Helping Leaders Remain Spiritually Fresh
By Chuck Gartman

I sat across the table at a lunch with a very prominent minister and his wife. We were discussing ministry and how busy everyone seemed to be, including the three of us. The further we got into the discussion the more we began to discuss the issue of our own personal pilgrimages of faith. Soon it was confession time, and this minister leaned across the table and in all sincerity expressed to me that he was so busy that often he would wake up in the morning knowing how much had to be done, and would forego his time with the Lord in order to get to the tasks of his ministry.


I don’t believe that this person is the exception to the rule. In fact, I feel like this is the norm for many who have the responsibility of nurturing and teaching people in the church. There is no indication that it is a deliberate decision to not spend time with God. It just seems to sneak up on us. It is subtle and it can be devastating.


No one intentionally says that he/she will not be spiritually fit as a Leader.  From my experience, many, including myself, just drift into spiritual flabbiness.  We, as well as our leaders, have to decide that knowing God is more important than anything else, and that decision may have to be made many times – sometimes daily or even hourly. In love and patience we will encourage our leaders to make the commitment to know God more intimately. 


What are some barriers that keep all of us from staying spiritually fit? My friend, Randy Johnson, Minister of Youth Education at First Baptist Church, Richardson, TX, identified some of the barriers that each of us experience:

1. Too Busy—Every person I know in a leadership position wrestles with this dilemma.

2. Procrastination—A side-benefit of spiritual health is the commitment to do things when they are due and not wait until there is too much pressure to do an adequate job. This is especially true in preparing to teach others

3. Laziness—Life-management requires constant evaluation of what we do and how we do it.

4. Over-commitment—We must evaluate what is most important for God’s Kingdom’s sake. Helping our leadership to understand that is a daunting task indeed.


No attempt is being made here to be exhaustive in our discussion of your spiritual journey, but here are a few things we need not neglect.


I. Your Personal Worship

It does not matter what you call it and really, no amount of it will cause you to grow in your faith, but it is the discipline of spending time on a regular basis with our Lord that puts you and me in growing condition as Christians.


A. Why Spend Time with God? Clyde Hall, Retired Manager of the Discipleship/Family Development Section at the Lifeway Christian Resources of the Southern Baptist Convention gives four reasons for spending time with God



1. To Maintain Fellowship with God. When you and I became Christians we were given an eternal relationship with the Lord that no one can take away from us. However, in order to enjoy the benefits of that relationship (fellowship) we need to spend time with the One with whom we have the relationship. The best illustration of this is my own relationship with my wife. At the time of this writing she and I have been married almost 38 years. Imagine with me that when we got married in Brownwood, Texas, some 38 years ago that she had gone to San Francisco and I had gone to New York, and for all those years we did not speak to each other, we did not write to each other, we did not communicate with each other in any way. Though we were legally married what kind of relationship do you think we would have? You probably would agree with me that it would basically be nonexistent. It’s a good thing to spend time with the one you love, and it’s a good thing to spend time with your Savior. One other illustration to impress this point in your mind. I am a sports car enthusiast. I have owned 3 of them in my lifetime. Two were Fiats and one was a Corvette. All were convertibles. There is something about the thrill of riding on the open highway with the top down at breakneck speed. (I am not suggesting that you tell this to your teenagers). Exhilaration is an understatement. The only way for that to be possible is to maintain the car so it will run properly. In my experience my cars spent more time in our garage than out on the highway because they were not always properly maintained. This is a simple illustration that shows what can happen to your relationship with God if it is not maintained. You lose benefit of the power, the exhilaration, the experience when you neglect spending time with Him. 




2. To Build Spiritual Strength. Have you faced a difficult temptation in the last few days? I’m talking about one with which you really grappled. If you have you drained an enormous amount of spiritual energy to overcome it. This is not to take away from the Holy Spirit’s presence and prompting in your life, but when you and I face temptations we end up draining our supply of spiritual strength. One reason to spend time with God on a continuing basis is to re-build that strength that gets drained every time we deal with a temptation. For me it is not the major kinds of temptations that sap my spiritual strength; it’s the subtle ones that no one except me knows about. The encouragement that I give is to decide that time spent with the Lord will build your strength to be an effective agent for Him.




3. To Become Spiritually Sensitive. The last time you changed jobs did you find in your Bible readings this directive: “Thou shalt go to such and such a job.” Probably not. In 1991 I went to work for the Baptist Sunday School Board (now called Lifeway Christian Resources of the Southern Baptist Convention). For ten years prior to my decision to come, Myrte Veach, the manager of the Youth Field Service Section, called me every time there was an opening for a Consultant in the Youth Sunday School area. For ten years I did not sense that God was opening up that door for me. Then some circumstances happened in my life that opened up that door, and as I read my Bible and spent time with God, He began to make it very clear to me that this was the direction I needed to take. At no time in that whole process did God send me a telegram. Nor was it written in His Word that I should go to the Baptist Sunday School Board. However, because I had been spending time with Him the direction was clear. Spend time with the Lord to develop a spiritual sensitivity to His leadership in your life. You will not be sorry and you may even be surprised by just how much direction He will give you. 


