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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE A MULTI-

VOCATIONAL LEADER AND WHAT

DOES IT MEAN TO INVEST IN THEM? 

To be a multi-vocational leader is to be a person who is called to be a

leader or a contributing member in more than one context of our lives

- the number of contexts being defined by the number of different calls

to serve that we may receive and the number of times we respond

with a “Yes, I will serve there” answer. 

Those contexts are oftentimes organizations or roles, but not always. In

some cases, they are simply places we are called to serve. We may feel a

sense of call to a specific leadership role within one organization, or feel a

call to serve in two or three organizations. Even further, those calls are not

always to organizations, but to roles within our life that will likely include

caring for family, raising children, community service, or even a time when

we are called to be a good friend to those close to us. 

Whatever the case and number of calls, to be multi-

vocational is to be open to and responding to multiple

roles in multiple contexts, while being true to our primary

vocation. 
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As my Dad has always told me, “Our job is to be

obedient to the call upon our life while

remaining open to being called elsewhere."



My use of the word serve is intentional, because the rooting of our

work as vocation is a call to serve, and not simply a job to have.

The reason for responding to more than one “call” could be as

simple as needing additional income to support the primary call,

or being called to serve in more than one role because we feel

that is what we are supposed to do.

While it would be clean and simple to imagine us being singularly

vocational - maintaining a sense of obedience and calling to one

job or role - most of our real lives and stories don’t look like that. While

being called to serve in one place is a lot simpler to consider, most of

us serve our world and those within our sphere of influence in multiple

ways while maintaining a rooting in one job, role, career path, or call. 

HOWEVER, THAT REALITY MAY CHANGE

AS MORE AND MORE LEADERS ARE

SEEING A NECESSITY OR NEED TO

SERVE IN MORE THAN ONE PLACE. 

The reality is that the question of whether or not I may be

called to multiple actual “jobs” is often a question of time. If

we had unlimited time and bandwidth, we could serve in an

infinite number of ways. But, it is clear that time is a limited

resource that is so often ignored because of the pressure we

feel to do more and more with less and less. And, that feeling

is sometimes, if not often, a choice we made and not a

pressure put upon us. The reality of our singular, co-vocational,

bi-vocational or multi-vocational world is that there is only so

much time in a day, and we must rest sometime. 
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the impact of time



 In a business context, resourcing often (not always) comes from that job in

business. What people in business settings often describe regarding being bi-

vocational is about their desire to serve outside of the business in order to

respond to a call to serve a population they feel drawn to serve. While the

term bi or co-vocational isn’t often used in those discussions, maybe it should

be. In the same way that a ministry leader may need a second role to play to

resource their life, a business leader may desire a second role to play to

resource their sense of call. 

 In that context there are many opinions about whether or not a clergy

member, pastor or priest should, can, or must be bi-vocational. Some would

suggest that being bi-vocational is necessary for leaders because in our

modern world it would be better to secure financial resources outside of

ministry to free up the deeper sense of call within ministry. In some circles,

that thinking is described as a co-vocational call that is intentionally chosen.

Others would suggest that clergy should not have another role outside of the

church - at least if possible. And still others would suggest that the option to

take on a second job beyond being a pastor is out of necessity due to

financial constraints on a local ministry. 

While it would be naive and even reckless to assume that people either

can do one job well, or that they must do multiple jobs well, the reality

is that different jobs require different things and in the end require us to

make choices as freely thinking and deciding beings. In other words, in

many cases (not all) we have a say in the matter of whether or not we

will serve more deeply in one context, or serve in multiple contexts. 
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The Multi-Vocational Context

Contrast that ministry context with the reality of many business leaders.

One of the most obvious and well documented examples of the tension
between having one job, being bi-vocational, being co-vocational (serving in
two roles intentionally), or being multi-vocational is in a ministry context.

 In that way, being bi-vocational is less about what someone ought to do, but more
about the broader sense of call on their life that will help them to discern

decisions related to taking on more than one role, and for what reason.



Reclaiming the Roots of Vocation 
While a vocation is oftentimes associated with a job in our 21st century context,

the meaning of the word vocation is rooted in the concept of “voice” or the

“call” we have received to serve in some way in our world. Reframing that is so

critical when we think about being multi-vocational from a more whole and

real perspective. The whole story and real story of leaders across the not-for-

profit, educational, governmental and business worlds is that vocation is about

a role or a job. It wasn’t always that way. While a vocation may be a job, the

foundation of a vocation is a call to serve. 

Responding to those calls on our lives oftentimes requires us to

consider the sacrifices that may be necessary to respond to that

call to serve in a specific context. If our vocation is deeply rooted

in the place we feel called to serve, why has so much attention

been given to the argument regarding being in one role or being

“bi-vocational”. Without dealing with all of the complexities behind

that question, here are some possible reasons. 

Sometimes we are called to multiple roles because

we simply are. Different leaders are drawn to different

things, and different numbers of places where they

will serve. For some, serving in multiple contexts keeps

them fresh or even allows them to understand the

perspective of normal working people. For others, the

choice to be bi-vocational comes out of a financial

necessity. In the economics of our lives and in

different moments in history, it can be more or less

challenging to resource our lives and families. In that

way, a second role or job plays a critical role in our

overall vocation by providing the financial margin

necessary to be free to serve in places where

resources are thin.
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And finally, for some leaders, the goal is to avoid the necessity or even temptation of

serving in multiple ways. In any of those three cases, the choice and option to respond to the

different calls on our lives and work demands a more whole and intentional preparation. 



