
TRANSITIONING

The Pastor and the Church

Introduction:

So you are leaving!  Relieved, afraid, excited, sad, glad, angry, and anxious – emotions not only you are feeling but these are the same emotions the people in the church and community will feel when they find out you are leaving.

Remember the day you came to this church?  It felt like a new adventure, a new beginning, a new opportunity, a new chapter in your life.  The church felt the same.  Now the chapters in both your lives are about to be concluded.  You are looking forward to a new chapter in your life but the church is facing the interim period.  The new chapter in your life begins in a few weeks; the church’s new chapter doesn’t begin until another pastor comes and that rarely happens in less than 12 to 18 months.

How you depart and bring closure to this chapter in your life and this chapter in the life of the church will affect the fruitfulness and legacy of your ministry here and the future and effectiveness of the new pastor and his family.  You can resign and leave with dignity or you can short cut the process and it will influence how the people remember you.  How we finish seems to be what people remember the most.  Think about the life of Jesus, JFK, Richard Nixon, etc.  People don’t remember how you began, but they do dwell on how you finished.

Check out the scriptures, there is a theology of leaving.  Review how Moses, Joshua, David, and even Jesus departed.  These were intentional plans.  Little has been written on how to exit a church and close a pastoral ministry.  These pages I trust will aid you in prayerfully thinking through your exit strategy and help you bring a healthy closure to your ministry and the life of your church.  Remember the best pastoring you need to do is still to come.


The Calling:

God called you to this church and you have obviously experienced God’s call to a new ministry situation.  The calling is what brings you, sustains you and keeps you.  I trust God has released you by calling you to a new opportunity.  Please be sure God is the one who has called you away and not some other reason or someone else.  Make sure you are leaving with God’s approval and your motives are pure and your conscious is clean.  In an article written years ago by a fellow Baptist minister entitled “what I Wish I’d Known Before I Quit” the pastor reflected on what he wished he had known before he left.  He said,

“I wish I’d known. . 

.
. . .how much people loved me.”

. . .how much I loved them.”

. . .how much good really happened.”

. . .alternatives to quitting.”

. . . the need to grow in ministry.”

. . .how much God accomplished in me.”

. . .how hard ministry is anywhere.”

. . .there is no perfect place.”

You may never know the answers to these questions until you are driving away or at the end of the first year of your new ministry.  Sometimes a pastor and his wife feel frustrated, worn out, unappreciated, burned out and all out of ideas.  Are we really making any difference?  There are other alternatives to get refreshed in ministry than leaving your present church.  What good does it do to go to a new setting worn out?  Leave being a healthy pastor, not a relieved one.  The grass isn’t always greener, but the call is what propels you to stay or leave.  Honor your calling by honoring the Lord and the people you leave behind by being honest with your self and God about why you really want to leave?  It maybe to emotional, painful or you have been planning this for so long you may have passed this step of reflection.

Make sure God has called you TO something (a new place) and not just called you AWAY from here.  Times of significant growth in both ministry and life occur when we have to go through some tough times.  A pastor said to me, “I have taken this church as far as I can take them…they a need a new pastor.”  I agreed with them they probably did need a new pastor and then asked him “Why can’t you be that new pastor?”  Sometimes the church does need a new pastor and that doesn’t mean a new guy but to change the way you function as the pastor.  

There are times when pastors leave just after they have achieved credibility and trust.  One pastor told me years ago that the first five years were his best ministry inside the church and the last five years have been the best years of ministry in the community.  It took over five years to earn the trust of the community people.

When you come to a church and see all that has been done to build up the ministry you can be assured someone paid a price before you arrived.  But when you arrive and see all that needs to be done you know someone must pay a price.  You and your family have paid the price.  The price you paid may have cost you more than you ever dreamed.  But leaving can cause you to miss the “Ephraim” of your life and ministry.  Ephraim was the second son born to Joseph after all his troubles and trials.  Ephraim means “God has made me fruitful in the land of my affliction.”  The days of Ephraim may be ahead of you.  

That is why it is so important to make sure of God’s call.  He called you TO come…make sure God has called TO a new harvest field.  Since your certain then lets talk closure.


