
No Fail Meetings 
by Michael Hyatt 

 
Parish Council Supplement 

 
We recommend that one would read the chapter in the book first and then review the supplemental 
commentary here second.  
 
Introduction 
 
This supplement is the combination of commentary from two authors: Fr. John Dixon, pastor of Holy 
Spirit Orthodox Church in Huntington, WV, and Dn. Adam Lowell Roberts, Content Creator for the 
Dept. of Missions and Evangelism of the Antiochian Archdiocese.  
 
Fr. John 
“God is the Lord and has revealed Himself to us” – Ps 117:27   Everything we strive to do should 
reflect this revelation. Archimandrite Vasileios of Iveron Monastery writes concerning God’s 
self-revelation: “This self-emptying, as a work of unfathomable love, is a theophany – a revelation of 
the truth of God as communion of persons who love each other.  This is the gospel of the new 
creation, the message of life . . . the way of existence . . . how to live, to write, to organize. “(The 
Thunderbolt of Ever-Living Fire, p. 54). 
 
Our goal is to explore this theme as we look at the Parish Council in a holistic way, making the 
connection between what appears to be the practical “business” of this ministry and equally its 
spiritual components - both are united in the common work of the Clergy and Parish Council, as each 
uses its distinctive charisms to build up the Body of Christ. 
 
Dn. Adam 
To help communicate the concepts presented in the book, I have added some true stories. The 
names, dates, and the specifics of each story have been changed to protect the innocent (and not so 
innocent).  
  
Next Chapter: Why Meetings Fail? 
 
Fr. John 
A critical  foundation of a successful Parish Council must include the clear understanding of the very 
purpose of the Parish Council and how it fits into the overall ministry of the Church. “For many years, 
we have been administering our local parishes under a false dichotomy; indeed under a dangerous 
and unorthodox dualism.  We have been preaching two kinds of theology:  One for the church 
upstairs and one for the hall downstairs....In the Church, there are no spiritual and financial matters 
opposing each other.  As a matter of fact, everything in the Church points to the Eternal, to the 



Almighty God who is the source source of ‘every and perfect gift.’”(Metropolitan PHILIP’s address 
from Archdiocese Convention in 1968) 
 
If we consider failed meetings, we must also address this bigger picture.  It is critical that there be an 
understanding of the history of the Parish Council - how has it functioned over the decades?  This 
history  creates a powerful inertia.  How does the Parish Council view itself and the priest and how 
does the priest view the Parish Council and himself?  How does the “status quo” align with sense of 
hierarchy and equality as revealed in the Holy Trinity?  Some of the attributes of the Holy Trinity: 
1. Love 
2. Unity 
3. Diversity (of persons) 
4. Cooperation/unity of will (came to do the will of my Father) 
5. Community 
6. Activity – work 
7. Hierarchy 
8. Equality 
9. Reconciliation/Peacemaker 
 
Dn. Adam 
How does the function of our Parish Council match with the following statements? 
 
Our parish council meetings stay on task 
 

strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, strongly disagree 
 
Our parish council meetings are the appropriate amount of time 
 

strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, strongly disagree 
 
Our parish council sees themselves as a ministry of the church 
 

strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, strongly disagree 
 
I enjoy going to parish council meetings 
 

strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, strongly disagree 
 
I believe our parish council meetings are efficient and productive 
 

strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, strongly disagree 
 
True Story: Father raised his hand during the twice-annual parish meeting and said, “the only thing 
we have discussed here today is the minutes from the last meeting, which were about scheduling our 



next meeting, and then in new business we discussed where and when to have our next meeting. It 
seems we are having meetings to determine our next meeting.” 
 
