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Report to Plymouth Congregational United Church of Christ 

Public Document 

By John Wimberly, Congregational Consultant 

 

The Task 

 John Wimberly, a congregational consultant, was hired to engage the staff and congregation in a 

staff design process. Many churches today continue to fill staff positions when a staff person leaves for 

one reason or another. As a result, too many congregational staff designs are more reflective of church 

realities of the 20th century rather than today’s context. As the consultant went about his work at 

Plymouth, his goal was to determine what staff positions are needed for Plymouth to fulfill its mission. 

Particular attention was paid to aligning a new staff design to the work envisioned in the congregation’s 

latest strategic plan, adopted in 2021. 

The Process 

 The consultant comes to this task after doing similar work with many congregations around the 

country. He brought to bear what he learned in those jobs. He also has researched the staff needs of 

congregations in the present and for the near future. This research can be found in his latest book 

Managing Congregations in a Virtual Age (Fortress Press, Fall, 2021).  

 The consultant used the following steps to gain insight into the specific staffing needs of PUCC 

and make recommendations or clarify options: 

1. Interviewed all the current staff, asking them about their current work and how they think the 

staff should be designed for the future. 

2. Read through all the job descriptions of current staff as well as those positions currently vacant 

(business manager, associate minister, Christian Formation, etc.). 

3. Had conversations with senior lay leadership and the Senior Minister. 

4. Had focus groups with senior lay leadership, a group of lay leaders currently involved in internal 

ministries within the church, and a group of lay leaders who work on the externally oriented 

ministries of the church.  Each focus group lasted 90 minutes and was open-ended in terms of 

content. 

5. Reflected on the interviews, focus groups, best practices for staffing in the 21st century and then 

wrote this report. 

There are many ways to reimagine the staff design at Plymouth. The consultant hopes that his views will 

trigger even more ideas among Plymouth’s staff and leadership about how they can creatively and 

faithfully reimagine the staff’s role and work to advance the mission of the congregation. 

Personnel Expense  

The recommendations included in this report are not intended to be implemented immediately. 

Available financing of personnel costs is always a consideration for a congregation. The best way to 

analyze staff size is by the percentage of the annual expense budget assigned to personnel. This is far 

better than counting the number of positions. Plymouth spends approximately 75% of it 2020 budget on 
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personnel. The consultant works with other congregations of Plymouth’s size that have gone past the 

70% mark on personnel. This is particularly true for congregations that do not have a mortgage or other 

major debt. Congregational personnel expense has risen over the years for two primary reasons: 1) the 

benefit packages are more expensive for health and pension and 2) congregations hire additional staff 

because of a shortage of volunteers. 

Thoughts on Several Staff Positions 

Senior Minister 

 Increasingly, the development of a team approach to being a staff has become a key function of 

a Head of Staff. However, the consultant finds that while almost every congregation refers to its staff as 

a team, few staffs function as a healthy, high-functioning team. The “silo” nature of ministry in 

congregations works against the building of a true team. For example, the Director of Music or Director 

of Children’s Ministry may well feel more accountable to her/his constituency (the choir or parents) 

rather than to the staff team as whole. Breaking down the silo mentality remains a work in progress at 

Plymouth.  

 With a significant number of current staff vacancies, Plymouth is in a good position to build a 

better sense of team among its staff.  When hiring, attention needs to be given to hiring staff who have 

a true desire to work in a team environment. Typically, younger generations are more desirous of and 

skilled at teamwork. The consultant believes that paying as much attention to a job candidate’s ability to 

be a teammate as is given to specific skill sets is a key part of the hiring process.   

 Professional sports teams routinely trade away extremely talented players who are not good 

team players. Congregations need to think along the same lines. Talent is great. But if talent does not 

come with a deep commitment to being a trustworthy, contributing teammate, such a particular talent 

should not be hired. The consultant is not convinced that Plymouth has paid enough attention to this 

issue. Put non-team-oriented staffers in a team environment and one has a potential problem that will 

usually become an actual problem. 

