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ABSTRACT

The transition from one pastoral leader to another can have a profound impact on
a church’s immediate and long term future. Research indicates that the key determinant to
the congregation’s experience through this period is the manner in which the pastor
leaves the congregation. This thesis project examines the role a departing pastor has in
helping a church experience a healthy transition to a new pastoral leader.

Recently resigned pastors and representative lay people from ten pastorates were
interviewed during the pastors’ departure period. The interviewer sought to explore the
dynamics of the experience, gain a better understanding of the process, and seek
principles to assist pastors leading congregations into similar periods of leadership
change. These interviews were evaluated and processed in light of previous research and
literature on the subject, as well as biblical examples of leadership transitions.

Chapter One explores why pastors choose to leave their churches and how the
reasons for their departure can affect the final period of ministry. Chapter Two examines
how pastors communicate their departure to the congregation. Chapter Three examines
how a pastor personally and professionally deals with the transition so he/she is then able
to effectively serve during the final stages of a ministry.

Chapters Four, Five and Six examine three areas pastors should address during
their final period of ministry: Relationships (i.e. ministry to the grief process), Ministries
(i.e. ensuring the church’s ministries are sustained through the transition period), and
Future Considerations (i.e. encouraging and assisting the congregation towards a new
pastoral relationship). Chapter Seven encourages pastors to consider their congregations’
perspective and to help them plan for a healthy transition process.

Leadership transitions are both organizational and emotional. They require

intentional, thoughtful and strategic leadership if they are to be completed in a healthy

X



manner. Even as they leave, pastors who are concerned to fulfill their calling to build up

the body of Christ will seek to give their churches the final gift of a good farewell.
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Introduction

A selective survey of the Convention of Atlantic Baptist Churches Directories over
the past twenty-four years revealed that, while there has been a decrease in the number of
churches undergoing pastoral leadership change each year, at any given moment a

significant percentage of congregations were in some phase of that process.

Table 1: Churches of the Convention of Atlantic Baptist
Churches in Stages of Pastoral Leadership Transition 1982-2006

Number of ~ Number of Number of ~ Total Number Total Number of Percentage of
Churches  Churches with Churches Whose of Churches in Churches Convention
Year with No Interim Ministers Pastor Was New  Transition Listed in the Churches in
Pastor within the Yearbook or Transition
Previous Year Directory
20062 54 - 111 165 528 31.2
2002 53 47 62 162 552 293
2000 55 22 64 141 555 254
1996 55 31 93 179 556 32.2
1992 51 17 79 148 571 259
1988 56 18 140 214 560 38.2
1986 28 13 165 206 560 36.7
1982 59 23 155 237 567 41.7

Source: Statistics gathered from the respective Year Book[s] of the United Baptist Convention of the
Atlantic Provinces, Director[ies] of the Atlantic Baptist Convention and the web version of the CABC
Directory in February of 2006.
2 The web version of the CABC directory did not give a notation distinguishing interim ministers in 2006,
but it can be assumed that most interims would be included in the column Churches Whose Pastor Was
New within the Previous Year.



In 1982 eighty-two churches were either without a pastor or under the care of an
interim minister. The pastor in a further one hundred and fifty-five congregations had
begun his/her work within the past year.!! This represented forty-two percent of the
churches listed. That statistic dropped to thirty eight percent in 1988. In the 1990s and the
early part of this new millennium, the percentage of churches in pastoral transition

fluctuated between twenty-five and thirty-two percent.

As the above statistics reveal, while the overall percentage has declined since the
early eighties, churches in pastoral leadership transition are still a common part of life in
the Convention of Atlantic Baptist Churches. At any given moment as few as one quarter
and as high as one third of the congregations are in some stage of the pastoral transition
process. These statistics are not out of line with other reports. Donald Bubna stated in
1988 that on average a quarter of pastors will change churches each year.> While one
hopes it will not occur frequently, most pastors should expect that such times of transition
will be a part of their experience in ministry. If the average pastor changes churches once
every five years® then over a thirty to forty year career he/she may go through the

process of leaving a particular ministry six to eight times.

I Ketcham identifies the pastoral transition period as beginning the moment a pastor resigns and
not being complete until at least one year after the new pastor has arrived. Bunty Ketcham, So You're On
The Search Committee (Washington: Alban Institute, 1985), 3.

2 Donald Bubna, “How to Bid a Healthy Farewell.” Leadership 9 (Summer 1988):119.

3 Among the ten pastors surveyed for this thesis the average length of a pastorate was five years

and three months.
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The purpose of this thesis project is to explore the period of time from when a pastor
resigns until he/she actually leaves a particular church ministry with the goal of
discovering some helpful principles for pastoral leadership that can set a good foundation
for the transition to a new pastoral leader. As Edward White says, “How we say goodbye
makes all the difference in the world!”* The key question is “What is the role of a
departing pastor in providing a church with a healthy transition to a new pastoral leader?”

Edward Friedman noted that similar to family problems, many of the troubles that
churches face today are the “residue” of conflicts from previous generations that began
with or were carried on through transition periods. No matter how gifted the next pastor
may be the “residue” of a poor departure will make his/her job very difficult’ In one
study cited by Joseph Umidi, twenty percent of the respondents in a new charge stated
that the largest problems they faced stemmed from unresolved issues the church had with
the former pastor.®

The potentially long lasting effects of a poor transition mean that both ministry start-
up and ministry closure are crucial moments which call for effective pastoral leadership.
If the transition is done poorly it can result in a demoralized congregation.” How a pastor

separates from a congregation is important in shaping the type of church the succeeding

4 Edward White, Saying Goodbye: A Time of Growth for Congregations. (Washington DC: Alban
Institute, 1990), xi.

5 Edwin Friedman, Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and Synagogue. (New
York: The Guilford Press, 1985), 250 & 256.

