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Take Lessons First

If you want to fly an airplane, take lessons first.

— Anonymous

So, you want to learn to fly? Let me tell you a little secret that 
most pilots won’t tell you. It’s really easy to fly an airplane. It 

takes training, of course, but with about twenty hours of instruc-
tion, you’ll know the basics and be ready to take off on your own. 
It takes many more hours and a lot more practice to master flying 
an airplane, but committing to a few steps will get you a private 
pilot’s license. A few more hours and you’ll have your instrument 
rating, and with even more hours you’ll have a commercial pilot’s 
license.

One of the steps in obtaining a private pilot’s license is flying 
solo. After hours of reading manuals, listening to class lectures, 
and sitting alongside an instructor, the novice flyer must dem-
onstrate their ability by flying the plane alone. It’s called going 
solo or sometimes simply soloing. It means to do something alone, 
without an instructor.

The day a novice flyer solos is always an exciting one. While 
fledgling flyers are always a bit nervous, they anticipate being in the 
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Take Lessons First

air controlling the plane alone. For most, soloing goes smoothly. 
They take off, fly their route, and return to the airport with little 
problem. For one of my friends, it was, well, more than exciting. 
His solo flight went just as planned until he tried to land at the 
airport. He touched down on the grass just short of the paved 
runway. Unfortunately, the grass was soggy from a recent rain and 
the tires dug deeply into the turf, causing the plane to flip over on 
its top. He found himself hanging upside down, supported only 
by his seat belt harness. Airport firefighters came to his rescue, 
and he was helped out of the plane with no injuries, except of 
course to his pride!

You may not desire to fly an airplane, but people other than 
pilots fly solo. Salespeople go out alone to call on clients, en-
trepreneurs start new businesses by themselves, and pastors lead 
churches without other pastoral (professional) help. And just like 
with flying an airplane, if you want to pastor a church solo, it’s 
best to take lessons first.

Pastoral training comes in many forms. An aspiring pastor often 
attends school— Bible school, college, university, seminary— to 
learn the basics of Bible study, sermon preparation, pastoral care, 
and other aspects of pastoral ministry. The tradition of learning 
lessons in a class setting has a long history going back to Elijah 
and his school of prophets. Throughout the centuries, training has 
gone through numerous iterations and is commonly required for 
entry into pastoral ministry in denominations and associations of 
churches. While some church groups require pastors to have an 
academic degree, others are happy to appoint or call those who 
demonstrate just a clear call to ministry, with training taking place 
on the job or through mentoring by more experienced pastors. It’s 
common for pastors in such groups to experience a call to minis-
try and jump in with no training (or very little). In any case, no 
person is ever trained to be a pastor by getting a degree. Pastoral 
training is an ongoing process that happens through practice and 
life experience.
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Whatever level of training a potential pastor obtains, it never 
seems to be enough. Allow me to use myself as an example. I 
look back at my ministry experience beginning in high school. 
As the student leader of my church’s youth group, I had the op-
portunity to teach, preach, and guide the group. In college I served 
as a youth pastor in two different churches and worked for a year 
as a pastoral assistant in another church before graduating with 
a BA in biblical studies. While in seminary, I served four years as 
a Christian education pastor. After graduating with my MDiv, I 
felt I was ready to be the lead pastor of a church. There weren’t 
many job opportunities that year for recent seminary graduates, 
but a friend recommended me to a congregation who called me 
to be their pastor. Since I had no other offers, I decided it would 
be a good place to start, since I’d be preaching and teaching on a 
regular basis. I assumed my years of experience in church ministry 
were sufficient for me to lead the church, even though I was the 
solo pastor.

It took just a few months for me to realize I was in trouble. 
While seminary provided a fine education (I was doing my own 
translation from the Greek for my sermons like my professors had 
taught me), it didn’t prepare me for pastoring alone. The church 
was influenced by two families who comprised one- third of the 
congregation. No one in my college or seminary training had 
alerted me about family- controlled churches, but I learned quickly 
that they did not really desire for their church to grow. (Who needs 
new people, right? Why, they might even want to take over.) It was 
evident they had called me not to lead them but rather to do what 
they wished: mow the lawn, clean the toilets, prepare the bulletin, 
run errands, open and close the building, visit everyone, care for 
the elderly, be on call at all hours, and run the church office. In their 
view, I was a hired hand and their personal chaplain. I discovered 
that leading a church as a solo pastor was challenging.

