
Stand by this faith. Work for 
it and sacrifice for it. Do not 
demand immediate results but 
rejoice that we are worthy to 
be entrusted with this great 
message, that you are strong 
enough to work for a great 
true principle without counting 
the cost. 

—Olympia Brown

How to Get the Work Done

by The Rev. Jane Dwinell, small congregation consultant

Thanks to all of you who sent me ideas for future issues of Small 
Talk! It was a wonderful gift to me—now I have topics for sev-
eral years to come. If you think of another idea, please don’t 

hesitate to send it to me.

The topic that was requested the most was something along the lines 
of “We’re so small and there’s too much to do—how do we get the 
work done!?” There is much to do to keep a church community going 
and small congregations in particular feel the pinch. Larger congre-
gations, while having many more programs and activities, have paid 
staff and a greater volunteer pool to choose from.

Small congregations suffer from burnout or not enough participation 
among their volunteer crew for many reasons. People do not start 
attending church because they want to volunteer to copy the order 
of service. However, most people eventually do want to volunteer in 
some way—however small—because they want to give something 
back to a community that’s important to them. It’s true that people 
are much busier than they used to be, and they may find it hard to 
make a commitment. But more often than not you don’t have enough 
volunteers because your members and friends haven’t been asked 
directly, have been asked rudely, or have been asked to do something 
that is unclear and has no obvious end.

Here are my thoughts on how to get the work done in your congrega-
tion.

Keep it simple
One reason why small congregations feel the volunteer pinch is that 
they’re just trying to do too much. Small 
congregations need to keep it simple and 
basic—quality worship, religious explora-
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tion for children, and social hour, one (simple) mission, the human 
connection in between worship times, and care for your physical 
space (owned, rented, or leased). Part of keeping it simple is to have 
an organizational structure that’s appropriate for your size, and your 
activities. More about that later.

Decide what really needs to be done
Many congregations hang onto activities or organizational structures 
“because we’ve always done it that way.” Just because you’ve always 
had a chicken pie supper or a Mexican night doesn’t mean you always 
have to do it. Just because you’ve got a committee structure meant 
for a much larger congregation doesn’t mean you need to keep it. Sit 
down together (whoever is interested) and make a list of the things 
that absolutely have to get done, and then those that you might like to 
do if you had the people to do it. 

Don’t forget the little things while you’re listing the big things. People 
have to buy the coffee and the markers, keep the toilet paper stocked, 
pick up the mail, clean the refrigerator, polish the silver, pick up the 
sanctuary, and send cards to members and friends who are ill or 
bereaved. Oftentimes, those little things are what matter most. Sure, 
someone needs to lead worship, and pay the bills, and coordinate the 
mission, but if there’s no toilet paper in the bathroom or beverages at 
social hour, all those other activities will not matter.

Create an organizational structure to do those things
If you keep your congregational life simple —Sunday activities, a 
mission, caring among members, friends, and visitors, and upkeep of 
your material things (money, buildings, and stuff ) —then your gover-
nanc structure can be simple too. You only need a governing body of 
5–6 people, a committee or task force(s) to handle worship, RE, and 
social hour, a committee or task force to carry forth your mission, a 
committee or task force(s) to nurture your various relationships, and 
a committee or task force(s) to be responsible for your material goods. 
Create job descriptions for these tasks, a process for choosing people 
to serve (elected, appointed, or just offering to do it?), a clear begin-
ning and ending for service, and a way to train the next generation of 
leaders and volunteers. Break tasks down into small portions so that 
people with limited time feel they can volunteer.

Ask people, don’t just wait for them to volunteer
Everyone has different skills, talents, time and interest. Don’t expect 
people to flock to the sign-up sheet when you announce you need 
volunteers for social hour, leading RE groups, organizing worship, 
cleaning the bathroom, laying out the newsletter, following up with 
visitors, or picking up the hymnals. Instead, those in leadership al-
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ready (your governing board or current committee/
task force members) should approach people and 
ask them if they would do a specific task. 

If you know Betty is a great cook and hostess, ask 
her if she’d volunteer to organize the community 
holiday dinner. Explain briefly the reasons you’ve 
asked her to take this on and 
why you think she’d be great 
for the job, tell her the re-
sponsibilities and time com-
mitment (and hand those to 
her in writing too), and ask 
how long she needs to make a 
decision. Don’t cajole or force 
her, but make it clear that you 
think she’d be the best person 
for the job. If you know that 
Betty’s marriage is on the 
rocks, or her mother is dying, don’t ask her—save 
her skills for another time or another project.

Thank your volunteers!
So often we’re just used to Chris bringing the flow-
ers or restocking the bathrooms every Sunday we 
forget to say thank you. In our congregations, we 
usually have the annual thank you service for RE 
leaders, or perhaps a potted plant for the outgo-
ing President or Chair, but we often forget all the 
small, important things that get done week in and 
week out. Have an annual worship service to thank 
everybody who has volunteered in any way. (Will it 
be everyone who’s there?) Or the governing body 
could make it a habit to write thank you notes at 
every meeting, or choose a member to make thank 

you phone calls once a month. No thank yous by 
email, please!

When all else fails, hire someone to do it
If absolutely no one will pick up the mail, layout 
the newsletter, plan worship, or write notes to 
visitors—hire someone. Or rethink what activities 

really need to get done, and 
revise your organizational 
plan. Sometimes everyone just 
needs a break, especially if the 
congregation has gone through 
a particularly rough time—
conflict, the death or loss of 
an active member or minister, 
a natural disaster, or other 
stressful event. It’s okay to back 
off from certain activities for a 

while until everyone regathers strength and com-
mitment. So, if you can’t drop a task or find a vol-
unteer, just hire someone—and give them a clear 
job description (easy to do, since you’ll already have 
job descriptions in place for your volunteers). And 
if your congregation has faced—or is facing—a 
rough time, be sure to ask for supportive help from 
your District staff.

• • •

So, remember—the work will get done if you keep 
it simple and clear, with specific beginnings and 
endings for tasks, if you have an organizational 
structure appropriate to the size of your congrega-
tion, if you ask your volunteers nicely, and if you 
thank everyone generously and often.
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