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INTRODUCTION 

Church communities continue to face the ramifications of the pandemic, from financial 

burdens, to staff and volunteer burnout, to parishioners and staff getting sick. Churches across 

Christian denominations struggle to find and embrace new paths forward as they open their doors 

and resume in-person activities. According to the New York Times, as of August 1, 2022, there 

are still over 120,000 new daily COVID-19 cases, and, since the crisis began in 2020, there have 

been a total of 1.03 million COVID-19-related deaths in the United States. As the reality and 

effects of the pandemic linger, this study aims to investigate how one Catholic parish on the 

West Coast of the United States — Saint Patrick’s Church — has navigated and continues to 

navigate the diverse challenges, conversations, and reimaginings prompted by the global 

pandemic. 

Additional Catholic parishes were considered to be a part of this study, however these 

communities were in the midst of significant struggle (particularly when it came to financial 

situations and leadership changes) and, therefore, did not have the bandwidth to contribute to this 

present research. This continued struggle demonstrates the difficulty for Catholic parishes during 

this time, and that we, as a global community, are not any closer to “getting over” the COVID-19 



pandemic. As this case study of Saint Patrick’s Church demonstrates, “getting over” the 

pandemic should not be the driving focus for churches and their communities. Rather this study 

suggests that churches can find ways to cope with and embrace the continuing change to parish 

life, as well as reimagine what community is and means today.  

The research questions that drive this study include: How has the COVID-19 pandemic 

impacted the ways in which Saint Patrick’s Church lives out its mission, particularly in terms of 

social outreach and budgeting? What does it mean to be in community during this time? What 

does mission-driven action look like in this time of crisis? How is Saint Patrick’s adapting to the 

changes brought on by the pandemic, as well as reimagining what parish life can be? 

Although this study focuses only on a single church, and therefore is not representative of 

all churches, it provides an in-depth look into how this one parish church community has 

navigated and continues to navigate the pandemic, and how it specifically addresses matters of 

mission, social outreach, and business administration. However, the realities of these challenges 

are not foreign to other parishes, especially during this time, and, in that way, many parish 

communities can empathize with and learn from Saint Patrick’s Church. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The Impact of COVID-19 on Churches 

The evolving impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on churches is varied across 

communities and demographics, and is compounded by intersectional issues (e.g., political 

polarization). This impact continues to shift as churches across the globe face the financial, 

health, and social ramifications of this unprecedented time.  



For most churches, the beginning of the pandemic marked a dramatic shift from in-person 

religious services to virtual, online worship (Newport, 2020). Although the use of online 

technology is not new for religious communities, the scale and consistency that churches relied 

on such technology during the pandemic, since in-person activities were suspended, is abnormal 

(Newport, 2020). This new understanding, reliance, and surrender to digital ways of connection 

and worship fostered tensions and challenges for churches, as well as provided religious 

communities opportunities to adapt and reimagine (Newport, 2020, Navigating the Pandemic: A 

First Look at Congregational Responses, 2021). For some congregations, ministries began, 

expanded, and/or thrived through remote modalities, while other ministries ended and fellowship 

events were discontinued (Exploring the Pandemic Impact on Congregations, 2021). 

In the beginning of the pandemic, most U.S. adults and 74% of Christians agreed that 

congregations should be subject to similar regulations concerning social distancing as had 

applied to other, non-religious organizations (Pew Research Center, 2020). However, particularly 

as the pandemic persisted, political tensions among congregants, church leaders, and 

communities regarding religious freedom, mask mandates, and social distancing regulations, to 

name a few, created challenges (Pew Research Center, 2020, Nortey, 2020).  

Since 2020, the longitudinal research project, Exploring the Pandemic Impact on 

Congregations (referenced throughout this paper as “EPIC”), examines the pandemic’s 

continued impact on congregational life, noting the shifts in financial need and giving, 

adaptability, and resiliency within church communities over time. One fact made evident by 

research is that the pandemic has changed churches permanently, but that this disruptive period 

is also an invitation to reimagine what “church” is and could mean in the days to come 



(Congregational Response to the Pandemic: Extraordinary Social Outreach in a Time of Crisis, 

2021, Campbell, 2020).  

