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10 “MUSTS” 

BEFORE YOUR SUNDAY SCHOOL CAN GROW 

 By Mike Tompkins 

Director of Missions 

Comanche-Cotton Baptist Association 

 

  

Introduction 

In 1966 I was I received an invitation from Uncle Sam to "see the 

world" in the uniform of the  U.S. Army. Got on an airplane and 

flew to Ft Polk Louisiana. There, for the next 10 weeks I learned 

what must happen for me to be a soldier and stay alive in the 

jungles of Southeast Asia. Survival  techniques were taught, not as 

an optional way of life, but as an essential means of survival. We 

drilled and drilled in the sweltering hot Louisiana summer days. 

With loaded backpacks and heavy weapons we trudged, trotted and 

tried to endure the rigors of Basic Training.  

 I had been a farm boy growing up but often heard that old song, 

"You're in the army now, you're not behind a plow, you'll never get 

rich, a diggin' a ditch, you're in the army now."  
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From a green draftee, I began to come to terms with the musts of a 

soldier’s life. I learned how to dress, how to salute, and march,  

and  how to get out of the bunk in the morning and how to turn in 

at night. It was necessary for me to learn how to be who I had 

become.  

 It is also necessary for Pastors to learn to be who they have 

become. The business of growing into a great soldier is a matter of 

learning the MUSTS. The business of growing into a great Sunday 

School Pastor is a matter of learning the MUSTS.  While I do not 

pretend to exhaust this list, permit me to suggest 10 MUSTS 

before your Sunday School can grow. 
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MUST # 1 

MUST GET IN TOUCH WITH CURRENT S.S REALITY 

 If you’re not in touch with important facts such as your current 

Sunday School Enrollment, number of Weekly Contacts, current 

ratio of workers to enrollees, number of apprentice teachers being 

trained and numbers of available space for new classes needed, get 

with it!!!  Get with your Sunday School Director, Sunday School 

Secretary and dig, dig, dig. Find out why your Sunday School is 

flat-lined. Discover why attendance is in decline. Find out why 

growth is halted and be prepared to re-launch the greatest team in 

town. “I’m very concerned about my Sunday School attendance” 

you say.  That’s probably  true…if you’re growing.  If you’re not 

growing, I doubt that you’re all that concerned. Our actions prove 

our concerns. Let me tell you a story. It’s the story of a Killer 

Kidney. 

 My doctor became concerned about my kidney function.  Sent 

me to a Nephrologist, don’t ya know. Yeah, I didn’t know what it 

meant either, but I found out.  Man was it spooky. He sat across 

the room, behind a laptop computer screen, never look at me 

uttering only the words 36%. I’m thinking, 36% of what????” I 
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finally screwed up the courage to say, “Excuse me Dr. What’s 

36%”.? His answer, “You only have 36% kidney function.”  I 

asked with more genuine concern than I have words to express. 

“Am I going to live or die?” His cold, dispassionate response went 

like this. “Come back in a week and I will tell you.”  Well, I spent 

a month that week worrying about what my next visit would 

reveal. The Dr. did tell me that my diet must improve and exercise 

would be a must. Say now…guess what happened in one week. I 

started walking three miles a day and my diet changed from 

baaaaad  to  goooood! I cut out doughnuts and ice cream with 

chocolate syrup, cookies and bread, and I love bread. If it didn’t 

taste like cardboard or Styrofoam, I spit it out. In one week my 

kidney function went from 36% to 55% and now it’s in great 

shape.  

 Did you notice when I moved from saying “I believe”, to when I 

did believe? It was when the Dr. put me in touch with reality. Too 

many Pastors, busy with a thousand other things and have little 

time, and perhaps training to get in touch with their current Sunday 

School reality. Reality is, if you’re not growing your church by 
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growing your Sunday School, you’re church is either plateaued or 

in decline 

 I’ve never known of a Pastor who got serious about Sunday 

School who did not first get in touch with their current Sunday 

School Reality. And remember, IT’S NOBODY’S 

RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS! 
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MUST # 2 

BE DISSATISFIED WITH YOUR CURRENT S.S. REALITY. 

 It’s very important that the Pastor know what is happening with 

the Sunday School and become dissatisfied when it is not going 

well. Set your standard HIGH! There is no dishonor to the Lord if 

your Sunday School must be small for a lack of prospects. 