6 Joseph Umidi, Confirming the Pastoral Call: A Guide to Matching Candidates and
Congregations (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2000), 18.

7 Robert Dale, Pastoral Leadership (Nashville: Abingdon, 1986), 174 & 185.

il



pastor enters® and how easily he/she is able to establish a new pastoral relationship with
the church.” This thesis will heed the principle of Gerald Gillaspie that resigning from
one church to go to another should be done in such a manner as to ‘“safeguard the
interests” of the one being left.!?

The material for this thesis has been gathered through three primary areas of
research. The first was a survey of literature related to the subject of pastoral ministry and
pastoral transition in particular, along with some secular leadership materials cited in that
literature. Literature related to the grieving process was also consulted to assist in
understanding some of the emotional issues related to a pastor’s departure. The Alban
Institute has produced the largest source of material on the subject of pastoral leadership
transitions. There are few other books devoted to the topic entirely, but many pastoral
ministry volumes include a small section on this time period in ministry.

The second area of research involved a survey of biblical examples of leadership
transitions to seek insights and principles that might be garnered from those experiences
and practices. As with many parts of church life, the Scriptures do not provide a specific
handbook on leadership transition, but there are some helpful models including that of
Christ to His disciples.

The third area of research involved a series of conversations and interviews with
recently resigned pastors and representative lay-leaders of the churches from which the

pastors resigned. Ten pastors and fifteen lay-people representing eleven churches were

8 Friedman, 251.
9 Umidi, 19.

19 Gerald Gillaspie, The Restless Pastor (Chicago: Moody Press, 1974), 31.
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interviewed in forty-one separate sessions between June 2005 and November 2006.
Although all the churches were located in either Nova Scotia or New Brunswick, efforts
were made to seek a variety of settings and situations. The pastors ranged in age from
thirty-five to sixty-five. The length of service in the church by the leaving pastors ranged
from two years to ten years with the average being five years and three months. Reported
worship attendance in these churches ranged from twenty-six to two-hundred, with the
average being seventy.!! Six churches were in a rural community, three were located in a
town and one was in an urban area. Eight of the pastors were leaving either a senior
pastor or solo pastor position. Two were leaving associate pastor positions. Two of the
pastors were going through their first departure process, six were in the midst of their
third and the remaining two were experiencing their fourth and fifth of such transitions.
Nine of the pastors were male, one was female.

Among the laity interviewed there was a variety of leadership roles and many of
them held multiple positions within their church. Six were deacons, two were treasurers,
one was chair of a leadership council, three were members of the Christian Education
Committee, and two were chairs of the Pastoral Search Committee. Nine of the lay-
leaders were male and six were female. Their attendance and participation in their current
congregation ranged from ten years to fifty years, the average being thirty-two years.

The ages of those interviewed were from mid-forties to early eighties.

1 Taken from the 2006 Annual Report Book of the Convention of Atlantic Baptist Churches.



Potential pastors for the interview process were found either through suggestion by
Regional Ministers,'? or through public reports or newsletters. Once the researcher was
aware that a resignation was public knowledge (i.e. announced to the congregation), an
email was sent outlining the purpose of the thesis project and asking for permission to
discuss their experience while assuring confidentiality.!> If a positive response was
received, a time to meet in person was arranged.!# Lay-leaders were chosen and asked to
participate by the departing pastor and then contacted by the researcher to set up a
specific time to conduct the interview.!> All interviews were conducted privately and
individually except for three interviews which were done with married couples.

Common to all the situations was that the pastor was leaving the church voluntarily.
Eight of the pastors went to new church ministries,'® one left ministry for family reasons
and one took early retirement. Because the focus of the thesis is the departing pastor’s
role in a healthy transition, forced resignations and terminations were not considered. By
their nature such departures are often periods of unhealthy conflict. While this is an area
that needs attention, it was felt that such conflict would hinder a pastor’s ability to
provide leadership into a healthy transition; therefore, involuntary departures would not

fall within the scope of this project.

12 While Regional Ministers did supply the names of people who had recently resigned, no follow
up was given to them as to whether their suggestions participated in the surveys or were even contacted to
participate.

13 See sample letter in Appendix 1.

14 On two occasions there was no response to the initial letter and the researcher did not pursue
any follow-up. One pastor agreed to participate but a convenient time to meet could not be arranged.

15 This worked well in all churches except one where three contacts were given by the pastor and
all three subsequently declined to be interviewed.

16 Although two pastors resigned without having a new church to go to, both had a new pastoral
charge before they finished their time at the churches they were leaving.
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The initial interviews with each person consisted of a standard set of questions about
the church, the pastor’s ministry, history of previous transitions, the details and feelings
about the current departure, and thoughts about the future of the church.'” On average,
the initial interviews with pastors lasted one and half hours and about one hour with lay-
leaders. Follow-up conversations were usually held about one month later to clarify any
details or issues brought up in the first conversation and to update the researcher on the
progress of the transition period. These sessions lasted from thirty to forty-five minutes.
In some cases a third follow-up interview was held another month later if the pastor had
not yet departed from the local church. Due to the brevity of the departure time, in three
churches there was only one set of interviews with the pastors and lay-leaders.

