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“Make your light shine, so that 
others will see the good that 
you do and will praise your 

Father in heaven.” 

- Matthew 5:16 
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Introduction 

We ask, we beg, we plead, we cast vision, we explain, we smile, we laugh, we 
cry, we cajole, and… sometimes we resort to guilt.  It never seems to be 
enough.  We always need more.  Volunteers… they make our world go ‘round 
or come crashing down.  What if you stopped the crazy cycle of begging and 
pleading?  What if your ministry was so volunteer-focused that people were 
naturally attracted to serving?  Does it sound like a dream?  Too good to be 
true?  With a shift in approach, your ministry can become a place where 
people are drawn to serve.   

My Experience 

I’ve been in ministry for ten years now and have been blessed with leading 
large, successful teams of volunteers.   

- 175 volunteers currently serve in our children’s ministry each month 
- 150 volunteers serve 300 kids each summer at our “Camp” 

experiences (our version of VBS) 

- Over 50 different people helped renovate our children’s environments 
over the last several years 

- We have 375 volunteers currently serving in a dozen different 
ministries spread out over 4 different service times 

Our children’s ministry volunteers wear funny hats, ridiculous buttons, 
sandwich boards, and matching t-shirts whenever I ask them to.  Summer 
camp volunteers want to know the dates for next year’s camp before the 
current camp is even over!  I’m not tooting my own horn.  I want you to know 
this strategy works.  

About four years ago I began to mentor church leaders and was asked to help 
them build a solid foundation for successful volunteer ministries in their own 
churches.  I modeled out-of-the-box thinking, provided them with great tools 
for choosing the right structure and programs, and encouraged them to be 
unique in their approach to ministry.  I provided training on how to appreciate 
volunteers and craft the perfect recruiting approach with just the right mix of 
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humor and vision.  Great reports came back on how they were able to 
effectively implement the program suggestions and how new and revitalized 
ministries were thriving in their children’s worship environments.  But they 
were resoundingly frustrated that the strategies I gave them to recruit 
volunteers just didn’t seem to be working.  They weren’t getting the same 
results I was getting at my church.  So I listened to their frustrations and 
thoughtfully gave them more strategies, t-shirt ideas, and scheduling 
suggestions.  Their response was continued frustration.  And that’s when I got 
frustrated.   

I was missing something in my communication.  I began to think about the 
foundational elements of our successful volunteer ministry.  Why were 
volunteers constantly asking to join our ministries?  Why were they willing to 
do the crazy things I asked of them?  Why were they so eager, so energetic, 
and so excited about what was happening?   

I wrestled with these questions for months before God opened my eyes.  It 
wasn’t the t-shirts I gave them or the crazy hats they wore.  It wasn’t about 
the cute advertisement during the service or the creative way I let people 
know about ministry opportunities in the bulletin.  We have an army of 
volunteers because we have a system of volunteer care and leadership that 
made them feel valued, loved, and respected. I was pouring into a team of 
dedicated leaders that were, in turn, pouring into teams of volunteers.  
Relationships were being forged, friendships were being nurtured, and 
spiritual growth was taking place within our ministry.  We were more focused 
on developing people spiritually than we were on making sure our schedules 
were filled and full. Relationships, time, and love… those were the key 
ingredients I failed to share with the people I was mentoring.   

Just a short time later, I was given the chance to talk to a group of pastors 
about leading volunteers.  I had 30 minutes to tell them everything I knew.  
I’m sure they came expecting strategies for recruiting volunteers through 
bulletins and newsletters.  Instead I gave them a shift in perspective.  I shared 
with them for 40 minutes (yes, I went over my time) that the key to recruiting 
and retaining volunteers is relationships.   
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As leaders, we need to view ourselves in the role of developing people, not 
merely volunteer managers and schedulers.  Instead of looking at potential 
volunteers with the mindset of “What can you do for me,” we need to ask, 
“What can this ministry do to develop you?”  We must realize that our 
ministry is as much about helping volunteers grow spiritually through their 
service as it is about the service we will provide to others.   

Leading volunteers and focusing on relationships is a risky, messy business.  
It’s easier to manage volunteers- a schedule doesn’t talk back. Consider these 
points:  

• Volunteer Managers see people as the answer to their need.  
Volunteer Leaders develop people and look for areas where they will 
experience the most personal growth- even if it isn’t their ministry’s 
greatest area of need.   

• Volunteer managers e-mail duties because it’s quick and convenient. 
Volunteer leaders schedule time over coffee to get personal and talk 
about what’s happening, even though it can be time consuming and 
overwhelming.   

• Being a volunteer manager allows you distance and doesn’t require 
personal investment or further discussion.  Being a volunteer leader 
means investing yourself in a real relationship with volunteers that 
may make you feel vulnerable and inadequate as you do life together.  