Conversely, it is dishonoring to the Lord when a small church 

could grow if a weak, anemic Sunday School were strengthened 

and refocused on growth. You must be dissatisfied with your 

current reality enough to do something about it. When 

dissatisfaction sets in, it can bring incredible results. I’ve got to tell 

you this story. If I were writing a book, this chapter would be 

titled, the Case of the Cluttered Classrooms.  

 While serving as an interim pastor recently, I spent time walking 

through the church looking from room to room. Half the rooms 

were full of junk, remnants of long past Easter and Christmas 

programs, various outdated church furniture as well as castaway 

furniture once belonging to church members. In the next business 

conference I announced that the first thing I would do, if I were 
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Pastor, is to back a dump truck up to the end of the educational 

building and take all that stuff to the dump. Man, Oh Man did I 

hear an outcry! Against my idea?  No, For It! They loved the idea. 

The very next Saturday we started the clean-up campaign. And 

guess what!!! 

 When we kicked off our Fall Sunday School Enlargement 

Campaign, all those rooms which had been filled with clutter were 

filled with kids. The attendance grew from 55 to 105 and the 

church was off and growing. That little church had been beset by 

fighting and conflict. Pastors had come and gone, most of the time, 

because they were being fired. It was at the point of correcting 

their Sunday School dissatisfaction that greater care was taken in 

calling the right pastor than ever before. What a wonderful, 

growing church it is now. But not before this church became 

dissatisfied with the state of their church building and Sunday 

School attendance. Perhaps you need to become dissatisfied with 

the state of your Sunday School, cause, IT’S NOBODY’S 

RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS! 
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MUST # 3 

MUST BE PROSPECT CONCIOUS AND SOUL SENSITIVE. 

 Ok, dude, its pick and shovel time. Take another look around 

you. And that's really the deal here! Too many of us are inward 

focused and not outward focused. A number of years ago I heard a 

speaker challenge the crowd with the question, "What is the most 

important word in the great commission?" Everyone in the group 

began suggesting those words that seem reasonable. Words like 

"Go", "Make Disciples", "Baptizing" and "Teaching" were thrown 

out. Nope, Nope, Nope came the response from the leader. Well 

what could that important word be?  Came the answer....the word 

"Them". BaaaaahhhhZiiiiing!!!! Of course! To whom would we go 

if not "Them?" Of whom would we make disciples, if not "Them?" 

Who would we baptize, if not "Them?" Who would we teach, if 

not "Them?" The most forgotten persons, real persons, flesh and 

blood persons, needy persons, sinful persons, in our reach are the 

lost the lonely, the failed and the fallen for whom Jesus came to 

live and die. Hey dude, get your head up and look around you. 

Look at the dude who just climbed off a Harley and stands in line 

at the burger shack. Look at the poor haggard lady with six kids all 
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fighting to get on the horse at the grocery store while driving the 

manager crazy. Look at the lost bankers and real estate 

professionals as well as that new teacher in school as well as the 

newly arrived coach, (We all know they come and go on a regular 

basis).  

 Become a PROSPECTOR. I was with one of our pastors one 

day, driving around in a new addition. We carefully drove around a 

car partially blocking the street. The young couple was standing 

arm in arm in the middle of what would be a new home. The 

footing had been poured and they must have been waiting on the 

slab to be poured also. I could just see them standing there in love 

with each other and their new house and their bright future. I'm all 

ready to jump out of the car and enroll them in Sunday School and 

share the witness of my joyful walk with the Lord when the pastor 

began to criticize the way their car was parked, as we drove on 

down the street apparently oblivious to the possibility that these 

young people could be prospects.  