 

Local Cultures and Mission 

Local cultures of everyday life significantly shape, support, and intensify particular social 

roles, values, and narratives (Konieczny, 2013). In one study of two midwestern Catholic 

parishes, sociologist Mary Ellen Konieczny unveils the power and influence of local parish 

cultures on Catholic parishioners, particularly when it comes to issues of marriage, parenting, 

and work. Konieczny highlights distinct ecclesial church metaphors (e.g., church as community) 

enacted in liturgical worship that show how life is to be organized and understood (Konieczny, 

2013).  

Similarly, the mission of a parish has the capacity to shape particular values and drive 

particular actions within its community (Jezreel, 2018). A mission-oriented parish has the 

capacity to “redefine the parish as an enormous power for social and spiritual good,” and 

“provide its members with a spiritual and geographical blueprint for their lives that will change 

them forever” (Jezreel, 2018). When a parish community lives out their mission through 

engaging in social outreach programs, as an example, financial giving often follows. Jack 

Jezreel, originator and senior advisor for JustFaith Ministries, notes, “many pastors, after linking 

their parishioners with some important work or cause, [describe] how those same parishioners 

significantly and simultaneously increase their giving to the parish as a consequence.” This 

demonstrates the potential collaborative forces between mission-driven action and financial 

giving within parish communities. When the local culture and parish mission is in sync, the 

potential for unified, consistent action is present. 



 

Organizational Management: Key Ingredients for Healthy, Prosperous Work 

Environments 

Top performing and highly effective organizations foster support of their vision (i.e., 

mission), establish good communication practices, and mitigate burnout (Trahant, 2008; Gabriel 

& Aguinis, 2022). In turn, managers who support their organizations’ vision through their 

“actions and attitudes” help create highly effective companies (Trahant, 2008).  

A critical element to fostering a healthy organizational culture is open and transparent 

communication (Gabriel & Aguinis, 2022). When there is an “open, upward communication 

channel” between subordinates and superiors, “employees experience greater satisfaction and are 

often more productive” (Glauser, 1984). Companies that “excel in internal communication also 

have lower turnover” (Yates, 2006). One type of communication that leads to increased 

engagement levels and performance among employees is one-on-one discussions between 

managers and employees (Flinchum, 2022). One-on-one conversations establish “stronger bases 

of affective trust,” increase “interpersonal investment,” and create “stronger emotional bonds” 

between employees and managers (McAllister, 1995, Flinchum, 2022). Town hall-style 

meetings, on the other hand, may be helpful for some organizations (Trahant, 2008), however 

“agreements and consensus are harder to achieve” in larger groups due to the “greater 

information processing demands, more complex interpersonal interactions, and a greater need for 

negotiation techniques” (Flinchum, 2022). One study notes that their survey respondents who 

were Human Resource directors “rated large-scale communications events” like town hall 

meetings, “as one of the least effective” ways to motivate action and communication between 

different constituents (Dewhurst et al., 2009). An additional communication strategy that leads to 



highly effective organizations is engaging employees in the decision making, “especially in 

designing and implementing systems that directly affect them” (Gabriel & Aguinis, 2022). 

People who are doing the work have intimate knowledge and firsthand experience, and when 

encouraged to express their ideas and concerns, there is overall a more effective use of time and 

money (Gabriel & Aguinis, 2022). 

Poor management and communication can often lead to burnout (Gabriel & Aguinis, 

2022). On an individual level, burnout can cause intense feelings of exhaustion and stress 

(Renfrow, 2020). There are also increased health risks for burned-out individuals, including an 

increased likelihood to develop coronary heart disease (Toker et al., 2012), sleep disturbances, 

and muscle tension, as three examples, and overall chronic health impairments (Geurts & 

Sonnentag, 2006). The negative outcomes of burnout extend beyond individual feelings (Goh et 

al., 2019; Pfeffer, 2018) and individual health issues. On an organizational level, burnout is 

associated with higher turnover (Bakker et al., 2014), decreased performance among individuals, 

teams, and the organization as a whole (Bakker et al., 2014), and inhibited innovation and 

creativity (Huhtala & Parzefall, 2007). Burnout also has a financial cost, particularly when it 

comes to turnover costs (Muir et al., 2022). There is a financial benefit in supporting burnout 

reduction (Han, et. al., 2019). Effective organizational management leads to happier workers, a 

healthier work environment, and increased revenue (Trahant, 2008; Gabriel & Aguinis, 2022). 