These first three reasons to have a regular time with God are primarily for your personal benefit. The final reason is this: 




4. You can’t lead someone else in a direction that you are not going yourself. Not one of us would say to one of our class members, “You don’t need to grow as a Christian.” None would indicate that a person ought not to spend time with God on a regular basis. We know from our experience and from God’s Word that it is essential for us to spend time with Him. However, how many of us try to get our class to go in that direction when we ourselves are not traveling that way. It is impossible to get them to go when we won’t go. Ultimately, they will have to make the decision to spend time with God on their own, but we can enhance that decision by leading as an example.



B. When To Spend Time with God. I have heard many pastors or youth ministers say to their congregations or groups that if a person is not spending time with God early in the morning then they are not properly spending time with Him. I disagree with that statement and that philosophy. Here’s why. It’s a relationship. I wouldn’t ever say to one of my daughters: “ I can only spend time with you at a specific time.” I would want them to come to me at any time. Now, we may have an appointment for dinner or a night out, but the truth is, I want them to feel free to have some time with me when they can.


Some folks are morning people. I happen to be one. I enjoy getting up early, having several cups of coffee and spending quality time with the Lord. That’s what I do. I have a pretty regular time that I spend with Him. Morning is that time. However, there are many times when I want to spend a few moments with Him right before I go to bed. I often do that. There is some scriptural evidence in Genesis in the creation account that would indicate that the day actually begins at night. “And the evening and the morning were the first day” is the way it reads. Can you think of a better way to end a busy day than to lay your head on the pillow after reading His word and talking with Him? I can’t. 


You are probably like me in that you spend a lot of time in your car or on an airplane. I find myself many times talking with God during those times. Obviously, I can’t read the Bible while I am driving, but I can speak with Him as I motor down the road.


 The point of this whole discussion is that God desires a relationship with us, and it cannot be governed by the clock. Spend time with Him when it is best for the both of you. It will help to have a regular time. It builds discipline in your life. 



C. Where to Spend Time with Him. I will never forget a devotional I read several years ago which was entitled, “Any Old Bush Will Do.” The thrust of that devotional was that God can speak to us anywhere we are willing to listen. For Moses, it was at a burning bush. For you it may be at your desk or at your dinner table or in acomfortable chair. I have known many youth who not only did their homework on the floor of their rooms but they also spent time with God there, too. Where is not that important. For me the kitchen table or my desk at home is my place. One of the things that has helped me through the years, though, is to have a certain place where I meet Him each day.



D. What Materials To Use to Spend Time with Him. A whole book could be compiled that would list all the devotional reading material there is available, so I would not even begin to suggest a specific book. In fact through the years there have been times when I used several different resources in order to keep that time with the Lord fresh. I encourage you to do the same. However, make sure that the Bible is the primary resource for your time alone with its Author.



E. Is There a Good Process to Spend Time with God?  Every person is different. Every relationship with God is different, but here is a suggested process if you do not have one already. If you do, then keep using your own. This one has been helpful to me.




1. Pray. Spend time asking God to reveal His thoughts to you as you read His Word. This doesn’t have to be long nor does it have to be elaborate. I find myself asking God to let something “leap off the page” at me. He does so many times.




2. Read. Read God’s Word. There are many plans available, but before you read anything else devotionally, it would be a good idea to see what God has to say in His own Word. Every devotional book I have ever read or seen has a passage on which the devotional thought is based. Read His Word first. 




3. Write down what He said to you in His Word. It is helpful to me to write down what I discovered in His Word because it helps me to articulate what He said. Journaling is a great way to enhance your relationship with Him.




4. Pray again. This time write your prayer out. Let it reflect what you have discovered out of His communication to you. The sentences do not have to be complete nor do you have to worry about others reading your prayer. It is between you and God.




5. Write an application. This may the most difficult thing that you do in your time with God. In your journal be as specific as possible as to what you will do with what you have discovered in your reading of the Scripture. A way to help yourself is to share your decision with a trusted friend.




6. Read the devotional thought. Another helpful thing to me is to see if what I discovered from God’s word is the same as what the devotional writer discovered. Most of the time it is completely different. The conclusion to which I come when it is different is that God obviously wanted me to get something else from His Word. That is encouraging to me. 




7. Pray. Close out your time with Him by praying about the whole process. Did He tell you that you needed to change a relationship, confess a sin, correct a wrong? Ask for His strength to accomplish what He desires.



F. Some Final Thoughts. What you have just read are only some ideas. Many people worship God by listening to Christian music or listening to a sermon on a podcast or on cd.  Some have extensive prayer lists and reading lists. The main thing  is that you find what it takes to spend some quality time with the Creator of the Universe and then do it. 