 In the town where I served First Baptist Church, a U-Haul truck 

coming through town announced the arrival of a new prospect. I 

grew accustomed to following U-Hauls through town and stop 
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where they stopped. Before they had the back door open, I was out 

greeting them, extending to them to town and as the opportunity 

seemed appropriate, I mined for information and enrolled them in 

Sunday School. I would go to basketball and baseball games with a 

small notepad and pen. I would wrangle introductions to people I 

had not met from everyone around me. One day, while mowing my 

lawn at our house across from the church, a car turned the corner 

and drove in front of the church very slowly. He seemed to be 

looking for at church. I jumped in my car and followed him, at a 

distance, until he pulled into a drive way. I got out of the car and 

with a Pepsodent smile, strode up the driveway with hand 

extended. What I learned was, he was a Christian, a member of a 

very different denomination from mine. He was looking at the 

architecture of our church as he slowly passed by. This time I did 

not discover a prospect, but I did make a fast friend for the 

remainder of my tenure there. And though we were poles apart on 

our doctrine, we were very close friends for years. Prospects’ are 

golden. They will not report in. You must take the initiative to find 

them, cause IT'S NOBODY'S RESPONSIBIITY BUT YOURS. 

 



11 
 

MUST # 4 

MUST POSSES PASSION, AND IT MUST POSSESS YOU. 

 Leadership in any arena is for passionate people! Not matter 

what the cause, the mediocre, meek and mild will never execute 

change. If you are going to move your Sunday School off the 

launching pad to soar to new heights to growth, prepare for 

passion. Clear the decks brother, pray hard, plan hard and give 

your enthusiastic best in leading everyone around you to join you 

on the journey. You must have passion for growth. 

 What turns you on? What pushes your buttons? What makes you 

want to jump up and shout for joy? Does it take a Baseball, 

Basketball or Football game. I’m amazed at the people who can 

jump up and down and act like they’ve lost their ever-lovin minds 

at a sports event and look like they’re wearing a toe tag in church. 

If you’re going to grow a Sunday School, you’re going to have to 

be energetic, optimistic and ready to celebrate everything and 

everyone along the way. Your spirit, attitude, encouragement and 

motivational skills are at work in all you do, especially when you 

are working with volunteers.  
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 Every person around you wants to do something extraordinary 

but may lack the very qualification your gifted leadership can 

provide. Look forward to it! Love it! Thrive on it! Cause IT’S 

NOBODY’S RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS!    
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MUST # 5 

MUST HAVE "RIP THE SEAMS" VISION S.S. GROWTH. 

 Most churches are on plateau or in serious decline. What about 

yours? Most church people don’t have a clue what direction the 

church should go. What about you? If your church is going to go 

forward and grow upward, you are the leader, then lead! If you are 

going to lead, you must have direction. The Tompkins family took 

vacations throughout my growing up years. All eight of us would 

pile in the Pontiac station wagon and off we’d go. Went to 

Colorado one year and toured the zoo and museum. When to the 

gulf one year and waded in surf. Went to Mexico one year and 

watched my mom frustrate a kindly little shop keeper who finally 

sold her his wares. And we would go to Arkansas, Buck Mountain, 

Arkansas to be exact. Up, up, up the mountain we would drive til 

we came to the old Tompkins home place. How did we find all 

these places? Dad knew exactly where we were going when we 

pulled out of the driveway. Do you know where you and your 

Sunday School are going?  
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 Vision means you know where you’re going. Your people would 

love you if you had vision and communicated that vision with 

clarity. Tell your people what the Lord has shown you. People 

around you are hungry to join the journey of one who knows where 

he is going and feels safe joining him on the journey. Church 

people want you to have a vision.  ‘They want you to be the leader. 

So….lead. But, make sure you know where you’re going and 

you’ve covered all the planning and preparation bases. People 

around you are looking for something worth believing in and 

investing time and attention in. But people will not follow your 

leadership if they do not feel safe. If you can cast your vision, a 

“Seam-Ripping, Challenging, Rewarding Vision”, and people 

believe that you believe in your vision, they will join you in your 

vision and feel that the journey is safe. You must have a vision.  

 For years I’ve watched what turns church people on. I will tell 

you this. No small, anemic, plan will do it. I will also tell you this. 

Do not underestimate the appetite of your people for adventure and 

hard work, if it’s worthy of their time and attention. IT’S 

NOBODY’S RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS!   
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MUST # 6 

MUST TRUST GOD AND DEVELOP A STRATEGIC PLAN. 

 Oh brothers….here’s where the grey matter is needed. Planning 

is not for the faint of heart and certainly not for those who do not 

know how. Now, the good news. It’s easy to learn.  

 You don’t begin at the beginning…at least not in the beginning. 