 
 

METHODS 

 This study adopts a mixed methods approach, including in-depth interviews, participant 

observations, and content analyses. Between November 2021 and May 2022, I utilized snowball 

sampling to find interviewees within one diocesan Catholic parish in a city on the West Coast of 



the U.S., and then conducted a total of 14 in-depth interviews via Zoom. The pastor of the parish 

helped initiate introductions to parishioners who led or participated in various outreach ministries 

and/or worked on finance at the church. Once contacted, parishioners then shared additional 

names of those who might be interested in being interviewed. Interviewees included members 

within pastoral leadership, paid staff, and parishioner volunteers. Interviewees also included 

diverse demographics, including an age range between 28 and 72 years old, predominantly 

Caucasian with two interviewees identifying as Asian American, five male-identified and nine 

female-identified persons, and mostly born-and-raised Catholics with one interviewee identifying 

as a recent convert to Catholicism. Interviewees were parishioners at Saint Patrick’s Church from 

as little as two years to nearly 30 years. Most of the persons interviewed work at or have retired 

from a service-oriented job or volunteer position outside the church, including nursing, social 

work, human rights advocacy, and non-profit work, to name a few. 

I observed four in-person mass services and two virtual town hall meetings between the 

months of January through April 2022. I analyzed the church website, a recent 2021 financial 

report, and a variety of Saint Patrick’s Sunday bulletins in both print and virtual formats. In order 

to preserve confidentiality and safeguard identities, I have created pseudonyms for the parish and 

each interviewee. 

 

SAINT PATRICK’S CHURCH: A CASE STUDY ON THE CONTUINING IMPACT OF 

COVID-19 

 

 In the heart of a bustling city, on the West Coast of the United States, lies a medium-

sized diocesan Catholic parish led by Jesuit priests. Greeted in-person with friendly waves, hand 



sanitizer, masks, palms, and name tags, Saint Patrick’s core values of community, inclusion, and 

social justice were alive on Palm Sunday 2022. At the beginning of mass, the pastor of the 

church since July 2020 invited children up to the altar for a special blessing, a gesture requested 

by parishioners present at the previous virtual Town Hall meeting. A fusion of traditional and 

contemporary music, the choir created an environment that invited deep reflection and mutual 

participation — sentiments often echoed by many of the interviewees in this study. The reading 

of the Gospel was proclaimed by four parishioners — two women and two men of diverse racial 

backgrounds — with rehearsed conviction and passion. In the homily that followed, the pastor 

invited the congregation to enter into Christ’s Passion and put aside their comfort and privilege, 

choosing to accompany Jesus rather than act as a bystander. He situated the Gospel story in 

society’s current political and social climate, emphasizing themes of social justice, community, 

and love. In the middle of mass, the pastor initiated the recitation of Saint Patrick’s Stewardship 

Prayer — a tradition dating back 20 years. “Make me a good steward,” the congregation 

proclaimed in unison, “Generously sharing my time, abilities, and material resources” in order to 

create a just and loving world. As the pastor finished his final blessing, morning mass attendees 

gathered in the back of the church for hospitality — a weekly tradition suspended up until March 

2022 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The energy and joy exuding from people’s body language 

and conversations was apparent — after so much time in isolation, this community was eager to 

be together again, just like old times. 

Also present for this Palm Sunday Liturgy were those parishioners attending via live-

stream. Throughout the entirety of the mass, the pastor expressed explicit welcome to those 

participating in mass virtually. The updated sound system, although not perfect as some 

parishioners shared in a recent town hall meeting, purchased early on in the pandemic helped 



make this experience a great option for parishioners while in quarantine and to those who 

continue to be at risk. Although in-person mass had resumed in recent months, live-stream 

masses (as well as meetings and ministries held over Zoom) were not going anywhere and many 

parishioners relied on them, not to mention those viewing mass from other cities and states. 

