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Chapter Two 
 

 
 

Getting to Know You: 
A Relational Approach 

First Assembly of God 
San Diego, California 

 
 

Imagine yourself sitting in a worship service hearing your 
pastor talk about the importance of ministry to children. In fact, 
he frequently mentions that the church needs its very best people 
working with its next generation. The pastor asks the best 
theologians to serve in the children’s program. And to prove that 
the church places its highest value on its children, once a year a 
special announcement and commitment card are placed in the 
pew soliciting volunteers for the children’s ministry only. Well, 
welcome to First Assembly of God in San Diego, California. 
Children’s pastor, Jay Hostetler, tells us about this remarkable 
ministry. 
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Relational Ministry 
+ + + + + + + 

There are two things that I think are really important for 
recruiting volunteers. The first is that I model personal 
involvement in teaching. In the past, the church has had some 
administrative type of recruiters who just filled in the slots. They 
lacked a hands-on approach to ministry. So when I came here 
thirteen years ago as minister to children, the first thing I did was 
to take an active role in leadership. At that time I directed the 
children’s church program. I wanted people to see that I was 
interested and involved in doing ministry myself. People learn by 
example, so as they saw me getting involved, it became easier to 
recruit people to join in. 

The second thing that is really important to me, and I think it 
is one of my strengths, is the relational base of ministry. I spend a 
lot of time with people in restaurants, on golf courses, sharing my 
vision and articulating ministry goals. I’m always building 
relationships. Why? Because even though we do the same things 
other churches do, such as membership surveys, pulpit 
announcements and focused presentations, our recruitment 
effectiveness seems to come down to having relationships with 
people. Because of these relationships, I am able to say to a 
person, “Come alongside and help us.” 

I need to model relationship building with my people if I 
want them to build relationships with children. Our whole 
philosophy of recruiting is based on the philosophy of 
relationships. Procedurally, that’s important for me. To me, the 
relational side of recruiting in churches has often been 
overlooked. Some church leaders tend to be more task-oriented, 
more ministry description-oriented. I do those things, too, but if 
my focus is only on the task and not on the person, then I will 
always end up with a system that is just nuts and bolts. It’s not 
going to be focused on ministry to the kids. 

Personal invitations are critical to the growth of our volunteer 
staff. I don’t want people to serve the children just because they 
have a relationship with me, but at the same time, it seems to work 
when we’re friends and I know them well enough that I can 
anticipate some of their needs. 

Longevity in ministry is also a real advantage in the 
recruitment of volunteers. With longevity we build credibility and 
enlarge our relational nets, which has been a real plus for us. I 
have been at First Assembly for thirteen years; our senior minister 
has served for twenty-eight years; many of our key leaders have 
served for multiple years. 

The longer we are in a particular church, the easier it is to 
identify various recruiting pools. Right now we’re experiencing a 
growing recruiting pool among senior adults. Many seniors have 
both time and financial reserves, and are investing themselves in 
ministry. Young couples who are considering having children are 
another great recruiting pool. Young parents are a mixed bag: 
some are too busy to help, others want a change of pace when 
they come to church, while still others make some of our best 
workers. 

The whole relational side of recruiting volunteers has not 
been emphasized enough. Yet this is how we can draw the most 
people who will serve for the right reasons. We can do large 
campaigns and get people to serve out of guilt, but those people 
usually end up serving for only a few months. Then they decide it 
just isn’t what they want to do. But when we are getting to know 
people on a relational basis, we have a better chance of matching 
their skill level to a ministry need. Then we will have them for the 
long term. I have some people who have served with me every 
year for the entire thirteen years that I have been here. 
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Retention Is the Key 
+ + + + + + + 

I don’t want to be seen as some kind of professional 
headhunter, but as a person who moves among the flock and cares 
for them. I’ve always tried to get involved in what my volunteers 
are doing to the extent that if I’m not teaching a class, I’ll walk 
around and make sure that teacher needs are met and they’re 
happy with what they are doing. It amazes me that some pastors 
don’t realize that it is the retention of volunteers that is the key to 
staffing. 

At First Assembly, we minister to about five hundred children 
on Sunday mornings. Fortunately, we maintain an 80 to 85 
percent retention rate with our staff from year to year. Obviously 
that makes my job of recruiting a lot easier than a pastor with 30 
to 50 percent turnover each year. When I have to recruit only 15 
percent new staff, our whole ministry runs more smoothly. 