Of the ten pastoral transitions studied, four could be characterized as unhealthy. In
these churches the feelings expressed and the experiences related went beyond what one
might expect to be normal signs of sadness or grief at someone’s departure. Pastors and
lay people told stories of heated conflict and/or seasons of withdrawal and viewed the
departure with a sense of defeat. Six of the transitions could be characterized as healthy.
In these congregations, pastors and lay-people were able to celebrate the pastor and
congregation relationship and expressed positive feelings about the departure process
even though they were sad to be separating. The discovery that healthy experiences
outnumbered unhealthy ones was a pleasant surprise compared to an Alban Institute study
done among departing army chaplains in the 1970’s. In that study, which also included

interviews with the base chaplains and members of their congregations, the research team

17 See Appendix 2.
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concluded only two of seven chaplains had a “termination that enhanced their ministry”
and left the congregation feeling positive about the closure process.!® The other five left
people confused and wondering if the chaplain ever really cared for them.!?

The material of this thesis is arranged in three sections. The first three chapters each
deal with various processes which are generally focused on the pastor. Chapter one
explores how pastors come to determine when it is time to complete a ministry and how
the reasons which lead to that decision impact the final period of ministry. The second
chapter considers when and how pastors communicate the impending completion of their
ministry. The third chapter examines how the pastor can experience a personally and
professionally healthy transition.

The second section of the thesis will explore three areas to which pastors should give
attention as they prepare to finish a particular ministry. Roy Oswald believed there are
three ways a pastor can orientate his final few months of ministry. Pastors can be people
orientated, program orientated (ensuring programs continue after his/her departure) or
self/future orientated (getting themselves ready for their next ministry). He believed those
who were primarily people-orientated are best suited to providing a helpful and

meaningful time of closure for a congregation.?® This thesis will modify Oswald’s outline

18 Roy M. Oswald, Running Through the Thistles; Terminating A Ministerial Relationship With A
Parish (Bethesda MD: Alban Institute, 1978), 4.

19 Oswald, Running Through the Thistles, 5. Oswald’s study among chaplains followed a similar
format to the survey conducted as part of this thesis, although with a smaller sample of congregations. It

was also the earliest study of departure styles discovered among the literature. Parishioners surveyed
included army personnel and non-army personnel.

20 Oswald, Running Through the Thistles, 6.
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slightly and suggest a departing pastor has a responsibility to give time to Relationships,
Ministries and Future Considerations.

Chapter four focuses on Relationships and outlines some of the relational and
emotional issues that arise with the departure of a pastoral leader. It compares the
ministry during the final period with the work that needs to be done during other periods
of loss, and in particular it identifies the primary ministry to be that of grief work.

Chapter five focuses on Ministries and suggests that pastors who are concerned with
ensuring ministry programs and the day to day life of the congregation continue after his/
her departure will give attention to lay leadership development. They will also want to
prepare the primary governing Board of the congregation for the increased
responsibilities which come after a pastor’s departure.

Chapter six focuses on Future Considerations and explores various ways pastors can
help their congregations towards the goal of establishing a relationship with a new
pastoral leader. The future includes both an immediate period, which we traditionally
label as the ‘interim’ between pastors, and a long term period when the church has settled
into a relationship with a new pastor.

The final section, chapter seven, concludes by emphasizing the need for pastors to
gain the congregations’ perspective of the transition process and to help their churches
plan ahead for the loss of their pastoral leader.

Unfortunately, many pastors enter into the period of departure with little confidence
or understanding of the dynamics involved. In an article entitled, “What I Wish I Knew

Before 1 Quit,” Anthony Laird lamented his lack of preparation for facing issues of
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resignation and departure. “I’d never taken ‘Resignation 101’ in seminary. The whole
issue was never really discussed.”?! His regrets on the lack of preparation and help for
resigning pastors are echoed by Calvin Ratz’s lament that “Few guidelines and fewer
counselors are available to the pastor who wonders ‘Is it time to resign?’”?> These
sentiments were expressed by at least two pastors interviewed for this thesis. One in
particular repeated often that he did not know what he was supposed to do, so he simply
did what seemed easiest.

Times of pastoral leadership change can be filled with a mixture of emotions,
confusion and anxiety, but they are also periods when churches are ripe for other changes.
These times of transition are opportunities for churches to re-examine identity and realign
ministry priorities.?> Bob Russell suggests the pastoral leadership transition period can be
an opportunity for a ministry to advance. He compares it to a relay race. The passing of
the baton is the most crucial part. “That’s often where the race is won or lost. . . . If that
transition is made smoothly, there actually should be a step gained in the race . . . .”%*
Times of pastoral leadership transition provide unique moments of opportunity for a local
church. The goal of this project is to discover principles and practices which enable
clergy to fulfill God’s call to pastor and lead well so that even as they close a particular

ministry the Kingdom of God might advance.

21 Anthony Laird, “What T Wish I"d Known Before I Quit: Lessons of a Pastor Who Left Too
Soon.” Leadership 19 (Winter 1998) : 33.

22 Calvin C. Ratz, “The Loneliest Choice of All.” Leadership 6 (Winter 1985) : 75.

2 Loren B . Mead, 4 Change of Pastors. . . and How it Affects Change in the Congregation
(Herdon: The Alban Institute, 2005), 64.

24 Bob Russell, “How to Mentor Your Successor,” LeaderLinks.com, http://www.leaderlinks.com/
pastissues/2004/11_november/feature20041101.htm (Accessed January 31, 2006).
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Chapter 1 - Deciding to Leave

A Lonely Choice

A pastor’s decision to leave a congregation is seldom a hasty decision. While an
announced departure may come as a surprise to many people, Chandler Gilbert notes that
“In most cases, the seeds were planted long before, though perhaps unrecognized at the
time.”! Loren Mead describes the process as a gradual shift from a sincere resolve to stay,
to openness to other possibilities, to the arrival of an offer that the pastor cannot ignore.
Seldom, he states, is it “a bolt out of the blue... usually the pastor has felt stirrings for
some time and often the congregation has begun to have hints that the pastor may be ‘in
play.””?

