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Introduction

One of the most important relationships in the conference is between
the conference president and the conference youth director. The youth
director has perhaps the largest single constituency (other than the pres-
ident and the women’s ministry leader —and the women’s ministry leader
is often part-time and not nearly as visible) in the conference. The youth
director can shape how the next generation of church members view
the church. The youth director helps form the perception that the young
people in the conference have of their leadership; whether that perception
is one of leaders that care about them or a bunch of old people who really
don’t care and are therefore irrelevant to them.

So, the president/youth director relationship is an important one.

The reason why you are reading this is to answer a question: How can
I have the kind of relationship with my president that will mutually benefit
us in our term to achieve the mission of God’s church, the conference,
and the young people that I serve?

I do not want to claim that what you are about to read is the answer.
But it is an answer based on what I have seen and observed in the nearly
30 years that I was either a conference youth director or a conference
administrator.

I call it “To Be Or Not To Be” —four things you want to be as a con-
ference youth director in your relationship with your conference president
and four things you don’t want to be.

Here we go.
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My President’s
Objectives
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Four Things to Be

Be aware of the objectives of your president.

If you have not had this conversation already, I would recommend
that you set up an appointment with your conference president (either
in person via Zoom) and ask him/her: What can I do and what can the
youth department do to help reach your objectives for our confer-
ence?

This will help in several ways. First, it lets the president know that as
a member of his/her team, you are not just interested in reaching your
objectives, but you also are committed to helping him/her reach theirs.

The president is the one who is elected to set the direction for the
conference. He/she should consult with others in doing that but at the end
of the day, he/she is the person responsible for setting the direction. It is
a good idea to let the president know that you want to work together in
moving his/her agenda forward.

Second —and probably most important —the aforementioned conver-
sation between you and the president should help ensure that you know
what he/she expects of you. In order for you to be able to do your job
well and to the level of the president’s expectations, you need to be
clear on what he/she expects. If the president expects one thing and
you give him/her another —thinking that you are meeting their expecta-
tions —there is guaranteed to be frustration.

If you do not remember anything else in this booklet, remember this:
Make sure you are clear on what the president expects from you and
your office. Don’t assume. Set up an appointment with him/her. Ask him/
her what he/she needs from your office to help him/her accomplish their
objectives.

Then, within 24-48 hours of your meeting with the president, send
them a follow-up that thanks them for meeting with you and outlines your
understanding of what he/she needs from you and expects from you as
a result of the meeting. That way, everyone is clear on what was agreed
upon. Do not depend on both of your memories recalling your con-
versation the same way months down the road. Write down what you
recall and send it to the president with words to this effect: Thank you for
meeting with me yesterday. To the best of my recollection, these are the
objectives that we agreed upon. Is this your recollection as well?

Be succinct.

One of the biggest challenges presidents tend to have is a lack of
time. So don’t write a book. Keep it to a page and “keep it moving” as Dr.
Griffin, my young colleague, is fond of saying.

You will need to have a second meeting with the president about
midway through the year where you give them a progress report that mea-
sures your results in meeting their objectives. If one of the president’s
goals is something intangible like “I want the young people in our con-
ference to be closer to God this year,” it will not be possible to accurately



measure your results. So how can you know that you have done what was
asked of you? As far as possible, you want concrete, measurable goals.
That mid-year second meeting with the president is essentially for the
purpose of going over the goals that you set and the progress that has
been made thus far. If there is something that needs to be adjusted, you
want to know that at the middle of the year and not at the end of the year.
At the end of the year, you'll need a third meeting to review the goals and
what was accomplished.
If you fail in reaching an objective, own that. When I was in confer-
ence administration, our corporate attorney used to say that if something
is bad, “Tell on yourself.” In other words, don’t wait for the president to
ask why Objective X was not accomplished; beat him/her to the punch
and own that it wasn’t accomplished and tell him/her what you are doing
to correct that.
Some conference administrators already have a system in place to do
what we have just outlined. What's important is a line of communication
between you and your president that outlines what is expected from you
by him/her and what you are doing to meet those expectations. Thoughts on
If you are unable to secure an appointment with the president, you will Professionalism
need to send him/her an email to this effect: Here are some objectives I

have for this year.

Are there any objectives that you would like to see added to or elimi-

nated from this list?
The important thing is to communicate with your president in person

if you can, and in writing if you must.

