deserve to be 
a footnote on a Wikipedia® page. But God has made his 
choice. I’m supposed to lead. God has prepared me for 
this moment. My job is to invite people to choose their 
path: to serve the gods of this world or to serve the God 
of the universe. Every so often I seem to subconsciously 
test my calling to my church and test if God is finished 
with me in the place he last put me. I heard from God 
loud and clear this year: I am CALLED. Even though there 
may be more losses than wins this past season (there 
have been). Even though I don’t always feel like being a 
pastor (which has happened too much recently). Even 
when I mess things up and have to own it (did that, too). I. 
Am. Called.

And so are you. God has used amazing people in your 
church to lead students to him. And now God has chosen 
you. You are the next person to carry the mantle of 
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leadership to your people. You might be stepping into 
some really big shoes, or picking up the pieces from 
a disaster, but know that God has called you. I don’t 
know what you might face this weekend or what you are 
battling in your spirit, but please realize you are CALLED 
by God to do his work. God could have chosen anyone! 
God chose you! God brought you to that church. God 
brought you there for this moment. God wants you to rise 
up and lead the people. Just like Joshua.

The Many Roads to Youth Ministry

I get asked this question all of the time: “God has given 
me a desire to work with students; what is the right path 
to go into youth ministry?” The answer is not quite as 
simple as it may seem. Here’s what I think:

There are many roads to youth ministry.

I’ve been fortunate to meet a whole bunch of amazing 
youth workers, and they come from an incredibly varied 
background. I know great youth workers who learned 
youth ministry in the trenches, and I know great youth 
workers who learned a ton in seminary. I know some that 
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have little to no education at all, and I know some with far 
more education than is even practically necessary.

Andrea was a stay-at-home mom. Jacob was a farmer. 
Phil was a nurse. Nathan was a police officer. Jessica 
was planning on being an elementary school teacher. 
Kevin drove a Pepsi™ delivery truck. Aaron worked in 
a warehouse. Jeremiah was a magazine editor. Johnny 
went to seminary, and Chris isn’t even done with school 
yet. I went to Bible college myself—but graduated with a 
business degree.

There are many roads to youth ministry.

So which is the right path? That’s a great question—one 
I hope that God answers clearly and individually for you. 
Will you be more hirable if you have a degree? For sure. 
Is not liking school enough reason to skip it? Probably 
not. Can you get an education yourself by going to 
conferences or reading books? I think it would be helpful, 
for sure. 

Here are a few practical things to consider as you take 
the next step in youth ministry:
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• Look at your role models or thought leaders in youth 
ministry. What was their path to youth ministry? Not 
sure? Ask them!

• Make a list of the books you need to read to develop 
your weaknesses or increase your top-end potential.

• Make plans to visit a church or student ministry 
that will add significant value to your leadership 
development, and ask lots of questions. Consider 
which training or conference would benefit you the 
most.

• Consider taking a class in the evenings or in a 
block format to keep pushing yourself forward. 
Don’t think about only youth ministry courses; this 
vocation requires training in psychology, marketing, 
accounting, carpentry, and many other areas.

• Pray and ask God for clarity about going to college or 
back to school, or if grad school/seminary is for you.

These are all great options, but I have to say that you 
can read every book on youth ministry and attend 
conferences until you are blue in the face or light in the 
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wallet, but talking about it and doing it are two different 
things. The first place I would start is your church; apply 
to be a youth volunteer and serve and be the type of 
leader every student and pastor would like to have.

My friend Geoff had a great job working in business and 
decided that because he could not be a youth pastor, he 
would just be the best youth volunteer he could be. He 
served faithfully for 10 years before the church came and 
asked him to become the youth pastor, and he accepted 
the position. Now God is using his business skill set to the 
benefit of his ministry.

Trust that God can use your story and the things you 
are learning now in whatever you are doing, and believe 
that if God does call you to ministry, you will be uniquely 
prepared to take up the mantle of leadership. There is 
no one right way, so trust God to lead you, and see where 
God takes you on your unique journey.