• Being a volunteer manager is easy as long as people do what you want 
them to do.  Being a volunteer leader is a commitment toward 
investing in others and shepherding their spiritual growth.  It’s a 
daunting and often overwhelming task that can only be accomplished 
with a strong connection to the Savior.  

Unfortunately the world of church ministry has too many volunteer managers 
and not enough volunteer leaders. That’s why so many ministries are 
constantly understaffed and struggle to accomplish their mission.  
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Making the Shift 

It is a shift in philosophy and practice to move from a manager to a leader but 
this shift isn’t a magic potion that will have volunteers flooding into your 
ministry in a matter of days.  It’s a change in perspective and habits- 
something that takes time and investment.   

Studies have shown it takes a person 21 days to learn a new habit or break an 
old one and then another 42 days of consistent practice in order for that habit 
to become a regular part of one’s routine and character.  Over the next 21 days 
you’ll have the opportunity to develop new leadership skills that will naturally 
draw people toward serving in your ministry area.  You’ll have the opportunity 
to identify and release old, ineffective habits and begin to establish a fresh 
new approach to leading volunteers.  It will be up to you to put those skills 
into practice in the months that follow and make them become an integral 
part of your character and interactions with others.   

As you dig into this resource, you’ll be immersed in an extensive training 
program that will require you to take an objective look at your skills as a 
leader and your ministry as a whole.  The effectiveness of this training 
depends on your ability to be completely honest about your own strengths 
and weaknesses and to let go of personal ownership of your ministry.  As you 
begin, it’s essential to step outside your ministry context and start from a 
fresh point of view.  With an open mind, you’re ready to begin this three-week 
journey of volunteer leadership development! 
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Using this Guide 

Each week we’ll focus on a different aspect of volunteer leadership.  Six days 
of the week, you’ll read the material and answer the corresponding questions.  
On the seventh day of each week, you’ll have the opportunity to reflect and 
review what you’ve learned in the previous lessons.  Here’s an overview of the 
next 21 days.   

Week One- Attracting Volunteers: Become a Leader Worth Following 
To start things off, we’ll take a look in the mirror and focus on 
character traits that volunteers look for in an effective leader.  By 
changing your approach to leadership, you can set an example that 
others will want to follow.   

Week Two- Recruiting Volunteers: Establish a Ministry worth Joining 
In the second week, we’ll evaluate your ministry.  You’ll have the 
opportunity to check your vision, motivation, and structure to make 
sure they not only meet the needs of those you serve, but also provide 
a healthy environment for volunteers in ministry.   

Week Three- Retaining Volunteers: Value Relationships in Ministry 
We’ll wrap things up with a study of how to care for volunteers who 
partner with you in ministry.  When volunteers are happy, they are 
more effective, excited, and they tell others.  By valuing relationships 
over tasks, your volunteers will be compelled to stay, become more 
invested, and bring others into the ministry.   
 

Remember- you’ll get out of this study what you put into it.  If one concept 
seems particularly challenging, you may need to spend more time working 
through the questions.  Take your time and answer thoughtfully, but don’t 
become so bogged down that you get discouraged and quit.  Keep pressing on!  
At the end of these three weeks, you will have completed an honest 
evaluation of your ministry and leadership skills.  This process will take time 
and attention, but the effort will be worth it!   You’ll begin to become the kind 
of leader who naturally attracts volunteers and you’ll lead a ministry that 
people will ask to join.   
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Week One-  
Attracting Volunteers:  

Become a Leader Worth Following 
 

We need more volunteers… that’s the problem in a nutshell.  So what do we 
do?  We climb inside the hamster wheel of promotion and recruitment.  We 
continually advertise in the newsletter, place ads in the bulletin, put up help 
wanted ads in the hallway, pressure parents into serving, learn how to 
manipulate people with guilt, encourage people who are already 
overcommitted, and target people who just can’t say no.  We feel like we are 
constantly recruiting but we’re not getting anywhere!  People aren’t 
responding! What’s wrong with them?  Why weren’t they moved to action 
when we paraded the crying babies through the sanctuary and pleaded for 
help??!!!  

Albert Einstein once said, “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again 
and expecting different results.”  Get off the hamster wheel.  Stop recruiting.  
Stop expecting people to join your ministry using the same tactics that 
haven’t worked in the past.  Try something new.   

Take a look in your rearview mirror.  Who is behind you?  If you don’t see 
anyone following, then you’re not really leading.  If you see a few people in the 
distance, curious about who you are and what you stand for, learn how to 
draw them closer.  If you look in your rearview mirror and see people walking 
behind you, desiring to be a part of the things you’re connected with, and 
wanting to learn from your life experiences, you’re doing something right.   