Each of the pastors interviewed for this thesis related that the decision to leave
their churches was the result of months of thoughtful, and sometimes prayerful,
deliberations. While the longest period of consideration was almost three years before the
actual resignation and the shortest was about three months, on average the pastors began
thinking about their departure about a year in advance. The length of time most pastors
give to this decision indicates that it is not taken lightly. Most pastoral tenures begin with
a service of induction during which pastor and people make commitments to each other.
While not as permanent as a marriage, the pastor and congregational relationship is a

covenantal union that should not be terminated without due consideration.3

I Chandler Gilbert, “On Living the Leaving,” in Saying Goodbye: A Time of Growth for
Congregations, ed. Edward White (Washington DC: Alban Institute, 1990), 23.

2 Loren Mead, A Change of Pastors . . . And How it Affects Change in the Congregation (Herdon,
Virginia: The Alban Institute, 2005), 23.

3 Lynn Anderson, “Why I’'ve Stayed” Leadership 7 (Summer 1986) : 77.
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For the benefit and health of the church, it is best when the pastor takes the
initiative to discern and make the decision about when it is time to leave. Forced exits
invariably split churches* and leave a heavy burden of guilt on members of the
congregation which can cripple effective ministry for years.> The experience is no less
traumatic and painful for the pastor involved. Along with the emotional toll of being
fired, common opinion is that a pastor who is fired may be severely handicapped in
seeking future ministry opportunities. They are often perceived as a potential problem for
churches seeking a minister.® Whether the forced separation was ‘messy and full of
anger’ or done ‘decently and in order’ both the pastor and the congregation suffer a
painful loss from which it can be difficult to recover. It has been likened to dealing with
the stress of death and divorce.” According to John C. LaRue, Research Director for
Christianity Today, twenty-five percent of American clergy have been forced out of a
church at some point in their career and of those pastors forty percent do not return to
ministry.® Should a pastor find a new ministry, unless he/she has intentionally sought help

to deal with the emotional issues, he/she will most likely take this pain into the next

4 John Larue in “Forced Exits: Personal Effects” Your Church (November-December 1996) : 64,
states that when a church forces a pastoral departure ten percent of the congregation will leave the church,
many to follow the terminated pastor in his new position. Quoted in Umidi, 15. In a comparable statement
about company CEOs Irving Shapiro said, “Every CEO should remember that the position exists not for his
benefit, but for the corporations. It is his job to know when it is time to step down.” Quoted in Jerry
Sonnenfeld, The Heroes Farwell (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 79.

5 White, 1.

6 Perry Biddle, “Involuntary Separation: When the Preacher is Fired,” The Christian Ministry 24
(September-October 1993) : 11.

7 Biddle, 9.

8 Quoted in Umidi, 14.

Xiii



pastorate.’ For the wellbeing of both the pastor and the congregation, it is best when the
pastor takes the initiative to decide if it is time to leave.!?

Accepting the responsibility for the decision does not make the decision any
easier,!! nor does it mean a pastor will avoid emotional turmoil. For Charles Dennison the
decision felt like a “gnawing in my soul... I felt utterly alone, without anyone to talk
to.”!? Especially when the current pastoral relationship has been a positive and loving
experience, there can be feelings of fear, uncertainty and insecurity.!?> But regardless of
the degree of difficulty or the determining influences, Williams Philips, Edward White
and Calvin Ratz all agree that as the pastoral leader it is the clergy’s responsibility not
only to take the initiative but also to make the decision or else the leader becomes the
follower. 4

A dissenting opinion was given by Gerald Gillaspie in the 1970s. He thought that
when a ministry was in decline a pastor should ask his church officers to help in the
search for a new ministry opportunity. He also cited two pastors who felt one’s

congregation should be consulted about any decision to leave. Ed Bytington suggested

9 Umidi, 14

10 Goetz’s survey of terminated pastors notes the devastating impact on the pastor’s confidence, as
well as his/her family’s loss of trust in the Church. David Goetz, “Forced Out: How Likely are You to be
Fired or Pressured to Resign?” Leadership 17 (Winter 1996) : 47-49. For the impact on the church see the
previous page.

1 Gary L. MclIntosh, “Is It Time to Leave?” Leadership 7 (Summer 1986) : 75.

12 Charles S. Dennison, “When It Might Be Time to Leave.” The Christian Ministry, 27 (July—
August, 1996) : 10.

13 Chandler W. Gilbert, “On Living the Leaving,” in Edward White, Saying Goodbye: A Time of
Growth for Congregations. (Washington DC: Alban Institute, 1990), 33.

14 Phillips, William Bud. Pastoral Transitions: From Endings to New Beginnings. (New York:

Alban Institute in collaboration with the Centre for the Study of Church and Ministry, 1988), vi; White, 1;
Calvin C. Ratz, “The Loneliest Choice of All.” Leadership 6 (Winter 1985) : 74.
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that when a pastor receives a call to another church he should have a candid discussion
with his current church Board and outline all the details about the new church including
the size of the salary. Walter Schuette suggested that after telling his people not to
consider their feelings of personal attachment, a pastor should give the details of the new
offer he has received and then allow the church to vote on whether he should accept it or
not. If the church votes to have him stay then he should stay, but if there is a split vote or
a vote that he should leave, then he should accept the new call. Gillaspie did note that
Victor Albers thought that such consultation had the potential to be “destabilizing” for a
church. !