The Closure:

No one likes long good-byes.  The temptation is either to be to short and brief or you have been talking about for a long time.  Both are not healthy.  The longer you have been in a church, the deeper the roots and relationships are the longer it takes to properly close out a ministry.  A general rule of thumb is for every year you have been at a church equates to the number of weeks it takes to bring about a healthy closure.  A good number is three to six weeks.

Closure begins by properly communicating your departure to the “right” people, in the “right” way at the “right” time . . .it is the “right” thing to do.  Because of the emotional trauma with this event you will be tempted to short cut this process which will only produce deeper emotional scars and unnecessary grief for everyone involved.  Don’t leave with emotional debris lying around, clean it up.  It will impact the way a new pastor begins here and how long it takes a church to find a new pastor.

To make this a healthy experience for you and the church, please consider these steps.

1. Identify the influential, the loyal, the leaders, the friends, etc. who you need to share your departure with before you make it public.  To allow those closest to you to find out from someone else serves as an insult to the close relationship people feel they have with you.  They need to hear it from you – not the grapevine!  Schedule times to meet with people privately before you go public.  You control when and how the information is released but once it gets out it is like confetti thrown into a windstorm, you can’t catch it or control it.

Some people will take it personal that you are leaving.  People will use words like abandoned, desert, etc.  Failure to personally visit with people face to face will only insure the depth of their hurt and resentment.   Some may walk away from leadership not wanting to get that close again to another pastor.  Make the effort to face those closest to you first.  

If you have on the hand been talking about this for along time with some of the influential they may have grown weary of all the talk about leaving.  This to will affect people differently.  Regardless be aware that the church is like a system and they are not linear.  That means people will respond differently; they will not behave like you thought they would or the way you wanted them too.  

2. Communicate your resignation formally.  After you have communicated to those loyal and closest to you then when the time comes, share your resignation in writing with the church.  You ought to read it publicly and submit it to the church to accept.  The church needs to vote formally in a business meeting to accept your resignation.

Include the date you will be leaving and ask for two things from the people:

A. Ask forgiveness from the people for not staying.

B. Ask the church to release you from the responsibilities as pastor of the church.

There may be legitimate reasons you are leaving.  Those closest to you, if you follow through with the first step above, will better understand why.  Others in the formal setting will interpret your leaving in their own way.  Not everyone will understand and they won’t.

3. Develop a comprehensive list of church responsibilities.  Make a list of all the tasks you as a pastor perform as well as all other tasks in the church and schedule a time to meet with the church Council or leadership to delegate who will be responsible for what.  This list of all the responsibilities once developed and delegated should be posted for all to see in the church in order to reduce the level of chaos.  Delegate don’t dump!  Dumping only causes lower morale.

Clarifying responsibilities creates a calm atmosphere instead of chaos, which will only erode the morale of the church further.

4. Complete any unfinished business; these are the ministry tasks.  Your legacy will be determined by whether the people feel like you have dumped on them or been responsible to close major ministry business.  Counseling couples, individuals, discipling new converts, developing leaders, weddings, funerals, community, associational responsibilities need to be transitioned properly.  Who will lead the Church Council or leadership meetings?  Who is in charge of music, worship services?  Many “people issues” will never be finished but bring proper closure to those in need or delegate them to other people, pastors or counselors who can provide the counseling, discipling, developing, etc. they need.  Don’t leave these people hanging not knowing whom to turn to.  

Also complete any unfinished relational issues before you leave.  Clean up any fractured or torn emotional & relational issues with those involved.  There is a temptation to flee & avoid this step but your best pastoring can occur in mending the fences for you & the church.  You will pack your bags & move away but make sure the relationships have been mended or the load you take away will bog you down & hinder your future ministry.  It will also leave a heaviness for the church & for the new pastor to bear.

5. Transition Time.  The real health and condition of a church is measured after a pastor leaves and during the interim time.  During the transition time churches without a pastor seem to become like the people of Israel in the book of Judges, “in those days there was no King in Israel, everyone did what was right in their own eyes.”  Judges 21:25.  The tendency of a pastor before he leaves is either to try to do too much for the people before he leaves, or too little.  The pastor is usually motivated either way based upon his own personal emotions of guilt, shame, hurt, pain you feel for leaving the people.  As a shepherd you do hurt but you must choose to guide the church into this interim journey and avoid either dictating or withdrawing.