The Senior Minister “advises Boards and Ministry Teams within the congregation as needed.” In 

the consultant’s opinion, this is an area that needs considerable re-evaluation. It appears that the Senior 

Minister and Associate Ministers spend too much of their time attending to the needs of boards, 

committees, teams, and other groups. Why can’t these groups be more independent? If they run amuck, 

which church groups can do, the Leadership Council is the body to hold them accountable, not staff. The 

clergy staff should be more externally focused than they currently are. Their job descriptions specifically 

work against such an external orientation.    

 In the 21st century, congregations are finding that moving to a team driven lay ministry is most 

effective. The work of Stephen’s Ministry at Ft. Collins is a case in point. These teams can be self-forming 

or formed by the governing body. Either way, once formed, they are given a task and then encouraged 

to take a creative, entrepreneurial approach to their work.  For this system to work, the teams cannot 

be looking over their shoulders to see if the Council and/or staff approve. They need to succeed or fail 

on their own terms.  It is not always the easiest process to watch. However, it is proving to be the most 

effective and efficient. The consultant recommends its adoption at Plymouth.   
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 The focus groups produced a strong consensus that members would like more personal 

interaction with the staff, in general, and the Senior Minister, in particular. They described a desire for 

the staff to drop into meetings to say “hello” or chat rather than being present regularly as formal 

attendees. Other examples were staff participating in hands-on mission efforts, social events at church, 

praying with the choir before worship, etc. There was a clear acknowledgement that doing this involves 

staff time so would involve less staff time devoted to other activities. Again, reducing the amount of 

staff time spent working with boards and teams will create time for other forms of ministry. 

Associate Ministers 

 The Consultant is not convinced that Plymouth needs more than one full-time associate 

minister. The current part-time Associate Minister has added greatly to the power of Plymouth’s 

ministry. But with the redesign suggested later in this report, the consultant believes one full-time 

associate minister will be sufficient. 

Communications, Database, and Information Technology Coordinator 

The bulk of this person’s work is oriented internally with the exception of responsibility for the 

design of the website (and most of the website is aimed internally). In the consultant’s opinion, this job 

description needs to be radically reconceived. Some suggestions: 

• The design of the website with an external orientation is probably done best with the staffer 

working with a group of members who are skilled in marketing, communications, and websites. 

• A person skilled in communications is not necessarily skilled in providing IT support to a staff. In 

addition, it is very time-consuming. The consultant recommends outsourcing 24/7 IT staff and network 

support to a company. The consultant sees most congregations doing this. 

• Staff should update their own software. If they cannot, they can ask another staff member who 

knows how to do it.  

• Several of the other things such as EventBrite management seem administrative rather than 

communications.   

Plymouth needs this position to be focused on questions such as: What social media platforms 

and listservs do young families use to communicate with each other about shared issues and how do we 

become present there? Same question for CSU students: where are they communicating with each 

other? The communications director then needs to get Plymouth into the middle of those conversations. 

She/he does not need to be Plymouth’s face in those conversations. But he/she can mobilize Plymouth’s 

young families to start mentioning the congregation on those platforms.  Likewise, use college students 

and young adults at Plymouth to talk about the congregation’s ministry on platforms used by CSU 

students and young adults.  

All of this is to say that, as currently conceived, this staff position is not being utilized in a best 

practice manner. It would be easy to say that all the work the staffer did helping to build virtual worship 

experiences, zoom meetings and other matters during the pandemic waylaid her. However, the job 

description itself describes an approach that needs to be rethought. 

Trustees 

 While the Trustees are not staff of Plymouth, in the consultant’s opinion, they function like staff. 

They, in effect, fill a position found in many congregations known as Facilities Manager.  This person 



4 
 

overseas the cleaning and grounds staff, makes sure all major systems (electrical, plumbing, HVAC, etc.) 

are working, handles inspections and keeps records of inspections as well as warranties, works with the 

Trustees on a schedule of anticipated capital expenses over the upcoming twenty years, works with 

contractors to setup work and sign off on its successful completion, etc.  

 The question the consultant raises is: How long can the Trustees continue to do, collectively, 

what amounts to an individual staff job? As members age, their ability and willingness to perform this 

function may well decline. Thinking ahead is wise. 