Research for this project indicates that Albers represents the majority of opinions.
Congregations expect their pastors will leave eventually,'® but generally they do not want
to be put in the position of telling him/her that it is time to leave. Among the churches
surveyed, several lay-people related that they sensed even before the announcement that
their pastor’s tenure would not be much longer. One layman related an experience of
sensing from the Lord to pray for his pastor because he was being called to a new
ministry. It was confirmed by the pastor that he had given his resume to his Regional
Minister at about the same time. The layman did not reveal this experience to his pastor
until the pastor announced his resignation and acceptance of a call to another church;
which occurred approximately six months later.

Lay-leaders in churches that were experiencing conflict expressed sentiments that

they expected their pastor would be resigning before they actually knew it, but in one

15 Gillaspie, 28, 85-86.

16 McIntosh, 71.
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church surveyed, it became common knowledge that the pastor was actively seeking a
new placement. At a special annual service that was designed to be an outreach event, the
pastor stated from the pulpit that it would be “a miracle” if he was present at the same
occasion the next year. The lay-leaders interviewed thought this was highly
unprofessional and reported that it caused quite a commotion in both the congregation
and the community as a whole. It was almost ten months before the pastor actually
resigned to accept a call to another church, but the sentiment of many people in the
congregation was that the effectiveness of the pastor’s ministry ended the moment he
verbalized (albeit in a round-about manner) his intentions.

One of the most thoughtful treatments on the ethical issues surrounding the
question of informing the congregation that one is seeking a new ministry is found in
James Antal’s work, Considering a New Call: Ethical and Spiritual Challenges for
Clergy.'7 He questions whether the process of seeking a new church can be done without
being deceptive with one’s current congregation. He condemns the flimsy excuses pastors
use to justify lying when confronted with difficult questions from “nosey” members of
the congregation. He admits he only knows of one example when a pastor informed his
congregation he was searching for a new ministry without actually resigning. His
resolution to the dilemma is for pastors to gently remind parishioners from the start of a
ministry that no pastoral relationship lasts forever. This most often can occur when
someone asks, “How long do you think you will stay?” Antal concludes,

By addressing the issue throughout our ministries, however obliquely, do
we thereby avoid deception when we enter an active search? In fact, being

17 James Antal, Considering a New Call: Ethical and Spiritual Challenges for Clergy (Bethesda:
Alban Institute, 2000), 26-33.
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open about our intention to leave eventually alters the context. Rather than
an indication of disloyalty or abandonment, our decision to leave becomes
a matter of timing. If we do this well and consistently, with out raising
questions of loyalty and commitment, when the time comes we will
honestly be able to say that we are not deceiving the congregation by
initiating a search “behind their backs.” Rather, we are doing exactly what
we told them we would. '3

Three pastors in particular made reference to this dilemma. The first decided it
was good that the congregation did not know about his search. During the six months of
his search process a new family began attending the church. He believed that if they had
known he would be leaving within a year, they would not have continued to attend the
church. However, within that time they made connections with others in the congregation
and now he felt they would stay. A second pastor kept the search process private because
he believed that if it became public knowledge it would cause “trouble” to the ministry.
However, he felt he would prefer to be more open about the process in the future. The
third pastor after announcing his resignation was confronted with the question, “How did
that church find you?” The pastor honestly explained the process of giving his resume to
the Regional Minister and it then being passed on to the searching congregation. The
layman responded, “That is a poor system. How come pastors can’t say I’'m feeling like I
am about to leave and go from there?” The pastor responded, “Congregations would no
longer respond in the same way if they know. If they do not know they will respond in
the same way, but if they know then they are always wondering when he is going to

resign.”

18 Antal, 31-32. Gillaspie also addressed what he called the problem of pastors “candidating on the
sly.” He tells pastors to inform the Board if one is planning to seek a new ministry. He also tells Boards
who suspect their pastor has been candidating, to immediately, but graciously, request a conference with the
pastor where they can make an effort to understand the pastor’s plans and tell him/her if they agree or
disagree with the need for his/her departure. Gerald Whiteman Gillaspie, The Empty Pulpit (Chicago:
Moody Press, 1975), 38.
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Generally in the churches surveyed, the pastor’s resignation came as a surprise.
While people expressed sadness at the pastor’s decision and at least two interviewees
disagreed with their pastor’s decision to leave, no one interviewed stated that their pastor
should have consulted the church or its leadership first. This is not to suggest that a
pastor should come to a decision without seeking any advice. Donald Bubna encourages
pastors to seek godly counsel when trying to decide if it is time to seek another ministry
situation.!® Antal believes that every pastor should have a spiritual director or a pastoral
counselor who can provide godly counsel especially when considering a new call. He
also lists colleagues as helpful sounding boards.? Many of the pastors interviewed did
relate that they sought the advice and prayer support of other pastors, their spouse, close
friends outside the church, or a denominational official before they made their decision.
Charles Dennison believed that sharing his struggle with fellow clergy helped to develop
a new bond with colleagues who took the time to care for and encourage him while they
prayed for God to give him clear direction.?! At the opposite end of the spectrum
Anthony Laird blamed pride for keeping him from talking with others about his struggles
and for ignoring wise advice when it was given. He has since become more open with his

pastoral colleagues.??

19 Donald Bubna, “Is It Time to Leave? Guidelines for Making one of Ministry’s Toughest
Decisions.” Leadership 17 (Winter 1996) : 52.

