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Welcome to BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS: Your Complete Guide to Leadership Training. You’ve purchased 
an innovative resource that will help you develop leaders who can think strategically and biblically about 
the church. Selected by the editors of Christianity Today International, the material comes from respected 
thinkers and church leaders. 

“Practical Ministry Skills” is completely flexible and designed to be easy to use. Each theme focuses on a 

practical area of church ministry and comprises brief handouts on specific aspects of that ministry. The 

handouts give a succinct and practical overview of the issues most relevant to your goals. You may use them at 

the beginning of a meeting to help launch a discussion, or you may hand them out as brief primers for someone 

new to a particular ministry. 

This special theme on college ministry is designed to help equip your church to serve the students who have 

grown up in your congregation or are on nearby campuses. You may use it for either a training session or to 

give individually to key people involved in the ministry. Simply print the handouts you need and use them as 

necessary. 

For insights into where college students are coming from, see “The Next Next Generation” (pp. 3–4), “The 

Search for Meaning” (p. 5), and “A Church’s Strengths and Drawbacks” (pp. 6–7). To help you think through 

your college ministry from the ground up, look at “The College Student Plan for Your Church” (pp. 8–10). To 

improve your campus presence, refer to “Cooperating with Campus-Based Ministries” (p. 11). Make sure your 

college ministry isn’t an island with “Assimilating Students into the Whole Church” (pp. 12–13). And for help 

with negotiating seasonal transitions, see “Summer Break Strategy” (pp. 14–15) and “Reconnecting over the 

Holidays” (pp. 16–17). 

We hope this training tool inspires and enables your church to reach students walking through a formative, 

challenging phase of life. 

Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at www.BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 

  

To contact the editors: 

  E-mail BCL@christianitytoday.com 

  Mail BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS, Christianity Today International 

   465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188 

Leader’s Guide 

How to use “Practical Ministry Skills” by BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS in your regularly 
scheduled meetings. 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
mailto:BCL@christianitytoday.com
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Ten years ago, I switched from multi-generational ministry in a local congregation to a ministry with college 

students. I found myself, a mid-life baby boomer, ministering with a staff of Generation X-ers. As I adjusted to 

this change, a new shift happened. The college students were suddenly part of a new generation, the 

Millennials. Born after 1980, they were school age when the new millennium began.  

A Generation of Winners  
The Millennials are children of economic prosperity and busy two-income or single-parent households. They 

spent much of their time in structured, adult-led settings. David Brooks named this group the "organization 

kids" (Atlantic Monthly, April 2001). From daycare to arranged play dates to select teams, these aren't latchkey 

kids; this group has been guided and kept "safe." Some dominant traits of Millennials: 

High self-esteem. This generation has been bombarded with positive messages. They have been told they 

can do or be anything they want. They are optimistic, self-reliant, braced for change. When younger they may 

have been on a soccer team and gone 0-10, but still they had a banquet and everyone got a trophy. 

This can create the problem of overconfidence; they believe they can tackle any opportunity, but may lack the 

maturity needed for critical decision making and problem solving. Theirs is a positive can-do attitude. At 

times, it seems, they all want to be leaders.  

Community focused. They think, relate, and live in groups. Sometimes this is referred to as "tribalism." 

Their groups are highly accepting and affirming. They enjoy the sense of coordinated efforts and shared 

experiences. They think in terms of "us" as opposed to "me." When I ask students how our ministry helps 

them, the overwhelming answer is the connection with others. 

A world without boundaries. Today's youngest adults have a global, multi-ethnic, multicultural view of 

the world. Through technology and the media, this generation has developed a perception that they understand 

the world, and they desire to experience it. This results in high mobility, even globally. Beyond physical 

borders, the culture has created the sense that the world has few spiritual or even moral borders. Tolerance is 

highly valued; the young people coming of age today assume that such openness is a good thing. This can 

create tensions resulting in growing theological complexities. 

Entertainment driven. Millennials are "mediavores"—they consume media. Entertainment drives their free 

time and their values.  

A student intern with limited income asked me to help her set a budget. "How much do you think you will 

need a month for food?" I asked.  

"About $100. That's what I spend now," she responded.  

"What about entertainment?" 

"About $100 per month," she said. "It's really important to me that I can go to concerts and stuff." 

I was stunned that she projected the same amount of money for food as for entertainment. I thought, This is the 

end of "daily bread" having substantive meaning. It also means living at home after college.  

Expectation of a comfortable lifestyle. Growing up in the 1990s, many Millennials experienced two-

income households, a strong economy, and growing consumerism. Accustomed to relative affluence, they're 

reluctant to "start out on their own." Their parents often are willing to continue financial support to "protect" 

their children from the difficulties of struggling.  