You don’t start where you are…you start with where you want to 

go. You will eventually start where you are, to get to where you 

want to go, but, you must first decide where you want to go, before 

you can start from the start to get there!!!! Does your brain feel 

like a pretzel yet? Ok, I’m just messing with you.  

 Here’s the deal. To plan a trip, you decide where you want to go 

before you leave home, and then you can know how to plan. 

Before you can grow your Sunday School, you must decide how 

much you want to grow, then you plan.  

 For instance, knowing that Sunday School Attendance is 

normally somewhere around 50% of the Enrollment, it following 

that to increase your Attendance, your Enrollment must increase.  
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 Example, First Baptist Church, Somewhere has an Enrollment of 

200 and an average attendance of 100. First Baptist Church wants 

to see their average attendance grow to 150 in one month. To 

accomplish this worthy feat of faith and faithfulness, First Baptist 

is going to Enroll 100 new people from Bed Babies to Adult 5, to 

give them the grand total of 300 Enrolled and the likely prospect of 

reaching an Average Attendance of 150. 

 Let me tell you the true story I think of as the Coors Connection. 

I was starting a bus ministry when I asked a Deacon to go visit a 

family who had children I wanted to pick up on the bus the next 

Sunday morning. Upon his return, he seemed scared to death and 

told me about this huge, menacing dude who lived there. Didn’t 

make much headway on his visit, so I promised I would go back 

the next day. Had to get those kids on the bus the next Lord’s Day. 

Well guess what I ran into…yeah, that big dude! Now, here’s what 

happened. The guy,  came to the door, a full head taller than me, 

sleeves rolled up, shirt unbuttoned to his middle and hairy, man he 

was hairy as an ape. He steps out on the front porch and gruffly 

muttered, “Whacha want here, boy?” The COORS bear logo on his 

shirt seemed to glow like a bright red neon sign, screaming   



17 
 

COOOORRRRS, COOOOORRRRS, Go Away, Don’t Bother Me 

boy!!!! I'll eat you alive boy!!!! I swallowed hard and said, “I’ve 

come to enroll you and your entire family in Sunday School at our 

church.” “Nope” he responded,  “We’ll never come.” 

Remembering my training at Glorieta that only 50% of Sunday 

School Enrollment will be in attendance, I was not to be put off 

and so I continued, “You’re just the guy I’m looking for. Now tell 

me again that if you enroll, you will promise not to come.” 

Amazed, he says, “What did you say?” “I said, I need you to enroll 

and promise that you’ll never come.” “Come in the house.” He 

said, “I want you to tell mama what you just told me. “Ok”, says I. 

We opened the door and there she sat, beer in her one hand and 

cigarette in the other and beer cans all over the house. My new 

friend spoke up. “Mama, here’s a man who says he wants us to 

enroll in Sunday School at his church he wants us to promise not to 

come.” “Tell me more” she said with obvious interest in this odd 

request. I explained, “You see”, I said, “There are laws of Sunday 

School growth that say that only 50% of those enrolled will ever 

attend. The way I figure it, I said, I have to have you enrolled and 

not coming to enroll someone else who will come.” “Tell me why 

we should.” He said, “Well, let me ask you as question, have either 
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of you ever been sick?” “Yeah”, he answered. Just this past spring, 

my wife got sick and had to be in the hospital for an extended 

stay.” “How did you handle that”, says I. “Hey it was hard, I sat for 

hours in the hospital room and then in the hallway and then back to 

the room.” “Did anyone come to visit from the church”. “No”, he 

said. No one knew and if they had known, they wouldn’t have 

cared. “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong” says I. “If you allow me to 

enroll you in Sunday School, I can guarantee you that your family 

will become the object of genuine, Christian love in good times 

and in bad. If you, your wife or your children ever get sick again, 

not only will someone know, someone will care and reach out to 

help. Your children will cared for,  your meals will be prepared 

and your house will be cleaned, and you will never have to ask. 

You will never sit alone in a lonely hospital ever again because we 

not only reach and teach;, we also minister. Now, will you allow 

me to enroll you in Sunday School at our church, even if you 

promise me here and now that you will never attend? The wife 

spoke up to say, “Sign us up!” “Did they ever attend?” Well no. 

