
Traits and Tasks

of an Associate Bishop

As I worked in the role of bishop for six years, I am aware that our written materials do not fully describe the primary responsibilities at the “heart” of this role.  After consulting with others who serve (or have served as) bishops, I have listed traits and tasks which we have found to be essential in the work of the bishop or associate bishop.

1. Spiritual Leadership

A bishop is entrusted with responsibility for the spiritual leadership and pastoral oversight of all the members of a regional conference through the pastors and lay leaders.  Though much of a bishop’s work is administrative, it is essential that a bishop approaches this work with the “heart” of a pastor caring for the spiritual welfare of a large body of believers.  With this perspective, a bishop needs to project a vision for the future, to take initiative in setting attainable goals, to shape and implement ministry strategies, and to mobilize persons throughout the conference for concerted endeavors aimed at fulfilling our mission.

2. Mentoring

A bishop is responsible for overseeing the health and development of congregations in the conference(s).  This, in turn, requires concentration on training, encouraging, and coaching pastors.  In order to offer constructive counsel, a bishop needs to know and “feel” the needs and aspirations of today’s pastors – and to have the experience and understanding to deal with a multitude of congregational issues.  A bishop needs to be able to help pastors discern potential problems in the early stages of development and, when problems reach “crisis” proportions, to coach pastors through thorny issues.  It is essential that a bishop have a good track record in ministry, preferably in congregational ministry, as a necessary “proving ground” for the convictions and perspectives necessary to be an effective mentor pastors.

3. Church Multiplication

The responsibility for church multiplication (cells, services, sites and plantings) is entrusted to bishops.  To be successful in church multiplication, a bishop must have a “heart” for church multiplication, the discernment and persuasiveness to identify and recruit top-notch pastors for new congregations, and the enthusiasm and credibility to mobilize congregations to contribute prayer and people to church planting ventures.  In addition, a bishop must be able to provide, either directly or through others, a wide range of practical, day-to-day counsel for pastors engaged in church multiplication.  While others can assist in many ways, the vision, wisdom and enthusiasm of a bishop are essential in the work of church multiplication—whether cells, services, sites or plantings.

4. Pastoral Selection

One of the critical roles of a bishop is leadership in selecting pastors for congregations.  To do this, a bishop needs a solid grasp of positive pastoral dynamics.  In dialogue with congregational leaders, a bishop needs the ability to hear things, see things, and know things which a particular congregation needs for health and growth – and to have the insight to identify the particular gifts and traits that a congregation needs in a pastor.  A bishop needs to be willing to work diligently to develop familiarity with pastors who are serving (and emerging) across the church.  To get to know pastors and congregations, a bishop needs to be intentional and active in initiating opportunities to interact with our pastors and church constituency.

5. Church Leadership

By design we place a team of ten leaders at the heart of the church.  This fits our theology and provides a dynamic approach to church leadership.  It requires persons who are committed to, and capable of, collaborative leadership.  Traits like trust, loyalty, commitment, mutual accountability and discretion are essential.  Leaders who can contribute to the attainment of a truly cohesive team have the capacity: (1) to trust one another, (2) to engage in unfiltered, constructive debate, (3) to commit to team decisions and plans of action, (4) to hold one another accountable for delivering on those plans and (5) to focus on the achieve of collective results rather than personal agendas.  In practice this is extremely difficult and requires leaders with the highest levels of discipline and commitment.
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