II. Your Personal Stewardship


I won’t spend nearly enough time on this, but it is something to consider as you try to keep yourself in growing condition as a Christian. Be a good steward. Well, what is involved in this? Some have only emphasized the monetary part of stewardship. Certainly, you and I need to be faithful in the management of our material resources. A tithe should be the initial commitment that we make regarding our finances. Other commitments that we make with our money ought to reflect God’s leadership as well. For example, it is not a good thing to go into great debt. Many a person has allowed his/her life to get out of control when they went into debt. However, there are folks who aredebtless and  are  not using their money in God’s plan either. Seeking God’s guidance about how you spend your money is the only wise way to be a good steward of the material wealth that God provides you. Lots of books and articles have been written about this aspect of stewardship. Seek some out and read them. Quickly, here are a few other things to keep from neglecting in your life.



A. Your physical body. A good steward takes care of what God allows him to have. Getting proper rest, exercise, and food are some simple ways to maintain your body for God’s sake. It is unfathomable to me that leaders talk about the Lordship of Christ regarding their spiritual life but make themselves ineffective as servants because they don’t take very good care of the body that God gave them. A good place to start  with stewardship of life is with your body.



B. Your Energy. As Youth Minister I used to kiddingly say that lock-ins are of the devil. The older I got, the more I was  inclined to see why I made such statements. My energy level after a lock-in was almost nil. That is only a small example of how we sometimes take a minor event or activity and spend enormous amounts of energy trying to make it happen with very little, if any, results to show for it. Please don’t hear me knocking lock-ins. I personally don’t care for them, but I know Youth Ministers who have used them effectively to reach youth in their communities. The point is this, though: Be careful how you use the energy that God gives you. It is a good idea to stop and think about how we will use our energy for His glory and benefit.



C. Your Time. Many books have been devoted to some time management principles, but in terms of stewardship, this paragraph will suffice to remind us that we only have 24 hours a day, seven days a week, around 30 days a month, and 365 days a year. How we use our time is important to God. Being a good steward of our time may mean that we stop some of the meaningless activities in which we participate. 



D. Your Influence. Did you know that there are many people who look to you as an example of how the Christian life should be lived. You already are aware that there are countless youth and children who look up to you, but you may not be aware of other people who see you as an example of Christ’s life to them. Being a good steward of your influence may not seem to be very important to you, but it has huge ramifications for the Kingdom of God.


III. Your Faithfulness to Worship. At one time I served a church that for a period of time met  in a junior high school for Sunday School. The school was about five blocks from our main campus, and we had over 200 youth and youth leaders who were meeting there each Sunday. Before Sunday School we had to make sure everything in the school was set up and ready for us, and then after Sunday School, we had to make sure that the school was left in good shape for the classes that would gather there on the next day. It was important to me to keep a good relationship with the school so I spent a lot of time making sure all was right. What subtlely began to happen, though, was that I started missing our worship service. I used the reason that I needed to take care of the school, and ended up missing worship a lot.  One Sunday I realized that I was drying up because I did not have a time when I was worshipping with the rest of the Body.


Ministry and leadership take a lot of administration. The subtle temptation, however, that relates to neglecting your spiritual pilgrimage is that sometimes we may focus on the nuts and bolts of our ministry to keep from doing the really important aspects of our Christian life. As you already know, this is not to belittle taking care of business as a leader; it is to raise the standard of the really important things as well. 


A final thought related to worship and teaching that may affect some of you who are reading this. Do not allow your preparation to teach a class replace your personal or corporate worship experiences. We need to study God’s word and worship with other believers because we need it personally, not just to prepare to teach someone else. 

IV. Your Personal Witness.


There are hundreds of books and resources written on this subject. All you have to do is go to your local Christian bookstore and you will find many. In not neglecting my own spiritual pilgrimage there is a very subtle temptation that plagues me. I tend to think that if I am teaching, preaching or speaking that I am being a witness. And, in fact, I am. The problem is that sometimes I use that as an excuse not to be the witness that Jesus desires of me at other times in my life. For example, my home ought to be a place where I am a witness. My community ought to be a place where I am a witness. My arenas of influence ought to be places where I am a witness. I think you get the point. Again, this is not to bring guilt but awareness. I’ll close this chapter with an experience that illustrates my point.


My home used to be a gathering place for guys. Of course, I have 3 beautiful daughters, so that may explain why my house was a magnet for boys. One young man in particular started coming to my house as the boyfriend of one of my daughter’s best friends. We struck up a relationship, and before long Sam had broken up with his girlfriend but continued to come to our house. I became convinced that I needed to witness to this young man. He had attended our church with his girlfriend but he was not a member of our Sunday School. God’s spirit really dealt with me, and as a result of many circumstances that were, I believe, orchestrated by God, Sam ended up in my home one night, and I just asked him about his relationship with Christ. Before the evening was over, Sam had invited Christ into his life to be his Savior. The point of sharing this story is not to point to me or to my daughter who was regularly inviting him to church; it is to remind  you and me again that we have a responsibility to be a witness at other places other than in the church house or at Christian events. God desires that you and I be His witnesses wherever we go. 


If I could only impress on you one thing in your leadership responsibility, it would be this: Don’t neglect your own spiritual pilgrimage. For some reflection time read I Corinthians 9:24-27.

