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Study guide

Beating burnout

8 steps to rejuvenating congregational volunteers

By Robert C. Blezard

Burnout is a big problem in our modern world as we always seem to be
overbusy, overstressed, overscheduled and under-rested! When burnout
creeps in, it can rob us of the joy and satisfaction that we used to feel in
our everyday activities. In a church, it can turn a happy volunteer into a

resentful ex volunteer. How can we avoid this?

EXERCISE 1: SIGNS OF BURNOUT

“We’re living in an incredibly stressful time, and burnout is incredibly prevalent,”
with the COVID-19 pandemic making things worse, says psychologist Adam
Borland of the Cleveland Clinic. The clinic lists five signs of burnout. Review the
list and discuss: Have you experienced any of these or seen them in people you
know? How can the church help people cope?

*  Fatigue: You feel like sleeping all the time or simple tasks take longer to
complete. You have trouble balancing responsibilities.

* Feeling apathetic or dissatisfied: While everyone has a bad day once in a
while, wondering if they make a difference, persistent negative feelings are a
sign of burnout.

*  Headaches: Especially tension headaches.

* Changes in diet or sleep patterns: Are you eating more, less or differently?
Do you get enough sleep or sleep at different times?

EXERCISE 2: CHURCH BURNOUT

Church volunteers face stress and burnout for a wide variety of reasons, many

of which are totally beyond their control. Many face stress in other parts of their
lives—work, family, health, finance, etc. Some struggle as our churches continue to
hang on in a culture that seems less vested in the things of God. Keeping the signs
of burnout in mind, consider and discuss the following case scenarios:

Numbers down. For the umpteenth time, Britta Dahlquist adjusts her spectacles
and looks over her dog-eared directory of Augustana Lutheran Church’s
membership. Who was left for her to call? As head of the Swedish Festival, she is

in charge of rounding up volunteers to bake, cook, set up, run and clean up for

the annual event that celebrates the congregation’s roots. Scandinavians came to
the rugged land in the 19th century and established a farming community on the
prairie soil. But now the town is a suburb, and Augustana’s Swedish-Americans are
adistinct minority, both in the town and the congregation. On the narthex wall
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StUdy guide: Beating bu rnout continued

you can see photos of the Swedish Festivals of years past—bustling, proud affairs,
with tables and chairs crowding the fellowship hall and heaping platters of food
delivered from the kitchen. In her phone calls, Britta has exhausted the numbers
of the members who had traditionally helped—those who are still alive, that is.
Many members wish they could help, but they are too old, and their children and
grandchildren are too busy or uninterested. What can she do?

¢ What’s going on?
*  Why is Britta struggling?
e What factors make Britta’s predicament especially difficult?

*  Is the Swedish Festival still serving a purpose for the congregation? Why might
it be time to let it go?

*  Generally speaking, why are congregations hesitant to give up events and
activities, even when it seems interest is waning?

*  How does it cause stress for volunteers to continue such events and activities?

*  What events and activities at your church might be mothballed?

“Flower Guy” gone. Known for his green thumb, David loves plants and
gardening. When he first joined St. Matthew Lutheran Church, David was happy
to revitalize and keep up the flower beds facing the busy street. They make the
church look so cheery and inviting. But year after year, David increasingly feels
taken for granted. Nobody seems to appreciate his hard work or wants to help.
Then a severe bout of COVID-19 keeps David at home for several weeks and the
flower beds are left unattended. Soon the congregation council president texts
him: “Can’t you do something about those weeds in the flower bed? They really
look a mess! And the bishop is coming this Sunday! And a little mulch wouldn’t
hurt.” That is the final straw. David stares at his phone and feels his blood boil. For
some time he has been thinking about leaving St. Matthew and joining the other
church in town. The text settles things—he is done with St. Matthew. David won’t
complain or cause a scene. He'll just be gone.

*  What’s going on?
*  How is David’s response all-too-human?
*  Has this situation ever happened to you or at your church?

* Ifyou were in David’s shoes, what would you have done? What alternatives
did he have to just quitting?

¢ What mistakes did the congregation’s leadership, especially the president,
make in their treatment of David? What might they have done differently?