20 Antal, 37 and 39.
21 Dennison, 12. Gary Harbaugh, Rebecca Lee Brenneis, Rodney R. Hutton, Covenants and Care:
Boundaries in Life, Faith and Ministry, (Minneapolis: Fortress Pres, 1998), 23-24, also urge pastors to seek

out the prayerful support of trusted pastoral colleagues through any type of transition process.

22 Laird, 35-36.
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The decision to leave a church ministry will affect the pastor as well as two
congregations if a call to a new church is part of the process. The wellbeing of all
involved should be given consideration as a pastor explores the options with much prayer
and integrity while seeking the good of the Kingdom of God.?* The final responsibility to
make a decision to stay or to leave rests with the pastoral leader. The process should and
often does include wise and trusted confidents,?* but experience suggests that churches do
not want to know until the decision is made. When it becomes known that a pastor is
even considering a move there is damage to both the ministry and morale of the
congregation. One of the congregations interviewed, for example, learned their pastor had
gone to preach for a call. He did not go to that church and it was another three years
before he did leave to enter another ministry. It was conceded by both the pastor and the
lay people interviewed that those three years were marked by periods of both conflict and
apathy. A deacon said, “He really didn’t want to be here,” and felt the pastor was simply
waiting for the right offer, or any offer, to move to a new church.

Why Pastors Leave

Deciding to leave a congregation is a complex issue. Pastors will weigh many
factors including personal, family, vocational, spiritual and corporate issues. Gary
Mcintosh designed a straightforward yes or no ten question quiz to help pastors
determine if it is time to leave.

1. I have been at my church less than seven years.
2. I have a dream for my church.

2 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 45 and Curtis C. Thomas, Practical Wisdom for Pastors: Words of
Encouragement and Counsel for a Lifetime of Ministry. (Wheaton: Crossways Books, 2001), 144.

24 White, 111.
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3. I sense that my spiritual gifts match the present needs of my position
and will for several years to come.

4. My philosophy of ministry is compatible with my church’s; we work
together smoothly.

5. My socio-cultural background fits my church’s, or at least we’ve come
to a good understanding on expectations, practices, and traditions.

6. My church is facing opportunities for ministry, and I am able to help it
take advantage of these.

7. If I am a generalist, that is the role my church needs. If I am a specialist,
my church has a need for my specialty in the coming years.

8. I have credibility and my people are willing to follow my leadership in
major decisions.

9. I am willing and able to work hard with my church.

10. My leadership style generally fits my church’s needs. 2

For Mclntosh, determining if it was time to leave was simply a matter of counting
the yeses. If there are more than six in answer to the statements, one should stay with the
current church. If there are less than five, one should be leaving. If there are five or six,
one may need to work on areas in which one answered ‘no’ until the situation becomes
clearer. 2¢

A simple questionnaire which could give one a definitive decision is very
appealing but concluding that it is time to move is more complicated than counting yeses
and nos, and McIntosh does acknowledge this.?” The complexity of the issue became
clear as pastors were asked “Why are you leaving at this time?” Typically respondents
were able to quickly give a primary reason, but often as the conversation continued

multiple other reasons would surface. For example, one pastor cited an on-going conflict

25 Mclntosh, 75
26 Tbid.

27 Mclntosh, 75.
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within the congregation as the reason he was leaving, but went to talk about the lack of
spiritual depth in the association, the absence of pastoral peer support, how the move
would resolve school issues for his children and provide better work opportunities for his
wife.?® The following are some of the reasons pastors gave for leaving their current
ministries:

Table 2: Reason for Leaving Current Ministries

Pastors Who Identified
Reason? as a Reason
Calling of God

Time
Discouragement
Stress

Conflict

Stage of Church Life
Call to New Church
Career Advancement

Monetary

W D NN O W W W

Family

Identified by the Pastors Surveyed

2 Pastors typically identified more than one reason leading to their decisions to leave at this time.
Call
According to a 1995 survey of US clergy by Richard Doebler, just over eighty-six

percent of pastors refer to a “strong sense of God’s call” as the primary reason for

28 It was interesting to note that in about half of the situations the reasons given by the pastor were
not the same as the reasons suggested by their lay leader. This may be a matter of communication, which
will be dealt with in a later chapter.
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entering the ministry?® Indeed it is commonly accepted by most pastors that ministry is
not as much their chosen career as it is a vocation which was chosen for them. They
consider ministry a calling from God more than their intentional choice3? These
sentiments have biblical precedence in the experiences of people like Paul and Isaiah.
Paul explained “When I preach the Gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach.
Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel.” (1 Corinthians 9:16 NIV)}! But unlike Paul,
few pastors today expect this call to manifest itself in a Damascus Road type of
experience. Rather they look to an inner urging from the Holy Spirit as the basis for their
decision to enter ministry.3? Like Isaiah’s response to God’s request, “Here I am. Send
me!” (Isaiah 6:8) a decision to enter into ministry should be a cooperative human
response to a divine calling.?? This crucial sense of calling to ministry, however, does not
come in isolation. Richard Bolles believes that calling is part of a process in which the

person is an active participant.>* According to Baptist counsel of previous generations, a

29 Richard Doebler, “Would You Leave the Ministry for a Higher Paying Job?” Leadership (Winter
1995) : 68.

30 Patricia M. Y. Chang, Factors Shaping Clergy Careers: A Wake Up Call for Protestant
Denominations and Pastors (Durham, NC: Pulpit & Pew Research on Pastoral Leadership, Duke Divinity
School, 2005), 3. See also Thomas G. Long, “Of This Gospel,” in Awakened to a Calling: Reflections on
the Vocation as Ministry, ed. Ann M. Svennungsen and Melissa Wiginton (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
2005), 39.