Next Chapter: Decide 
 
Fr. John 
Another aspect to consider under the category of “Deciding” may also be the bigger decision on the 
composition of the Council.  In the same way that we need to ensure that the necessary people are 
present to ensure that specific meetings are productive, on the whole a Parish Council should be 
composed of persons that will be able to keep the “big picture” of the ministry of Council in focus. 
The Parish Council Handbook, which was developed several years ago as a tool for training Parish 
Councils, lists a number of attributes of those who should serve: 
a. Those with good and regular attendance; lead by example 
b. Those willing to serve 
c. Those willing to learn 
d. Those approved by the priest 
e. Those who understand the Orthodox faith – this isn’t the place to learn the basics 
f. Those who already are serving elsewhere (time, treasure, talents) 
g. Collectively should reflect over all the parish – gender, age, cultural, professions, etc. 
 
Dn. Adam 
Which do you prefer for parish council meetings? 

Routinely scheduled 
Scheduled as needed 
 

How will you come to a consensus on scheduling? 
 
Are there items on the agenda which could be handled with a conference call or email chain? 
 
Are there items which need to be handled by a subset of the parish council before bringing it to the 
next parish council meeting? Are we wasting some of the members time and discussing in front of 
them what should be discussed before hand? 
 
Are you including necessary people for the upcoming agenda? For example, if you are talking about 
the youth group, have you invited and prepared the youth advisor to the meeting?  
 
Are the items on the agenda related to the parish council? For example, per the Antiochian 
Archdiocese, the priest appoints a SOYO advisor and the parish council does not have a say in this. 
However, the parish council would have a say in whether or not it is a paid position. 
 
Are the right people present to have a meeting? For example, per the Antiochian Archdiocese, all 
attached clergy are on the parish council but are ex officio (non-voting) members. They are expected 
to be present to assist the priest in his spiritual ministry.  



 
Are we properly addressing the three areas of importance in a routine meeting? 

Goal tracking 
Priority reviews 
Troubleshooting 

 
Would it be valuable to broadcast your meeting on the internet for the congregation? You may not 
want to share it publicly, but did you know that you can create a private link for the congregation to 
view it. This is how many city councils are now operating, a live video and audio feed for the citizens 
to stay informed. The real question is, do you desire for your congregation to be informed and 
engaged? 

 
True Story: George was in charge of the annual Easter charity. Mary was in charge of the 
benevolence committee for the parish council and was evaluating the Easter charity at a recent 
meeting. Then one of the committee members pointed out that George should be present. George 
was invited but was not told why he was invited. Eventually George was able to find out that Mary 
was leading a discussion with the committee on whether or not to continue the charity. Once George 
found out how Mary was handling this, George not only declined the invitation but submitted his 
resignation to the priest.  
 
Next Chapter: Scheduling 
 
Dn. Adam 
Are we asking the three main questions when scheduling a meeting? 

When: Are we accommodating the parish council members and the priest? 
Where: Should we meet at the church, online, or somewhere else? 
How: Do we have to meet in person for every meeting? 

 
When: Everyone on the parish council has a different schedule. Most members are working adults, so 
these parish council meetings will probably be scheduled during “Off Stage” time as Dn. Hyatt calls it, 
but what if your council has several members who are retired and don’t want to go out at night? Talk 
through the schedule of your council members, including the priest, which picking the meeting time 
and date. 
 
Where: Maybe you want to meet in the narthex to remind people you are a ministry team? Have you 
considered using video conference call software such as Skype/Google Hangouts to save drive-time 
for some who live further away? Not only does it save drive time, you can record the session for 
accurate minutes. Video conferencing could either be used for one-off meetings or regularly 
scheduled meetings, depending on what is most efficient for your council. 

 
How: How are parish council members informed that they need to be present? How are 
non-members informed that their presence is requested at a meeting. Was the non-member properly 
informed as to why their presence is requested? Are you sure that your current communication 



method is the best method? The invitation should include an agenda for the meeting, according to 
Hyatt. This is true for parish council members and non-members who have been requested to be 
present. Also, this should be true for both voting and non-voting members of the council. In other 
words, try to avoid surprises. 
 
