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Role: “associate pastor” vs. “assistant pastor” vs. “assistant to the pastor”

People will probably call you by the wrong title at some point. In the Virginia Annual Conference the term “assistant pastor” usually refers to a layperson hired by the local congregation as opposed to an “associate pastor” who is a clergyperson appointed by the Bishop. 

Lay people usually are not aware of this distinction. Sometimes people use the wrong term because of experience in another church, and sometimes they use the wrong term because of confusion about your role. Have a sense of humor and graciousness with each individual as you help clarify your role. Start with the SPRC because when they use the right term consistently it sets the tone for others in the church.

Clarifying your role starts with clarity between you and the lead pastor. The SPRC’s understanding and your written job description should reflect these expectations set. The lead pastor sets the tone for your role at the church. You cannot control how people see you in your role, but you can be secure in knowing who you are and how you’re serving God in this place and can help people learn what that means in your church.

Vision
The lead pastor is the one who casts the net of vision, and other staff members are tasked with helping to hold the edge of the net in their particular ministry area. The vision does not hold without every staff person holding up their part, and the staff must walk in the same direction, or the vision fragments. 

Triangulation

This happens to everyone in churches, but associate pastors are especially vulnerable, as some members and staff view them as an alternative or rival to the lead pastor.  Especially dangerous are situations in which people who are unhappy with a lead pastor begin identifying the associate pastor as the preferred leader for the congregation. The associate pastor is in the best position to see when this happens and address it directly.

Team Ministry

Even in very collaborative settings, where an associate functions mostly as a “co-pastor” the lead pastor is still the pastor in charge and must remain involved in major discussions and decisions. Sometimes you will disagree with a decision made by the lead pastor. Determine ways that are appropriate for you and the lead pastor to discuss these disagreements privately. It is important to present a united front as a pastoral team.

Leadership Style

There are differences in leadership style. Associate pastors should embrace a personal style of leading and find ways to connect with the leadership style of the senior pastor so they can work together in harmony.

Job Description
In the United Methodist Church the Book of Discipline (¶258.2.g.7) requires that associate pastors have a written job description. Although no single document can adequately describe all of your responsibilities, a thorough job description will be a tremendous blessing for your ministry. Effective job descriptions list specific areas of responsibility, describe supervisory relationships, and allow for revision at regular intervals. Clarify expectations of committee responsibility and involvement. Beware of ministry settings or lead pastors who are unable or unwilling to draft and utilize a strong job description.

Just a reminder…

All church staff and members are people, including the pastors.
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Why be an associate pastor?

· Stage of ministry – stepping stone or transitional role. Some choose to be an associate fresh out of seminary to continue having a ministry mentor nearby and to grow in experience. Others may find that the associate role is well suited to a particular stage in their family life or other life stage.

· Team ministry – leading from the second chair. Some prefer working in teams and like being able to focus as a “second chair” leader.

· Distinct ministry - some have a distinct ministry area focus: youth, discipleship, senior care, congregational care, new faith community development, etc.

· Other factors – location or family needs. The desire might be to serve a church in a particular context or to serve a larger church, or to serve in an area because of a particular family need.

How do I get to be an associate pastor?

Speak with your District Superintendent to clarify or begin the process.

1. Identify your interest to be added to the “associate list.”

2. Submit or update your pastor profile.

3. Be interviewed by potential lead pastors.

4. Await news of your appointment from the cabinet.

Additional resources related to this question are available at www.vaumc.org.

Getting started on the right foot

One of the major keys to success is cultivating a solid relationship of trust and respect between the lead pastor and associate pastor. Investing time in building this work relationship leads to great success in ministry. Some ideas to do this include a weekly lunch or other time set apart for non-work-task related conversation. Making time to attend a conference together provides joint learning and the opportunity to relate to one another apart from the context of the local church campus. Initiating this relationship can begin before the appointment officially begins.

Communication

Clear and transparent communication is essential to a healthy relationship with your lead pastor.  It may take work, especially during the first months of your appointment, to establish this kind of relationship, but it will greatly increase your effectiveness as a pastor and your joy in ministry. 

Congregational Expectations 

No matter how significant your gifts are, or how hard you work to educate the congregation, there will be people who see you only as a “junior” or “assistant” pastor.  Do not take it personally when people express the thought that only visits, decisions, etc. made by the lead pastor “count” or when you are asked when you will “get your own church.”

Pastoral Authority

As an associate pastor you are appointed by the Bishop to officiate weddings, baptize, consecrate the Eucharist, conduct funerals, and lead God’s people in mission and ministry.  As you do so, most members will embrace you as a leader. There remains some confusion among the laity around the ordination process and its connection to those serving as associates. Some laity assume that upon ordination an associate with automatically be moved to serve as a solo pastor.

Opportunities

As part of a pastoral team, you will have opportunities to explore ministry possibilities (both on Sunday mornings and throughout the week) that solo pastors may not enjoy. You may have the ability to be away with youth leading retreats, you may be able to visit other worship services to observe if you are working on starting a new service at your church or a satellite ministry, you may be able to alternate teaching a Sunday School class or confirmation class on Sunday mornings. Other opportunities may present themselves due to the flexibilities of having multiple pastors appointed to a church, take advantage of these opportunities!
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