While sizable congregations with media visibility make it ap-
pear that churches operate with a large staff, a significant number 

_McIntosh_SoloPastor_AN_jck.indd   11_McIntosh_SoloPastor_AN_jck.indd   11 8/29/22   2:50 PM8/29/22   2:50 PM

Gary L. McIntosh, The Solo Pastor 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2023. Used by permission.



12

Take Lessons First

of churches are led by solo pastors. My research has found that 
most church denominations or associations don’t track the total 
number of churches pastored by a single person. However, “Reli-
gious Congregations in 21st Century America,” a National Con-
gregations Study, reported that 56 percent of Protestant churches 
in the United States are led by solo pastors.1 Some denominations 
or church families are almost exclusively made up of churches led 
by solo pastors. For example, Village Missions, a ministry provid-
ing pastors to churches located in smaller communities, reports 
that 95 percent of its pastors serve alone. Various ethnic churches 
are also predominantly led by solo pastors, reporting between 90 
to 95 percent solo pastors. Larger denominations report more 
churches with multiple pastors, but the Assemblies of God reports 
43 percent, the Southern Baptist Convention reports 66 percent, 
and the Wesleyan Church reports 67 percent of their pastors solo-
ing. A personal email inquiry of church leaders revealed that 77 
percent of their churches are pastored by a single person.2 Thus, it 
appears that on average between 60 to 77 percent of churches in the 
United States are led by solo pastors, a significantly large number.

These solo pastors face challenges related to feelings of loneli-
ness, a lack of resources, poor administration, little respect, lim-
ited vision, personal conflict, struggles for control, pressures of 
preaching, tight finances, managing misconceptions, dealing with 
the poor, and a host of other issues. Like soloing in an airplane, 
leading a church alone has its exciting moments, but many solo 
pastors end up crashing like my friend. Some are not as fortunate 
as he was to do so without injury, which is why I’ve written this 
book.

The Solo Pastor is inspired by my forty- seven years of ministry 
involvement as a pastor, consultant, and professor. For thirty- 
seven years, I’ve served as a seminary professor at Talbot School of 
Theology, training pastors for local church ministry. My estimate is 
that 85 percent of my students who went on to preaching ministry 
initially served as solo pastors. Throughout my ministry career, 
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I’ve engaged in numerous conversations with solo pastors, listen-
ing to their stories of victory and defeat. This book is a product 
of those years.

The Solo Pastor is written specifically for the solo pastor serving 
a single- staff church. It articulates the major challenges of pastor-
ing a church alone and provides practical help so solo pastors can 
lead their churches fruitfully. Each chapter begins with an imagi-
nary conversation involving Pastors Bill Collier and Jim Hunter. 
You may be tempted to skip over these introductory sections, but 
I recommend that you resist such temptation. While the conversa-
tions are fictitious, they are based on conversations I’ve had with 
actual solo pastors in real- life situations. Each conversation sets 
up the remainder of the chapter, and I’m certain you’ll identify 
with many, if not most, of the situations. Throughout the book, 
comments made by solo pastors are used without identifying them. 
Most shared their stories confidentially. I appreciate each pastor’s 
openness in sharing their perspectives and struggles. Thus, I’ve 
honored their wishes to remain anonymous.

So, you are going to pastor (or are pastoring) a church alone? 
Let me tell you a secret. It’s more challenging than you might ex-
pect. But with training and the insights obtained from those who 
have flown the course before you, you’ll have a great opportunity 
to succeed in making disciples in your church.

Gary L. McIntosh,  
Temecula, California
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ON E

Go Solo

The average pastor’s job is harder than average.

— Lyle E. Schaller

Pastor Bill Collier’s first few months at Faith Church were un-
eventful. People seemed to appreciate his sermons and the 

humor he often used to illustrate his points. His attempts to orga-
nize the church to plan for the coming year were welcomed. Mem-
bers told him confidentially that the former pastor was a caring 
person but never did much planning. Over time the congregation 
became frustrated with the lack of long- range vision and gently 
prayed the pastor out. They then intentionally sought out a new 
pastor who had better skills at leading and managing the congre-
gation. Since Pastor Collier met their new criteria, he was the one 
they called. Everyone appeared pleased with the early progress.