*  How can your congregation help prevent folks like David from quitting
in frustration?
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“Council carousel.” Part of the “greatest generation,” Ivy, John and Carl attended
the same high school in town and are all lifelong members of First Lutheran
Church. Since the 1980s they have all taken regular turns at the top spots on the
congregation council. From treasurer to vice president to president, and then back
to treasurer, they circle round and round in leadership positions because nobody
else steps up. Moreover, nobody comes to the council meetings anymore and
sometimes it seems as if they are just going through the motions. The church is
declining in membership and finances, and the three wonder if “fresh blood” on
the council might be better for the church.

*  What’s going on?
*  Whatsigns of approaching burnout are Ivy, John and Carl showing?

* Isitin their best interest to continue serving in this pattern? Why and
why not?

* Isitin the church’s best interest that they continue serving in this pattern?
Explore the pros and cons.

*  What steps might a congregation take to prevent situations like John’s, Ivy’s
and Carl’s from occurring?

¢ What steps might a congregation take to keep its leadership team fresh
and creative?

Coftee grind. Corinne, who has been in charge of coftee hour at Trinity Lutheran
Church since 2013, scowls as she looks at the crumbs on the floor next to the table
where plates of cookies always await the children after the worship service. “Those
kids are such slobs,” she thinks. Looking at the spots of dried-up coftee drips

on the linoleum, she thinks the parents aren’t much better. It’s the same thing
every week: Make the coffee, put out the cookies and then clean up the mess. She
wonders if she should stop putting out cookies to cut down on the work.

¢ What’s going on?

*  Whatssigns of burnout is Corinne showing? Why?

*  Specifically, what emotions is Corinne likely experiencing? Why?

*  How does her attitude reflect on the church? What does it say about her?

*  How might Corinne deal better with her frustrations? What would you do
in her situation?

*  How might leadership help to 1) observe the problem with Corinne, and 2)
take steps to help?

Gratitude Gretchen. Pastor Gretchen is in her office making phone calls when
she notices someone outside tightening the screws on the church’s loose roadside
mailbox. It’s Jerry, a retired school custodian who always seems to be working
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StUdy guide: Beating burnout continued

on something around the church. The weather is unseasonably brisk, so Pastor
Gretchen puts on her jacket before going out to talk with him. “I really appreciate
your doing that,” she says. “I was afraid the mailbox would soon fall off its post.
It’s a little thing, but it makes a big difference.” Jerry just smiles. “Thank you for all
you do around here,” she adds. “Can I get you a cup of coftee?”

*  What’s going on?

*  Which volunteers at your church remind you of Jerry—taking care of little
things that make a big difference? Not expecting much in return?

e What did Pastor Gretchen demonstrate when she went out to talk to him?
Why was it a wise thing to do?

*  How does gratitude and appreciation help prevent burnout among
volunteers?

¢ Canachurch ever thank its volunteers enough?

*  Does your church have a strategy to thank its volunteers, either individually or
collectively? What are some things it could do better?

DISEUSSIUN QUESTIONS

How has the pandemic affected your church volunteers? Has it decreased the
number of volunteers, thereby putting more pressure on those helpers who
remain? What can your congregation do about it?

*  Some volunteers have been working “behind the scenes” for so long and other
congregants don’t know what they do. Is this the case at your congregation?
Make a list of all the volunteers and what they do. How many of them
volunteer without recognition and without complaint?

*  Evenin the face of declining membership and interest, some churches struggle
mightily to maintain the same number and quality of activities as they did
in the past. Has this been the case at your congregation? Which activities are
outdated or no longer serve the congregation well? Why is there sometimes
reluctance for a congregation to give up its traditions? How can your
congregation encourage discontinuation of events and activities?

*  Can a congregation ever thank its volunteers enough? Some congregations hold
an annual dinner to thank volunteers. As a study group, come up with at least
10 ideas for how a congregation can officially and publicly thank its volunteers.

