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The Top 10 Lessons I've Learned in Singles Ministry

By John Goodale

Over the last 16 years I’ve worked in singles ministry in two large churches, including a stint under Bill Flanagan, one of the early pioneers of this ministry. During this time I’ve learned some valuable lessons, including the following 10.

1. Find your strength in God

Peter wrote, "If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides." (I Peter 4:11) I find great comfort in the thought that this ministry is dependant not upon my best efforts, but upon God’s. The most important thing I can do is remain close to God, so I can receive from Him the wisdom, passion and direction this ministry requires.

Less than a month into my current position, I learned that the one of our class co-presidents had a pregnant girlfriend. He was a popular leader in our ministry, and as I took steps to remove him from office I envisioned my ministry failing before I’d even gotten settled in! Thankfully, God worked in this situation, just as He has in so many others over the years.

There have been times when a singles class has lacked the strong leadership that it’s needed. In those moments I’m encouraged by remembering that this is ultimately God’s ministry, not mine. If I’m aware of the need, how much more is the One who can go before me in providing for it?

2. Give the ministry away

Delegating to others can be difficult at times. Those of us paid to do this ministry may feel guilty giving responsibilities to volunteers that we could do ourselves. At other times we may believe that no one else can do a task as well as we can. Or we may not give up certain responsibilities because we feel a sense of reward in doing them ourselves. If we’re not careful, we will treat our single adults as helpers who merely assist us in our ministry.

A much more effective model is to place as much of the ministry as is practical in the hands of our singles. This enables them to take more ownership of and pride in the ministry, and more things will happen than if everything was in our hands. Our role is not to do the ministry, but to provide direction and resources to our single adults as they make it theirs.

For example, our Singles Office does not put together our singles retreats. I initially meet with a team of leaders, explain the parameters (cost, schedule, speaker, etc.), offer a responsibility schedule, and then hand the retreat over to them to develop. It’s wonderful to see the sense of accomplishment that they feel at the end of the weekend, knowing that this was their event.

I continue to grow in this area. This year I sensed the need for a new workshop. Subsequently, I met with several key leaders to ask what they thought single adults would want, and if they would help develop it. What a contrast to several years ago, when we needed to add another workshop—and I came up with everything on my own!

3. Health is more important than size

This isn’t to say that a large, growing ministry is not desirable. However, too often we become so focused on numbers that we neglect the underlying health of the ministry or class. Numbers may tell a story, but that should not be the ultimate goal.

Jesus told of a man who built a home (a life, a singles class) that lacked a strong foundation. If there’s one mistake that I regret most in my ministry, it’s this one. During my first year in one church, the class I taught was growing, vibrant, and larger than it had ever been. I was so busy enjoying the increase in numbers that I didn’t think about the need to focus on the ongoing health of the class. Had I realized this, I may have been able to guide our leaders in building something more sustainable over the long run. Our classes are more likely to grow through a focus on developing a healthy group that people want to be a part of (caring community, strong leaders, a biblical foundation), than they are through a focus of simply growing numerically.

4. Identify bridges into the singles community

Our church has had a sizable divorce recovery ministry since the 1970s—in fact, it was one of the early churches to even address this issue. It has become a bridge that’s connected us with unchurched singles, and many workshop participants have become active in our church. Approximately 70 percent of our participants indicate that this workshop is their first experience with our church. Around 20 percent say they have not attended worship anywhere during the previous month.

After I’d been here several years, I realized that this workshop—effective as it was—did not provide a bridge to singles who were not dealing with divorce. We subsequently developed a new workshop, "Building Healthy Relationships," which brought us into contact with other singles in our community. More recently, we’ve added a third workshop, "Discovering Joy as a Single."

Most single adults in our communities need a reason to walk through the doors of our churches, particularly if they’ve had a bad church experience—or none at all. One of the best ways we can accomplish this is by addressing issues that are important to them. Though many will not continue in our church or singles ministry, they may become more inclined to try the church again in the future if their experience is a positive one.

5. Constantly challenge the cocoon mentality

Over the years I’ve come to realize that many of our single adults view their classes like a cocoon. Because the class is capable of meeting so many of their needs, they don’t think to look outside of it. They don’t attend worship because they consider the class their worship experience. They don’t get involved in the larger church because their class provides all the social interaction they’d want. They don’t make an effort to draw others into their community because their focus is inward, not outward. They don’t realize that our singles classes are not created to be a destination, but a hallway into something larger.