The first step in successful volunteer recruiting is becoming a leader worth 
following.  As a volunteer leader, you need to be the kind of person that 
others want to follow because they find value in being near you.  They should 
be able to see the way you love others and the way you value your relationship 
with God.  They should be intrigued by that “something different” about you- 
something they want to better understand and experience.   
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This week we’ll focus on you and your leadership skills.  What can you do to be 
the type of leader God is calling you to be?  Once you put these skills into 
practice, you’ll begin to look in the rearview mirror and see people following 
you.  Then it won’t take a creative ad campaign to fill your ministry positions, 
all it will take is a personal ask to get them to join your ministry journey.  
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Day 1- It Starts With Love 

John 15:12 “This is my commandment, 
 that you love one another as I have loved you.” 

 
It’s time to dig in and get started!  You probably have a big list of questions 
you’d like to see answered.  What are the best strategies for recruiting 
volunteers?  How do I find the right person for the right job?  How do I hold 
onto the volunteers I have?  What do I do if my volunteers leave?  And I bet 
that’s just the beginning!  Let me give you one simple answer.  The first step to 
solving all your volunteer dilemmas is simple… love.  Pure, simple, love.  
Alright- close the book… you’re done.  If you only learn one thing about 
volunteer leadership from this resource, let it be that. Love others.   

Jesus spent an incredible amount of time loving others.  Consider His 
approach to volunteer recruitment: first He loved them, then He empowered 
them.  Before He expected anything of His followers, He loved them.  Think of 
Jesus’ team of core volunteers (the disciples)- they were fishermen, a tax 
collector, ordinary uneducated men prone to mistakes, faults, and lapses in 
faith.  None of them could offer Him anything in return.  They didn’t have 
incredible communication skills or a knack for leading small groups.  They 
didn’t have advanced degrees and certificates to show their potential.  He 
loved them because of who they were, not what they would do for Him.  We 
need to love people in the same way- unconditionally: because of who they 
are, not what they can do for us or our ministry.   

As a leader of volunteers, you are first called to love.  Accept other’s faults 
and appreciate their strengths.  View them as a masterpiece created by the 
master craftsman.  Don’t see them as a potential tool in your ministry toolbox 
or a missing piece in your program’s puzzle, but as a uniquely crafted 
individual- a child of the King.  Ask God to begin to show you His plan for their 
lives and make it a priority to help them discover their path- regardless of 
whether or not it benefits your ministry.  Become a leader who cares more 
about other’s passions and strengths than your ministry’s needs and wants.  
Start with love.   
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In the space below, make a list of three people you will intentionally begin to 
love.  Don’t limit yourself to people who have something to offer you, but 
prayerfully seek out who God is leading you to invest in.  Then list the ways 
you will begin to demonstrate that unconditional love.  If it truly is more 
blessed to give than to receive (Acts 20:35), focus on giving love rather than 
receiving anything in return.   

God is calling me to  show love to: ___________________________,  

____________________________ and ________________________.  

Things I value about each of these people:  

________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Ways I will express love toward each of them:  

________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Things I will do to invest in these relationships:  

________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Day 2- Is “It” In You? 

Philippians 4:9, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen 
in me- put it into practice.  And the God of peace will be with you.”  

What are some characteristics you are looking for in someone who volunteers 
in your ministry?  Write a description of the perfect volunteer in the space 
below.   

________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Consider your description and take an honest look at yourself.  Do you 
measure up to your idea of the ideal volunteer?  Do you consistently 
demonstrate these characteristics in your own life?  Can others see you not 
only meeting but exceeding these expectations?   

If it’s not in you, you can’t expect it to be in those you lead.  Consistently 
setting high standards and challenging yourself personally, professionally, and 
spiritually makes people curious.  Hard work, integrity, excellence, and 
discipline are rare characteristics in today’s society.  When people see these 
traits demonstrated in your life, they’ll sit up and take notice.  They’ll 
recognize the difference and will want to hang out with you.  Instead of 
“recruiting” volunteers for ministry, you’ll be able to look behind and see 
people following who are intrigued by your devotion and eager to see how 
God is working in your life.  These new recruits will desire to be a part of your 
ministry so they can learn from your life and experiences and be a part of a 
winning team.   

So how do you get “it” in you?  Answer the following questions and begin to 
intentionally build Christian character and spiritual disciplines into your life.   

1.  What are five character traits you most respect in others?  
___________________     ___________________     ___________________      
___________________     ___________________ 
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2.  How do you plan to challenge yourself to become stronger in those 
areas? List the trait and a strategy for strengthening your character in 
that area. 

Character Trait Strengthening Strategy  
  

  

  

  

  

   