With unclear rites of passage, young people "prolong adolescence," delaying the transition to full adult 

responsibilities and relationships until sometime between 25 and 30 years of age. In a 2002 report, 63 percent 

of college graduates planned to move home after graduation.  

Millennials now constitute half of our college ministry staff team. They will quickly become significant 

participants and leaders in most ministry settings. This generation's unique personality will become a dynamic 

force in tomorrow's ministry.  

The Next Next Generation 

Some defining characteristics of Millennials. 

Psalm 102:12 
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—JIM SCHMOTZER; excerpted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 2004 Christianity Today 

International or the author. For more articles like this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 

 

Discuss 
1. Which of these traits might have the greatest effect on what your college ministry looks like? Why? 

2. What are some other defining characteristics of today’s college students? 

3. How comfortable are you trying to classify distinct generations? 

 

 

www.Leadershipjournal.net
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1. What do you want? College-age people often answer this with, "I'm not sure." It's not that they haven't 

thought about it; they just don't know the answer yet. So we need to keep digging. At first, they may place their 

meaning in jobs and school and relationships because it feels good to place it somewhere. But if we push them 

a bit, they may want to find God's purpose and let their meaning come from that. 

2. What do others want for you? Asking this question will give you an idea of the pressures your college-

age people are facing from others. These expectations are often more burdensome to them than they'll admit. 

Your conversations can provide a huge sense of relief as you help them process these felt obligations. If they 

constantly give in to what others think they should be doing without figuring out what God is calling them to, 

they'll never find that deeper sense of purpose. 

Of course, the bigger challenge here is to help them discern what God does desire for them. This requires from 

them both an understanding of the Bible and self-awareness—a sense of who God made them to be. God has 

uniquely gifted each person (Eph. 4:11–16, Rom. 12:38) to live and function in society differently. Discerning 

God’s will for us goes back to each person's unique identity. 

3. Why? It doesn't matter what question you asked or what answer they gave. Asking this question is a great 

way of keeping conversations going and helping college-age people move past surface answers. Their lack of 

life experience limits the depth with which they can explore some concepts on their own. So if, for instance, 

one of your young women tells you she really wants a boyfriend, asking "why" can help her think through her 

motivations. As people respond to “why,” pay attention and point them to the ways their faith can help them 

deal with the fears or pressure they're facing. 

4. Where do you find meaning today? College-age people are constantly looking to the future for 

meaning, but what about today? What is meaningful to them now? Their responses, again, will give you a 

glimpse into their priorities. Discussing this question also helps you connect on a less intense level. Find out 

what's meaningful in their lives and make an effort to ask them about it from time to time. When they know 

you care, they'll take your more challenging questions and insights more seriously. 

Also, tell them what you're doing. Let them know you see yourself as a helpful guide through what can be an 

incredibly difficult journey. Tell them this role is meaningful to you and you believe it's what God desires of 

you (2 Tim. 2:2; Titus 2). They don't just need more friends. They need someone who will be honest with 

them, push them, and invest the time and effort it takes to help them build a life of purpose. 

—CHUCK BOMAR; adapted from College Ministry 101, © 2009 by the author. Used by permission of 

Zondervan. 

 

Discuss 
1.    Are the college students in your church being asked these kinds of questions? 

2.    In your student’s lives, what is competing with God as a source of purpose? 

3.    How might you encourage students to push each other in exploring what lies beneath their desires and 

fears? 

 

 

The Search for Meaning 

Four questions to help college-aged people find the right purpose. 

Proverbs 19:21 
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When a church re-envisions it’s ministry to college students, it can be helpful to take stock of its particular 

strengths and weaknesses for college ministry. While no church wants to “coddle” any one group of people, 

it’s wise to examine how the church’s present programming, leadership, and organization relate to college 

students. By examining its ministry efforts in light of the following principles, a church can better develop its 

outreach to college students.  

Tradition 
While a church’s contemporary elements of worship may help draw college students who relate to upbeat 

rhythms and informal attire, churches shouldn’t undervalue tradition. Collegians and others from the 

Millennial Generation are often drawn to faith expressions rooted in decades or centuries of history. They are 

eager to be part of something bigger than themselves. Be careful, though, of traditionalism. If a church has 

traditions that seem to serve little actual purpose, students may feel that the church or its leaders are 

inauthentic. 

Teaching 
Students are hungry for teaching that engages their minds. While one might assume that collegians would only 

appreciate short, topical messages, many preachers have found that students are drawn to messages that dive 

into textual exegesis and address difficult questions. One of the most important considerations when teaching 

college students (or any age group) is relevance. If a church’s teaching rarely seems applicable to someone’s 

situation, he or she will be unlikely to stick around to hear more. 