Virtual mass for one interviewee, age 28, was a “light in the darkness,” especially when she 

found herself homebound for over four months due to an illness. Saint Patrick’s has relied on 

virtual mass since April 2020, and only until mid-year 2021 did the parish slowly open up with 

in-person services, with most people still opting to attend over livestream. It is only in late 

February and early March 2022 that a larger number of parishioners started to return to in-person 

mass. Palm Sunday 2022 marked this shift, particularly with its first in-person hospitality 

gathering post-mass since the pandemic started.  

This depiction of Saint Patrick’s on Palm Sunday illustrates its vibrant local culture and 

the new ways it has utilized digital technology during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is also an 

honest portrayal of its aspiration in living its mission of being “people for others” through an 

ongoing commitment to social justice, hospitality, and outreach as “disciples of Christ,” 

particularly after a time of isolation and continuous change. Yet, this depiction also obscures 

some of the ongoing challenges in living out or implementing its mission. Tensions among Saint 

Patrick’s parishioners and pastoral leaders in terms of burnout, communication issues, and 

minimal-to-a-lack-of budgeting certain social outreach ministries demonstrate the difficulties of 

living out one’s mission consistently, especially during a time of continued crisis.  

 The remainder of this paper examines Saint Patrick’s local culture and mission, social 

outreach ministries, mission-driven action, budgeting process, communication efforts, and 

changes in staff and pastoral leadership in light of the pandemic. 



 

A Strong Local Culture and Mission 

Although participants in this study never used the term “local culture” in their interviews, 

each described a strong sense of mission and cultural identity within their local parish 

community, even during the pandemic. For the purposes of this study, “local culture” refers to 

the values, norms, narratives, and practices that hold meaning and are particular to a specific 

church community, in this case Saint Patrick’s Church. All of the 14 parishioners interviewed at 

Saint Patrick’s had a collective, strong understanding of the church’s culture and mission, even 

as they experienced isolation and staff changes during the pandemic. This can be attributed, to 

some degree, to parishioners intentionally choosing to be a part of the community. Saint 

Patrick’s is not a typical neighborhood parish. This is significant because, historically, a parish 

came to mean “a bounded territory,” with a pastor appointed to serve “all those living inside its 

geographic limits'' (Bruce 2017). And yet, most who attend Saint Patrick’s live outside the 

neighborhood bounds of the parish church. Prior to the pandemic, one parishioner commuted as 

long as 30 to 40 miles to attend mass on Sunday, and has since resumed her commute now that 

in-person masses have returned. The pastor referred to Saint Patrick’s as a “destination parish” in 

which people actively choose to attend the parish because of the particular mission of the parish. 

One interviewee stated that it was precisely Saint Patrick’s mission — its commitment to 

inclusion, social outreach, and social justice — as well as its culture of welcome and community 

that made her become an official parishioner. After months of “church shopping,” another 

interviewee explained how Saint Patrick’s mission drew him in, especially when he noticed that 

“it is a parish that is consistent with its values.”  



Particular people are drawn to this parish. 11 of the 14 interviewees work or previously 

worked/volunteered in a service-oriented job, from social work, to legal advocacy, to nursing, to 

nonprofit work. Even the current pastor has a long history of working in restorative justice 

initiatives. In this way, the parishioners bring with them a set of personal values to the parish 

community that both informs as well as reflects the parish mission. One interviewee remarked 

that “there is a strong relationship of shared values between the parish and its parishioners.” This 

symbiotic relationship allows for the mission to shape the parishioners and the parishioners to 

shape the mission in return in an ongoing dialectic.  