That’s why Pastor Collier wasn’t concerned when the matriarch 
of the church asked for an appointment. Following a few pleasant-
ries, Mary got directly to the reason for her visit. “Pastor . . .” She 
spoke with a slight tremor in her voice. “You don’t love people.”
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“I don’t understand,” Pastor Collier replied, his eyebrows lifted 
in shock.

“Well, you haven’t visited my mother in two months. Our last 
pastor visited her every week.”

Swallowing hard, Pastor Collier tried to explain that his gifts 
were more along the lines of leading and managing the church 
rather than pastoral care. He added, “As you’ll recall, when the 
church voted to call me, they asked that I focus my efforts on mov-
ing the church forward in renewed growth.”

“I remember,” Mary agreed, “but I didn’t think you’d neglect 
the older folks.”

This imaginary conversation may sound familiar. It 
illustrates the challenges often faced by solo pastors in single- 
staff churches. Pastorates that begin with sweet excitement turn 
sour when people express disappointment that the minister is not 
meeting their expectations. Pastors often put on a proverbial poker 
face and pretend the words don’t hurt, but deep below the surface 
it stings.

Serving as a solo pastor is a demanding role for a number of 
reasons. In my conversations with solo pastors, the following rea-
sons surface most often.

1. Solo pastors wear numerous ministry hats.
As the only trained ministry leader, solo pastors regularly serve 

as the key leader for most ministries. One pastor told me, “When 
I was the pastor of a fifty- member church in western Nebraska, 
I was the senior pastor, youth director, Awana commander, VBS 
director, worship leader, small group coordinator, primary adult 
Sunday school teacher, men’s group leader, and church grounds-
keeper. As the senior pastor/shepherd, I was responsible for all the 
things that most senior pastors do, such as preaching, counseling, 
visitation, leading, etc. I eventually handed several of these hats 
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over to church members, but there were reasons why I needed to 
take them on for a while.”

2. Solo pastors rarely get a break.
“The weekly weight of preaching can be crazy with extra hos-

pital visits, funerals, community events, etc.,” wrote a pastor from 
Arizona. “It would be nice once in a while to be able to look to an 
associate pastor to fill the pulpit for me, but this is not available. 
No matter the week, every week, I must preach, which almost 
always is a joy, but sometimes I wish there was an occasional 
break.” Over time, the reality of being on call 24/7 wears on most 
solo pastors. The pressure to work on their scheduled day off or 
even to skip vacations weighs heavy. For some, the only way to 
get a break is to change churches or leave ministry for another  
job.

3. Solo pastors are required to serve in areas of  personal weak-
ness and for which they have little passion.

As the opening conversation of this chapter illustrates, a pastor 
who is skilled in pastoral care is normally not as skilled in organi-
zational management; the one skilled in organizational manage-
ment is normally not as skilled in pastoral care. A solo pastor must 
do counseling even when that’s not their gift. They must manage 
the church’s budget even when they have trouble balancing their 
own checkbook. Most pastors are not skilled at or passionate 
about every ministry in a church. The natural tendency is for a 
pastor to gravitate toward the ministries that invigorate them while 
letting other ministries languish. This fact shows up every time 
a new pastor is called or appointed, when the pendulum of gifts 
and passion swings opposite of the pastor who departs. “Being 
a solo pastor, I have to do a lot of different things in running the 
church, and plenty of them are outside my area of gifting,” wrote 
a pastor from Maine. “So church paperwork and other office work 
pull me away from study, visiting people, discipling, and leader-
ship building.”
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4. Solo pastors are usually underpaid, with few if  any benefits.
Low pay and few benefits require some solo pastors to become 

bivocational, working second jobs to make financial ends meet. 
For example, a pastor shared that he is considered full- time by 
his church, but he is paid slightly over minimum wage. He has no 
health insurance, retirement funding, or ministry expense account 
of any kind. Everything his family needs comes out of his per-
sonal account. To compensate, he drives a school bus and works 
as a salesman when school is not in session. This bivocational 
lifestyle hurts the entire church by minimizing the full impact he 
could have in leading the church to make disciples. Exceptions 
can be found, but it’s rare for bivocational pastors to lead grow-
ing churches.