Location 
At many colleges, a church’s proximity to campus affects its ability to attract college students. Some students 

may not have vehicles, and those who do may be unwilling to drive long distances to get to church. Many 

churches circumvent these obstacles by providing van rides or organizing carpools or even by choosing to 

place some collegiate activities closer to (or on) campus. It’s helpful to remember that the college campus, 

rather than the city or neighborhood, is often students’ “life hub” during their school years. So even if students 

are willing to leave their campus to come to church, a church should consider reaching students on their own 

turf as much as possible. Notably, that is also the place students are likely to have the most impact for Christ’s 

kingdom. 

Opportunities for True Involvement 
Another strength when reaching college students is having opportunities in which college students are able—

and welcome—to plug in to the larger church. College students certainly enjoy participating in the traditional 

volunteer areas of youth and children’s ministry. But they also benefit from other opportunities: serving on 

committees or ministry teams, volunteering as greeters and ushers, helping in media and technology areas, 

sharing their ministry ideas with leaders, and so on. Students want to believe that their participation and ideas 

are just as valuable as any other church members’. 

Authenticity 
College students and other Millennials greatly desire openness and authenticity in themselves, their peers, and 

their leaders. A church that clearly offers these things will better connect with collegians. On the other hand, 

college students may be turned off by anything they perceive as inauthentic: the inaccessibility of top church 

leaders (including the senior pastor), words or actions that seem to be “just for show,” extravagant use of the 

church’s resources, and so on. Obvious authenticity can be one of the biggest strengths for a church hoping to 

reach and impact collegians; perceived inauthenticity can be one of its biggest roadblocks. 

Technology 
College students will appreciate any relevant and authentic use of technology in their church. While a church 

certainly does not have to be “cutting edge” to draw college students, its outreach will be strengthened by 

A Church’s Strengths and Drawbacks 

Learn what is and isn’t conducive to reaching college students. 

1 Thessalonians 3:12 
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using any helpful technologies it reasonably can. Particularly easy technologies to adopt include a Facebook 

presence, a blog written by pastors or other leaders, free sermon recordings, and a useful website. 

Proper Resourcing and Staffing 
Even churches that are unable to hire a staff leader or to provide a budget for college ministry can impact 

college students in exciting ways. However, churches often have goals for their collegiate work that they are 

unwilling or unable to match with the proper resources. While every church can (and should) have a ministry 

to college students, its ability to resource (and possibly staff) the ministry will affect how extensive the 

ministry will be. Because college ministries do not grow or function like other areas of Christian Education, 

strategies for building and maintaining them will be very different. 

Campus Connection 
A strong connection between the church and the local college administration increases the opportunity to grow 

a college ministry and to serve students well. If the church has been generally positive toward the campus 

community and worked to serve it in the past, administrators and staff will be more open to the church’s work 

with their students. 

Relationships 
Finally, a church’s major strength can be providing the opportunity for collegians to build authentic 

relationships, especially with people across the generational spectrum. A church with young adults, young 

families, older adults, and senior adults offers much to its college students. But regardless of who is (or isn’t) 

in attendance, a church can choose to welcome college students with intentionality and hospitality. 

Relationships are one of the biggest needs of college-aged people, and a church that offers warmth and love 

will draw and impact students significantly. 

—BENSON HINES; © 2009 Christianity Today International/BuildingChurchLeaders.com.  

Discuss 
1.    Which of these areas are strengths for us? Weaknesses? 

2.    Is there a change you could make that might be good both for college students and the rest of your 

congregation? What steps would you take? 

3.    Hines says that relationships are one of a college student’s biggest needs. Is your church characterized by a 

1 Thessalonians 3:12 overflow of love? 
 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
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If your church decided to begin a missions endeavor among a people group overseas, the first step would 

probably involve spending time developing the church’s mission plan. The church would get to know the 

people involved, pray through every possibility for ministry, examine the available resources, look for possible 

partnerships, consult other churches with similar efforts, and so on. While those with a heart for missions 

might hope to “jump right in,” wisdom would dictate a more deliberate approach. 

Sadly, many churches fail to apply this same wisdom to their work with college students. While their 

intentions are good, many North American churches—big and small, contemporary and traditional—have 

failed to establish lasting work among college students. Not only are they ineffective in reaching students on 

local campuses, even their “home-grown” students are falling through the cracks. 

After traveling the country examining its richest examples of college ministry work, as well as situations where 

collegiate work is struggling, I believe we should take our cues from the way Christians start other ministries 

among unique people groups. Any church’s first step in college ministry should be discerning its best College 

Student Plan. 

The following steps should help any church find its footing in the tricky—but extremely valuable—work of 

college ministry. 