At the end of the day, leadership is—to a great degree —about rela-
tionships. It is a lot easier to lead someone or to follow someone if there

is a relationship. And relationships are about communication.

Be professional.

That means, be where you are supposed to be, when you are sup-
posed to be there, doing what you are supposed to do, and dressed

appropriately while you are doing it.

Appearance matters. There are times when a suit is expected —espe-

cially if your conference (or its leader) is more culturally conservative.
A part of being professional is simply showing up regularly to the

office and coming to work. COVID-19 may well change how offices ap-

proach the old “clock in at 9, clock out at 5” approach to office work —and

that may well be a good thing.
But whatever the protocol in your office is or will be, part of being

professional and having a good relationship with your administration is

respecting the procedures that they have put in place for things like that.

When I first started working in a conference office 32 years ago, I was
amused by how casually some of my office colleagues seemed to take

coming to the office. I used to joke that some of my colleagues in those

days did not put in a 48-hour month —much less a 40-hour week (and

that is not an exaggeration).
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I was much less amused when I saw the same casual commitment
that a few departmental leaders had in coming to work when I became a
conference president.

In all candor, if I could live that time again, I would have solved
that problem by replacing the people who didn’t come to the office with
people who did. It will probably not help your relationship with your presi-
dent if you put him/her in the same position that a few of the departmen-
tal leaders in my conference put me.

Be spiritual.

I will never forget a conversation that I had with an administrative as-
sistant in another denominational entity in our church over 30 years ago.

She was leaving this particular entity to pursue another employment
opportunity. She used to be my point of contact when I would call her
entity’s office to speak to her supervisor and over time, we developed
something of a friendship. I still remember our final conversation prior to
her leaving her place of denominational employment.

She spoke of her disappointment with the overall spiritual environ-
ment in her office and how her office was much less spiritual than she
expected it to be.

I have thought of that often over the years and how easy it is to
assume that just because we work for spiritual entities that automatically
makes us spiritual individuals.

My experience over these past 43 years has been, ironically, that
unless I intentionally work against it happening, ministry in general—and
most particularly, church administration —can jeopardize the health of
three very important things:

A. Your spiritual health

B. Your marital and family health
C. Your physical and mental health

In all of the time that we ministers spend tending to the spiritual
needs of others, it can be too easy to neglect our own spiritual needs,
OR to tell ourselves that tending to the spiritual needs of others is tanta-
mount to or a substitute for addressing our own spiritual needs.

That can be exacerbated by the amount of travel (pre-COVID) that is
involved in conference office work. When I was a conference youth direc-
tor, my Sabbath schedule was booked 50 Sabbaths a year, 18 months in
advance. When I was a conference president, on average, every 3% days I
was either attending some kind of meeting, going to some kind of meet-
ing, or coming home from some kind of meeting of the 35 or so commit-
tees I was on. That kind of schedule can compromise one’s devotional
time.

To get around that, I would wake up at 5:00 a.m. Monday-Thursday
to ensure I had devotion time. But unless the people in the conference
office are intentional about their spirituality, then there could be a corpo-
rate spiritual neglect issue.

In the conference office, each person is contributing — either pos-
itively or negatively —to the overall spiritual environment. As youth



directors, make sure your contribution is positive. Make sure that you
have personal devotion and make sure you are present for the corporate
worship at your office.

Then, look for things that you can do to add to the overall spirituality
of the office. When I was conference president, our youth director, Dr.
Griffin, arranged for a number of speakers to come in for an office Week
of Prayer. He then arranged for our office Week of Prayer to go out to the
conference via Facebook Live. It was powerful.

Remember, you are contributing — either positively or negatively —to
the spiritual environment in the conference office. Your president needs
your contribution to be a positive one.

Be a bridge.

