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Ways Congregations Can Partner With Pastors to Achieve Maximum Church Vitality 

When members of the UMC (as well as other denominations) come together and discuss items of 

interest, eventuality the topic of church vitality becomes an item of discussion. However as the 

term “a vital church” has become sort of a buzz word, the exact definition of vitality in a church 

is still somewhat a controversy.  Churches across numerous denominations throughout this 

country have spent a lot of time, energy and money to help standardize the definition. 

 While researching this area what was revealed is that vitality is not the same as size, growth or 

numbers. Research that the UCC and other denominations have conducted through the Faith 

Communities Today (FACT) Survey Project demonstrated that churches of any size can be—

and, in fact, are—vital congregations (Lizardy, 2017).   Society teaches us that bigger is better 

and small is underachieving.   The assumption of those looking in is there is more spiritual 

prosperity and a greater presence of God in the larger churches than in the smaller churches.  

Therefore if you are not a large congregation then you are failing.  This is simply not true.  

Growth is another factor that is often equated to vitality.  Growth in its purest since means an 

increase in membership.  There are a number of factors that affect church membership that are 

just beyond the control of the local church.  Things such as whether or not there is an increase or 

decrease in the church’s community population due to social or economic influences.  A shift or 

change in beliefs and practices can affect membership.  The location of the church has an affect; 

is it in a booming suburb or a distant rural area.  Also there could be an apathetic attitude in the 

people’s heart towards their need for church that only God can change.  Lastly numbers don’t 

always adequately describe a church’s vitality.  Although there is a direct coalition between the 

numbers of bodies in the pews and the amount of money in the collection plate, neither of these 

two bottom lines alone truly equal vitality.  Sometimes we may have to analyze why the people 
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are there and what is being done with the money.  Is God being glorified? While either or all 

three of these areas are evident in a vital church, neither of these factors alone equal church 

vitality.   

Within the various denominations and their churches were many factors that point to church 

vitality.  However they all had similar characteristics that centered on the growth of the pastoral 

/congregational relationship and their connection in three essential areas.      

Connection with God:  

The congregation and the pastor are growing spiritually and forming a deeper relationship 

with God.  Their praise and worship is meaningful.  They are focused on God’s work.  

The pastor fosters an atmosphere that encourages each member to grow in faith and 

display their faith in God daily.  Knowing the importance of prayer both in church and at 

home helps the member build a closer relationship with God.   

Connection with each other: 

The congregation feels they are all member of a close knit family. There are activities for 

the youth and children.  Everyone has a sense of belonging and feels secure within their 

place in church. The pastor seeks out and nurture future leaders who are willing to use 

their talents for the glory of God.  The church has a clear mission and there is genuine 

excitement about the future.  When disagreements arise they are handled respectfully. 

Connection with the Community: 

It is paramount that the church focuses on and interacts with the local community. The 

church must be involved with and advocate for social justice and equality. The 
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congregation makes a positive influence in the community.  They partner with other local 

churches to help the community feel a connection to God. The church welcome, accept 

and in cooperate newcomers into their church’s life. 

Whether it is fair or not, the vitality of a church is the responsibility of the pastor. They can 

delegate their authority to others to get a job done, but they cannot delegate their responsibility.   

They are the leaders and ultimately the buck stops on their desk.  But, pastors are not islands. 

They cannot fulfill the calling of the church on their own.  Let’s take a look at some of the ways 

congregations can partner with pastors to help maximize church vitality. 

Nurturing Godly Relationships  

 “The health & vitality of a community of faith are the responsibility of all the faithful and not 

just their leaders.  It is leadership’s responsibility to make this clear and to provide vision, 

direction, and opportunity for growth in discipleship.  Whether individuals commit to the vision, 

follow the direction, and grasp the opportunities for personal growth is up to them.” (Page 78) 

Power Surge – Michael Foss 

“Many believe that praying with someone is a right limited to clergy. Nothing could be further 

from the truth. It is every Christian’s right and responsibility to pray with others as the 

opportunity arises”. (p. 106) Christian Caregiving- A Way of Life – Kenneth C. Haugh 

 “We encourage individuals to form spiritual friendships and to agree to hold each other 

accountable.  Spiritual friends pray for and with each other, encourage each other, share insights 

into Scripture, and help one another reflect on the ways God is present and active in their lives.” 