But I did pick their children up on the bus, beginning the very next 

Sunday morning and for the remainder of my tenure there. Oh, by 

the way, he did come to church one day. The side door opened and 
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into my office he walked, tears streaming down his face as he told 

me of his wife’s plan to leave him. Though the man never came to 

a worship service, I was given the very special opportunity to 

witness my faith and share with him the plan of salvation there in 

my office. In fact, it was many months later the guy knocked on 

my office door and walked in, tears streaming down his face. His 

wife wanted a divorce. Was I able to save his marriage? Did I lead 

he and his wife to the Lord?  Did they become faithful church 

members? No, No and No. Do I feel bad about that? Well, I would 

feel lots better if the answer could have been Yes, Yes and Yes. 

But the answer is No, No and No. They divorced and the family 

disintegrated. But I’ll tell you the positive that came out of that 

experience. For the next one and one-half years, until I moved to 

pastor another church, our bus picked up his children every Sunday 

morning for Sunday School and Church, they heard the gospel 

shared on their level. They worshiped in a Children’s Worship 

Service that made sense to them, reaching from a Children’s 

version of the Bible suited to them. I believe we should “do all the 

good we can, for everyone one we can, for as long as we can”. 

That is what we did for the children and for the family. I will be 

anxious to know, in eternity, if the seeds we planted in their hearts 
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while we could. Now that you know where you want to go, here’s 

how you can get there. Assign each Class or Department a week by 

week set of Enrollment, Contacts and Attendance goals. Working 

together, Enrolling, making Contacts and growing the Attendance, 

each Class or Department working synergistically (Ok, I had to 

look it up too), will result in fun, fellowship, the satisfaction of 

working as a team. 

 Everything you’ve always wanted a great Revival Meeting to 

produce more people than ever, more converts than ever, more new 

members than ever, more energy than ever and, more money in the 

offerings than ever. And much more! Get after it dude. Cause, 

IT’S NOBODY’S RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS! 
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MUST # 7 

START NEW GROUPS……NO MATTER WHAT!!! 

 I am a failure!!!!!!  Well, I said it and I’m glad. I’m not glad I 

was a failure, but it helps to get it out to people who care about 

Sunday School. In eight and one-half year of serving a great 

church with a great Sunday School I failed to start new teaching 

units. Here we were, running an eight and one-half year average 

attendance of 255 in a little town of 1,000 people, we could have 

done better, much better had we intentionally started new units! 

Our top on-going Sunday School Enrollment was 648. I simply 

was not thinking about starting new units; I was concentrating and 

working hard on increasing enrollment, without understanding that 

just increasing enrollment won’t do! Andy Anderson, whom I met 

in the mid-seventies during Sunday School week at Glorieta, 

introduced “Open Enrollment” to increase our on-going 

enrollment. At a later period in Anderson’s ministry, realizing that, 

while we were increasing enrollment, but not growing larger, 

introduced “The Growth Spiral” which taught us that, to grow 

larger, we have to enlarge the organization by starting new units. 

Now where have I heard that phrase before?  Oh yes…Flakes 
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Formula!!!!  If you are going to enable your church to grow larger 

and strong, able to endure through bad times and flourish in good 

times, you going to have to enroll more people, start new teaching 

units, thus enlarging the organization. And by the way, don’t forget 

to constantly develop new Sunday School leadership. I’m in favor, 

in fact a banner-waving supporter of finding, enlisting, training and 

using “apprentice teachers” so that we have prepared leadership to 

step into the responsibility of starting, leading and succeeding with 

new teaching units. Plan on starting new units brothers, cause IT’S 

NOBODYS RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS! 
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MUST # 8 

SHARE YOUR VISION. 

 Brothers, you never lead alone! God knew that…isn’t that 

awesome. And because God knew you would need help, he gave 

you helpers. I call them “Turf Shepherds” or “Tribal Chiefs”. 

These are men, women and sometimes even youth who, because of 

their credibility, integrity and natural abilities, have the attention 

and loyalty of groups of people in the church. Great leaders lead 

leaders who help him lead the church. Make sense? It does to me. 

Forty-five years of leading churches, I think I’m finally onto 

something good.  