True Story: Fr. Nicholas noticed that the parish council members were not viewing the work of the 
parish council as ministry, at least several of them were. Fr. Nicholas noticed the atmosphere and 
personality of the entire meeting was a problem. After careful prayer and consideration, he explained 
to the parish council that they would be having future meetings in the narthex and he explained why. 
They were then meeting on Holy Ground. Almost immediately Fr. Nicholas could sense a shift 
towards holiness in the meetings. The location changed everything.  
 
Next Chapter: Prepare 
 
Fr. John 
Hyatt states: “Meetings are monsters masquerading as productivity.”  Before every meeting, 
leadership should ensure that there is an agenda and clear expectations about what is needed for the 
meeting to be productive. Too often, all of us, both clergy and laity, simply show up. It is simply wrong 
to take valuable time from clergy and parishioners for meetings that are not well-planned.  St Paul 
reminds us: “See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise,  redeeming the time, 
because the days are evil.” (Ephesians 5:16)  Good preparation honors the commitment made by 
those offering their time to serve. 
 
Dn. Adam 
Hyatt claims the number one missing ingredient is preparation. The preparation comes in the form of 
an agenda. Do you have an agenda template that covers all of the appropriate details? Let’s review 
the template provided in the back of the book and pretend to fill it in for the next parish council 
meeting. 
 

● Meeting title: Parish Council Meeting 
● Date and time: January 15th at 7 PM 
● Participants: All members plus the president of the women’s group 
● Meeting leader: The parish council president is traveling in Europe and will listen in through a 

speaker phone, but the vice president will lead the meeting. 
● Meeting facilitator: The parish administrator 

 
Who should be the leader and who should be the facilitator? Most parish councils already have these 
roles available in the form of a president and secretary. The president will be leading the meeting but 
should not be facilitating the meeting, according to Hyatt. The facilitator could be called by other titles, 
so be open-minded when naming and assigning this position. Whether facilitator, or secretary, or 
administrator, Hyatt makes it clear that the leader is one person and that the facilitator is another. 
 



● Meeting purpose: Are we having an automatic monthly meeting with the parish council and 
there is nothing to discuss? Make sure we have a clear and specific purpose for the parish 
council meeting so that we can avoid “vain repetitions.” 

● Meeting program 
○ Achievements: Are we celebrating milestones and success, both small and big? 

Celebration instill hope and inspiration. Ignoring milestones and success can often lead 
to ignoring hard working people. List out the achievements on the agenda. 

○ Expectations: Are we always ending on time or is there a big mystery on how long the 
meeting will take? Do members know how much time will be given to each item of 
discussion? Write out the expectations in the agenda. 

○ Issues: Also called content in the book, these are the specific items that need to be 
discussed. This will show the members how and when the issues will be discussed. 
Keep track of how many items there are and how much time each item deserves. 

○ Ownership: How will the decisions, the follow up be activated? Who will do what and by 
when? Leave a space at the end of the meeting for each member/committee/team to 
briefly share their actionable items from the meeting and when to expect an update. 

 
Hyatt reviews the meeting location and space multiple times throughout the book, and for good reason. Are our 
parish council meetings taking place in a windowless cave? This saps energy. Pay attention to the quality of 
the room, the size, and the decorations. This does not mean you need to change the room. Maybe you just 
need to meet in a different location that is already uplifting? 
 
Nourishment can be a vital ingredient for a successful meeting. If you are prepared to provide good 
nourishment, then you are more likely to receive cooperation and enthusiasm. Nourishment can take many 
forms, such as snacks and coffee, or even a full meal. 
 
The fifth items Hyatt talks about in preparation is “wowing” the team. This can be in the form of small gifts or 
surprises. If it becomes routine and expected it would probably lose its value, but the occasional small gift can 
go far in showing appreciation for the team and their hard work. Small gifts could include an icon, prayer rope, 
or new book from the bookstore. Be creative here to show appreciation to the specific people who deserve it. 
 
Hyatt closes the chapter with encouraging everyone to be prepared, not just the organizers. How does that 
look in a parish council? It means the entire parish council should have spent time thinking about agenda and 
what they want to discuss before they arrive at the meeting.  
 