(Page 102)Power Surge – Michael Foss 
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Small group class members nurture those friendships by: 

 Spending time together outside of church (meeting for coffee or having lunch) 
 

 Sending a text, email, Face book message, or a card 
 

 Taking time to call the friend 
 

 Visiting if there is a illness, surgery, death, or joyful event  in the family 
 

 Taking a meal to the family if there is a need 

 Contacting the pastor if there is a crisis or joyful event that he/she needs to know about 
(with your friend’s approval) 

“We come to a congregation searching for home.  When we find home, we help the family. We 

help the informal, person-centered grouping that is sharing healthy relations in the spirit of grace 

and family.  We are a family of grace, compassion, community, and hope.” (Page 8) Twelve 

Keys to an Effective Church – Kennon L. Callahan 

 “A strong, healthy congregation:  

 Shares immediate, generous shepherding visits with persons who are in hospitals, 
homebound, in independent living, assisted living, and nursing homes 
 
 Shares generous shepherding visits with our congregation: members, constituents, and 
family and friends of our congregation 

 
 
 Shares generous shepherding visits with our community: first time worshipers, 
newcomers, and friends in the community 
 
 Shares shepherding visits that have a sacramental quality that benefits and blesses 
people’s lives”  (page 70) Twelve Keys to an Effective Church – Kennon L. Callahan 

“Stephen Ministry multiplies blessings throughout the church and community. 

 Congregations receive a practical and powerful way to respond to Christ’s 
commandment: “Love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12 RSV). 

 Pastors have a team of gifted, trained and committed lay caregivers ready to minister to 
hurting people. 
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 Laypeople nurture and use their gifts in meaningful ministry, growing spiritually as they 
serve others. 

 People who are hurting have a compassionate companion—a caring Christian friend who 
provides emotional and spiritual support.” https://www.stephenministries.org 

 Stephen Ministers at Bethlehem First United Church also assist the pastors by making 
weekly visits to church members who are unable to attend church services (homebound, 
assisted living, and nursing homes). They update the pastors after their weekly visit. They 
are also able to serve communion to their care receivers. 

Leading Through Conflict: 

Whether it is between groups, individuals, or subgroups influencing the great whole, conflict can 

arise from places of irritancy, confusion, and sometimes fear. It evolves from the loss of 

someone or something significant. Basically, it can be recognized as change. To resolve issues 

relies upon the leader’s ability to endure situations of unbalance. By responding with patience 

and showing compassion, a leader can empathize with those who are suffering. Leading the 

congregation to a place of stability will invoke growth and opportunity to move past 

inconveniences. Individuals must adapt to living in absence of what was significant to them. 

“Ministry is about helping people learn to live without that which has formed their identity so 

that they can embrace the new identity that God is developing within them.” (page 23) How to 

Lead in Church Conflict: Healing Ungrieved Loss – K. Brynolf Lyon and Dan P. Moseley  

Team Building With Your Pastor: 

The concept of a sports team and their coach is an excellent metaphor for the church.  The pastor 

is the coach and the congregation is the team members.  They must work together to achieve the 

common goal of making and growing disciple for Christ.  However before they can comfortably 

reach that goal, they must first become a cohesive team.  Working together and with the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit, putting the churches’ agenda head of any personal agenda, the 
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pastor, congregation and the Holy Spirit will become a three-fold cord that will be very hard to 

break.  Below are a few team building strategies to consider:  

 Meeting and sharing ideas- It’s important for the congregation to get to know the Pastor 
for someone other than a man or woman that stands in the pulpit and preaches. Clergy are 
people too. Have a meet and greet with new appointed pastors where you can openly talk 
about they do on a regular basis. After that, see what goal’s he\she has or would like to 
accomplish. The members can in return give the pastor the same input. Then they can 
come together on one accord. 
 

 Encourage youth participation- Engagement of disciples in groups and include the input 
of the youth. Youth involvement in some of the church’s decisions will empower them to 
be more active in service and attract more to the congregation. 

 Mentoring and spiritual education- Pastors should give attention to developing, coaching 
and mentoring church leaders. The church then can be effective with spirit led lay 
leaders, speakers and teachers.  
 

 Blended services-Mix contemporary (new forms of worship style) and traditional 
services- Prayerfully the church body, as a whole, can come together and “loosen up” on 
some Sunday services whether its dressing casually, having a praise service opposed to 
traditional devotion, and upbeat gospel/praise music 
 

 Pray together, plan together, praise together- Pray before each meeting or gathering. Plan 
meetings with groups off site (Ex. Restaurant with a meeting room), it changes the 
scenery and disciples will tend to be more comfortable and open with suggestions.  Help 
each other with goals made. It’s not a good idea to have one individual dictate all the 
plans to the team.  It should be a team effort. 

Following The Pastor’s Vision for the Church: 
 
During a recent interview with the Reverend Roy A. Moore, pastor in charge of St. Luke UMC 

in Mableton, GA , he stated, " Congregations can partner with their pastors to achieve maximum 

church vitality by working together to follow the pastor's vision for the church." 1  Rev. Moore 

notes, however, that it is critical that pastors take time to fully engage with and get to know their 

congregations in order to develop and receive Spirit-led inspiration for their church 

vision.  When the pastor's vision is a reflection of and utilizes the spiritual gifts of the 
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congregation, the vitality of the church can be tapped into and ultimately set in motion for the 

spiritual growth of the church, with the pastor leading the way. 

