
Last month I completed my thirteenth year as a pastor. Who says 13 is unlucky? It was a great year for me personally 
and especially our church! As I reflect on my relatively short tenure in ministry, I’m struck by how much the world has 
changed in that time. We’re living in an era where more and more people are saying, “No thank you” to church. Their 
past experiences with church have left them wanting, sometimes even wounded. It seems that in America, churches 

have become the biggest obstacle to people finding a relationship with Jesus, which is an irony of ironies since we, the Church, 
are called his Body. 

As a pastor, I know this. I encounter it all the time. People are hungry for greater meaning. They seek mystery in their lives, and 
they are curious about Jesus and the things that might be unseen. But many of them no longer see the Church as a place to 
experience that. As I heard in one of our focus groups of unchurched people in West County last summer, “I would like church 
to be more interactive with the soul, not what I’m supposed to mumble at the time. I detest that … it doesn’t have meaning to 
anybody.” 

Through our research – both of what’s going on in the Church in America, and of what unchurched people in our community 
are saying – we’ve discovered that St. John breaks the mold in so many ways. In our focus groups, we spent time asking 
participants to describe their ideal church, the kind of church they would be interested in attending if it existed.
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Here are the things they envisioned:
· Inclusive, welcoming and accepting
· No judgment
· Accepting of all backgrounds/ non-denominational
· Feel connected to others in the church
· Not too large, not a mega-church
· Brings the community together
· Committed to helping local community
· Messages are personally relevant
· Grounded in the Bible, yet meaningful for today
· A balance of traditional and modern
· Relaxed and casual, not stuffy or rigid
· Programs to engage children and teens

As you read through the list, doesn’t that sound exactly like us? They were describing us as their ideal church! I was so 
encouraged by that, I hope you are too! But here’s the frustrating part: We discovered that few unchurched people know 
we exist! Even when we told them that we do exist, they were skeptical. Standing in their way is all the baggage from 
previous church experiences, general cultural attitudes toward Christianity, and closer to home, our perceived brand (If the 
word brand makes you uncomfortable, it’s only a shortcut for bigger concepts like reputation, identity, and personality). 
What we discovered is that even after explaining our true personality to these focus groups, their perceptions of us – based 
on things like the size of our campus (“hard to navigate”), our name (“sounds Catholic”), and our look (“seems like an office 
building or doctor’s office)” – made them doubt our claims. In short, who we are at our core is not clear and accessible to 
seekers out in our community. Or to put it another way: We have the real thing to offer, but our community has no idea. 

For the last year, I’ve been wrestling, praying, and conversing about what to do about all this. Finally, through some 
wise counsel and a constant burden (thanks to the Holy Spirit) I found a path to help us move forward in light of these 
revelations. In addition to talking with our Board of Directors and Elders, I formed a “Brand Advisory Team.” 

The vision behind the Brand Advisory Team is to get a diverse group of our own St. John people together to wrestle with all 
that I’ve been wrestling with and to see where God leads us. I intentionally invited people from a variety of backgrounds, 
age cohorts, tenures at St. John, and a good mix of gender. I’m grateful to the following individuals for being so open to 
talking, exploring, sharing, and praying about our church’s brand in our community: 

I’ve already met twice with our Brand Advisory Team (lively group!), and as we move forward, they will be having lots of 
conversations with people. In fact, maybe you’ve been part of such a conversation already. If not, feel free to seek these 
people out! They are excited to share what we’ve been working on and get your perspective on how we can better help 
people find Jesus here. 

One thing I know, the entire basis for my call into ministry 13 years ago is that I want people to see God as he really is, not 
who the world and even well-meaning Christians have made him. Here’s what I firmly believe: If we can first help people 
understand who we really are as a local church, they’ll without a doubt meet Jesus here. 
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BIG NEWS 
We are THRILLED to announce the launch of The Summit, a worship 
experience on Sunday evenings designed specifically for High School 
students. Here’s what a student can expect on a typical night:

After being welcomed in the lobby, students will be directed to the 
newly-renovated third floor of Cornerstone. After connecting with 
friends and mentors for a few minutes, students will play team games, 
sing with a student-led band, and hear a message that challenges 
and encourages them. After the message, students will split up into 
mentor-led small groups based on age and gender to discuss the 
teaching.

Why is this such a big deal?
This has been a long time coming. Over the last 3 years, student 
ministry directors and volunteers have been praying, laboring, and 
journeying towards a vibrant and growing high school ministry. Three 
years ago, we were a church that did a lot of things really well, but 
student ministry was not thriving. We made the decision to scrap all 

‘official’ high school gatherings and focus on getting to know students 
individually. (Because why would students want to come to a youth 
gathering where no one knew their name? or knew about their life?) 
We began visiting schools, learning the names of high schoolers 
serving in children’s ministry, and planning smaller get-to-know-you 
events so our staff and key volunteers could meet the amazing high 
school students already at St John. 

After 1.5 years of meeting with students outside the church walls 
and supporting them at games, recitals, and shows, we put First and 
Third in place. For the last 1.5 years, First and Third allowed students 
to gather in a large group twice a month on campus for a chance to 
worship and hear a message that addressed their specific life phase. 