True Story: Mary, as a guest to the meeting, was confused as she looked around the room For some reason 
they were trying to fit 15 people into a small room. She took a chance, “Do you mind if I ask why we are 
meeting in this room? It seems cramped and uncomfortable.” Immediately one of the parish council members 
agreed that it was strange and the meeting moved to a larger room. Mary discovered that the parish council 
had been meeting in that room for awhile even though everyone was uncomfortable in the smaller room. 
  
Next Chapter: Meet 
  
Fr. John 



Part of the “baggage” inherited by many Parish Councils as “The Board,”, is the expectation that 
contentious issues will have winners and losers.  Obviously, everyone will not be happy with every 
decision.  However, as members of the Body of Christ, we have different expectations than persons 
serving on a secular board.  In all things, we should work toward a consensus.  From the Parish 
Council Guidebook, we learn than “consensus is a form of group decision-making based on general 
agreement, not on voting. It is a win-win solution and  provides ownership of ideas by all team 
members. Unanimity is not the objective. Consensus is reached when all members of the team, 
including the leader, are willing to accept an idea or concept as the best choice for the entire team. ‘I 
believe that you understand my point of view. I believe that I understand your point of view. Whether 
or not I prefer this idea or concept, I will support it because it was reached openly and fairly. I can live 
with this decision.’  Silence is interpreted as agreement.”  It is true that this takes more time and 
preparation - and certainly more prayer and humility - and most Parish Councils would need to be 
trained by someone familiar with this method to ensure its effectiveness.  However, the  proper use of 
consensus as a decision making tool, would further the natural state of the church as a place of 
conciliarity rather than power. 
 
Dn. Adam 
We know from the book and from our own experience that meetings are either productive or an 
interruption.  
 
What makes the parish council interested, engaged, and productive? Asking good questions. At this 
point we will add some work done by the Archdiocese in the Becoming Truly Human ministry which is 
based on asking good questions. 
 
Clarify what is being said. If you don’t understand what was just said, clarify and put what the person 
said in your own words, “Are you saying that the playground will cost more than expected?” 
 
Open ended questions let you go deeper into someone’s comment. “Where did you find all this great 
information on playgrounds?” 
 
Redirect questions will pull the group back in and can reduce the amount of monologues. “Jeremy 
has brought up a great point about the risk factors with this new playground. Katherine, didn’t you 
have some concerns about risk?” 
 
During the meeting, one of the most helpful approaches is to assume that your team has something 
to teach you. Humility is key in every student, and everyone at the parish council meeting can learn 
something if they try. Even if someone is giving a presentation over their research, say on 
playgrounds, we can still learn something from someone else in the group.  
 
We know that conflict will arise, and the advice from Hyatt is quite similar to the teachings of the 
church on suffering. Hyatt tells us to avoid the extremes of conflict management and resolution but 
instead to focus on a third option he calls conflict transformation. We are called to do the same with 
our suffering. We cannot manage or resolve suffering, but we can transmute it into something salvific. 



When conflict arises in the meeting, lead the transformation which brings the opposing sides together, 
not necessarily in agreement but definitely in understanding. 
 
Set expectations with your parish council on what is and is not permissible. For example, the meeting 
will always start on time. When the meeting starts late, it rewards the latecomers and punishes those 
who were on time. That’s the reverse of what should happen. To further examine Hyatt’s list of AMBs, 
we have reversed the actions to help connect the dots. 
 

● Arrive on time (and we know this means early) 
● Completely silence your ringer on your phone 
● Stay away from email, social media, and any other electronic distractions not directly related to 

the topic being discussed, even if you are not a part of this current discussion 
● Avoid side conversations, stay focused on who is speaking, just as you would want 
● Have everyone take notes according to their preferred method, but avoid distractions 
● Limit how often you are commenting and for how long, and don’t interrupt! 