The Vision is Ours  

Reverend Mike Selleck prompted Leadership UMC 2017-2018 with the question: "How will 

your church go about creating disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world?" He 

stated, "As leaders we must "determine the course you will follow by seeing God's gifts in the 

persons you have in your congregation." Rev. Selleck went on to explain, "As leaders, the most  

critical question you will be asked is, 'Is the present state of (our) congregation...not a problem 

but a step toward an open future? - the new thing God is doing?' “2 

God Desires For The Local Church To Be Unified 

1 Corinthians 1:10 (ESV) I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all 

of you agree, and there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and 

the same judgement. Pastor Brandon Petersen of NYC writes "...let's lead the way in the 

celebration of unity in diversity, and it can start with a unified relationship with your pastor."  

Pastor Petersen has identified " Ways to Support Your Lead Pastor's Vision: 

1. Pray For Your Pastor Everyday - and let him or her know you are doing so. 

2. Always Support Your Pastor in Front of Others - Never make disparaging comments or gossip 

about your pastor to others. 

3. Be a Team Player with your pastor - You can positively influence your leader without 

undermining their authority, leading to healthy discussions and fruitful church work. 

4. Set a Goal Each Year That Will Move Your Pastor's Vision Forward - "One of the most 

effective ways to support your pastor's vision is to set a goal that will directly impact the 

(pastor's) vision for the church." 3 
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As a church, Petersen explains, we are first unified by Jesus Christ. In all of our differences and 

diversity, we must unify ourselves as a congregation by this most important common 

denominator.   Partnering with our pastors will grow vital congregations which are inwardly 

transformed and missionally outbound.  “Vital congregations are spirit-filled, forward-leaning 

communities of believers that grow over time, welcome all people, make disciples of Jesus 

Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit, and serve like Christ through justice and mercy 

ministries."4   Scripture supporting this view comes from John 17:22-23: And the glory which 

You gave Me I have given them, that they may be one just as We are one: I in them and You in 

Me; that they may be made perfect in one, and that the world may know that You have sent Me 

and have loved them as You have loved Me. 

Keep Lines of Communication Open Between Laity and Pastor/Staff 

One of the very basic requirements of a successful relationship is open and effective 

communication.  It is difficult to conceive the notion that a church can communicate the word of 

God to a lost world when it cannot have meaningful communication between pastor and staff.  

Open communication has many benefits.  It builds consensus and has the potential to dismantle 

misunderstandings before they become offenses. It can also lead to unity of heart and purpose 

which glorifies God.  When church events are openly communicated, the congregation develops 

a sense of ownership of what is happening throughout the church.  Other benefits of open 

communication include: 

 Let everyone know who are the Lay Leader and Lay Delegate.  Plan ways that these lay 
servants could get to know all the members of the church so they can truly be 
representative of the laity 

 
 Encourage members to attend at least one Church Council meeting, to see how and by 

whom the church is governed 
 

 Post in several places, the names of those who sit on each leadership committee.  
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 One Sunday every few months, take time to introduce all the members of one of the 

church committees at the service(s). Communicate what that group does and that 
constructive input is welcomed. 

 
 Committee on Nominations and Leadership Development.  Do you use this group to 

develop leadership within the congregation - or merely once a year to nominate people 
for committees? 

 
 Quarterly “Ministry Fairs” - a meal after church with people manning booths to show 

opportunities for involvement and service.  Strive to involve everyone somewhere! 
 

 Pastors and Laity - seek out individuals / families whom you don't know well and ask 
them what they see and experience in being part of your congregation.  Listen well. Invite 
one another into your homes - share life outside church. 

 

When communicating with others always remember to: 

 Be respectful in all communications. 
 

 Don’t get on the defensive or offensive. 
 

 Be examples of open, humble and servant hearted leaders and followers. 
 

We all have blind spots in places where others see clearly.  People who are not in a position of 
leadership need to know they have access to the church leadership and will be listened to. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Church vitality is not a clearly defined set of rules or a checklist to check off and say “Yes we 

are a vital church".   One of the primary questions a church might ask when it is conducting 

vitality check is,” Are we as a church following God’s will for the universal church and making 

and growing disciples for Christ?  The methods by which a church achieves vitality can look 

different from church to church.  A large church that is vital will look different than a small 

church that is vital. But what is common among churches that are vital is they all have a good, 

continual and improving relationship between the pastor and laity.    
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