As we said at the beginning, the youth director has enormous poten-
tial to shape how young people view their church. If young people can see
their conference leaders as real people who really care about them —in-
stead of a bunch of old people who neither know them nor care about
them —that has enormous potential for the good of the administration, What Can I Do
the conference, and for the young people themselves. to Build Bridges?
The youth director can help connect the conference president with

the young people by consistently asking the president to be a part of the

conference’s youth program. Invite the president to camp where they can
spend a day or two there with you. Ask him/her to speak for the evening

service at camp. Have him/her do a Q&A about what he/she does (get

some questions from your young people in advance so that your president

and your young people are not just staring at each other).
Not only are those things good for the president, but they are also

good for you. The more the president understands about youth ministry,

the more supportive they are likely to be. And nothing will help him/her

understand what you are doing better than him/her being a part of what

you are doing.
Now, if this is something the president has not been accustomed to

doing, it may be hard to get them to come to camp or a Bible conference

at first. But here are three rules that I learned years ago as a young pastor

in a small district, trying to get the leaders of the church to come to my
small, out of the way district:

A. Ask

B. Ask early (this is critical; I discovered that I could get anyone I

wanted to come to my little district if I asked them far enough in
advance)

C. Keep asking
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Now, Here Are Four Things Not To Be

Don’t be irresponsible on social media.

This has become a huge problem and people have lost their jobs be-
cause of their social media posts.

Social media has a lot of potential for good; in fact, it has already
done a lot of good in connecting us as a worldwide Seventh-day Adventist
Church family.

But as a downside, social media gives everyone a platform without
requiring responsibility as to how that platform is used. Ladies and gen-
tlemen: There are some things that you cannot say about your employers
and still expect pay from your employers.

And please do not go down the “freedom of speech” road. That is
what an employee told me when they posted something negative on
social media about a leader in our church. I told them that this is not how
the Bible said we are to deal with differences, nor was that the way we
were going to deal with differences in our organization. I told that em-
ployee —in effect —that they had two choices: Take the post down or take
a hike. They immediately responded that they had freedom of speech.

Freedom of speech means that the government cannot regulate your
speech. That means that the government cannot stop you from saying
whatever you want to say about the President of the United States. It does
not say that you can say whatever you want about the president of your
conference.

There is no secular organization that is going to allow you to be disre-
spectful of your supervisors or undermine their objectives and still main-
tain your employment. You should not expect that in the Adventist Church,
either.

You should not expect to undermine the principle of tithe-paying,
for example —which, aside from being a spiritual issue that deals with
trusting God and obeying what He says, is also a fiscal issue, i.e., how the
conference deals with paying its employees.

Please understand that there are certain posts that when you hit
“Send” could cause you to be sent out of the door.

Don't let it happen to you.

Don’t be a part of something that will embarrass your
administration.

There are all kinds of people in your conference. An idea that may
seem cutting edge to you (and one that actually may be cutting edge) may
seem wildly radical and worldly to the constituents of your conference. A
good rule to follow is: Don’t set fires that someone else will have to
put out.

I remember a church whose favorite phrase in all the world seemed
to be, “We’ve never done this this way before.” As John Maxwell said of a
certain church, “Their idea of progress was moving backwards — slowly.”



The president of your conference is the president of the non-for- Ideas on Innovating
ward-looking people, too. He/she has to minister to them and lead them, With Your President
too—so do you.

So, before you do anything that is substantially different than the

norm, you owe him/her a conversation. When you go out on a limb, you
are taking the president with you. You owe it to him/her to see if they

really want to go.

Besides, if what you are doing will cause controversy with the “We
expect things to be done exactly the same way until the Lord comes, and

then, we expect them to be done the same way through the ceaseless

ages of eternity” crowd (and there are people like that in your conference)

and if you want the president to have your back when people complain
about you doing something cutting edge, then you need to tell him/her

upfront before you do it.

Don’t be fiscally irresponsible with the conference’s funds.

Youth directors operate some “big ticket” items such as youth camps,
youth congress, Pathfinder camporees, etc. Those events cost a lot of

money and are done in the name of the conference, which means the

conference is liable for any cost overruns.

I was blessed to have a fairly financially healthy conference when I
had the privilege of being an administrator. But even healthy conferences

tend to operate on a fairly narrow margin, i.e., there is not a whole lot of

margin between what the conference is anticipating spending and what
the conference is anticipating receiving.

So, when you operate a youth event and that event goes into the red,
that is money that the conference was not planning to spend and which it

Ideas on a Budget

may well have to take from some other place or ministry. If that happens

too many times, the conference starts getting into financial trouble.

Here is another way to look at it: In your personal budget, you have

the funds to pay your rent, mortgage, etc. But suppose that all of a sudden
you had to make room in your budget for your mortgage and my mort-

gage —without an increase in pay. That would be a problem. That is what

happens to the conference budget when you have an event that goes over
budget —they have to pay a bill that they were not expecting to have to

pay.