Put Everything on the Table 
Begin by placing every option for ministry on the table for consideration, and don’t jump to conclusions about 

which will work for you. Without realizing it, a church may miss out on the most strategic approach by making 

hasty assumptions.  Examples of this include assuming the ministry needs to start with a midweek gathering, 

patterning a ministry after the leader’s previous college ministry experiences, or too quickly deciding which 

local campus will receive the church’s focus. By making these decisions without first examining all of the 

possibilities, a church may miss the chance to discern its best Plan. 

Acknowledge the Home-Grown College Students 
Individuals who “graduated” from the youth group make up one of the most overlooked segments of a 

church’s population, even among churches that have a college ministry. While it may seem glamorous or 

exciting to reach students attending the big college down the street, it is important for a church decide how it 

will continue shepherding its home-grown members. 

Reflect on the Church’s Identity 
Instead of assigning a leader to grow a ministry according to his or her vision, the church’s College Student 

Plan should be formulated in light of what God has already called your church to be. Certainly, methodology 

will face some adjustment in light of meeting the particular needs of college students, but the church’s overall 

identity should be reflected in its College Student Plan.   

 What is our church’s DNA?  What are the non-negotiable aspects of the church (stated or 

unstated)? Are there particular methods or a certain structure God has led its leaders to? What are the 

church’s “personality” and values? 

 What does—or doesn’t—our church have to offer college students?  What aspects of your 

church might be particularly relevant or helpful for reaching out to college students? Certainly, this 

includes basics like the church’s proximity to campuses, its demographic makeup, its ability to invest 

in a budget and/or dedicated collegiate staff (now or in the future), and so on. But beyond this, 

examine what might be particularly attractive or fitting for college students. Are some programs 

clearly relevant for younger generations? Is your church likely to draw college students—not only to a 

college ministry, but also to our worship services? Are your church’s older members willing to love 

and mentor college students? (For more on this, refer to the preceding article “A Church’s Strengths 

and Drawbacks.”) 

 

The College Student Plan for Your Church 

Be intentional as you develop your college ministry. 

Job 42:2 
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 Exegete the Campus Context(s) You Plan to Reach 
Some churches may find that they are only able to connect with students who grew up in their church.  This is 

perfectly appropriate for a College Student Plan, but those churches hoping to involve students from local 

colleges in their ministry must get to know the students and the mission fields they plan to reach. “Exegeting” 

the local campus contexts involves spending time there, prayer walking, discussing campuses with those 

already ministering there, connecting with present and former students, and researching campuses in other 

ways. 

 What are the unique characteristics of this campus?  Every campus is unique. As you get to 

know a campus, your understanding of this unique “tribe” will grow. Many characteristics—

everything from the spiritual climate to the number of students who commute to school—could have 

drastic effects on the eventual College Student Plan. 

 What are ministries already doing on campus?  Churches should get to know other church-

based or campus-based college ministries already reaching the campuses, just as missionaries do when 

working overseas. What are those ministries doing? What types of students attend? Are there any 

groups of students that seem particularly unreached? 

 What spiritual needs are evident?  As you get to know the campus, look carefully for apparent 

spiritual needs God might want your church to address. While your church might build a ministry that 

lasts for years or decades, God may reveal immediate spiritual needs to help develop the College 

Student Plan. 

Discern Your College Student Plan 
After examining the above areas, forming the best possible College Student Plan will require much thought, 

counsel seeking, and prayer. Take as much time as you need here before trying to build the ministry. In college 

ministry work, “trial and error” can have a severe cost—both for students and the ministries attempting to 

reach them. 

As you spend time discerning your ultimate Plan, consider these final ideas: 

 Consult with other local college ministry leaders.  If you plan to reach out to a local campus, 

one of the best ways to put the Plan together is to discuss the possibilities with other college ministry 

leaders there. They, too, love this mission field, and they want more students be better reached. If they 

believe your church wants the same thing, they should be happy to help your church think about the 

unique role it might play. 

 Consider potential partnerships.  Every church should be open to a College Student Plan that 

involves partnering with other ministries—either other local churches or campus-based groups. While 

this won’t be everyone’s solution, it certainly parallels how foreign missions activity often takes place. 

Partnership can enable college ministries to more easily reach an effective size, display unity to a 

watching campus, learn from experienced college ministers, and share resources, leadership, and 

ideas. 

 It’s okay to be small.  Many churches make the mistake of assuming college ministry is an all-or-

nothing endeavor. But a church doesn’t have to build a full-fledged ministry to make a difference. 

Anything a church does to close the gap between high school and adult ministry is very valuable! For 

instance, a church’s College Student Plan might only involve a small teaching time for college 

students, or it might mean connecting students with adult mentors. At the very least, the church can 

always connect students to other discipleship and fellowship opportunities on their campuses. 