Because of this relationship, interviewees easily connect the dots between Saint Patrick’s 

mission and the importance of social outreach. For example, all of the interviewees state that the 

mission at Saint Patrick’s is all about community and inclusion. These same interviewees are 

involved in various social outreach ministries that foster community and inclusion within the 

parish and in the outside community — before the pandemic as well as presently. One 

interviewee who is a member of the parish council said that she wanted to “care for the parish in 

the way it cared for her” through a continued commitment to community and outreach. In 

another example, the two interviewees who now volunteer to co-lead the young adult ministry 

took on this role in mid-2021 while the ministry was completely remote (and new) and they are 

continuing to lead today, invested in the culture of the parish community and the mission of the 

ministry and parish. One of the co-leaders of this ministry remarked that it was because of Saint 

Patrick’s mission and its culture of welcome that inspired him to volunteer as a co-leader for the 

new young adult ministry in the middle of the COVID-19 crisis. In this way, Saint Patrick’s did 

not merely survive this time of crisis but found solid ground in the expansion and formation of 



new ministries, like the young adult ministry, because of its cultural and missional commitment 

to community. 

 

Social Outreach Ministries 

Interviewees at Saint Patrick’s Church provided their own understanding of “social 

outreach,” often referring to “ongoing relationship and community building,” a sense of 

“mutuality” between those who serve and are being served, and learning about the “structural 

injustices” within society. They also pointed towards various outreach ministries prior to and 

during the pandemic that serve parishioners at Saint Patrick’s (e.g., hospitality after Sunday 

mass, young adult ministry, LGBTQ ministry) as well as community members within the 

neighboring city (e.g., food pantry and monthly restorative justice meetings). For the purposes of 

this study, “social outreach” refers to a broad umbrella term that includes acts of hospitality, 

charity, and justice both within the parish community as well as in the local community that 

surrounds the parish. 

Although Saint Patrick’s has struggled during this uncertain time and some ministries 

have been put on hold, it has also adapted to digital modalities and even learned to reimagine 

what “community” can look like and mean. For one interviewee, she found that the ministries 

facilitated over Zoom provided opportunities to continue connection and community that 

otherwise would not have existed during lockdown. Prior to the pandemic, Saint Patrick’s had a 

vibrant hospitality ministry that relied almost entirely on in-person activities and mainly included 

food and fellowship after the main mass every Sunday. During the pandemic, these activities 

were completely suspended and their absence left parishioners feeling isolated, as one 

interviewee shared. Since hospitality in the form of eating and conversing no longer could occur 



after mass, parishioner volunteers found new ways to show hospitality and do outreach to their 

fellow parishioners. In the early months of the pandemic, a parishioner offered a generous 

donation that focused primarily on hospitality efforts. This donation, alongside the efforts of a 

number of volunteers, established a phone tree where volunteers contacted and checked on all of 

the parishioners at Saint Patrick’s and offered financial assistance and emotional support 

depending on parishioner needs (e.g., help with rent, dropping off groceries, etc.). Although 

hospitality no longer resembled past initiatives, a commitment to hospitality continued. This 

hospitality initiative was not necessarily unique as EPIC’s survey on congregational outreach 

showed — churches throughout the U.S. started and expanded ministries of community support, 

such as using phone trees, as ways to connect and build community (Congregational Response to 

the Pandemic: Extraordinary Social Outreach in a Time of Crisis, 2021).  

The pandemic coinciding with a period of social, racial, religious, and political unrest, 

laid fertile ground for the expansion and creation of (new) ministries and outreach efforts at Saint 

Patrick’s. The LGBTQ ministry was fairly new prior to the pandemic starting, however, as the 

pandemic continued, the ministry expanded, in a large part to its virtual Zoom format, to include 

new members living outside the confines of Saint Patrick’s local community. The volunteer 

coordinator of the LGBTQ ministry shared how both parishioners and outside community 

members gravitated to connecting online in meaningful ways through every six weeks “LGBTQ 

and faith sharing” meetings, made possible by Zoom during quarantine. In response to the 

murder of George Floyd in the summer of 2020, volunteers spearheaded anti-racist education, 

advocacy, and outreach, including workshops, discussions, guest speakers, and reading series 

over Zoom. These efforts of racial justice have been unique as only “6% of congregations began 

or expanded ministries of social action or advocacy” during the pandemic (Congregational 



Response to the Pandemic: Extraordinary Social Outreach in a Time of Crisis, 2021). Saint 