5. Solo pastors are normally envisioned as caretakers and care-
givers by the congregation.

A solo pastor’s primary role is defined before they even arrive 
at a church to begin ministry. Certain ministerial expectations are 
already at play in people’s minds. This is true even when a congre-
gation gives a pastor clear instructions to move in a new or renewed 
direction. The pastor’s desire to work outside certain parameters 
eventually leads to dissatisfaction, trouble, and conflict. “People 
grow frustrated that you have not visited them in their home for 
a while,” communicated a middle- aged pastor. “In a solo- pastor 
church, people often expect regular pastoral contact, even though 
others care for them too.”

Solo pastors are left to deal with caretaking issues by themselves 
that are unseen by the congregation. For example, dealing with the 
poor. In larger churches with multiple staff, when someone in the 
community calls or comes to the church for financial assistance, a 
secretary or associate staff person handles the situation according 
to church policy. Not so with a solo pastor. As one pastor pointed 
out, “As the solo pastor whose office is in the house, people call or 
come to my doorstep directly, and regularly. It’s an interruption to 
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the workday and an emotional weight to carry. When people are 
on your doorstep literally crying because they can’t pay their $200 
electric bill, and per church policy all you can do is give them $50 
on a one- time basis up to one incident per month, it’s emotionally 
tough. Or, if they are chronic abusers and you tell them that you 
can’t help them at this time, and they start yelling at you that you 
are unloving. Well, it’s hard to close the door after they leave and 
resume working on your sermon.”

6. Solo pastors are lonely.
Though solo pastors can and do build close relationships with 

people in their churches, the relationships tend to center around 
church ministry and family life. Solo pastors must carefully navi-
gate conversations with church folk and typically avoid deep dis-
cussions about ministry trials and challenges. It’s not really pos-
sible to talk shop since parishioners don’t understand the weight 
of expectations pastors carry. If a solo pastor doesn’t intentionally 
build relationships outside the church, particularly with other like- 
minded pastors, they can become extremely lonely.

Highly driven solo pastors may not be able to develop relation-
ships easily. Others may need to be away from larger groups of 
people so they can recharge, a fact not well accepted by some in the 
congregation. One pastor wrote, “Not having other pastors/elders 
in the flock can be lonely. It adds a higher level of vulnerability, as 
things go better in the context of many equal counselors. I think, 
too, this causes me to share more with my spouse than she needs 
to hear, which leads to more stress at home.”

7. Solo pastors navigate unwritten rules alone.
The inner workings of a church are well- known by the long- 

term members and attendees— that is, almost everyone but the solo 
pastor. As loving and welcoming as a congregation may be, the 
reality is that the pastor (particularly a new pastor) is an outsider 
who is not in the know. No one tells the solo pastor the internal 
tacit rules until they violate one of them. Take Pastor Randy (not 
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his real name), for example. Pastor Randy was told by the elders 
of his church to be himself. They assured him that they desired 
him to be authentic in every way, whether teaching, socializing, or 
leading. Soon after his arrival, Randy attended a dinner for young 
couples at the home of one of the elders. When it came time for 
dessert, a tray of cookies was passed around the table. When the 
tray reached Pastor Randy, the elder, who was sitting at the op-
posite end of the table of twelve people, called out, “Hey Pastor, 
throw me a cookie.” Pastor Randy knew the elder didn’t mean it 
literally, but being in a playful mood, he picked up a cookie and 
tossed it to the man. Everyone laughed at the time. Later, after 
everyone had left, the elder berated Pastor Randy for throwing a 
cookie in his home. Randy discovered that you can be your au-
thentic self, except when you can’t.

8. Solo pastors lead churches that are resource poor.
Solo pastors are faced with leveraging limited resources for 

the greatest impact. This becomes a point of conflict when the 
pastor’s vision and ideas do not match the long- standing mores 
of a church that is oriented toward self- preservation rather than 
outreach and growth. Solo pastors are afraid to ask for what they 
need. They need a raise but are afraid to ask. They need help but 
are afraid to ask. They need time off but are afraid to ask. “For a 
single- pastor church, finances are often tight. My church recently 
adopted a safety policy and safety team to deal with CPR, first aid, 
and active shooters,” recalled one solo pastor. “A larger church 
would hire and pay for a professional consultant or attorney, but 
as a solo pastor, I and another layperson set our hand to drafting/

Pastoring is increasingly like coaching pro foot-
ball: Being under pressure is part of the territory.