*  Have you heard church volunteers complain that they are “stuck” in positions
because nobody else wants to step in? How often does this occur at your
congregation? How might it make people less willing to volunteer in the first
place? What can be done about it?
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8 steps to rejuvenating congregational volunteers

By Brenda Martin

When Grace Lutheran in Clarion, Pa., undertook major changes or projects. “I didn’t throw anything at
amajor building project—adding two floors of them for a year,” he said. “I'm not sure they knew that,
offices and classrooms to the back of its church but they didn’t complain either.”
building—signs that the small congregation was Grace’s experience was an apt lesson about
struggling started to become visible in the second recognizing and healing burnout among church
year of the project. volunteers. It’s alesson that resonates today as

“It was the decision-making,” said Harold congregations return to in-person worship and other
“Jake” Jacobson, a pastor of the congregation. activities three years after the COVID-19 pandemic
“Because the council was involved in the fundraising shut down churches and altered congregational life.
and the overseeing of the project, all of the decisions While burnout of rostered ministers
they had to make really wore them down. It’s having post-pandemic has been widely acknowledged,
to think through things they’ve never had to burnout of active members of congregations is also
think about.” being felt. As congregations ramp up programs after

Once the construction was completed, the asummer respite, there are ways to recognize the
congregation intentionally took a break from any weariness and lift up the ministry of the people.
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of ere are ways 1o reco%niz,e the weariness
and lift up the ministry of the people

1. People are tired. Say that.

At Christ Lutheran Church in Baltimore’s Inner
Harbor, fewer people attend worship than in the
past, but tasks still need to be done. “When people
stream from their living room, there are many people
participating in order for the service to happen, so the
people who are doing it are also the people who are
doing this and that,” said Amsalu Geleta, a pastor of
Christ Lutheran. “Yes, people can stay home and still
participate, but if there are 20 ushers, half of them
are streaming. You only have the same ushers who
are doing it over and over. Acolytes, people who set
up communion, clean up communion, readers. ’'m
worried they will be burned out.”

Phil Gustafson, a retired pastor who works as
alife coach and is the coach coordinator for the
Grand Canyon Synod, said rostered ministers need
to give people permission to talk about what they’re
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Jiz}ns of burnout

Burnout is a state of physical, emotional
and mental exhaustion that can affect your
volunteers’ motivation, performance and
well-being. Common indicators include:

Feelingtired, drained or sick.
Losing interest or enthusiasm in the
work or cause.
Difficulty concentrating, remembering
or making decisions.
Frustration, irritability or anger.
Communication problems with others.
Feelingisolated, lonely or depressed.
Neglecting personal needs
orresponsibilities.

Source: LinkedlIn, July 6,2023
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D F;lcl ways to acknowlecl@e the loss.
“Have a campfire, write down
the losses, put it in the campfire,”
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experiencing. “Sometimes pastors get busy putting
out fires, and we don’t listen to what a person is
saying,” he said. “We miss the backstory behind what
aperson is doing and it further alienates.”

Since congregations began resuming in-person
ministry, Gustafson said, fewer people have been
willing to participate. Some people fear being exposed
to COVID or made life changes during the pandemic.
“For some, it was reluctance to try to do things as they
used to be,” he said. “Whereas before, they were going
to choir every week and there were connections. Then
there was the period when they didn’t do that, and
they decided they don’t want to expend energy they
don’thave. They don’t want to be in choir again or on
acommittee again.”

Asa coach, Gustafson tries to ask questions to help
people uncover the reasons behind their reluctance.
“Iask, “When did you last experience joy with this?’
‘TIsitlife-giving? If not, why should you be doing it?’
Respect where people are, and probe deeper.”

Congregation members also might be experiencing
fatigue because they’re so busy doing the work of
the church that they aren’t experiencing the church.
“There’s a diminished number of people doing more
and more stuff,” Gustafson said. “You don’t have time
to just be at church and worship and be replenished.
It’s OK to say that.”

2. Recognize that the pandemic
brought layers of grief.

Among the losses experienced by people “is that we are
never going to be the church we were pre-pandemic,”
said Chon Pugh, pastor of Mem1 (Memorial Lutheran
and First Presbyterian) Church in Texas City, Texas.
“It’s aloss. You're grieving that. We are a grieving
church right now.”

Mem1 is interdenominational, uniting two
churches into a single congregation that worships and
works together. The churches merged just before the
pandemic, and Pugh was called as the first pastor in
September 2020.

While parishioners are glad to be together, Pugh
said that the identity loss of the individual churches is
real, coupled with having fewer active members post-
pandemic. Pugh said naming the griefis important.

“We’re never going to be what we were in the ’80s
or the ’90s. That’s just not going to happen,” she said.
“We have these huge churches that are absolutely
gorgeous with a lot of history in them of generations
and generations and generations, and pastors are
working to get money just to keep the building going.