I remember a conference departmental director who had some very

good ideas for their department and some innovative things for their
department to do. The problem was that they were not very innovative

when it came to keeping their department out of the red. Well, actually

they were very innovative along those lines; they kept finding new ways to

operate in the red.

To make matters worse, they were rather combative when they were
asked why they kept operating in the red. That is not a very good com-

bination in terms of having a good relationship with your president. The

inability to control neither your attitude nor your spending is not good for
your career. That particular conference office finally had to make a per-

sonnel change.
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Different conferences operate differently—and that is certainly un-
derstandable. But here is a good rule of thumb: Do not try to be both the
chief executive officer and the chief financial officer of youth ministries
events at the same time. If it is not already a practice of your conference,
ask administration to assign you someone from the treasury department
to handle the finances for your youth events. (This is common practice in
many conferences.)

Don’t be disrespectful to the president.

There is a way to “speak truth to power.” And you are the voice of
young people who may well not have any other voice. But to be an effec-
tive voice, you must be a respectful voice.

When I was a conference administrator, I used to tell people if they
had an issue that they wanted me to address, but they were disrespectful
in how they addressed me, they would then force me to have to address
their disrespect, rather than addressing their issue. That would not seem
to be what the person raising the issue would want.

When you are disrespectful to leadership —aside from the fact that
disrespect is a moral issue —it also lessens your effectiveness. You are
going to lose people like me, who had it drilled into them when they were
growing up to be respectful of leadership, older people, authority, etc.

Let me give you an example:

When I was president, one of my college classmates was on the
conference executive committee. We got hired around the same time, we
were young pastoral interns together, our children were the same age, etc.
We were colleagues and friends. Then I became conference president.

For the next seven years —the time I was president —he never called
me anything but “Mr. President” —ever. Even when it was just him and I
talking on the phone, I was still “Mr. President.” I did not tell him to do
that; in fact, it sounded a little weird to me. We had both been college stu-
dents with barely two nickels to rub together. He knew me decades before
I became president. If I were going to put on airs, I wasn’t going to do
that with him. He knew me back “when.”

But as weird as it sounded for my friend to refuse to call me anything
other than “Mr. President,” I understood it. I was raised the same way
he was and if our situations were reversed, I would have done the same
thing. In fact, I had done the same thing for friends that became confer-
ence presidents before I got elected as one.

Now that may sound unnecessary, but we all are creatures of how we
were raised. So, before you decide that formality is an unnecessary and
unwelcome relic of the past, understand that your president may have
been raised the way I was: That even when you dislike the person, you can
never disrespect the position.

Suggestions on how to avoid appearing to disrespect
your president:

First, be sensitive to how you refer to the president. Some cul-
tures are more informal and everyone is on a first-name basis. That



seems to be more true of Caucasian culture than Black and Latino cul-
tures (the only three cultures with which I have any real experience).
A rule of thumb for me is: I refer to older individuals and individuals
in positions of authority by their title until they tell me to do otherwise.
For me, it is better to be considered overly formal than to be considered
disrespectful.
Second, your tone is important. In speaking with the president, a
sarcastic or mocking voice is usually going to be considered disrespect-
ful.
Third, if you think the president is wrong about a decision or
how he/she is relating to you, ask questions before making accu-
sations. There is a difference between saying to the president, “You just
don’t like me” and asking the president, “Have I done something that you
find offensive?” Don’t make accusations that you can’t prove —the focus
will tend to shift away from the issue that you want to address to the accu-
sation that you made.
Once I was having a dialog with someone who wanted a decision from
me. They said, “You can take Option X [which is what they wanted] or you My Next Steps
can take Option Y if you just want to prove that you have the power.” That ~ With My President
was offensive. I have never understood why people think insulting others

is a way to get them to move in the direction you want them to go. Ask

before accusing.
Fourth, where you say something is important. Try to share your

disagreements with the president in front of the smallest circle possi-

ble —ideally, when it is just the two of you. No one likes to be called out

publicly.
Fifth, many times, the problem is not what you say; it’s how you

say it. When I was an administrator, I was having a conversation with

a conference employee in which I told them something that they were

going to need to do. It was conference policy. But the first thing out of
their mouth was, “That’s not going to happen.”