— Kevin Miller
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writing this policy. It involved hours of time that was not directly 
shepherding people.”

9. Solo pastors deal with the church’s primary influential person, 
couple, or family with no support.

Churches that have existed for a decade or longer are influenced 
by intergenerational families or couples. In most cases these people 
are godly individuals who have served as the core of the church for 
a long time. Stories abound, however, of key families controlling 
churches in negative ways. People in such congregations may want 
the pastor to stand up to these powerful families, but few will side 
with the pastor for the sake of keeping the peace and the status 
quo. After all, pastors come and go, but influential families stay, 
and congregants will need to live with them in harmony for years 
to come. Powerful families are not always on the church board or 
in ministry positions, which may keep them undercover for a time. 
In some situations, all the people in a congregation are related 
through marriage or have long- term relationships, making their 
control even stronger and more difficult to circumvent.

10. Solo pastors struggle to embrace the nonchurched community.
The reasons for this are complex but boil down to the solo pas-

tor being (1) too busy, (2) a first- time pastor with little experience, 
(3) a pastor whose primary gifts are shepherding, caregiving, and 
counseling, (4) overwhelmed with just keeping the church afloat, 
and/or (5) insecure about ministry philosophy and approach. Re-
lated to this is the lack of a clear way to handle controversial issues 
like abortion, gay rights, racial diversity, and political differences. 
A solo pastor can’t lead a smaller church to address all or even 
a few of the major issues. They just don’t have the emotional 
bandwidth or resources to do so. “I feel foggy on what I should 
or shouldn’t do in the cultural thought war,” commented one solo 
pastor. “I really don’t see the apostle Paul bothering with social 
injustice, but I also see where the William Wilberforces of the 
church made great strides in uprooting social injustice.”
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11. Solo pastors do not receive special training that might allow 
them to be fruitful.

Few solo pastors have learned to think missiologically, ethno-
graphically, or geographically about the church or its ministry 
area. Dissonance between urban, suburban, and rural communities 
and between small- church, medium- church, and large- church ap-
proaches to ministry is unexplored, misunderstood, or unknown. 
Solo pastors serve churches located in different settings— rural, 
inner city, suburban, urban— where each environment has a unique 
set of circumstances and difficulties.

12. Solo pastors are more insecure than they appear.
Congregants see their pastor as confident, and pastors appear 

so. Their exterior appearance, unfortunately, doesn’t always match 
their fragile interior. Those who are the most insecure are the most 
resistant to sharing their feelings with others. They’re simply too 
insecure to do so. Others honestly feel like they don’t know what 
they’re doing. Overwhelmed by the multiple models and choices 
of how to do ministry today, some solo pastors freeze up. They 
become indecisive and overly cautious, leading to poor leadership. 
Dealing with the intangibles of ministry is difficult. The brain 
work, people work, organizational work, conflict work, and dis-
cipleship work have no definite answers. Plus, ministry is never 
over. A good sermon this Sunday is wonderful, but next Sunday 
is coming fast. Managing one conflictive situation this week is 
heartening, but another conflict is on the horizon.

13. Solo pastors struggle at home.
One pastor wrote, “The simple truth is what we post on Face-

book and Instagram is not always true. There are no perfect 
marriages— not yours, not mine, and not your pastor’s.” Most 
of the challenges already noted impact the solo pastor’s family 
in negative ways. A pastor’s wife and children experience the af-
termath of dealing with power brokers in the church, the anxiety 
of a low income, and the loneliness due to a lack of friendships, 
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among other things, much of which leads to unhealthy stress on 
the entire family.

14. Solo pastors struggle with being compared to pastors of 
larger churches.

Everyone has access to the best preachers and church leaders 
each week via the internet, television, or podcasts. Comparisons 
may be unfair, but they are inevitable. A solo pastor’s insecurity 
is exacerbated by peers serving larger churches. Although other 
pastors would never say it out loud, their thinking is that if you 
were any good, you’d be at a larger church.