 Some churches will need to start a brand-new, full-fledged college ministry.  Some 

churches will indeed decide to develop a full-fledged college ministry—with its own leader, 

fellowship and discipleship opportunities, special events, and other activities. Building a strong 

ministry begins by formulating a strong College Student Plan. The church must also be willing to 

invest enough financially to give the ministry room to grow. Once the Plan and leader are in place, the 

church must be patient; healthy college ministries often take at least two to three years to show much 

growth or identity. 

 

 Every church that encounters college students should have its own College Student 
Plan.  It is my hope that many churches who purposefully work out their College Student Plan will 

arrive at an altogether unique solution for their church. Every college campus is different, and every 
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 church is different. So it seems obvious that every College Student Plan should be somewhat different, 

too. Therefore, even if your church decides on a fairly “traditional” College Student Plan, it should be 

based on what you have discovered about your church and its unique mission field—not on what 

anyone else is doing. 

Every church that encounters college students must decide how it plans to impact them. Just like a foreign 

missionary, your job is to discern the very best Plan for reaching particular people at this particular time. As 

you spend the necessary time to understand your mission field and the practical possibilities for reaching it, 

God will lead your church to a specific College Student Plan that fits it best. 

—BENSON HINES; © 2009 Christianity Today International/BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 

 

Discuss 
1.    Has your church made any assumptions about its college ministry that need to be re-evaluated? 

2.    What other church or ministry leaders might you consult as you work on your plan? 

3.    As you formulate your strategy, are you remembering Job 42:2, that aside from whatever you plan, God’s 

plan cannot be thwarted? 

 

 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/


 From BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS © 2015 Christianity Today page 12 

M
I
N

I
S

T
R

Y
 
T

O
 
C

O
L
L
E

G
E

 
S

T
U

D
E

N
T

S
/S

tra
te

g
ie

s
 fo

r Y
o

u
r M

in
is

try
 

 

 
One big ministry challenge in university contexts is the sense of competition between the local church and 

campus-ministry organizations. Rather than duplicating efforts, however, you can choose to join forces. Here 

are eight ways to bridge that chasm: 

1. Search your own heart. Work through any bitterness or competition you've been feeling. You don't 

have to agree with everything a particular ministry does, but at the very least you must be the person who seeks 

unity with campus ministries. If you can't get past personal competitiveness, bitterness, or judgment, you don't 

need to read any further or try to bridge the gap.  

2. Meet regularly with the campus-ministry leader. Have coffee or lunch together so that you can build 

a genuine relationship. Ask her how you can pray for the ministry. Offer your support and ask nothing in 

return. Most of all, mean it. 

3. Offer your church facilities. Let them know they're welcome to use your church spaces—free of 

charge—for anything they need or want to do. Providing services to them will help break down any walls 

between you. Yes, this suggestion also exposes college-age people to what's going on in your church, but that 

exposure can't be your motivation. This invitation is about serving the campus ministry, not building yours. 

4. If possible, offer to help a ministry financially. You may even want to designate a portion of your 

own budget (if you have one!) toward a campus ministry. Personal fundraising alone supports most of these 

ministries, so a little help sponsoring an event is always appreciated. If they're holding a car wash or other 

fundraiser, go help. These small gestures go a long way toward building trust and unity. 

5. Seek the leader's advice for your ministry. Chances are, they have great insights into life on campus 

and the struggles college students are facing. They've likely developed a great ministry philosophy that meets 

these needs. 

6. Join forces on outreach events. Come alongside another ministry in their outreach efforts, serving 

them in any way you can. Whether it's putting up posters, handing out flyers, being a part of planning 

meetings, loaning them a portable sound system, or simply letting them use your church copy machine, extra 

hands and minds are always welcome. 

7. Connect older people in your church with the campus ministry. Showing students the benefits of 

having older believers in their lives can help them connect to a local church. Even if they don't connect to your 

church, it's likely that you'll have provided an experience that will make them feel more comfortable wherever 

they do connect. Your role can be exposing them to the church body, to life beyond their campus. 

8. Consider mentoring a campus-ministry leader. Many of these ministries have staff who are right 

out of college themselves and might appreciate learning from your experience. Once you've established a 

trusting relationship with the ministry leader, ask if a mentoring relationship would be helpful. 

—CHUCK BOMAR; adapted from College Ministry 101, © 2009 by the author. Used by permission of 

Zondervan. 

 

Discuss 
1.    What reservations do you have, if any, about teaming up with campus-based ministries? 

2.    Which organization would you approach first? Why? 

3.    What does your church have to offer that a campus-based ministry might benefit from?

Cooperating with Campus-Based Ministries 

Eight strategies for joining forces. 

Ephesians 4:16 
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MINISTRY TO COLLEGE STUDENTS  

 

 
Many college students’ lives are spent almost entirely with fellow students; professors, bosses, and family 

members may only feel like “extras” in a story that is largely collegiate. Churches, then, can offer something 

that may not be found anywhere else: the chance to connect with a wide range of individuals of different ages 

and walks of life. 