The decision you must make before you leave is whether to install a Pastor Search Committee or a Transition Team.  These are two different groups.  The Transition Team spends the first few weeks dealing with issues of church identity, coming to terms with the church’s history, leadership shifts and changes, decision making, etc.  The Transition Team needs to do their work in cooperation with the whole church.  The results will enable the church to know where they have come from, what they are and where they are going.  This is done before the church selects a Search Committee and determines what type of pastor they need and can afford.

There are six stages in the interim journey.  The journey begins with the closure of the former pastor.  Second Stage is Direction Finding.  This is done after the former pastor leaves.  During this stage or before it helps for the DOM to come outline the process, which can reduce anxiety and reassure the congregation all will be okay.  Third Stage is Self Study.  The church needs to look at itself to see where it has been, where they are now and determine where they need to go.  The Transition Team is the work-study team.  After they are finished then the Fourth Stage of the actual Search for a new pastor begins with the Pastor Search Committee.  Stage Five in the journey is called the Decision and Negotiation phase.  The church decides on a pastor and terms of agreement between the church and pastor.  The final stage is the Installation and Start Up of the new pastor.

The question for the pastor and church to decide is, “Do we need first a Pastor Search Team or a Transition Team?”  

1. How long have you been at this church?  If the pastor has been at the church longer than 5 years the Transition Team is needed to help the church redefine its identity, purpose and come to terms with the history that has been made.  The existence or absence of conflict does not matter.  Healthy churches with an influential pastor or churches in conflict both need the Transition Team first.

2. Who is the lay leadership in the church?  If new leadership is being appointed, installed before you leave then a Transition Team needs to be established to examine as a whole who the leadership is and how decisions need to be made.  The greatest risk for conflict occurs where when leadership has not been defined before.  If the pastor appoints these people and then he leaves without the body recognizing and affirming who the new leaders are, hostility begins to develop and the church resents or refuses to follow the new leaders.  The need for job descriptions, ministry descriptions that clearly spell out the responsibilities are needed to be approved by the church body.  This takes time.  During the interim period is the greatest time in the life of the church for changes of leadership, before the church gets a new pastor.  A Transition Team can guide the church through this time.  If leadership has been defined and in place and good communication lines exist to every level of church life, then the church should already trust and respect the lay leadership already.

3. How clear are the vision, mission and direction of the church?  Usually the pastor is the one who is clear on the vision and mission but you are leaving.  Several leaders may know and buy into the mission but does the whole church?  A Transition Team works with the church to work through where they are now and where they feel God is leading them.  If the church has a mission and vision that is clear to all the members then this may be sufficient or it is time to re-examine since the pastor is leaving.

4. How have decisions been made?  If the pastor has made the majority of the decisions, then who takes his place?  Does the church have any say?  If the church body makes all the decisions then the proper channels are in place.  Precedence promotes cooperation, but if new roles are being established before the pastor leaves without the church’s say then the church is a high-risk candidate for conflict.  A Transition Team can work through this process and define a system that works best for them.

This is the most critical decision for the pastor and church to make before he leaves, whether to guide the church to determine and install a Pastor Search or a Transition Team.  The tendency is to shortcut and by pass the Transition Team because the church wants a new pastor soon.  Remember the church needs to be healthy to properly select their next pastor.  Your DOM can work with you to help assess the needs of your church in order to lead them to make the right decision.

6. Strive to put the church first – not yourself during these days of transition.  The church will love you for it and so will the Lord.  Remember you may have a place to go, the people at the church now have a place to come where there is a vacuum, a void in leadership.  You are leaving to gain a new opportunity.  But a church  feels many times they are losing.  Whether the people deserve it or not put their interests ahead of yours.  [Phil. 2:3-4]

7. Leave with Integrity.  Abraham Lincoln said, “When I lay down the reigns of the administration, I want to have one friend left.  And that friend is inside myself.”  The relationship with your people will change once you leave.  You cannot relate to them in the same way again.  It is best for the people to turn to others during this time of interim and eventually they need to turn to their new pastor.  Be a friend, but be a friend to yourself.  