 Who are these “Turf Shepherds” or “Tribal Chiefs”?  Man, if 

you can’t identify them, you need to check your pulse. I’ll 

guarantee you, there is one, maybe more among the Deacon 

ministry, WMU, Music program, Finance Committee, Youth 

Program and Senior Adult group. Is this wrong? No, it’s not only 

not wrong, it’s necessary and to your great advantage. Man…a 

built in Leadership Team! Celebrate them, brag on them, talk to 

them and get to know them and then when you have a God-birthed 
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Vision, cast it to them first, ONE AT A TIME. Give them time to 

think, pray and get on board. Guess what! When you have done 

due diligence to get your leaders on board, you can rest assured 

you will have the congregation on board. Each will help legitimize 

your vision. Eventually, when you bring your Vision to the church, 

you already have a “core group” nodding in approval and guess 

who’s watching, all the folks that lead all the folks. Ha!! Isn’t God 

brilliant!  Well… don’t just stand there; get busy and share your 

vision with leaders who will help you lead, because IT’S 

NOBODY’S RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS!   
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MUST # 9 

MUST COACH THROUGH WEEKLY HUDDLES. 

Hey guys, growing your Sunday School doesn’t happen just 

one month out of the year. Guess what. Last time I checked, 

there’s twelve months in the year. Twelve months when people get 

up on Sunday, get dressed and come to the church house. Gonna 

have Sunday School for them? You betcha! Gonna be ready for 

them. Absolutely. Keep your Sunday School in good order year 

round and even consider doing some off season goal setting. For 

instance; late one fall I discovered that we were in for a mild 

winter. I wrote a Sunday School Campaign consisting of 

Enrollment, Contacts and Attendance goals to do what I called, 

“Mid-Winter Miracle Month”. I set a goal of averaging 307 for the 

entire month of January. Did we reach an average of 307? Nope, 

but I’ll tell what we did. We averaged 297 for the entire month of 

January and Shazam; it was the highest average attendance for the 

entire year of Sunday School. Every month is important. Your 

calendar is important. Don’t neglect making calendar dreaming a 

part of your quiet time with God. Ask God what He wants you to 

do Jan, Feb March, April May, June, July August, September, 
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October, November and December. They’re all His to do with as 

He pleases. You, my fine feathered friend are His to do with as He 

pleases. So get that Bank calendar out…you know the one you 

picked up off the cabinet while they deposited your HUGE 

paycheck last week. Give God a chance to tell you what He wants 

you to do, cause IT’S NOBODY’S RESPONSIBILITY BUT 

YOURS! 
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MUST # 10 

MUST FIND SPACE TO REACH YOUR GROWTH GOAL. 

 You must have 20% more room than people. If you are currently 

averaging 75 in Sunday School and have room for 90 you will not 

grow until you find room, build room or somehow make room for 

more people. A Sunday School will not grow beyond 80% or your 

capacity. You must find more room for more people if you expect 

to grow. As a Director of Missions, I’m in many different 

churches. I find myself looking throughout the church for rooms 

which may converted to Sunday School classroom space. Most 

churches have more room  for additional classes than they know. It 

is absolutely necessary to have at least 20% more room that your 

highest Sunday School Enrollment. It has been found that people 

will not continue in attendance when they are cramped and 

uncomfortable. Look for room, convert rooms, make room to 

grow, because  IT’S NOBODY’S RESPONSIBILITY BUT 

YOURS!  
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EPILOGUE # 

MAINTAIN PERSONAL  SPIRITUAL FITNESS. 

 I’ve left the most important issue to be covered for last. You 

must be spiritually healthy. This means you and everyone around 

you. This means your thoughts, your motives, your actions, your 

communications and your spirit. This means you must get 

spiritually prepared and stay spiritually healthy every moment. 

Being spiritually healthy makes you ready for every eventuality. 

Nothing will defeat your efforts quicker than a poor response to 

persons who look to you for leadership. Commit to reading the 

Word of God daily, meditate on the Word of God with personal 

spiritual and moral discipline and practice the privilege of pouring 

your personal faith in God into the lives of as many people as 

possible on a daily basis. And remember while everyone around 

you needs you to be spiritually health. Man when it comes to what 

is happening in your heart, between you and God… IT’S 

NOBODYS RESPONSIBILITY BUT YOURS!  

 