A Whole and Intentional Approach 
to the Singular or Multi-Vocational Leader

It prepares to them to lead strong and effectively in their role - keeping open the possibility that

their organization will be successful enough to do that one job. 

It makes them aware that they have a choice, and it gives them more choices going forward.

Being bi-vocational, uni-vocational, co-vocational, or multi-vocational isn’t something we

should prescribe, but something we should help leaders discern with intention.

 

In that way, it is perfectly appropriate to be co, or bi, or multi-vocational out of a choice, a

need, or a higher summons on our life to serve in more than one way, but is less healthy to

choose out of compulsion or desperation - especially when better preparation may have given

us more options down the line. Whenever possible (and I’m fully aware sometimes we must do

what we must do to resource our families in desperate times), getting intentional about

developing our leadership and personal capacity will give us more choices, and the ability to

develop other leaders so that they too will have more possibilities and choices. 

I have spent most of my adult life invested in leaders who are willing to take a whole

and intentional look at their lives and leadership. And, much of that time has been

spent working with leaders in ministry and business contexts - and those leaders are

more alike than they think. If you feel called to have one role or job, it is necessary to

lead well enough that the organization within which you will serve can sustain you

and other leaders and those receive a paycheck effectively. While we want to

separate financial resourcing from issues of the heart, the two are connected.

So, understanding what it means to be an effective organizational leader is critical. Most seminaries

don’t teach it, and it should be required everywhere. And, if you must find a second role to resource

your life and family, getting intentional about increasing your employability is so critical. Increasing

our employability means understanding the skills I have gained and the experiences that have taught

me important lessons and how they apply to contexts outside of my current one. 
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A whole and intentional approach to our calling and vocational choices

starts with a deep investment in understanding who we are as leaders,

listening for the call, and making choices regarding the call to respond to

given the needs of others, and ourselves. 

Developing a whole person is powerful

in at least three ways. 



So what are we to do???

Establish a Strategically Sustainable Life: If the goal of being bi-vocational or multi-vocational is to serve
across multiple contexts or to understand and expand your exposure to people outside of your current context,
then make choices that will help that way of life be sustainable. If you respond to multiple calls out of
compulsion to serve and not intention, the research is clear that the pressure you place on your life and family
and service may be too much to sustain. 

Be Open to Change: Responding to the vocation and call on our lives requires us to be play an active and
intentional role in that response. While it is necessary to be open to the places you will be called to serve,
equally important is understanding who you are, your blindspots, personality, competencies and skills, and
developing your capacity as a whole person and leader. 

Identify Your Primary Vocation: For most leaders, a movement toward a singular focus is important. Having
multiple jobs is challenging for most people. It is no wonder that according to some research, 50% of all
pastors will leave ministry within 5 years of being in ministry. Being a pastor is already taxing enough having
one job. Add a second or a third job and it is difficult for even the most resilient leaders. Identifying your
primary vocation gets you beyond thinking of vocations as jobs, because you may have one job that is fulfilled
through multiple roles.

Get Intentional: If you must have more than one professional role, be intentional about why and where you
are going next. Responding out of choice is ideal, but sometimes preparing for the possibility that we may need
a second job is going to be necessary. 

Commit to Whole Leader Development: Maintaining the choice to serve the world in the way we feel called
requires intentional preparation for that moment. Understanding our competencies, key experiences, support
networks of opportunities, motivations, and blindspots plays a huge role in the possibilities into which we may
be called as well as what it will take to serve well in our primary call. 

Identify Your Agency: Encourage leaders in ministry or in business to consider that it is the whole story of
their life that is playing a role in their ability to choose the path that feels best for them. A leader without options
because they do not know themselves well and have not developed their leadership capacity will find
themselves forced into multi-vocational options that they may or may not have chosen if we had started our
investment earlier. 

See Jobs as a Part of Vocation: Avoid the temptation to confuse individual vocations with jobs, and move
toward a more whole perspective on vocation. While a call to a role like pastor or business leader may be a
call, a more whole perspective on that role may be to see a job as the vehicle through which the call is
ordained and fulfilled. And yes, if business leaders and every person working in an organization saw their role
as an ordained responsibility, what would change? These are not jobs, and lives are not simply lives. These
are moments and lives into which we have been called to serve. Every moment. If our goal is to respond to the
calling on our lives at any given time, other factors will play important roles in our capacity to respond, and to
respond well. And, that response will be different for different people with varying levels of financial, social, or
career support at any given time.
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Where do we begin as those attempting to

hear and respond to the call and vocation

driving our impact on others? 

With that knowledge and practice, we become

more able to respond well to the calls on our

lives, to be effective and employable when we

start to serve, and able to make agentic

choices on how we will serve and what we will

sacrifice to respond to the call.

We must start with intention, and a

deeper and more systematic dive into

our wild journey - our whole and

intentional leader journey. It’s not

complicated, but it does take an

intentional pause at regular intervals

on our competencies, weaknesses

and blindspots, our character

formation, the needs and motivations

of our families and team members,

and developing our capacity to lead

and contribute. 
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