Patrick’s food pantry, already an established outreach ministry for decades, grew during the 

pandemic, as volunteers responded to the needs of the local community. This growth is 

consistent with other churches, as determined in EPIC’s first survey, which found that over 30% 

of congregations saw an increase in the demands for food assistance (Congregational Response 

to the Pandemic: Extraordinary Social Outreach in a Time of Crisis, 2021). In the latter part of 

2021, still in the midst of the pandemic, women volunteers, with the support of the pastor, came 

together to provide and find opportunities for lay people to reflect and preach. One interviewee 

shared that these lay-led reflections made her feel “closeness and community” in a time of 

isolation. The young adult ministry, which had been dormant before the pandemic, flourished 

online, during lockdown. One young adult commented on how being a part of this ministry and 

micro-community within Saint Patrick’s made him feel “nourished” and “empowered” in ways 

he had not experienced before. All of these social outreach examples demonstrate that Saint 

Patrick’s adapted and sought new ways to create connection and foster community during the 

pandemic. 

None of these social outreach ministries would have been possible without volunteers. 

Reliance on volunteers increased as paid staff members left their positions and a freeze was 

placed on new hiring. Parishioners willingly filled in the critical gaps left by vacant and 

discontinued positions. For example, two of the 14 interviewees discussed how they both agreed 

to help organize hospitality efforts, a job usually done by a paid staff member. Although neither 

of them felt “called” to the work, they knew it was a need of the church. However, one 

interviewee remarked that burnout was “creeping in,” and that volunteering was not sustainable 



for her or the ministry. “Logistics take a lot of work,” stated one interviewee matter-of-factly, 

advocating for the hiring of more staff to focus primarily on outreach initiatives. 

 

Mission-Driven Action: Challenges and Aspirations 
 
 Although all of the interviewees had a strong understanding of Saint Patrick’s mission, 

there were differing perceptions as to whether individuals, and the parish as a whole, were 

“doing enough” to live out its mission, especially during the pandemic. Some interviewees 

whole-heartedly believed parishioners lived out Saint Patrick’s mission and that, as one 

interviewee articulated, “what [the pastor and parishioners] say matches their actions.” This is 

supported by the amount of time volunteers dedicate to a variety of different virtual and in-

person social outreach ministries — between two and 15 hours per week. One interviewee shared 

how she recently retired from a career in social work and enjoyed this new opportunity to “help 

meet the needs” of both the parish and outside community through volunteering in a few 

different outreach ministries. Other interviewees discussed how they have willingly stepped in to 

help with ministries that were formerly run by paid staff as volunteer coordinators during the 

pandemic. One interviewee enjoyed this challenge and appreciated the ways in which other 

parishioners helped sustain the ministry. On the other hand, another interviewee mentioned her 

frustrations and fatigue in managing an outreach program that she believes should be managed 

by paid staff as it had been previously. 

The pastor emphasized that the mission is an ideal the parish “aspires” to live up to, and 

that the parish can do more when it comes to Saint Patrick’s commitment to social justice. One 

interviewee shared the pastor’s sentiments, saying Saint Patrick’s “strives to be and struggles to 

be inclusive and diverse,” and that the mission is an “aspirational goal.” The pastor mentioned 



the longstanding significance of the Stewardship Prayer at Saint Patrick’s, which is said at every 

mass, emphasizing that the prayer “is like our second creed.” Yet, even though the pastor sensed 

that the parishioners, as well as the parish, had “plenty of money,” he wondered how they were 

“being good stewards of that money.” As the world opens and as fewer restrictions are in place 

due to the pandemic, the pastor questioned how Saint Patrick’s would continue to be good 

stewards. 

Three out of the four interviewees under the age of 36 saw Saint Patrick’s strengths as 

well as its opportunities for growth concerning authentically “walking the talk” and enacting its 

mission of justice and inclusion. One interviewee, age 35 and the volunteer coordinator of the 

LGBTQ ministry, has felt a tremendous sense of “belonging and inclusion” at Saint Patrick’s, 

especially as the ministry has grown during the pandemic. However, she also believes that the 

verbal affirmation of the LGBTQ community needs to match the money that is spent on the 

LGBTQ ministry (there currently is no official budget for the LGBTQ ministry). This 

interviewee understood that there are financial resources needed in order to “bring communities 

together and advocate for change.” 

