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Once upon a time, in the heyday of mainline American
Protestantism, the work of a pastor was fairly clear-cut.
He or she (usually he!) would emerge from the church-

owned parsonage and, with the exception of the traditional Monday
and Saturday days off (barring weddings, funerals, and emergen-
cies, of course), the pastor would go to his church office, also known
as “the pastor’s study,” where he might spend several hours engaged
in a variety of ”pastoral” work. It was certainly not unusual for him
to spend several hours a week in his office providing pastoral coun-
seling and advice to members of the congregation. Back in the day,
this pastor could count on a steady stream of appointments and
phone calls from congregants. He might lead a morning or mid-
week Bible study or attend a breakfast with organized groups in his
congregation before attending to his other daily pastoral duties. 

Depending upon the nature of the community in which the
pastor was serving, there might even be some civic interaction dur-
ing the day, luncheons with the Rotary Club or other civic organ-
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ization, sometimes as leader of prayer or simply as trusted col-
league and community pillar, involvement on committees with
other full-time pastors and leaders of other faith communities, and
various and sundry other duties and responsibilities that would
keep him quite busy. In addition to all of this, it was expected that
the pastor would maintain a steady schedule of visitation to nurs-
ing homes, hospitals, and the homebound and also make simple
home visits to members of the congregation just to stay in touch.

The pastor’s office (the study) was that place where each and
every week he would spend countless hours studying Scripture,
researching material for and writing his sermon, and then working
cooperatively with the secretary and music director to produce
the important weekly worship bulletin for congregational use on
Sundays. Depending upon the size of the congregation, the pastor
could count on several standing meetings each month and an
array of church events—suppers, luncheons, strawberry festivals,
roast beef and pork dinners, and the like as well as such local
events as Memorial Day parades and Fourth of July celebrations—
at which his presence was deemed to be nonnegotiably necessary!

Well, I am here to argue that in this twenty-first century things
have changed radically, and I am also convinced that there really
is no turning back. It has been clear for several years that there just
are not as many church people around during the day to visit the
pastor as there used to be. For quite a few decades now, more and
more women, for example, have been working outside of the
home, and most people with children will tell you that with the
proliferation of extracurricular possibilities for their children,
family life is busier than ever. Even those individuals who serve
actively on church boards and committees often make it quite
clear that they don’t really have that much time for church work,
stretched as they are by all of the demands of modern life.

The end result of all of this, dare I say, is that parishioners just
are not going to be stopping by the pastor’s office as frequently as
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they used to. The modern pastor is discovering that the prepon-
derance of church business and contact takes place during “non-
traditional” hours. In other words, the real work of church
business takes place at those weeknight meetings, and structuring
Sunday mornings well can provide maximum possibility for both
faith formation and governance activity within local churches.
More than ever, emphasis now must be placed upon good plan-
ning in church programming, planning that is well thought out
and conversant with the competing responsibilities with which
the members of congregations must deal.

Yet there is more that is going on here. Once upon a time,
more people sought to deal with family issues and even crippling
emotional problems by seeking the counsel of their clergy. While
many still do, it is quite clear that within mainline Christianity
when people want to work on marriage problems, they are more
inclined to book appointments with a marriage and family ther-
apist than with their local minister. If they are down and de-
pressed, it’s not the pastor who will provide the Prozac, Zoloft, or
ongoing psychotherapy they need. It’s the mental health profes-
sional: the psychiatrist, clinical social worker, psychologist, or
other certified therapist. It’s not the pastor unless that pastor also
has great credentials and specific training in one of those mental
health fields, the kind of credentials not generally garnered in a
generalized program of seminary study.

Truth be told, the pastor does not even need to go anywhere
near his or her (another difference from decades ago is that many
women are pastors today) office nowadays to do the biblical study
needed to write her or his sermons. Sometimes the home office
or Starbucks corner with laptop on a table can be a much better
place to work. Much of the top line biblical and theological com-
mentary and the entirety of the Bible itself, in its varied versions
and translations, is available online.1 In addition, assuming the
pastor has a computer and a phone, the pastor and administrative
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assistant can coordinate that important weekly bulletin by phone
and through cyberspace. Necessary conversations can be had with
the music director that way as well. 

In writing this, I am well aware that there are many who would
quarrel not only with my analysis but also with its implications.
Their objections simply must be taken very, very seriously. If a
church has a full-time pastor who also has another job and/or is
part-time, there are certain things that pastor cannot do. One
could argue, for example, that such a pastor cannot be flexible
enough to respond to a crisis and just be present at someone’s side
in an emergency, that fewer people will have the benefit of pastoral
visitation, and that those who are isolated from the church because
of illness or disability will feel even more isolated. 