Even in situations where the pastors of larger churches are sup-
portive, solo pastors may lose members to them due to the larger 
menu of services provided. “I find that a lot of solo pastors deal 
with the negative emotions associated with the feeder- receptor 
phenomenon where the small church attracts the unbeliever, nur-
tures them to Christ, and loses them to the larger church that has 
more programs to offer,” related a frustrated solo pastor. “I worked 
for two, maybe three, years to win and disciple a family. They 
attended my church for about a year before telling me they were 
going to start attending the nearby megachurch, since it offered a 
wider assortment of ministry for their children. It broke my heart. 
I have nothing against this megachurch or its pastor. He’s always 
been encouraging and supportive whenever I’ve met him. It still 
hurts deeply when people leave my church for his, especially after 
I’ve worked so hard to reach them.” There was a time when solo 
pastors were respected and appreciated, but the growing size gaps 
between churches lead solo pastors to feel like failures.

15. Solo pastors deal with misconceptions.
While all pastors deal with misconceptions, “sometimes people 

in a solo- pastor church who disagree with you will charge you with 
being a dictator. It’s easy for that to happen when people see the 
leadership not as a team but as a solo leader,” recalled one solo 
pastor. “This misconception impacts the spiritual formation of 
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church members too. Christianity in the United States is very much 
an individual enterprise. By this I’m not advocating pastoral dic-
tatorship. Certainly, pastors can abuse their authority. But I think 
the pendulum is way too lopsided in the other direction, as the 
elders have almost no authority to direct the moral and behavioral 
lives of the congregation.”

16. Solo pastors own church ministry more than others in the 
church.

“I do make a real effort to delegate things,” explained a solo 
pastor, “and involve the body in the work of the ministry. So often, 
of course, folks don’t own the ministry like I do, and these del-
egated posts wind up back on my desk. For example, I had a 
children’s teacher, but their family desired to travel for months 
at a time. They’d just leave with no thought of finding a replace-
ment for themselves. It all falls back onto my desk, causing me to 
scramble to fill the teaching posts. People are casual about their 
commitments and don’t communicate well if they are not going 
to be there.”

17. The work of  solo pastors is never done.
One of the best ways to describe a church pastored by a solo pas-

tor is as a garden. Producing a nice garden takes a lot of sequenced 
work— tilling, planting, watering, weeding, and harvesting. If the 
soil is good and the gardener puts in the effort, the garden produces 
good fruit. It is, however, hard work, and the work is never done. 
If the soil is bad, the garden is not as fruitful, but the work is still 
hard and never done.

Pastors don’t get paid much, but you can’t beat 
the hours.

— An anonymous church member
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In an email, one solo pastor confirmed, “It’s tough being a 
solo pastor. I currently am sitting here alone in a local restaurant 
with tears in my eyes from not knowing what to do next. I want 
to be the best pastor I can here. At times I simply don’t know 
how to do that based on what I feel the limitations are in my 
current church. There are so many random expectations of me 
as the pastor. Ironically, I don’t know whose expectations to use 
as my litmus test for being a successful pastor here. It seems as if 
each group— elders, deacons, teachers, workers— has a different 
understanding of my role.”

The solo- pastor church has always been the primary 
type of church, and it’s likely to remain so in the future. Diffi-
cult financial realities throughout the United States, as well as 
around the world, mean that more and more churches will be 
led by a single paid staff member rather than a full professional 
staff. Leading a church as the only staff person is difficult, as this 
chapter has shown. Therefore, it is important to prepare to lead 
a church alone. Understanding solo churches, how they operate 
and function, is a good place to begin. The service of solo pastors 
is no less important to God than the service of pastors employed 
by churches with multiple staff members.

T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S

 1. Pastor Collier’s story is just one of many stories that 
could be told. What is your story?

 2. Which of the demands on solo pastors have you person-
ally experienced?

 3. What would you add to the list?
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T W O  I D E A S

 1. Using your own words, make a list of the challenges you 
face as a solo pastor in a single- staff church today.

 2. Rank the list, with the most challenging aspects first, sec-
ond, and so forth.
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