Even if a church doesn’t have a large college ministry or a paid leader, it can still serve students by providing a 

welcoming church family and opportunities to connect and serve. But it must be intentional to help college 

students best assimilate into the rest of the congregation.  

A Family Away from Family 
Church members can provide a much needed “home away from home” for students. This can happen formally, 

through specific programs, or informally, with adults simply spending time around students on campus or 

elsewhere. 

One formal way many churches provide this community is through an “adopt-a-student” program. These 

programs connect families in the church with one or more students for regular contact: meals together, letting 

students do laundry, attending recitals or sports events, or even just sitting as a “family” in the worship service. 

Mentorship 
One phenomenal way to connect collegians with the larger church is by providing adult mentors, both from the 

staff and the general membership. These relationships might include classic spiritual disciple-making, or they 

can be a chance for students to learn from adults about a specific area or skill or how to live out their career 

“Christianly.” These opportunities can be as wide-ranging as a Political Science student being discipled by a 

church member who works at City Hall, an older lady in the church offering cooking classes for college girls 

(or guys), or the senior pastor hosting a weekly breakfast for students called to vocational ministry—just as my 

own pastor did. 

Intergenerational Involvement 
Another way to involve college students is to make sure that all adult activities are open to students and 

advertised to them. For example, a weekend service project is an excellent time for collegians to serve side-by-

side with those both younger and older than them. Similarly, students will often jump at the chance to join a 

mission trip, or they can be greatly impacted by attending men’s or women’s activities. 

Meanwhile, if a church doesn’t have age-specific ministry for its college students, it should do all it can to 

assimilate them into adult discipleship areas—including small groups or Sunday school classes. Leaving a 

“gap” for those between high school and young adult life should not be an option. 

Providing for Everyday Needs 
Not only should a church seek to meet students’ relational and spiritual needs, but they should also consider 

students’ practical needs. For instance, many congregations have found free food to be an incredible avenue for 

serving, meeting, and drawing in students. Connecting students with inexpensive housing, employment, small 

jobs (like babysitting), or financial support for various church or school activities can help. Tutoring, storage 

during school breaks, internship or co-op opportunities, scholarships, and career connections are other ways 

students’ practical and scholastic needs can be met by the church and its members. And as a congregation gets 

to know students, it will discover even more ways to help. 

Volunteers—and Not Just in Youth Ministry! 

The most obvious way to involve college students as volunteers is through participation in the youth ministry, 

where they often provide energy and connect well with the younger students. But college students are fit for 

serving in almost any area of the church, and a church that recognizes this will benefit! Children’s ministry,  

Assimilating Students into the Whole Church 

Connect college students with the rest of the congregation. 

Romans 12:5 
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MINISTRY TO COLLEGE STUDENTS  

media ministry, and community service projects are well suited to college student involvement. Why not use a 

Journalism major to help with church bulletins? Or have a Social Work student help with pastoral care? 

Church Gatherings 
Likewise, students can serve very effectively in the weekly worship service. They can greet visitors, hand out 

programs, usher, pass the offering plate, give announcements, serve as readers, help lead worship, give 

testimonies, and so forth. College students are likely to rise to the challenge and take pride in even these 

“commonplace” tasks, because this is likely their first chance to serve any church in this way! 

Even Deeper Involvement 
Lastly, churches should also consider including particularly mature college students in various leadership roles. 

Why not include a student on the planning team for the next mission trip? Couldn’t a faithful upperclassman 

offer a fresh perspective to the building committee? Or the pastoral search team? In some churches, it may be 

perfectly fitting for a college student to serve as a deacon or in a similar role. Likewise, a church should 

consider hiring collegians for staff positions, especially part-time roles. 

In any of these cases, the spiritual standards for service shouldn’t be lowered. But a church will often have a 

few years to watch college students participate and grow as part of the church—long enough to examine their 

abilities and spiritual maturity. 

Tips for Successful Assimilation 

1. Intentionally facilitate connections between students and the rest of the church.  A 

leader or leaders must work purposely to help assimilation take place, and then those connections 

should be maintained and improved over time. 

2. Train the church to help students.  Not all adults have a solid understanding of college students 

and their needs, possess effective discipling and mentorship skills, or know the boundaries needed for 

serving college students well. Those who do understand students and the skills needed to impact them 

should help prepare church members for this specialized—but vital—work. 

3. Guard students’ time and spiritual walks.  Often adults don’t understand how precious college 

students’ time is; all of the demands on students’ time should be taken into consideration. A church 

must also be careful that students’ own spiritual needs are being met before expecting them to serve in 

other areas. Some churches even require students to wait a semester or longer before jumping into a 

volunteer area like youth ministry. 