31 See also Ephesians 3:1-13.
32 Gordon Warren, The Christian Ministry: Its Opportunity and Challenge (Edmonton: The Baptist
Union of Western Canada, 1947), 4. Actual quote “No one, we take it, expects God to thunder a call from

the heavens, yet all may look for some inner promptings of the Spirit.”

33 Richard Nelson Bolles “The Pastor’s Parachute: An Interview with Richard Nelson Bolles,”
interviewed by Marshall Shelly and Jim Berkley, Leadership (Summer, 1990) : 23.

34 Bolles, 19.
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personal call should also be recognized by the church3® and one should also be conscious
of “some aptitude and qualifications for the task.”3°

As entry into vocational ministry in general is a cooperative response by an
individual to the calling of God, so the decision to enter or leave a particular ministry
should be regarded as a cooperative discernment of God’s will that comes within a
context. A common statement at CABC induction services is the phrase “It is our belief
that the calling into the Christian ministry and to particular service within it is both of
God and of the Church. It is inward constraint and outward calling answering each
other.” (Emphasis added.)’” Calvin Ratz summarizes the generally accepted sentiment
well when he says, “Doing God’s will is all that matters. . . . This is what determines the
time to move. His voice. His will.”?8 However, Ratz also believes that too often ‘God’s
will’ becomes a pious cliché and “God, like the Devil, gets blamed for a lot of decisions
he had little to do with.”?® Gilbert Meilaender, a Lutheran vacancy pastor, felt that
pastoral transition decisions justified only by appeals to the Holy Spirit’s leading are a
disservice to the Holy Spirit in order to avoid facing difficult questions. This avoidance

engenders distrust of pastoral and denominational leaders among their congregations. He

35 Francis Wylan, president of Brown University described the Baptist perspective of call as a
person who is “moved to enter this work by the Holy Spirit. This call is manifest in two ways; first in his
own heart, and secondly, in the hearts of his brethren.” Quoted in Harrison, “Pastoral Turnover and the Call
to Preach,” Journal of the Evangelical Society 44 no. 1 (March 2001) : 98.

36 Warren, 6.

37 Robert G. Wilkens ed., A Manual for Worship and Service Prepared for Canadian Baptist
Churches (Mississauga: Canadian Baptist Ministries, 1998), 132.

38 Ratz, 78.

3 Ratz, 75.

XXxiii



suggested that the Holy Spirit could work better through a more open, honest and
informed process.*?

Seeking and discerning God’s will is frequently the result of both a thoughtful
and prayerful process which also considers common-sense.*! Circumstances, one’s
particular pastoral gifts along with personal and corporate needs do not need to struggle
against the less tangible inward sense of God’s leading.*?>  For example the pastor who
was leaving for what were obvious family reasons was confidently able to express a
conviction of following God’s call in that decision. Another pastor understood the
circumstances of his current ministry, a premonition about a particular congregation
before they called him, and the ease of purchasing a new home as evidence confirming a
sense of God’s leading in his decision to move. A third pastor, who had wanted to leave
two years earlier, was able to reflect that circumstances would have made a transition at
that time disastrous for the congregation. He saw God’s hand in not opening the door to a
new call at that time. Two years later, God opened a door to a new ministry and the

church he was leaving was ready to enter a pastoral leadership transition.

40 Gilbert Meilaender, “The Divine Call: Reflections of a Professional Vacancy Pastor,” Concordia
Journal 18 (July 1992) : 268.

41 MclIntosh, 75.

42 Carolyn Weese, and J. Russell Crabtree. The Elephant in the Boardroom: Speaking the
Unspoken About Pastoral Transition. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004) 41; as well as Lynn Anderson,
82. An amusing 1973 article by John Burt extolled the virtues of a computer generated matching system
which was being proposed for the Episcopal Church. Perhaps it was a common-sense and practical
approach to matching pastoral skills with congregational needs, but it removes the place of prayer and one
wonders whether a computer can measure the sense of call. John H. Burt, “Clergy Deployment — Is There a
Better Way?” The Christian Ministry 4 (November 1973) : 25-28.
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Prayer, a firm conviction to submit to God’s leading and honest reflection of all
the factors can allow “God to interpret the evidence” and lead one to a decision.** Some
of these factors include the following:

Time

Early in my work at my current ministry, I was informed there were a certain
number of people in the congregation who believed that a pastor should serve a church
for no more than five years. While none of the pastors interviewed reported they were
leaving simply because they had served for a certain number of years, timing was a
consideration for at least half of them. John Esua suggests that over time the question for
a pastor should switch from “Why would I leave?” to “Why should I stay?” That is to
say, that in the early years of a particular ministry the onus is on being able to justify a
departure, while in later years the onus is to justify staying.*4

Of the pastors surveyed the shortest length of service in the church they were
serving was two years and the longest was ten with the average being five years and three
months. This is slightly longer than average according to an American study by Barna
Group which found that the average tenure for senior pastors between 1973 and 1993 had
decreased from seven to four years.* It should be noted that one of the reasons there are

fewer Convention of Atlantic Baptist Churches (CABC) congregations going through a

4 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 46-48.

4 John A. Esau, “How Long Should a Pastor Stay,” in Saying Goodbye: A Time of Growth for
Congregations. ed. Edward White (Washington DC: Alban Institute, 1990), 16

45 Quoted in Umidi, 13.
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transition at any given time is that the average tenure in Convention churches has
increased.*® This is a good sign.

