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It is a sad situation whenever a trained, experienced youth minister, 
doing what they are talented and gifted to do, quits because they burn 
out, not because they are called by God to minister elsewhere. 

It can be avoided. Really! People have written books on it. If you’re re-
ally at the end of your rope you should read some of them immediately. 
But here are some general principles that we can all keep in mind to 
stay fresh in ministry:
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Two Kinds of Fire
When Moses approached the burning 

bush, he was intrigued at the sight of “a 
bush blazing, but not burnt up” (Ex 3:2). St. 
Paul urged St. Timothy to “fan into flame 
the gift of God that you possess.” (2 Tim 1:6). 
And Jesus said, “I have come to set fire to 
the earth, and how I wish it were blazing 
already!” (Luke 12:49).

We are called to be set on fire with the 
Holy Spirit. This fire burns from within our 
hearts and fuels our every action. It waits 
for the Lord to lead, then follows in His 
way. It is a holy fire. 

But there is another kind of fire: the fire 
of our own effort. It was the fire that drove 
the Israelites to try to take the promised 
land by force after God told them not to 
(and tens of thousands of them died). It is 
a fire driven by our pride. It is a fire driven 
by impatience. It is a human fire.  

We are all called to be set on fire. But 
what fire is burning in you?

St. Paul wrote to the Galatians, “Having 
begun in the Spirit, can you be so stupid 
as to end in the flesh?” (Gal 3:3). There 
have been more than a few times in my life 
that I started out on fire with the Spirit, but 

ended up getting burned because I tried 
to do it by myself. 

Many times in ministry, the Lord gives 
us a vision. It is a vision of hope, a vision of 
what could be, a vision of what the Lord 
wants us to accomplish. But too often, we 
rush in, thinking that it is up to us to ac-
complish His will.  

Jesus doesn’t want us to work for Him. 
He wants to work with us and in us. God 
is more concerned about the ministry 
He does in you than the ministry you do 
for other people. The question we must 
contemplate in prayer is whether we treat 
Jesus like our boss or our Divine Lover?

The moment we start treating God as 
our boss is the moment when our holy fire 
becomes a human fire. We must keep our 
hearts fixed on the Lord. We must humbly 
embrace our limitations. We must be pa-
tient and wait for the Lord to move, then 
follow His path. 

Keeping our spiritual lives well ordered 
is the most important thing we can to do 
avoid burnout. Go to confession regularly, 
get a spiritual director and take a retreat 
once a year, one that you don’t have any 
part in leading!

The liberating power of “No.” 
The harvest is so plenty and the labor-

ers so few that we can be overwhelmed 
with ministry opportunities that pull us in 
a thousand different directions. The devil’s 
greatest temptation for youth ministers is 
not towards inactivity, but over-activity.

 If you want to avoid burnout, you have 

A Recipe for Burnout1. Stop praying. You spend all day working for the Church. Shouldn’t that 
be enough?

2. Say yes to every opportunity to help. Even if it has nothing to do with 
youth ministry. God wants you to be helpful to everyone, everywhere, 
all the time. NOW!

3. Be driven more by guilt than by love. You think you have it tough? 
Think of Jesus on the cross. Now get back to work. 4. Stay in a poor job environment where your talents and ministry are 

undervalued. Because you really don’t deserve better. See point 3.5. Leave (or stay in) ministry angry. And blame God while you’re at it. 

Have you ever heard the phrase, “The 
Lord helps those who help themselves”? I 
hate that phrase. Some people think it is 
in the Bible. It is not. Ben Franklin said it 
in Poor Richard’s Almanac, and he pulled 
it from Greek mythology: “The gods help 
those who help themselves.” The implication 
is that you’re on your own to do what needs 
to be done. 

St. Augustine has a more balanced saying: 
“Pray as though everything depended on 
God, and act as though everything depend-
ed on you.” If taken out of the context of St. 
Augustine’s theology, this saying might seem 
to be identical to what Ben Franklin said. 
But it is not. Prayer guides our actions and 
gives us the grace to do His will. It “depends 
on you” only as much as we are obedient to 
what God calls us to, working through the 
power of the Holy Spirit. 
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to learn to say, “No.” 
God doesn’t want us to do everything. He 

wants us to do something. When we try to 
do everything, we end up doing nothing. So, 
what do we say yes to, and what do we say 
no to?