It is also interesting to note that with my long tenure at First 
Assembly, I have run through an entire cycle of parents: Parents 
of now high school- and college-aged kids are still teaching and I 
once recruited them to work in the nursery. I have the benefit of 
some mature people who still work in the system but who have 
moved on to assist with their teenagers and college-aged kids in 
specific ministries. The longevity side of retention has tremendous 
benefits. 

As the primary person responsible for recruitment, it’s 
beneficial to meet as many people as possible. For example, it’s 
important for me to know the parents of younger children, so I 
teach a young couple’s class even though as the children’s pastor, 
I have full responsibility on Sundays for the children’s program. 
Teaching a class affords new relationships with younger adults, 
and I am getting to know their children. This is also a tremendous 
recruiting pool. Without even asking, these people have come and 
asked, “Do you need help?” 

We do not limit our recruitment to members only. We have 
people serving in ministry leadership who are not yet members. 
We encourage people to pursue membership, but we have never 
felt it was essential to serving. Some churches have particular 
requirements regarding membership, but we have a rather open 
policy. We encourage attendees to become members, but it is not 
mandatory in order for them to serve in the children’s ministry 
program. If they have been around a while, we have records of 
their involvement level. 

We note when people first become active at First Assembly 
through our computer records. We become better acquainted with 
many of them as they get more involved in our programs. If there 
is somebody that I don’t know or haven’t seen around, I rely on 
our leadership for a reference. Frequently another leader knows 
the person from a study group, a counseling situation, or another 
service area. I’ll ask his opinion of that person—what has he 
observed? We have a pretty good pastoral and leadership network 
that helps us with backgrounds. 

Discovering People's Ministry Interests 
+ + + + + + + 

The first part of every year, we take a ministry census 
throughout the church. A ministry form is distributed during both 
of our Sunday morning services, and we actually take the time 
during the service to fill this out. The form covers ministries and 
areas where they feel gifted, including ministries with children, 
youth, adults, and so on. I have had as many as eighty and as few 
as thirty people indicate interest in working in children’s 
ministries. 

Once a quarter we have a membership seminar. The various 
ministries of the church are introduced in the sessions, and we get 
prospects from that recruitment pool as well. 
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Hospitality/informational calls are a third way we learn about 
the interests of potential volunteers. Every person who visits our 
church is sent a follow-up letter. An enclosed form asks questions 
such as, “Do you have interest in the children’s ministry 
program?” These new or recent attenders are encouraged to return 
the survey via the self-addressed stamped envelope. These forms 
are entirely for informational purposes and we don’t violate that 
by using it as a recruiting tool. However, say, for example, that 
I’m talking to a person on the phone and tell them, “Here is the 
information on our children’s choir.” If they respond with, “You 
know, at my other church I was involved with the children’s choir 
and wondered if it was possible to get involved here,” well, of 
course I’m more than eager to help them! Hospitality calls are not 
primarily recruiting calls; they are informational calls. But they 
often lead to questions about involvement, which gives us another 
opportunity to recruit 

A fourth stream in our recruiting process is the utilization of a 
children’s ministry announcement. Each year in May, we invite 
people to consider working with our children. This invitation is 
for children’s workers only, not volunteers in general. The three-
week campaign has only one pulpit announcement, and then we 
leave response cards in the pew racks for three Sundays. The 
completed cards can be placed in an offering plate. This public 
announcement has been very successful for us, and every year has 
led to a number of new contacts. We’ve written blurbs in the 
general church newsletter, but we don’t get much response from 
that. 

We can do that focused announcement on Sunday morning 
because our senior pastor visibly supports our children’s ministry. 
That is probably what drew me to him thirteen years ago. He 
stands behind me and has always said that recruiting is our 
responsibility—it’s not just my responsibility. He has been very 
involved with recruiting and will often make the initial 
announcement that sets off this three-week campaign. When he 

personally makes that announcement, it carries an enormous 
amount of clout with the church fellowship. 

This endorsement for children’s ministries is permitted 
because no other ministry in the church is responsible for the 
number of volunteers that we need, though a close second may be 
the music ministry because of the need for orchestra and choir 
people. Because children’s ministry utilizes a full staff for both 
Sunday morning services and the Wednesday night programs, 
we’re looking at numbers that are larger than what anybody else 
on staff is managing. 