 

Budgets 

Determining a budget for any given fiscal year can already be a challenging task for a 

parish, let alone trying to determine a budget during a global pandemic. When looking at Saint 

Patrick’s Church’s 2021 budget report, governmental aid in the form of PPP loans helped them, 

like many other churches, manage its finances and offer relief. For Saint Patrick’s, staff found it 

difficult to shift people’s way of giving from in-person to online, especially for those 

parishioners unfamiliar with handling money online. As one interviewee who administers the 



finances at Saint Patrick’s shared, donations are a key element in budgeting, however, the 

pandemic made the process of donating difficult and unpredictable. Yet, this same interviewee 

shared how overly generous parishioners were during the pandemic — making hospitality efforts 

in the form of rent, as one example, a reality for many community members. According to the 

interviewee, even with these generous financial gifts, it can be difficult to finalize a budget, since 

many variables are involved in the process, and that, because of this, it can be difficult to 

anticipate church needs for the upcoming year. 

When it comes to the budget and how the budget is communicated, there seemed to be 

confusion and hesitancies among the interviewees. In December 2021, the pastor and director of 

finance created and shared with parishioners an annual financial report, a form of communication 

interviewees found helpful. And yet, upon asking if some of the interviewees actually read 

and/or understood the eight-page document, only a few could recall intentionally looking at it. 

One interviewee mentioned that it would be helpful to have a meeting where someone on the 

finance council went through the document with parishioners. 

Requesting a budget or financial resources can be out of the comfort zone for some of the 

interviewees, particularly those who are younger in age. Two volunteer coordinators of different 

outreach ministries mentioned confusion about navigating their budget (or if they even had one) 

and about what is expected to be paid for by parishioners. The pastor, on the other hand, assumed 

that parishioners feel comfortable in going to him and requesting money when they need it. 

Further, since Saint Patrick’s is a diocesan parish run by Jesuits (not a Jesuit parish), its 

jurisdiction falls under the local archdiocese. Interviewees who had direct experience working 

with archdiocesan representatives, particularly on financial considerations and the allocation of 

the budget, shared the challenges in navigating strict protocols set forth by the archdiocese. Any 



spending over $10,000 dollars, as one example, has to be approved by the archdiocese, which 

one interviewee revealed was very “restraining.” The archdiocese is “very bureaucratic,” one 

interviewee commented, and has almost complete control over how Saint Patrick’s spends its 

money. Even when it comes to developing the yearly budget, one interviewee shared how the 

budget categories are set forth by the archdiocese and cannot be changed. When looking at Saint 

Patrick’s 2021 Annual Financial Report to the Parish, there is no inclusion of outreach 

programming as a category. Yet, as one interviewee explained, each parish is told to place items 

into the given categories that most closely fit their descriptions and it is up to the discretion of 

the accountant, pastor, and/or operations manager to determine where something like the funding 

for a social outreach ministry fits. This same interviewee reported that this creates confusion 

among those reading the annual report, particularly for those interested in seeing how much the 

parish spends on social outreach endeavors, as well as inconsistencies among those doing the 

categorizing. 

 

Communication and Organizational Strengths and Weaknesses 

 According to interviewees, Saint Patrick’s Church has both strength in and space to 

improve upon communication strategies and parish organizational structures. Both the pastor and 

associate pastor hold open weekly office hours over Zoom, which one interviewee appreciated as 

an opportunity to get to know the pastor/s. Yet, this same interviewee mentioned that not many 

people know about the open office hours, and that the information should be shared more widely 

on the church website, weekly bulletins, and mass announcements.  