4. Aim for a true family.  If there aren’t tears from some church members when college students 

graduate and move away, then the church may still have work to do! Make it a goal for both college 

students and other church members to see each other as true spiritual family! Even when this doesn’t 

happen church-wide, students can still connect deeply with particular adults, kids, and entire families 

in the church. 

There are many ways a church can welcome students in—not just into a college ministry, but into the church 

as a whole. While students certainly need to be discipled where they are with people who care about who they 
are, part of that discipleship is learning to take their places in the diverse, messy, beautiful body of Christ. 

—BENSON HINES; © 2009 Christianity Today International/BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 

Discuss 

1.    What are we already doing to bridge our college ministry to the rest of the church? 

2.    Which families in our congregation might have the inclination and resources to reach out on a regular basis 

to college students, either to individuals or the whole group? 

3.    What are some ministries in our church that aren’t using college students but could? 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
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Each May, I witness an interesting migration. With the coming of the summer sun, hundreds of college 

students flock back to their homes. For many students, summer break means jobs, reconnecting with friends 

and family, and perhaps a course at the local community college. Many churches find themselves scratching 

their heads when it comes to trying to reach these students. As busy as they are during the school year, 

students’ summers seem to be no less chaotic—with weird work schedules and late nights spent scurrying 

around to this party or that coffee shop.  

How can a church reach these college students effectively? I have found that one of the best ways to reach the 

students in our town has been with small groups that are tailor-made for the average college student on 

summer break. Consider the following points when trying to reach the college students in your own 

community. 

Short Is Sweet 
I went to a college that was out-of-state, and over my sporadic visits back home, I could always find something 

going on with the college ministry. I’d show up, and it was fun. But secretly, I envied my friends still living at 

home because they were able to really be a part of the ministry. They had a regular Bible study, events and 

retreats, and college-aged small groups. Of course I was always invited to join a small group whenever I was 

home, but it never felt right because the relationships in them were already formed. Summertime could get 

pretty lonely. 

Give college students something they can start and finish. At our church we offer summer small groups for our 

college students. These groups meet for 10 weeks, starting right when students get home and finishing before 

they leave again for the fall. This maximizes the number of students who are willing to join a group. When 

trying to reach out to college students, remember that their life is extremely mobile. They need a quick 

connection or they won’t have any connection at all. 

They Want Ownership 
During my college years, I cherished my newfound freedom. I did not need my parents’ permission. I could 

make my own decisions. When I came home for the summer and lived at home again, I can remember the 

struggles of having to “check in” with Mom and Dad. My ownership seemed to be slipping away. The more of 

it that I lost, the more excited I was to leave home again in the fall. 

Give college students ownership over the ministry. When we had summer small groups for our college 

students, I always had a college student leading the group. Some were better than others, but I wasn’t always 

striving just for quality. I would rather have a room full of college students who fumble a bit through the Bible 

study but connect with each other regularly, than have one or two students who by the end of the summer can 

recite the finer points of Micah. Give the students ownership. Let them pick the topic. Feel free to make 

suggestions, but let the decision be theirs. Have them invite their friends. They can get in contact with them 

much more easily than you can. The more ownership the students have, the more involved they will be.  

They Are Busier 
The bulk of college students who are home for the summer are working. The bulk of those employed students 

are exploited. Many of the ones I have met in ministry worked 60 to 70 hours a week during the summer. 

Because of the college student’s short-term availability, their employment options are limited, and they often 

have to take on schedules that are less than ideal.  

Connect with college students on their schedule, not the church’s. On paper it might be nice to slot a Bible 

study into Wednesday evenings, but if this time only works for your leader, it is doomed from the start. I have 

found that three of the most successful times for a college-aged summer Bible study are early morning, mid-

afternoon, and late at night. Anything strike you about these times? They are between shifts. Some students 

work overnight hours, so a late-night or early morning study is perfect for them. Some students work in the 
a.m. or p.m. hours, and a study before or after their shift won’t conflict with the plans they have made to meet 

up with old high school friends. But if we don’t choose times that work best for the students, the leaders might 

be left leading themselves through the study. 

—STEPHEN GRUSENDORF; © 2009 Christianity Today International/BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 

Summer Break Strategy 

Learn to reach college students in a limited window. 

1 Corinthians 9:19 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
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Discuss 

1.   Does your church already have any specific strategies for ministering to the summer crowd? 

2.   In which of the areas mentioned above could your college ministry improve the most? 

3.   Are there any other summer-specific factors relevant to your college ministry? 
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Working in a church where most of your students go away to college can bring some unique challenges to your 

ministry. What do we do to connect with them while they're in town? Do we put an event together, or is that 

just a trite way of pursuing an ongoing connection with them? I'm not sure there is a right or wrong answer. 