○ Side note: if someone is giving a monologue, interrupt them with a pause, “John, may I 
pause you there. You just mentioned something that I think the group would like to 
discuss on the life span of these playgrounds. Can we talk about that for a minute 
before you continue?” Pause is respectful if you pay a compliment and offer to let John 
continue talking later, but only use this is a person is talking for too long. 

● Prepare yourself for the meeting and discussion 
● Avoid tangent conversions, mark them down for a future meeting with their own place on the 

agenda 
● Say something during the meeting, even if you say that you need time to think about the 

presentation 
 
End the meeting with the actionable items at the top of the minutes. This gives one more reminder to 
everyone at the meeting of the next step. 
 
 
Follow Up 
 
Fr. John  
One of the unfortunate habits that we often fall into on Parish Council is the “meeting after the 
meeting.”  In fact, the meeting sometimes continues in the parking lot, on the telephone, in the coffee 
hour, etc.   There is obvious a need to communicate the decisions of the Council to parishioners, but 
this is not a license to gossip.  One of the rules (or at least a goal) of a healthy Parish Council should 
be that once a decision is made and communicated to the parish, it is simply stated that the Parish 
Council decided “so-and-so.”  There is no reason to communicate who was “for” or “against.” There is 
no place to air personal grievances outside the meeting. In the end, it was simply the decision of the 
Council as a whole. An important hallmark of a good leader is that he or she should refrain from 
discussing anyone else’s comments or even their own particular feelings on the matter, particularly if 
not pleased with the outcome.  We can take our cue from the description in the Book of Acts of that 



first church council held in Jerusalem, which simply reported, “For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, 
and to us …”  
 
Dn. Adam 
Getting feedback on the quality of the meetings and the quality of our leadership is important. Some 
of us may not want to hear the feedback. If that is the case, then do not be the leader of the meeting. 
Leading effective meetings takes training and investment and not all of us are ready for that.  
 
Feedback is best when given by someone we trust and value. Consider inviting a friend to the next 
parish council meeting to observe and give feedback. This can be a great way to improve without 
causing a fuss with existing members who are likely to respond with mixed results. 
 
We need to try and review our notes within 24 hours of the meeting. This will help catch errors, 
inaccuracies, and other potential problems. Consider reviewing the notes again right before the next 
parish council meeting. 
 
Not every person will walk away with a call to action after the meeting, but it is the leader’s job to 
make sure people are following up on their tasks. Consider having a system, such as calendar 
reminders, to check in with those people and ask them how the task is coming along. In other words, 
try not to be surprised when the next meeting comes around by staying connected with those who 
have actionable items from the last meeting. 
 
Fix or Quit 
 
Fr. John 
The key to establishing and maintaining a positive relationship among the clergy and the laity is to 
foster the belief that everyone is trying their best and working toward the same goal.  Certainly there 
are times when we do not see eye-to-eye with our fellow parishioners or with our priest, but we must 
remember that everyone is motivated by the same goal to do God’s work and to see God’s church 
flourish.  Taking the time to listen and making the effort to be properly educated about true Orthodox 
Christian parish practices is the best way to minimize, to heal, and to overcome strife within the parish 
family.  It is all about prayer and about education, and our parish priest is the leader who must help us 
progress in these two aspects of our lives as Orthodox Christians.   (Parish Council Guidebook) 
 
Dn. Adam 
To close out, we receive a great reminder from Hyatt that a parish council member, or even the 
leader or priest, is not needed at every meeting. For example, if a beautification committee has been 
created, then let that committee have their meetings and make appropriate reports.  
 
A related problem is when the priest (or parish council leader) is expected at all meetings. It is 
unhealthy and unrealistic to attend every meeting. Obviously the parish council and the priest need to 
stay informed, and this can be done through direct contact and regular reports.  
 



Also, we have learned that we can resolve small issues through email or conference calls without 
having to call a meeting. This can save immense time for all involved.  
 
It’s time to kill or quit meetings, especially for the priest and parish council. 
 
 