“[At Meml1] everyone had been working extra hard
to make sure everything worked. I told the council,

‘I think everyone is exhausted. Let’s take the summer
oft.” There have been no council meetings, no worship

committee meetings. People are having meeting
fatigue. I suggested that the choir stop, too, but they
said, ‘Oh no, we get too much enjoyment out of it.”

Pugh said she’s had three council members ask to
step down because of the weariness of loss and change.
“You just get tired,” she said. “Even if it’s just one night
aweek, it’s that one night a week.”

Pugh suggests finding ways to acknowledge the
loss. “Have a campfire, write down the losses, putitin
the campfire,” she said. “It might be COVID, it might
be we’re not going to be pre-pandemic size, pre-1950s
size, butit’s real. Name it.”

3. Do we have to do this?

Many churches returned to in-person worship and
activities after 2020 shutdowns, but not everyone was
willing to jump back into volunteering. Gustafson said
churches can decide “to take a hard look at [ministries].
Even if we’ve done this for all of these years, if it’s not
doing us any good, we can shut down ministries.”

He asks two questions: Is what we’re doing
honoring God? Is what we’re doing building up the
body of Christ? “If it’s not doing those two things,” he
added, “why are we doing it?”

Pugh said every activity or ministry ina
congregation needs at least one person who is passionate
aboutit. A long-standing ministry might lose steam
because of transitions in volunteers, and sometimes
people need to be given permission to end an activity or
ministry when that happens. “Just because it’s always
been done doesn’t mean it has to continue if there aren’
people passionate about it,” she said. “I have no problem
ending ministries because of that.”

Sometimes, Gustafson said, a new perspective can
help breathe life into a tired ministry. He encountered
this as an interim pastor when a neighboring
congregation considered discontinuing a long-standing
sandwich ministry because of a shortage of workers.

“But there were people who were getting meals,
and those who were doing the work were focusing on
the inconvenience,” he said. “The pastor was able to
connect them to some of the recipients. That turned
those members around. Instead of saying, ‘It’s pointless
what ’'m doing,’ it turned into, ‘T'm helping other
people.” The members doing the ministry doubled in
size because they knew they had a purpose.”

Gustafson said one of the gifts of the pandemic
might be that congregations have the opportunity to
look at their menus of activities and question whether
they should all continue.

“Do we need all these activities?” he asked. “If we’re
just doing the same old, we want the church of the
1950s and try to program that way. But we’ve become
more like a church of the first century, and re-created
ourselves or re-presented ourselves with the advent of
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many churches using online technologies, learning how
to live as a hybrid of virtual and in person.”

In this hybrid world, Gustafson said thatit’s
also OK to question continuing certain ministries,
especially when there’s alonging to go back to what
used to be. “It’s a curse when I'm doing something at
church because my mother did it and my father did it
and my cousin twice removed did it,” he said. “Is [the
ministry] still something that works? How can we
make this for the 21st century and less the 1950s2”

4. Help people weather criticism.
It’s an age-old problem: active church members feeling
hurt because other parishioners are critical when a
project has glitches or something doesn’t go according
to plan.

Technology has brought new opportunities for
people to complain in a culture where critics seem
more vocal than ever.

At Christ Lutheran in Baltimore “the people who
are online, sometimes they are not grateful to people
who are in person doing the things that make it easy
for them to be at home watching,” Geleta said.

The church has a team of six to eight people who
have managed the technology to stream services since
the pandemic began in early 2020.

“If a microphone didn’t work or things happened
beyond their control, people complained, people
online complained, and that was harmful,” Geleta
said. “Those are the new challenges. When things
don’tgo right, the mic doesn’t work, these are things
that are silly, not theologically important, nota
foundational change, butsilly things. In spite of and
regardless of the criticism, they’re frantic to make it
right, but the one thing they should not hear is to be
criticized for trying to run it smoothly.”

Geleta said it’s important for rostered ministers to
be aware when that sort of public criticism is taking
place and help provide tools and support for people to
weather those storms.

5. Shower workers with thanks.
The list of active church members might be long or
short. Thank them. Thank them again.

Gustafson remembers serving in one congregation
where he was concerned that the person who mowed
the lawn did it too often. It’s important, he added,
to take even an activity that might seem mundane—
lawn care at the church—and celebrate and express
appreciation for that. Point out that mowing the
lawn seeds the ground so that grass will continue to
grow. “It’s part of that great circle,” he said. “Next
year you’ll appreciate the work you’ve done to donate
to the beauty. Yoke what they’re doing with
something life-giving.”
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Geleta said he tries to take every opportunity to lift
up workers and thank them. “We make it a celebratory
way of thanking them,” he said. “Make a day, ora
time, for ritual installation of leaders, of Sunday
school teachers.”