How is this different than 
First and Third?
First and Third allowed us to continue to develop relationships with 
students until we had the capacity to run a weekly gathering for them, 
but it was never meant to be our permanent high school structure. 
We believe students grow best with a weekly touchpoint with an 
adult mentor who knows them and loves them. The Summit will give 
students that weekly touchpoint, and so much more! Having 
a weekly meeting allows momentum to grow, and it makes it easier 
for students to invite their friends to attend as well.

Please pray for us.
High school students across West County are searching for their 
identity and purpose. They are searching for the best life possible, 
but they don’t know that they will find their best life and their identity 
in Jesus! We are passionate about sharing this truth with students. 
Please pray that The Summit will communicate God’s love to teens 
from all over West County. Pray that 75 students come to the launch. 
Pray that God directs all our preparations and receives all the glory for 
all things related to The Summit.

Launch August 27 
4:30–6:00 pm
Meeting dates at 
stjstl.net/students

By Pua Coffman | Associate Director of Student Ministry

As Summer comes to a close, we celebrate a successful season in 
children’s and student ministry. Vacation Bible School brought over 
800 children onto our campus in June to learn at Maker Fun Factory 
that they are built by God and made for a purpose. Not only did 
preschoolers through 5th grade learn this, over 500 volunteers were 
also reminded of God’s love. Of those volunteers, 330 served as crew 
leaders during the week. Crew leaders ranged in age from 13–18. Each 
crew leader was responsible for three to six kids in their crew, leading 
their group around campus for worship, Bible story, and games! 

Weeks after VBS passed, I heard many people thank our adult 
volunteers for their service during that week. I agree that without their 
efforts, VBS could not have happened. But even more so, we could 
not have held a safe and impactful VBS without the 330 students who 
serve as Crew Leaders. 

Sam Mickel was just one of the hundreds of student leaders who 
served. Sam has attended VBS for 12 years now, serving five of those 
as a crew leader.

I asked Sam, “What’s the best thing about being a crew leader?”  
to which he replied “Hanging out with the kids by far!”

As fun as it was, being a crew leader comes with difficulties. Sam 
explained that the hardest part was dealing with challenging kids in 
the group. What has Sam learned about dealing with challenging kids? 

“Set boundaries and negotiate with them.” Sam says. He continued, 
“Even with the challenges, I keep coming back each year for the 
kids. Seeing the kids happy, makes me happy.” Sam feels that he has 
become more connected to St. John throughout his years at VBS and 
is honored to serve and tell the next generation about the good news 
of Jesus!

After each morning of VBS, Sam attended ExtremVBS. EVBS is 
for incoming sixth grade through high school students to have an 
afternoon of connecting with friends and having fun after serving at 
VBS in the morning. After being fed lunch, the students are spilt up 
into their grade levels and adventure out to places across the St. Louis 
area. Some activities included an afternoon at the City Museum, Upper 
Limits, Aquaport, paintballing, and many more! Sam says that Extreme 
VBS is different from any other camp he has attended because 

everyone is so nice and he has never met a mean person there. “It’s 
so easy to make new friends. Plus they (St John) take you to awesome 
places!”

With 330 crew leaders, it is almost impossible to oversee them all. 
To help delegate the role of Crew Leader Director, the role of Crew 
Leader Coach was put into place. Six upper classmen in high school 
or college students are selected to guide and assist the crew leaders 
of each grade. One of the Crew leader coaches this year was Jaime 
Spechinger. 

Jaime will be a junior this fall at Marquette High School, and she 
has spent the past 5 years of VBS serving as a crew leader. I had the 
opportunity to talk to Jaime after VBS and I got to ask her a little more 
about how her week went and what she thought of her new role. 
When asked why she agreed to the job she replied, “Seeing other 
people do it (be a coach) seemed fun and it was something new to 
try.” Jaime did miss forming those close personal relationships with 
each child in the crew, but she got to know the other crew leaders 
and gained responsibility working with them.

Jaime was the Crew Leader Coach over the preschool and 
kindergarten Crew Leaders and dealt with everything from tantrums 
and potty accidents to finding misplaced children. Jaime said that the 
biggest stressor for her was “Crying kids!” Jaime saw plenty of those 
and had to bring peace to the stressed child and the stressed crew 
leader. She felt she really succeeded in helping everyone follow their 
schedule and getting kids where they were supposed to be. In the 
end, the stress and chaos was worth it for Jaime. She saw kids who 
had never been to ANY church before that were learning about Jesus. 
A parent even approached Jaime and asked her for more information 
about the preschool program offered at St. John by a family. When 
I asked if she would do it again next year she responded, “Definitely!”

Sam and Jaime are two examples of the tremendous leaders we have 
in student ministry. As we raise the next generation of world changers, 
it is crucial to give them opportunities to grow in faith, responsibility, 
and service. We are excited to see Sam and Jaime (and hundreds 
more!) back next year at VBS 2018 Shipwrecked and Rescued by Jesus, 
June 18–22.

By Sam Hensel | Next Generation Intern
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