Options for Financial, Administration and Facilities Management 

  The consultant is not convinced that Plymouth needs a Business Manager. Indeed, he is 

repeatedly called into situations where that type of position is not functioning as planned. Why? It is 

difficult to find individuals who have accounting/financial as well building, administration, and office 

personnel management skills.  It is easy to find people with accounting/financial skills.  It is relatively 

easy to find people who know how to manage the administrative and building needs of a congregation. 

But getting both skill sets in the same person is challenging and expensive.  

 The consultant sees the following options as worthy of consideration: 

1. Hire a part-time (20-24 hours per week) accountant/bookkeeper to handle the financial 

bookkeeping and reporting. If possessing the skill set, this person can also offer financial 

management advice to a newly reformulated Budget and Finance Committee (see c)). 

a)            This person will handle all the financially related responsibilities in the current Business 

Manager’s job description.  

b)           The financial staff person will work to increase transparency of the financials so that 

staff, boards, and teams can regularly see where they are on the line items they control. At a 

minimum, staff, boards, and teams should receive copies of a monthly update of the year-to-

date operating budget.  

c)            A Budget and Finance Committee needs specific expertise regarding the running of a 

business such as creating budgets and managing finances. Members should be recruited who 

possess the appropriate skills. This group, along with the Treasurer and Assistant Treasurer will 

create policies around budget and finance as well as provide general oversight of the 

bookkeeper/accountant.  

d)            Most congregations with investments have a separate committee/team working with a 

financial advisor to ensure safe and productive management of investments. 

e)            It is recommended that the new person carefully track hours and tasks being done. If 

necessary, the job description can be altered accordingly. 

2. Continue to Outsource payroll.  Most congregations with which the consultant works do this. It 

ensures that withholding taxes are paid promptly and correctly.  

3. Hire a Church Administrator. This is a lower paying position than a Business Manager. The skill 

set required will be high quality managerial and people skills. This person will be the “go-to” 

person for the staff and congregation alike. The person will manage the office staff and 
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everything about the office, serve as a de facto Facilities Manager working with the Trustees, 

manage the cleaning staff, oversee the data base, work with the outsourced IT 24/7 support 

group, make sure mailing lists are up-to date, etc. the administrator will make sure that setups 

and cleanups are done and work with staff and committees as they have administrative needs. 

The administrator will work with a part-time Administrative Assistant, delegating tasks as 

needed.  

4. Hire a part-time Administrative Assistant to work with the Church Administrator on a plethora of 

tasks as assigned by the Church Administrator.  

5. The cleaning, maintenance and office staff will all report to the Church Administrator. The 

financial person will work in collaboration with the Church Administrator but report to the 

Senior Minister.  

Re-Imaging the Plymouth Staff Design 

 The consultant hopes and prays that the staff and lay leadership of Plymouth will think big about 

the staff might be redesigned.  The consultant offers the following thoughts to encourage big thinking. 

At the heart of this new vision is staff no longer regularly attending Trustee, board, and team meetings. 

Ministers will be more outward rather than inward facing. They will be available as coaches and 

consultants to groups but not attending most meetings. Of course, this also means the staff needs to live 

with what groups decide.  Moving to two rather than 2 ½ clergy will be easier if the worship schedule 

can be rethought in a way that reduces that workload. Recommendations include: 

1. Senior Minister  People want the Senior Minister to be the leader of its ministry. In 

particular, they want the Senior Minister to be a passionate and visible community leader on justice 

issues they hold dear. They want this passion to be displayed in the pulpit (as it currently is) but beyond 

the pulpit. They also want the Senior Minister to be present at events, mission projects, social events 

and just generally around the church. To meet these desires, the Senior Minister position needs to be 

redesigned. Currently, it is highly focused on maintaining the ministry itself by attending to finance, 

staffing, and building issues as well as boards, teams, etc. The consultant believes the time spent on 

organizational maintenance can and should be greatly reduced. The Senior Minister needs to sit with 