The Benefit of Team Teaching 
+ + + + + + + 

For both healthy teacher-student relationships and good 
classroom management, we work toward having low teacher-
student ratios. We aim for ratios in early childhood of about 1 to 
4, and a ratio of 1 to 6 in elementary. We have come pretty close 
to those ratios, but we have more difficulty finding volunteers to 
work in early childhood than with older children. Perhaps some 
mistakenly view this work as child care rather than ministry. Still, 
we try to stay as close to the ratios as we can. 

Team teaching gives us a bit more flexibility We can lower 
our ratios by having, for lack of a better term, non-skilled 
children’s ministry personnel assisting. Sometimes these are 
people who are just investigating the possibility of working in a 
particular program. We place them in a classroom for two or three 
weeks with the regular teachers. This yields a better teacher-
student ratio and helps people come into the system. Team 
teaching also allows us to utilize teenagers with our experienced 
workers. This has proven to be a great way to turn some of those 
kids on to ministry. Over time, many have become lead teachers 
themselves. 
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Personal Interviews 
+ + + + + + + 

Every time I interview volunteers, I come out of those 
interviews with a ministry profile. This is not entered into the 
computer at this point. It is a paper copy consisting of their 
ministry survey and my notes. We ask prospective workers to 
complete the survey and bring it to the interview we have 
together. Sometimes they have questions or uncompleted areas. 
We simply finish those in my office. 

To ensure that we have a good mixture of people, I’m 
constantly looking at those files and asking, “How does this 
person match up with that person? Would this be a team that 
would work well together?” As the process continues, I probably 
go through every single profile twice a week. 

By the time I’m done with that process, I have over two 
hundred profiles in my file, and a pretty good feeling about who’s 
going to serve where. That information is gleaned out of the 
personal interviews I conduct each year with every prospective 
worker and returning 

A Heart for Kids 
+ + + + + + + 

I really want to find people who have a heart for children. We 
can train people to work with children, but we cannot train them 
to have a heart for kids. I try to communicate to the volunteers 
how we can make an impact on the next generation. 

When I first came to First Assembly, I told people that within 
a short time, prospective volunteers would have to be placed on a 
waiting list. We haven’t reached that point yet, though we have 
come close on a couple of occasions. Obviously, we would never 
have anybody wait; we would find a place for them to serve. But I 
believe that when we invite people to work in the church, we often 

go about it all wrong. Unfortunately, the emphasis is, “I hope you 
will do this because we really can’t find anybody else who will.” 

By contrast, when we raise the expectations and tell people it 
is a privilege to work with kids, they value service. At First 
Assembly, we have worked hard to raise the standard and let 
people know that working with kids is a privilege. We don’t take 
just anybody. We only take people who are willing to make a 
difference in the lives of children. This attitude communicates a 
whole different philosophy to people. 

Our senior pastor is constantly encouraging me and saying 
that the best theologians in the church need to be working in the 
children’s program. When he says that publicly, it means a lot and 
tells people that we want our very best people working with kids. 
We want disciplined, spiritual people who are interested in 
making a difference in the lives of kids. 

Through all of the networking we do and the relationships we 
develop, we try to establish the value that if you are a part of our 
children’s ministry, you are participating in a high calling. You 
have been screened, you've been talked to specifically about your 
role, and you are a special person because you are sharing your 
life with God’s children. 

 
+ + + + + + + 

During President Clinton’s first presidential campaign, he 
had one slogan plastered all over his offices: “It’s the economy, 
Stupid.” He wanted to make sure he remembered the main thing 
that was of concern to the American people. In a similar way, 
those of us who are involved in Christian ministry would benefit 
by remembering: “It’s relationships, Stupid.” Okay, perhaps we 
shouldn’t call ourselves stupid, but frequently we act as if the 
main thing is the programming. 
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The effective volunteer ministry at First Assembly of God in 
San Diego is attributed primarily to the networking of 
relationships built by their executive leadership. People are leery 
of a professional headhunter who is trying to fill a slot with their 
body But they trust a friend whose heart they know, who offers an 
invitation to invest their lives in meaningful ministry. 

The old Fram Filter commercial used to say: “You can pay 
me now or you can pay me later “Jay Hostetler and the team at 
First Assembly of God prefer to spend their time up front making 
sure they place the right people in the right ministry job. Yet their 
investment on the front end—relationship building and 
interviewing—pays off with an astounding 85 percent retention 
rate of their teachers. Churches that do this initial type of 
relationship building, as well as caring for their volunteers 
throughout their tenure, will build an effective team of volunteer 
leaders. 

 

 

 

 