I said, “Whoa, wait a minute. We need to end this conversation right

now because you are about to dig yourself into a hole that you will not be

able to get out of.”

Now, the person could have said, “Elder, respectfully, what you are
asking is going to be very difficult for me to do.” That wouldn’t have

changed the requirement — they were still going to have to do what I was

saying would have to be done —and they knew that. They had to have
known they were wrong for not doing it. (Hint: You do not want to be

both rude and wrong.)

But the conversation took a wrong turn by how they said what they

said. Sometimes, it's not what you say that is disrespectful —it's how you
say it.

Sixth, if you have an issue with the president, talk to them and

not about them. If you say something negative about the president, gen-

erally speaking, you should assume:
What you said will get back to them, and,

It will sound differently than you intended.

So, you are better off talking to the president yourself.
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The exception to that is if the person you are talking to about the
president is close to them and can be trusted to advise you how best to
approach the president in order to help you solve the problem, instead of
making the problem worse by running to the president ahead of you and
talking about you. For example, the conference secretary, ministerial di-
rector, or assistant to the president may be able to advise you on the best
way to approach the president.

Seventh, be forgiving. The president is not perfect. Neither are you.
You don'’t want your president judging you solely on the basis of your
worst moments. Don't judge your president on theirs.

Eighth, words matter. Careless, insensitive, disrespectful words can
destroy relationships — even relationships that are close.

Lastly, if there is a breakdown in the relationship, the truth is
most relationships are lost because one (or both) of the parties in-
volved refused to swallow their pride. A simple and sincere “I'm sorry”
would end most of the interpersonal problems in life.

Saying “I'm sorry” does not mean that you are accepting total re-
sponsibility for the breach in the relationship. Except for our relationship
with God, virtually every other relationship where there is some kind of
problem involves at least some responsibility on both parties. The respon-
sibility is usually not exactly the same but virtually every time, both parties
contributed something to the problem.

By saying “I'm sorry” you are taking responsibility for your part in the
problem —even if your part is small. You still are a part of whatever the
problem is.

You can’t confess someone else’s sins, but you can confess yours.
And maybe your confession of your part will help the other person (in this
case, the president) look at themselves and see the part they played as
well.

Think about it for a minute. If something that you did causes some
pain, hurt, embarrassment, etc., to someone else, shouldn’t you be sorry
for that —even if you didn’t intend to cause any harm and even if the pain,
hurt, or embarrassment is caused by the other person’s over-sensitiv-
ity? Still, wouldn’t you rather not have anything to do with anything that
caused someone pain? It's not about your intentions —it’s about their
feelings.

Think about this as well: If someone does something that causes
offense to you, do you really want to hear a defense from them? No, you
don’t. They don’t want one from you, either. In fact, defending an action
that offended someone else usually makes the offense worse. It is saying,
in effect, “You're saying what I did hurt you? Here is why I think what I did
[hurting you] was ok.” Does that sound like a good idea?

Yet, that is something that most of us do.

If your actions have —however unintentionally — caused pain or of-
fense, own that. Say, “I am sorry that what I did hurt you, offended you,
caused you pain,” etc.
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Do not make what you did worse with a non-apology. Here are some

examples:

“I'm sorry if you are offended.” Of course, I am offended. That is

what I am trying to tell you.

Or, this one, which is even worse:

“I'm sorry if you took it that way.” This “apology” really says that

the problem is not what I did to you, it's how you took it. That one is

not going to work, either.

What it comes down to is this: Are you more interested in winning
back a relationship or winning an argument?

Conclusion

May I close where I began, youth directors? Your relationship with
your conference president is one of the most important relationships in
the conference. Your relationship with your president can positively affect
their relationship with their conference —and maybe even their relation-
ship with God.

I know that a good relationship is what both of you want. May God
bless you both as you pursue it.
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“How can | have the kind of relationship with
my president that will mutually benefit us

in our term to achieve the mission of God’s
church, the conference, and the young
people that | serve?”

One of the most important relationships in the
conference is between the conference president and
the conference youth director. The youth director
has perhaps the largest single constituency in the
conference.

The youth director can shape how the next
generation of church members view the church.
They help form the perception that the young
people in the conference have of their leadership;
whether that perception is one of leaders that care
about them or a bunch of old people who really
don’t care and are therefore irrelevant to them.

If you want to have the best possible relationship
with your conference president, this guide is for you.
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