The pastors also have held monthly town hall meetings on Zoom since January 2022 as a 

way to foster community connection and share what is going well and discuss areas needing 



improvement. In the virtual January town hall meeting, the pastor asked if anyone had “any ideas 

of what [they] would like to see over the next 3 months.” One participant mentioned they would 

like to see the pastor say a special blessing over the children during the Sunday morning mass, as 

the former pastor had done. He agreed, and at the following Sunday liturgy, he offered a blessing 

over the children. This is one simple example of how a town hall meeting can enact change. On 

the other hand, one interviewee shared that the once-a-month town hall meeting was typically at 

the same time and therefore inaccessible to people who worked during that time. She mentioned 

that she would like to see more options for these kinds of meetings. 

One interviewee, a 28 year old who volunteers to lead one of the outreach ministries at 

Saint Patrick’s, shared that she “desired communication between the different outreach 

ministries” as a way to build relationships, and to learn more about each ministry’s activities and 

what they might need for support. This same interviewee shared that there was no 

communication between ministries; it was up to her to make those connections. “Even an 

opportunity to meet with the parish council would be helpful,” said the interviewee, so that she 

could “voice [her] ministry’s needs.”  

Like with many churches during the pandemic, Saint Patrick’s faced staff and leadership 

changes and turnover for a variety of reasons. A few months into the start of the pandemic and 

lockdown, Saint Patrick’s experienced change in the form of welcoming a new pastor and 

associate pastor in the summer of 2020. In an already unsettled time, this significant change in 

pastoral leadership, along with other staff members quitting their positions, fostered a sense of 

uneasiness, frustration, and burnout among many of the interviewees, particularly those who 

volunteered more during this time. One interviewee believed this was “more turnover than [she] 

had ever seen in [over 20 years at Saint Patrick’s],” and therefore, she understood why so many 



felt uneasy and tired. Other interviewees discussed the “difficulties” and “frustrations” that came 

with trying to establish a relationship with the new pastor over Zoom, and the inconsistent 

communication between the pastor and parishioners at the start of the pandemic. 

Staff changes led to an increase of relying more heavily on volunteers, since they were 

not replacing those paid staff positions any time soon. One interviewee saw this as a potential 

positive as it “pushes people to get involved” and take “ownership” of a ministry. Another 

interviewee believed that the pastor preferred having more volunteers to do various work, “not as 

a matter of economic need, but more so as a matter of mission.” Similarly, the pastor voiced how 

he would like to see more people offer to help and take initiative to generate ideas and conduct 

outreach. The consequence of relying more on volunteerism is that there has been increased 

burnout among parishioner volunteers. One interviewee, a volunteer in many of the ministries at 

Saint Patrick’s, voiced that splitting a former role that was previously done by a full-time paid 

staff person into now current part-time volunteer work is “not sustainable or fair.” She believed 

that this ministry “could be more than it is now” and that it was a “matter of justice” to “not pay 

a just wage to our very own people.” This interviewee feared that volunteers would “burnout” 

and wanted all the different members of the parish, including paid staff and volunteers, to be 

cared for. 

 

CONCLUSION 

For Saint Patrick’s Church — and many other parish communities — there is no 

returning to a pre-pandemic existence, rather, they can only progress forward, changed. The 

COVID-19 crisis has brought forth challenges and opportunities, and as one interviewee 

remarked, “We are still in the weeds.” Parishioners at Saint Patrick’s are still working to grow in 



relationship with their “new” pastor, find ways to connect with parishioners (new and old), deal 

with feelings of burnout, work with limited or no budgets for certain ministries, heal from the 

grief and loss brought forth by COVID-19, and so on. And, yet, many interviewees in this study 

offered gratitude and hope during this time of continued uncertainty. One interviewee shared 

how hopeful she was because of the way the young adults got involved and took leadership in 

the parish during crisis. Although COVID-19 has taken a toll, and people are weary, many 

interviewees believed they will emerge from the pandemic stronger than before, which echoes 

similar sentiments in the survey data conducted by EPIC. In reflecting on how Saint Patrick’s 

will continue to endure, an interviewee offered this: “The great task, and great reward, is to 

engage with others” and to be in deep community with those involved in different ministries, as 

well as those at the margins of the parish and local community. In other words, this interviewee 

believed that it was Saint Patrick’s mission and commitment to each other that would help them 

survive, and perhaps even thrive, during the COVID-19 crisis.  
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