DUAL ROLES, MAXIMUM IMPACT

How Bi-Vocational (Missionally Employed) Ministers 
Effectively Serve The World And The Church

(By John R. Throop in Christianity Today)

For most of the last 15 years, I have owned a secular consulting firm.  At the same time, I have  also served as interim pastor in churches that have  lost their leader.  Although I did not set out on a two-lane career path, God has seen fit to let my two worlds – the secular and the sacred – merge in ways that magnify each other.


I’m not the first Christ-follower to experience the benefits of bi-vocational ministry.  According to the Book of Acts, the Apostle Paul met a Jew named Aquila and his wife Priscilla, both of whom had been forced from Rome.  Paul went to see them when they arrived in Corinth, “and because he was a tentmaker as they were, he stayed and worked with them.” (Acts 18:3)  Paul was an actual “tent maker”, but for our purposes, tentmaking is any career or job undertaken for the purpose of earning a livelihood, to support one’s primary vocational focus in ministry.

Generally speaking, persons in these types of ministries are given payment to cover expenses or are compensated minimally for their time.  Typically, we earn a living and receive medical and pension benefits at our non-ministry jobs.  Over the centuries, people have earned livings outside of the support of the church.  For example, John Calvin was a “tentmaker,” teaching and assisting in government in Geneva.  Pastor in the Church of England earned a living from income sources of the local congregation (field rents, city property).  In American history, those on the frontier supplemented their parish income with farming or teaching.  

There is no clear best estimate of ordained tentmakers or non-stipendiary clergy at work in American Protestant churches.  They may be pastors of smaller congregations that cannot afford to pay clergy on a full-time basis. In other cases, they may be part of multi-staff churches and have responsibilities for specific ministries—or simply preach and assist with worship leadership on Sunday mornings.  Some bi-vocational clergy have included political office holders, such as former senator and Episcopal priest John Danforth (R-MO) and presidential candidate Mike Huckabee, an ordained Baptist minister and former governor of Arkansas. Others are educators.

The Rev. Davis Fisher, ordained in the Episcopal Church, assists on Sundays at St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Evanston, Illinois. During the week, he works for CARE, a world relief organization, as a regional representative in the United States. "One of my challenges has been to define ministry outside of the traditional sense," says Fisher. "In my case, I entered an MBA program and, after graduating, went to work for the First National Bank of Chicago. When people at the church learned that, they would ask me, 'Why did you leave the ministry?' But I never did."

The Rev. Greg Du Bois, pastor of Glenburn Evangelical Covenant Church, Glenburn, Maine, has been flexible in meeting the needs of the church he serves, even when the congregation could not pay him a full-time salary and benefits. So he began working part-time as a postal sorter and carrier in his area, with variable hours.

"I am able to support my family this way," Du Bois says. "At the same time, I talk with some very interesting co-workers, and I get opportunities to share faith in a quiet way with people who want to know more." People in the congregation can appreciate the fact that Du Bois understands some of the challenges they face at work—because he is a worker like them.

For more than nine years, I was the pastor of Christ Church Limestone, a historic country church on the edge of Peoria, Illinois. When I arrived in 1996 as a self-supporting pastor, there were four people in the congregation. I received a tiny weekly stipend. By the time I left in July of 2005, we had an average Sunday attendance of 60 with a seating capacity of 75 persons.                                                                                



One of the most important steps I helped this congregation take was to guide them through an inventory of their spiritual gifts. Each member was excited to discover particular kinds of ministries to which God had called him or her. I was able to put my gifts of administration, teaching, and knowledge to use and helped plan and deploy the spiritual gifts of these people in all areas of their church. In very real, practical ways, God used my worldly skills—the areas I had developed by having a full-time job—to better serve his Church.

The Future Of Tentmaking






            The tentmaker ministry model is taking a new direction, according to Davis Fisher. As a bi-vocational minister, he believes in the value and diversity of many forms of work for pastors and church members. He says that we can have people who work in church-related ministries, in parachurch ministries, in education—or maybe in secular work alongside the ecclesial responsibilities they have. "Maybe we can move back to the tentmaker model of the New Testament, where we understand that we preach the gospel but make our living in the world."










Does Our Church Need a Tentmaker?
Some churches may issue a tentmaker call. In this way, tentmaking becomes a formal, endorsed role for a defined ministry, not just an informal development.


Before approving a non-stipendiary or dual-role ministry, certain criteria should be met to ensure the well being of such a minister:

· The bi-vocational minister is not over extended. Secular work and local church ministry both can make tremendous demands on a minister.

· The dual-role minister should demonstrate satisfaction in each position he or she holds.

· The congregation will find the secular position acceptable and deal with any discomfort over holding a secular job.

· The needs of the church can be met by the tentmaker.

· There is a plan for the regular review of the bi-vocational ministry, determining that the dual role works for minister and congregation.

Compensation is another issue to be resolved between the tentmaker and the congregation. In my case, I received payment for two full days based upon the typical minister's stipend—Sunday and another day during the week. I also received reimbursement for mileage and for fees and costs to represent the congregation at annual denominational meetings.








In all cases, the combined compensation from both the ministry position and other employment should be adequate to meet the minimum salary requirements of the church's administrative board and the needs of the bi-vocational pastor. There should be a carefully written covenant or contract to define responsibilities and expectations. This contract should include:

· The number of church hours or work units or hours expected of the pastor.

· Pastoral activities that must have priority.

· The commitment(s) of lay leaders in the ministry of the church whether or not the minister is present.

· The financial terms of call, including stipend/salary, travel reimbursement, any benefits (insurance, pension or contribution to a 401(k).

· Defined time for vacation and study leave time.

It is important to renegotiate the contract or covenant if conditions change in secular employment or in the church. There are tax and benefit issues that are unique for bi-vocational ministers, especially the definition of employee or self-employment. That status determines any withholding of tax and social security amounts.

Double Your Service, Double Your Impact
What does the future hold for tentmaking? Certainly, the question is vocational: is God calling me to ministry in the church and in the world?  





Bi-vocational ministry raises an important question from many angles: will we become a New Testament church once again and reach out to many parts of the community that the traditional church cannot reach? Bi-vocational ministry calls upon spiritual leadership of the ordained person as well as the spiritual giftedness of the laity to help the church work. We still are challenged to release the full power of bi-vocational ministry. In the local church, this ministry may be necessary—and it may be a new lease on life for the body of Christ.