He also uses a weekly email to the congregation
to praise those who are doing the work of ministry.
“Every opportunity I get to lift up, I thank them,”
he said. “Ilift up things that people did or are doing,
and then choose the gratitude part. Thatis the
choice that I intentionally make. I find things that
I think need to be thanked. I think it is catching up
with people, and people are seeing that and then they
do that too.”

He suggests being intentional about “speaking to
the half-full part of it rather than the half-empty part
of it.”

6.Simon sees. Simon says.

Simon does.

Simon says might be an old children’s game, but seeing
and following do actually work.

Gustafson said one way to help church members
who are feeling burned out is for rostered ministers
to model healthy ways they have found to handle the
burdens of ministry in a post-pandemic world. “Focus
on your own spirituality,” he said. “You can be so
busy doing things that you’re not being spiritual. You
pray, but you don’t engage in prayer for yourself. Or
meditate. Or find a way to center.”

Since his retirement, Gustafson has served as an
interim pastor in two congregations in transition.
“When I model calmness and centeredness—if
I pause and say I need to pray about this—by
modeling, it gives people permission to do that, and
sets an example.

“It’s ‘Physician, heal thyself.” If you’re modeling
anxiety, it will instill that in others. If you’re
modeling calmness, it will instill that in others. If
you want people to be spiritual, model your own
spirituality, not just your head but your heart and
your guts. Then they think, ‘If my pastor is doing
this, then I can doit.””

Jacobson, who serves a congregation and is
director for evangelical mission in the Northwestern
Pennsylvania Synod, said rostered ministers can model
“the whole sense of letting go. There comes a time when
we need to let go. And then we can pick up again.”

He said pastors tend to overwork and burn out
because they think they have to do it all. “Letting go of
that mentality has been exceptionally hard for pastors,
given the professional model, because they feel called
to do the work. We get sucked in,” he said. “But you
can’t help anyone else unless you put the oxygen mask
onyourself.”



7. Lift up and nurture

future leaders.

Christ Lutheran has an expansive ministry that
includes apartments for moderate-income older
adults, a foundation, a nursery school, an outreach
center and a parking garage. Each one is separately
incorporated and each has a board that needs
members. There are active members now, but Geleta
said he is concerned about the future.

“Where we are not doing well, I think, is raising
the people who will be stepping in,” he said. “Thatisa
problem, will be a problem at some point.”

He said raising up new leaders might have occurred
more naturally in the past, but now that needs tobe a
more intentional focus.

8. Communicate, communicate,
communicate.

When people know they are valued, Gustafson said,
they will give their best, adding that “the power of
thank-you is an answer to burnout.”

Any communication with members of the
congregation is important. A quick text lets someone
know that you're thinking about them. An email ora
phone call can link rostered ministers to people. “Or
you can go old-school and send a card,” Gustafson said.

Pugh writes birthday and anniversary cards to
people. “It takes time, but that has helped through the
pandemic,” she said. “And it’s not for everybody, I know
that. Ifit’s not your thing, just find what your thing is.”

She also tries to send texts to some homebound
members every week to make them feel as if they are

Ay communication with
members of the con reqation is

mportant, A quick test lets
someone Know ‘that wou're
thinkin@ about them

getting more individual time with the pastor. “But
it’s shortand sweet, and they can read it at 3 in the
morning if they want to,” she said.

“I'really think the key to it is we are here to
serve God,” Pugh said. “At the Rostered Ministers
Gathering someone said, ‘Every night God stays up
creating a new day, and we wake up to that new day,
and it’s up to us how we’ll use it. Remember that this
is the day that the Lord has made.” t

Resources

*  The Essential Guide to Burnout: Overcoming Excess
Stressby Andrew and Elizabeth Procter (Broadleaf
Books, 2019).

*  Howto Mobilize Church Volunteers by Marlene
Wilson (Fortress Press, 1983).

*  Download astudy guide for this article at
livinglutheran.org by clicking on the “Spiritual
practices & resources” tab.
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