Budget and Finance and Personnel as needed. However, how many other meetings does he need to 

attend? What if the time spent on internal meetings was reassigned to attending or initiating meetings 

in the community regarding racial justice, the environment, policing, immigration, housing, etc.? If that 

becomes a focal point of the Senior Minister’s ministry, there is no need to add a specific external 

outreach person.  The Senior Minister can fulfill much of that work. Hal is already very well known in the 

community. Recently a leading African American pastor in Ft. Collins wanted to create a forum on racial 

justice. He called Hal as one of three clergy invited to lead the event. So, Hal does not have to build 

credibility in Ft. Collins the way a new staff person would need to do (a process that typically takes 

several years).  Other activities could include nurturing relationships with elected officials and other 

local leaders, writing Op-ed pieces for local media, etc. This community ministry work might take 5-15 

hours per week. In addition, relieved of time spent attending lots of meetings at church, the Senior 

Minister can drop into church meetings to encourage and thank people but not be a participant, per se. 

In like manner, he could work for a day on Habitat for Humanity-type mission projects with church 

members. All this work in the community and interaction with the members will enrich the life of 

Plymouth and be fuel for preaching.  In short, the consultant recommends considering a major change 



6 
 

to the Senior Minister position from being overly focused on the internal maintenance and functioning 

of the organization to the person who fuels and supports the passion of members in various areas. 

2. Associate Minister(s) The consultant does not believe Plymouth will need 1 ½ associate 

ministers after Jane Anne retires. Jane Anne’s ministry through her half-time Associate Minister position 

has served the congregation well. The ministry done there needs to be celebrated. However, moving 

forward, the consultant believes one fulltime Associate should be adequate (if the administrative 

suggestions are implemented).  One fulltime Associate could share the preaching with the Head of Staff 

with occasional guest preachers coming in from the community or beyond as needed. The Associate 

Minister could have as her/his primary work: young adult and young families.  Campus Ministry would 

be part of the young adult work. If Plymouth is going to continue to grow, it must connect with the 51% 

of the population who are millennials and Gen Z. Having a staff person who is focused on these younger 

generations is the best way to connect with and minister to them. The person could also spend 5 hours a 

week working with an otherwise self-sufficient adult education team. All things being equal, the 

consultant believes this associate minister should be a young (25-40) female.  

3. Part-Time (10 hours?) Person for Pastoral Care This person could be a retired minister, retired 

clinical social worker or other care-giving vocation. She/he would support the current strong work of lay 

people in Stephen’s Ministry, Faith Nursing, Christian Life, etc.  In most cities of Ft. Collins’ size, there are 

a good number of retired clergy, social workers and others who would be interested in this type of 

position.  

4. Communications and Marketing  It needs to be clear that this position will have a strong 

emphasis on getting Plymouth’s message and ministries into the Ft Collins community using today’s 

communications best practices.  

5. Church Administrator and Accountant/Bookkeeper Strengthening the internal 

administration of the congregation with these positions will help free up the Senior Minister and others 

to do non-administrative ministry. Boards and teams will come to these individuals with a lot of their 

operational, nuts-and-bolts inquiries and financial questions, not a minister. 

6. Volunteer Coordinator/Member Engagement At some point, the congregation needs a part-

time (10 hours?) paid person working on coordinating volunteers and engaging members who are not as 

active as they might be.   

The consultant believes the above suggestions are consistent with the strategic plan which 

envisions Plymouth having a stronger presence in the community and developing better engagement 

with members, especially younger members, and potential members. As important, it is consistent with 

the governance of Plymouth which envisions more self-sufficiency and entrepreneurial ministry by 

boards and teams. Again, these suggestions are not intended to define positions but to begin a process 

of reimagining current positions, especially those of the clergy.  

Cost Implications 

The addition of a part-time person for pastoral care will be offset by the elimination of a part-

time Associate Minister. Indeed, there should be a savings in that exchange. Reducing the current Office 

Manager to half-time frees up some money to help pay for the new Church Administrator position. 

There will be additional cost for IT 24/7 support. The Trustees can determine the costs/benefits of a full-
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time Plymouth sexton versus outsourcing cleaning and exterior maintenance (including snow removal). 