However, there are some things all of us ought to keep in mind as we reconnect with students while they're 

home for the holidays. 

 

Relationships 
Students coming back home for the holidays may be facing awkwardness with some of their relationships. 

Some kept their dating relationship going even though they attended school in different cities or while their 

boyfriend stayed behind. They may be excited to see each other, but it doesn’t mean the relationship isn’t a bit 

awkward. A lot that happened in their lives apart from each other is simply impossible to share. 

 

This awkwardness doesn’t stop with dating relationships either. It’s often there with best friends, their parents, 

and maybe even you. The fact is that the last few months were packed with a whole new life’s pains, joys, 

confusion, and clarity. To try to articulate everything they went through is daunting, to say the least. I would 

recommend seeking out some time with those coming home for coffee or lunch, but I would also recommend 

some boundaries to keep in your time with them.  

Here are five thoughts as you reconnect with your students while they’re home: 

 Ask direct/specific questions. Asking an open-ended question like, “So, how was your 

semester?” is overwhelming and can lead to them feeling like they can’t connect with you. To think 

through and articulate everything in that short of time is too much, and your students can leave feeling 

like their life is too separated from you. I’ve found it’s much better to ask specifically about their 

roommate, favorite class, closest friend at school, involvement on campus ministry (or lack of), or 

favorite or most frustrating class. 

 Share about your personal life. Pursuing your students for a time of coffee or lunch is good, but 

it can come across as formal—maybe even like an “accountability time.” This can be healthy, but I’ve 

found it’s much better if you take the “pastor” hat off and share about you. Now is the time to begin to 

treat them like a friend, if you haven’t already. This can really bridge any separation and kill any 

awkwardness they may be feeling about their “home church.” Sharing about your own struggles, 

doubts, and family life will help—as long as you don’t dominate the conversation! 

 Ask for prayer requests. At the end of your conversation, specifically ask them for one thing you 

can pray for them about. This lets them know they don’t leave your mind as soon as they leave, and 

lets them know your relationship is more to you than just a part of your job. 

 Ask them if they’re encouraged. You could get a whole spectrum of answers on this one, but it’s 

a great question to ask. Some might break into tears, while others will simply be encouraged you 

asked. Either way, I’ve found it to be a great question to ask. It can also give you insight into areas 

where you can personally encourage them. 

 

 Ask if any relationships are awkward for them coming back. Some will be more open about 

this than others, but you may want to ask them specifically how their relationship is with their parents, 

an ex, or their best friend from high school. 

Reconnecting over the Holidays 

Remember these tips when relating one-on-one with students who are home. 

Romans 1:11–12 
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—CHUCK BOMAR serves as pastor of Colossae Church in Portland, Oregon, and is the founder of 

CollegeLeader.org. Used by permission. © 2008 CollegeLeader.org. 

Discuss 

1.    Is it difficult to keep up with which students are home, and when? If so, how could you improve your 

networking on that front? 

2.    Do you think students feel you’re available to them when they come home? 

3.    In your experience, what are some of the most common struggles faced by students coming home? 

http://www.collegeleader.org/
http://www.collegeleader.org/
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BuildingChurchLeaders.com. Leadership training resources from Christianity Today International. 

  

LeadershipJournal.net. This website offers practical advice and articles for church leaders. 

Center for Parent/Youth Understanding. Their College Transition Initiative is designed to help both 

parents and teenagers in the jump from high school to college.  

CollegeLeader.org. Includes resources and articles for guidance in college ministry. 

ExploringCollegeMinistry.com. A frequently updated blog with helpful perspectives on the world of 

college ministry. 

University Presbyterian Church’s Campus Ministry. Peruse this outline of a robust church-based 

college ministry for ideas.  

College Ministry 101: A Guide to Working with 18-25 Year Olds by Chuck Bomar. This very 

practical resource is evenly split between two sections, “Understanding College-Age People” and 

“Creating an Effective Ministry.”  (Zondervan/Youth Specialties, 2009; ISBN 978-0310285472) 

The Fuel and the Flame by Steve Shadrach. One of the most well-known books on college ministry, 

though written a bit more to parachurch ministries rather than churches. (Send the Light, 2007; ISBN 

978-1884543852) 

Just Do Something by Kevin DeYoung. A concise aid to finding God’s will at life intersections without 

becoming paralyzed—very relevant for college students. (Moody, 2009; ISBN 978-0802458384) 

Further Exploration 

Resources to help your church minister to college students. 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
http://www.leadershipjournal.net/
http://www.cpyu.org/page.aspx?id=103729
http://www.collegeleader.org/
http://exploringcollegeministry.com/
http://www.upc.org/download/1010.pdf