One consequence of this cocoon mentality is the inability of singles to see the need to share what they’ve discovered with others who are still looking for it. This tendency is so strong that if we don’t continually challenge our singles to reach out to others outside their class, it often won’t happen. On an encouraging note, I’ve found that many of our singles are quick to respond when we raise this issue and provide them with opportunities to draw others into their class.

6. Community, Community, Community

I’m a good teacher, but I don’t believe that most of our singles come on Sunday morning to hear me teach. Their primary reason for being in class has to do with their longing to be connected with others, and to belong. They’re willing to learn from the teaching, but they’re there to be part of a larger community.

Our efforts on Sunday mornings (or whenever your classes meet) give people a chance to experience community. No less important, though, is what happens during the rest of the week. There will be little depth to community if people only see and talk with each other on Sunday morning. On the other hand, if Sunday becomes a follow-up to other conversations that have taken place during the week, relationships in the class will probably become more significant.

This means that social events are offered not to get something on the calendar, but as opportunities for people to engage each other in conversation. Table discussions on Sundays enable people to share a little bit of their stories. Small group studies during the week not only give people an opportunity to learn and grow, but also provide a chance to develop relationships through discussion and weekly participation.

7. Give them the Bible

When I first started out in singles ministry, I don’t think I appreciated how little our singles read the Bible. Sadly, what we teach on Sunday morning is the only exposure many of them will have during the week. That puts tremendous responsibility on us to present the truths of God’s Word in a way that will pique their interest about what else the Bible has to say.

Early in my ministry I tended to take a topical approach to my teaching. It was easy to identify topics that were important to singles, and I worked in Scripture to make my point. I no longer do this, because I realized that what our singles were primarily getting were my observations, with support from the Bible. What they need more than this is God’s observations directly from scripture, with me fleshing out its significance for us today.

8. Focus on your healthy singles

Let’s be honest. If you’ve been in this ministry for any length of time, you’ve worked with singles who can be draining and discouraging. Some remain apathetic about Christianity, even after being in our ministry for some time. Others remain stuck in choices or behaviors that cause them pain, and it seems we can do little to help them change. Then there are those who constantly insist on pushing against the boundaries established by the leadership of our church and ministry.

I once asked our Senior Minister how he handled discouragement in his job. What he told me has served me well. Rather than dwelling on those who make his job difficult, his perspective is shaped by his stronger leaders, which gives him great encouragement. This does not mean that we neglect our unhealthy singles. When it comes to how we view our ministry efforts, though, we have a choice in what we allow to shape our perspective.

Several years ago a single adult entered our church and ministry through our divorce workshop, eventually became involved in one of our singles classes, and now teaches that class. You’d better believe I am encouraged when I think about the impact our singles ministry has had on his life, and the impact he is having on others today!

9. Don’t compromise on values

I was once informed by a couple of their plans to get married, and their decision to live together in the months prior to their wedding. While excited about their pending union, I had to inform them that we could no longer hold our singles Bible study at their home, because their lifestyle was at odds with our leadership expectations. I was the first person to suggest that there was anything improper in their living arrangements, and the conversation wasn’t a pleasant one.

It’s become easier for me to initiate difficult conversations like these. When I’m forced to wade into a difficult issue or confront a leader about a lifestyle choice, it helps to remember the alternative if I don’t. Though I may avoid conflict in the short run, I’ll most likely pay a greater price at some later time. My own convenience is simply not worth the price of compromising my integrity and that of our ministry.

Those of us in ministry tend to be nice people, and we can be tempted to make exceptions. I’ve learned, however, that an exception, even if made for the best of reasons, will often come back to haunt me at a later time, when someone else expects the same treatment.

10. Recruit your best leaders

Like many, I read the book Good to Great several years ago. One of the most helpful admonitions I picked up was the need to get the right people on the bus. The author’s premise is that when leadership positions become limited to our best people, the ministry will be guided in the best direction possible. I tried this during the past year, placing only hand-picked leaders on one of our key committees. I was amazed by how significantly the caliber of the committee’s discussions and decisions was enhanced.

Obviously this can be an awkward issue; no one wants to tell a volunteer that they can’t contribute. At the same time, though, we have a responsibility to our ministry to avoid distributing leadership positions simply on the desires of our people. Jesus showed discrimination in the selection of his 12 disciples. So did the early church leaders in the sixth chapter of Acts, when they selected seven men to serve the Greek Jews.

We can and should always find opportunities for our singles who want to serve. However, decision-making positions that will affect the direction of our classes and ministry should be placed only in the hands of those who have demonstrated that they’ll steer the ministry in the best possible direction.
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