Funds for a part-time Volunteer Coordinator/Member Engagement position would have to be new 

money.   

The consultant strongly recommends a policy for part-time employees that gives them a health 

insurance option. Typically, this means if a part-time employee is working 50%, the church pays half the 

insurance cost and the employee the other one-half. If the employee is ¾ time, the church pays ¾ and 

the employee ¼. If the employee wants family coverage, she/he pays for that in addition to the 

percentage formula. 

Staff-Congregation Relationship 

 These relationships are not broken but they are frayed for some, especially after the long period 

of physical separation during the pandemic. Issues such as defensiveness to criticism, being present to 

each other and diffusing authority for doing ministry can be improved over time with clear, well-

communicated strategies. Both staff and congregation can acknowledge their part in creating the 

sometimes-frayed relationships and build stronger bonds for the future.  

Viewed wholistically, Plymouth is a fundamentally healthy congregation. It attracts new 

members, has a high level of engagement with many of its members and a good reputation in the 

community. The strategic planning process just completed had a high level of participation from the 

congregation in the focus groups. In addition, there were numerous expressions of praise for the way 

the staff led the congregation through the pandemic. To quote one person, “I have friends in several 

other congregations in Ft. Collins. They were not pleased with the way their congregations handled 

worship and the pandemic in general. At Plymouth, we were extremely pleased.” These are all classic 

signs of congregational health.  

Within the larger framework of a healthy congregation, not surprisingly, there are several areas 

of the staff-congregation culture that need attention.  

1. Defensiveness There were numerous comments that the clergy and other staff do not respond 

well to criticism or suggestions for alternative ideas to those already adopted. Several long-term 

members said this defensiveness existed with the prior Senior Minister. When a pattern occurs from one 

Senior Minister to the next or one Associate Minister to the next, it typically points to a congregational 

culture rather than the personal behavior of one staff member. Not all criticism is toxic. Not all criticism 

is helpful. Creating a structured process to address what constitutes toxic criticism, what constitutes 

healthy criticism/suggestions, what constitutes defensiveness, how one responds to toxic and healthy 

criticism, etc. would be a good idea for Plymouth. 

2. Safe feedback In a related issue regarding criticism, numerous focus group attendees said that 

there are too many conversations where someone says, “I can’t say this in a meeting so please keep it 

confidential.” The consultant’s reaction was, “Why not?”  Focus group participants said, “Apparently 

some people don’t feel safe expressing criticism or alternative approaches.” The consultant’s hunch is 

that, like the defensiveness issue, this is something deeply rooted in the history of the congregation. 

Right or wrong, it is true that some people have neither the desire nor courage to deliver a negative 

message directly to the person being criticized, especially if the person is one of their spiritual leaders. 

Figuring out how to encourage and respond to constructive criticism is crucial for any culture.  
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3. Being Present Participants in the focus groups expressed a strong yearning for the staff to be 

more personally present to members, boards, teams, etc. Placing a high priority on “being present” feels 

especially appropriate in the post-pandemic period when recreating/renewing face-to-face relationships 

will be crucial.  Again, it will require staff to reduce time spent on other things.  

4. Letting Go Frustration was expressed in the focus groups that decisions by boards and 

teams can be overturned by the staff and/or Leadership Council. The expressed frustration is not 

unusual in the church or elsewhere and should be an easily remedied problem.  If Plymouth wants 

entrepreneurial teams “doing” their thing in ministry, it needs to let them succeed or fail on their own 

terms.  

While the consultant is certainly concerned about the above issues, he believes that disciplined, 

realistic, open efforts to deal with them are very doable tasks for the people, leadership, and staff of 

Plymouth. Issues like the above need to be dealt with face-to-face, not in emails, text messages or 

private conversations. 

Conclusion 

 The consultant believes that Plymouth is at a key moment, as are all churches. Creating a staff 

design to align with the new Strategic Plan is an urgent, crucial task. However, hiring the right kind of 

people is key. Those doing the hiring need to focus on the ability of candidates to be team players and 

work in an environment where there will be criticism. With the right type of people in place, doing the 

right work, Plymouth’s future is bright! 
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