Since God called you to this church, God is also involved in your departure.  Avoid spiritualizing your departure.  But don’t humanize it by blaming & leaving a trail that leaves an atmosphere that someone (s) is responsible for your depart.  Resign because of what God has said.

8. Debrief with yourself, your spouse and children.  To properly promote healthy emotional closure for you and your family use the questions listed below to answer and reflect on before you leave.

QUESTIONS TO ANSWER TO PROMOTE

EMOTIONAL CLOSURE

Commit Isaiah 41:9-10 to guide you through these uncertain times.

1. What were your expectations of the church and of yourself when you came?

2. What were your dreams/goals/vision for the church?

3. What major milestones were achieved during your time at the church?

4. How does Hebrews 11:39-40 be apply to how things turned out?

5. What were the major challenges or problems with the church?

6. How have I grown as a person and as a pastor?  What has God taught me most about ministry?  What have I learned most about myself?

7. What people and places will I miss most when I leave?  Why?

8. What daily or routine activities will I miss when I leave?

9. What did I like best about this community/area and what community activities will I miss?

10. What caused me the most laughter and tears?

11. What mistakes do I want to avoid in our new church?

12. What are the positives of beginning a new ministry?

13. What do I dread the most or is a negative in starting a new ministry?

An article said, “Research indicates that ministers underestimate the impact of termination on themselves and their family.  They also fail to recognize the importance of a personal support base during the transition.  Both the pastor and his family will need to be intentional to build a new set of emotional and relational foundations in their new community and church.”
9. Be a John the Baptist.  You must decrease and let others increase.  In the days that remain give up and turn loose of the ownership, power and control.  You will no longer be responsible to lead the church and the church is no longer to look to you as their pastor/leader to follow.  The pastor and church must be free to go forward.  The tendency is to abandon the people and turn loose too quickly or the opposite is true, you can’t seem to turn loose.  It is to be gradual.  The amount of notice you give determines the pace you decrease.

10. Reconcile.  Make sure you, your spouse and family reconcile properly with people in the church.  Many times before a pastor leaves, relationships can be strained, damaged or severed with people.  Scripture instructs us to go and make things right with others, regardless of who is to blame (Matt. 5:22-24).  Clean up the spiritual and relational debris before you leave.  You want God’s blessing where you are going next.  God can’t bless you properly if there are fractured relationships.  Mend those fractures before you leave.  God can’t bless the fragmented relationships left at the church.  Avoid allowing the next pastor and wife to step on a “landmine” that was left behind by you and current members of the church.


Compensation:

Be clear in your letter of resignation on when you will discontinue being the pastor of the church so proper compensation can be arranged with the treasurer or finance committee.  Availability of funds may determine the amount that you will receive.

A. Strive to receive proper salary and benefits through the final days of employment.

B. Unused vacation time can either be paid or taken but make sure it is reflected in your resignation or discussed with the proper committee or people in the church.


Reception:

A special type of service or reception on the last Sunday is appropriate.  Utilize testimonies by the members, singing the pastors favorite songs, presentation of plaque, certificate, love offering, gifts are usually appropriate.  The church and its leadership will determine the degree of reception.

A final prayer of blessing and commissioning can be offered for the pastor and his family.

If the pastor is retiring from the pastorate other more significant arrangements may need to be made.


Conclusion:

It takes work to properly close a pastoral ministry.  These years you have served as their pastor you have grown to love them.  I pray you will love them, this church and the Lord enough to take time to intentionally close out your pastoral ministry properly.

Before Jesus departed he prepared his disciples to carry on after He was gone.  Jesus sent the “Comforter”, the Holy Spirit and He said “Peace I leave with you.”  May you too leave in peace by giving comfort and assurance to those you leave behind that they will not be abandoned but cared for.  May it be said of you as it was of David, “So he shepherded them according to the integrity of his heart, and guided them by the skillfulness of his hands.”  Ps. 78:72.  In these last days of your ministry may your departure be like the Apostle Paul’s when he departed from Ephesus.  (Acts 20:24-38).

My prayer is for God’s best for you and the church you leave behind.  Go with God!
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