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The Lead Pastor

What the Role Actually Requires and How to Know Whether It Is
Being Fulfilled

For Churches Hiring For Churches Evaluating
What to look for before making the most How to assess whether your current pastor is
consequential decision your church will make thriving in the full scope of the role

The Role Is More Than Sunday Morning

What a congregation experiences each week represents at most 10 to 15 percent of what this
role actually requires.

The sermon was prepared across 15 to 20 hours of reading, study, and drafting. The warmth in the lobby was
sustained through hundreds of smaller relational investments over months and years. The confidence in
leadership came from hard conversations in staff meetings, difficult decisions in elder sessions, and lonely hours
spent discerning direction. Sunday morning is the most visible expression of the Lead Pastor role. It is not the role.

A church that evaluates its Lead Pastor, or hires one, primarily through the lens of Sunday morning presence is
evaluating a fraction of the person and the position. The parts that ultimately determine whether a pastor thrives
or struggles, whether the staff grows or fractures, whether the board relationship is healthy or adversarial, go
largely unseen in a prepared platform setting.

The Lead Pastor role is, in practice, one of the most complex leadership positions in any community organization.
It demands the integration of organizational intelligence, relational depth, communication skill, financial
stewardship, conflict navigation, and personal sustainability in a way that few other roles require simultaneously.
The standard for that role does not change depending on whether a church is hiring or evaluating. The timing is
different. The questions are the same.

The congregation experiences the fruit. The board(s), staff, and pastor’s family experience
the root. Both deserve careful attention before the hire and throughout the tenure.

The Competencies That Actually Drive Effectiveness

Spiritual qualifications are necessary. They are not sufficient. These are the capacities that
determine whether a Lead Pastor succeeds or struggles over time.

Beyond theological soundness and spiritual character, addressed by the church’s governing documents and
qualification framework, the Lead Pastor role demands a set of developed professional competencies that are
consistently underdiscussed in both hiring processes and annual reviews. These are not secondary considerations.
They are the mechanisms by which spiritual leadership is actually exercised in an organizational context.
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Organizational Intelligence

A Lead Pastor leads an organization. Does this person understand how decisions affect people beyond their
immediate circle? Can they see the organization as a whole, not just the areas they are personally drawn to? Do
they grasp the downstream consequences of staffing choices, budget allocations, and program priorities?

Leadership Differentiation

One of the most consistent failure modes in pastoral leadership is the inability to distinguish between what the
pastor should personally be doing and what needs to happen through others. A pastor with healthy differentiation
holds vision firmly while releasing execution genuinely. They build people up rather than keeping them
dependent. A useful signal: ask them to describe a significant ministry outcome that happened primarily through
someone else’s leadership. How they tell that story reveals a great deal.

Conflict Navigation

The question is never whether conflict will arise. It is what the leader does with it. Some pastors avoid conflict until
it erupts. Others engage impulsively. What churches need is a pastor who can sit with tension without being
undone by it. One who can name a hard truth without being harsh and move toward resolution without needing
to win. A pastor’s conflict patterns are almost always visible in how they talk about people who have disagreed
with them in the past.

Communication Beyond the Pulpit

Preaching is a specific, high-structure form of communication. Excellence there does not guarantee effectiveness
in the difficult one-on-one conversation, the board presentation that calls for nuance, the staff meeting that
requires genuine dialogue, or the grieving family that needs presence rather than answers. Observe candidates
and evaluate sitting pastors in unscripted settings, not only prepared ones.

Financial and Administrative Stewardship

Most pastoral formation pipelines do not teach financial management. A Lead Pastor does not need to be a CPA.
They do need to read a budget, ask substantive questions about financial reports, exercise fiduciary responsibility
in expenditure decisions, and model financial integrity in their own conduct. The gap between spiritual character

and organizational naivety around money has disappointed too many churches.

Self-Awareness and Accountability

A Lead Pastor who lacks self-awareness will consistently misread situations, project anxiety onto others, and resist
feedback that threatens their self-image. This is where pastoral burnout, ministry failure, and relational breakdown
most consistently originate. A strong indicator: does this person maintain genuine outside accountability
relationships: a coach, a peer pastor, a spiritual director, people who would tell them hard things? Isolation in
pastoral leadership is not just personally damaging. It is institutionally dangerous.

These competency domains do not expire on the day a pastor is hired. They become the
framework for annual development, honest feedback, and the kind of accountability that
sustains a pastoral relationship over the long term.
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The Same Standard Applies After the Hire

One of the most common governance gaps in church leadership is the absence of a consistent
framework that persists after a pastor begins. The hire opens the relationship. The standard
sustains it.

Search committees invest significant energy in defining what they are looking for. Once a hire is made, that
framework is often set aside, replaced by informal impressions, congregational feedback, and Sunday morning
satisfaction as the primary basis for evaluation. This is a disservice to both the pastor and the congregation.

A pastor who knows what their board is actually evaluating, and who receives regular honest feedback against a
defined framework, is in a far better position to grow, course-correct, and sustain effectiveness over time than one
who is left to guess what the board expects. Boards that maintain a consistent standard after the hire give their
pastor something genuinely valuable: clarity.

This means a structured annual review against the same competency domains used in the hiring process. It means
asking not only whether the pastor is performing well, but whether the board itself is creating conditions for
sustained effectiveness, including honoring sabbath rhythms, investing in development, and examining its own
contribution to the relationship before evaluating the pastor’s.

For Churches Evaluating a Current Pastor

Boards with a sitting pastor can make the same error in reverse: assuming things are fine because Sunday
continues to go well, while missing early signs of staff strain, governance friction, or personal unsustainability
developing beneath the surface. A congregation content on Sunday morning is not the same as a pastor who
is healthy and thriving in the full scope of the role. Is your pastor showing deepening engagement over time,
or signs of plateau and drift?

A Diagnostic for Both Audiences

Whether you are preparing to hire or evaluating what you have, these questions point
toward the same honest assessment.

For churches hiring:

> Are we evaluating this candidate across the full scope of the role, or primarily through their platform
presence and theological credentials?

» Have we observed this person in unscripted, uncontrolled communication settings and not only prepared
ones?

» Do we know who they turn to when they are in over their head? Are those real relationships with people
who would tell them hard things?

» Have we spoken with someone who has worked under their leadership, not only their strongest advocates?
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For churches evaluating:

» Does our pastor have a documented annual review framework, or do we rely on informal impressions and
Sunday morning satisfaction?

» Is our pastor showing increasing ownership, relational investment, and willingness to tackle harder
challenges over time? Or plateau and drift?

> Are we investing in our pastor's ongoing development, or only evaluating outcomes?

» Has our board asked honestly whether the conditions we create make long tenure genuinely attractive?

The congregation you serve deserves a pastor who was hired with intention and
supported with honesty. Both require the same framework, applied before the hire and
sustained throughout the tenure.

Ready to Go Deeper?

The Lead Pastor Complete Reference Guide provides the full competency framework, evaluation tools, and
governance structure for both audiences. It includes:

e Full competency descriptions across all eight domains with candidate and evaluation lenses

e Hiring checklist and current pastor evaluation checklist: two audiences, same standard

o Elder board discussion questions organized by competency domain

e Pastoral Competency Scorecard for structured candidate comparison and annual review

e Annual review cycle: a four-quarter governance rhythm built around the competency framework

e Reference conversation guide: how to treat references as a primary research tool, not a formality

Available at stewardshipadvisors.co/resources

This piece is part of the Stewardship Advisors Thought Leadership Series. Visit our resources page for the full
library.

© 2026 Stewardship Advisors, LLC. All rights reserved. | Page 4