The answer comes from discernment. 
Individual prayer is at the heart of it, but also 
seek advice from faithful people you trust. 

The biggest obstacle to refusing an offer is 
a false sense of guilt. Guilt is the gasoline of 
burnout. We say things like, “I should,” instead 
of, “I want to.” This just makes us feel trapped 
and used. 

Learning to turn things down leads us to 
a more focused “Yes.” It makes us more effec-
tive in ministry and more satisfied about the 
work we do. 

“We have you surrounded! Come out with 
your hands up!”

In war, surrounding the enemy means 
quick and easy victory. In our spiritual battle, 
the same holds true: we have to make sure 
we don’t get surrounded. 

How do we do that? Well, first of all, we 
have to make sure we’re not lone rangers. 
You are not the only person who has to 
minister to the youth. The parish community 
is supposed to minister to them, as well. 
Isolation means death. So, empower and 
encourage other adults to be a part of a 
life-changing ministry with teens. Remem-
ber, you are not asking them to help you 

because, after all, it’s not “your” ministry. 
Secondly, you’ve got to find a way to com-

municate well with the pastor and the parish 

staff. Don’t just assume they know what 
you’re doing. “Why should they care what I 
do?” Because you are part of a community. 
And let’s face it, the life of a youth minister 
can be confusing even to youth ministers!

There is no more fatal wound than being 
stabbed in the back, and many youth minis-
ters feel like they’ve been betrayed when it 
comes to their staff. There’s the passive-ag-
gressive secretary who doesn’t get messages 
to you. What about the finance manager 
who slashes your budget? Or maybe it’s the 
maintenance man who blames everything 
on the teens. 

Communication is the key to all relation-
ships. Don’t just bemoan how much you are 
misunderstood. Do something about it! I 
used to spend my Mondays walking around 
the office and talking about how great 
Sunday night was. When they realized that 
the Holy Spirit was changing lives (and that 
I was working hard when they weren’t in the 
office) they became much more supportive. 

But sadly, there are some things that can’t 
be fixed. Like any workplace, some parish of-
fices are unhealthy and counter-productive. 
If most burnout is caused by a lack of a 
spiritual life, being a part of a dysfunctional 
parish staff is a close second.. 

If you are in this situation, you 
have two options:

• Find a way to make it work
• Leave 

I’m not kidding about option two. Some 
parishes are so unhealthy that nothing gets 
done no matter how talented the people are 
who work there. The devil would love it if you 
stayed in an unworkable situation as long 
as you could, then quit in a fit of anger and 
never did ministry again. 

The Power of Praise 
The best thing to do if you feel like you are 

burning out is to praise God. 

Say wha?
I know it seems counter-intuitive. Our 

natural desire is to wail and lament. But 
Scripture shows us again and again the 
power of praising God in dire situations. 

Think of Paul and Silas. They were 
whipped, beaten, and put in the darkest dun-
geon. What did they do? They sang songs 
of praise. “Suddenly there was an earthquake 
that shook the prison to its foundations. All the 
door flew open and the chains fell from all the 
prisoners” (Acts 12:26).

Or, think of Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abed-Nego. When thrown in the blazing 
furnace, they praised the Lord. “Not a hair of 
their heads had been singed, their cloaks were 
not scorched, no smell of burning hung about 
them” (Daniel 3:27).

A prayer of praise “lauds God for His own 
sake and gives Him glory, quite beyond what 
He does, but simply because HE IS.” And the 
Eucharist “is the ‘sacrifice of praise’” (CCC 2639, 
2643).

Jesus loves you. He is bigger than your sin-
ful pride, crazy kids and parish politics. Give 
Him time to let Him love you and refresh you. 
He will quench your human fire with His liv-
ing water, and fan the holy flame within you 
by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

And then you’ll be burning bright instead 
of burning out. 
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Dare I suggest that you have a group of 
friends outside of ministry that can support 
you? And I’m not talking about supporting 
you as a youth minister, but supporting 
you as a person. Being a youth minister 
doesn’t give us a free pass from the regular 
problems of life.

We are called to be set on fire with the Holy Spirit. This fire burns 
from within our hearts and fuels our every action. It waits for the 

Lord to lead, then follows in His way. It is a holy fire. 
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