In addition, since clergy study groups and denominational
conferences and committee meetings tend to occur during tradi-
tional daytime hours, a part-time pastor is less likely to reap the
benefits from those activities and the congregation may lose out
on something because that pastor is less involved than other
churches’ pastors. As an example, I have felt limited by my inability
to attend clergy biblical study or to participate in my local associ-
ation’s committee on ministry because I work another full-time
job. A pastor might be limited in forming necessary alliances to
advocate for change and social justice and to engage in certain ac-
tions on behalf of important issues because he or she is simply not
around during the day.

The bottom line is clear: Those who would argue against part-
time or bivocational ministry tend to worry that their church
would not receive the quality service it needs were this kind of ap-
proach to be embraced and adapted. They quite rightfully would
assert that there is much necessary work for a pastor to do in a
congregation and that it is important for a congregation to know
a pastor is present. This argument and perspective cannot be over-
looked and taken lightly.
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Many clergy who might be very happy in their local congre-
gations nonetheless have, at times, been willing to explore other
possibilities available in other churches—possibilities often pre-
sented them by those denominational leaders who assist churches
in their process of calling pastors. I, for one, have certainly done
so, not out of eagerness to leave my congregation, but rather be-
cause I’ve been willing to look at how my skills might meet the
needs of another congregation. I mention this in the context of
this discussion about the issue of a pastor’s physical presence. 

One search committee with whom I was once actively en-
gaged was willing to explore a part-time pastor after years of hav-
ing nothing but full-time clergy. This willingness was coupled
with reluctance among many congregants and, in my estimation,
a deep-down fear that in going part-time, they would be losing
something from their ordained leader. One of our discussions
centered on their concern that in the bivocational model I was
presenting, I would not be present the way they would want me
to be. I countered that in my current congregation, I am most ac-
cessible and people can easily find me and speak with me. Yet,
their concern that I was proposing not to be on the property as
much as previous pastors was a very real one. My counter—that
a “weekday” pastor doesn’t necessarily have parishioners to be
around with or for, and that I really didn’t think people were
going to come flocking to me for pastoral counseling during
posted office hours—didn’t exactly fly well with them. I ended
up dropping out of the search process even as I sensed that they
were leaning toward rolling the dice and taking a chance on me
because I felt that I’d end up spending a lot of time battling the
perception that I was not really present for them, a perception
that has never been part of my ministry in my current congrega-
tion. I felt that I would be starting off a new call by fighting an
uphill battle and I deemed that this could lead to a less than de-
sirable relationship over the long haul.
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It is quite understandable how a search committee, represent-
ing the intent of the congregation, might be afraid that the church
they love would receive diminished service from a part-time pas-
tor. Yet I must counter that this perception can be overcome if a
congregation is willing to engage in a serious effort both to rein-
terpret what is needed from their pastor within their contempo-
rary context and to look at what it means for a congregation as a
whole to be engaged in the work of ministry. 

This process of reinterpretation is one we shall explore in depth
in the next chapter. Here I offer what I hope is a useful observation.
Protestant Christians should really be in the forefront of those
within the Christian tradition who are willing to explore new op-
tions. One of the driving principles of the Reformation that is as
applicable to  twenty-first century as it was to the sixteenth is the
notion of a church always ready and willing to reform its very self.
As a result of the Reformation, modern Christianity has seen sig-
nificant variety in the ways churches have organized themselves
and their leadership. Experimentation in various modes of min-
istry has been a hallmark of those movements that have grown out
of the Reformation period. The three standard versions of church
governance within the Protestant movement, congregational, pres-
byterian, and episcopal, is strong evidence of this point.

Despite this clear philosophical and theological thrust and de-
spite Protestantism’s longstanding fidelity to the notion of the
priesthood of all believers, local Protestant congregations are
nonetheless susceptible to investing too much leadership respon-
sibility in the person and the office of the pastor. This is not a mere
rationalization for a pastor desiring fewer job responsibilities! In-
stead, it forms the theological foundation for a revisioning and
consequent restructuring of ordained ministerial responsibilities
within a local parish. 

While I will spell this out in more detail later, suffice it to say for
now that each congregation must ask the big questions that point
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to the congregation’s work as ministers of the gospel. As example,
we should ask not “how many homebound congregants the pastor
can visit in a seven-day period,” but “what is our ministry as a
church to the homebound in our congregation?” or “What can we
as a community of faith do to reach out to those who need a visit?”
This represents a shift in thinking, but unless a congregation is will-
ing to confront that shift and explore it theologically, it will never
restructure well. Without the necessary work of theological and ec-
clesiological reflection concerning the work of the local church, a
congregation might just find itself cranky and frustrated that “our
finances are bad and we can’t afford a full-time minister.”

More details coming as we move on . . .

Discussion Questions:

1. What is your assessment of the author’s views on the changing
role of the pastor?

2. What do you see as the downside of a part-time pastoral arrange-
ment? Be specific.

# $ % & ' ( & '  ) % * + , - % .  - / % . ( + ( / * 4

Part-time Pastor text_Layout 1  8/13/10  4:31 PM  Page 7