Researchers tend to believe that younger pastors and those in their first pastorate
are more likely to move sooner than older pastors or those in their second or later

<

charge.#’ Schaller believes that a pastor’s first placement functions as an “unofficial
apprenticeship for the new minister.”*® In general this was true for the churches surveyed.
Among those in their first pastoral charge after graduation from seminary the average
length of tenure was four years. Among those in their second or later pastoral settlement,
the average length of tenure was six years. Among those pastors in their thirties and
forties, the average length of tenure was just over four years. The oldest pastors (who
were in their sixties) were each leaving their churches after six years. There was one
notable exception to the general trend. The longest tenure of ten years belonged to a
pastor who was under forty years of age and in his first charge.

Researchers have also noted that larger churches tend to be able to hold on to their

pastors for a longer period of time* although it is not immediately obvious whether these

pastors stay because the church is growing or the church is growing because they have

46 My calculations from the 1982, 1992, and 2000 editions of the Directory of the United Baptist
Convention of the Atlantic Provinces revealed that among settled pastors the average tenure increased from
3.4 years to 3.9 years to 5.1 years over that 18 year period. As noted in the Introduction above, 1982 was
the surveyed year with the largest percentage of churches in transition and 2000 was the year with the
smallest percentage of churches in transition.

47 L. D. H., “Do Pastors Move To Frequently.” Concordia Journal 11 (September 1985) : 162;
Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 21.

4 Lyle Schaller, Survival Tactics in the Parish (Nashville: Abingdon, 1977), 27-28. G. Leslie
Somers also notes that it is rare for ministers in their first pastorate to stay for an extended period of time.
His research found it was more common for pastor to serve in one or two locations before they entered a
“long term placement.” George Leslie Somers, “The Ministry Marathon: Exploring Longevity in the Single
Pastorate” (D.Min. thesis., Acadia University, 2004), 112.

4 Mclntosh, 71; L. D. H., 162; Ratz, 75; Gillaspie, Restless Pastor; 18.
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stayed. 3° Among the churches surveyed, those with an attendance over one hundred did
have pastors who on average had stayed for a longer period of time; however, the longest
tenure was in one of the smallest churches.

Most researchers agree that effective pastoral ministry begins after six to seven
years.’! Mclntosh asserts that short tenures (less than four years) are a major reason why
eighty percent of churches are on plateau or declining.’? After fifteen years of ministry in
the same congregation, Lynn Anderson observed:

The first two years you can do nothing wrong.

The second two years you can do nothing right.

The fifth and sixth years of a ministry, either you leave, or the people who

think you can do nothing right leave. Or you change, or they change, or

you both change.

Productive ministry emerges somewhere in the seventh year or beyond.*3

Anderson goes on to expound a number of reasons why longer pastoral
settlements are preferable. He emphasizes that it takes time to become familiar with the
community, to earn credibility, as well as to develop a close bond and an intimate rapport
with the congregation.>* G. Leslie Somers made similar conclusions about the benefits of
ministries which last more than fifteen years. In addition to Anderson’s observation,

Somers also notes stability both for the church and the pastor’s family, development of a

corporate mentality, and longer term development of disciples and leaders.’> To these

50 McIntosh, 71.

31 MclIntosh, 71; Umidi, 12; Esau, 15 and Lynn Anderson, 77.
52 McIntosh, 72.

33 Lynn Anderson, 77.

34 Lynn Anderson, 77-78.

55 Somers, 91-93.
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Donald Bubna would add that there are increased opportunities which come with being
viewed as the senior minister in a community.’® All three men agree that significant
change, in individuals and in churches as a whole, can only occur as people have time to
observe that a pastor lives what he professes to believe, and after people become
confident their leader authentically loves them and will not quickly abandon them.
Without that confidence, people are often unwilling to pay the price which significant
changes for an effective ministry require.’” “The ministry with the most impact is usually
the one which has survived the longest.” >3

Only one of the churches surveyed stands out as an example of a pastor who left
too soon. In that situation, it is the researcher’s opinion that the pastor was unwilling to
give the time necessary to see significant change and in particular allowed a conflict with
one person to overshadow the significant ministry and changes which were occurring in
the congregation. Both the lay person and the pastor reported that the church was
growing and people were excited about the future, however one lady was a source of
constant agitation against change. The ensuing frustration led the pastor to begin
contemplating his departure within a year of the start up of his ministry. This turn of
events might not have surprised Schaller who observes that a significant number of
pastors go through a “vocation depression” as they near the end of their third year.>®

Perhaps the advice of Vance Havner would have helped. He is quoted as saying, “A

56 Donald Bubna, “Ten Reasons Not to Resign: How One Pastor Kept Himself from Bailing Out.”
Leadership 14 (Winter 1993) : 103.

57 Lynn Anderson, 77; Bubna, “Ten Reasons Not to Resign,” 102; Somers, 86.
38 Lynn Anderson, 77.

39 Schaller, Survival Tactics, 26. The departing pastor was just completing his third year.
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preacher should have the mind of a scholar, the heart of a child, and the hide of a
rhinoceros. His biggest problem is how to toughen his hide without hardening his
heart.”¢0

At the other end of the spectrum is the difficulty of pastors who stay too long.
Esau believes that after twelve years there needs to be very compelling reasons for a
pastor to continue,®! while Gillaspie believed that beyond ten years “is questionable for
the average man.”®?> Lyle Schaller argued that more often leaders make the mistake of
staying in a position too long rather than not long enough and that staying too long
actually does greater damage to a ministry than not staying long enough.®® Curtis Thomas
relates the story of a pastor who built a very successful ministry only to see it decline and
fade because he would not retire. As people started to leave, the young ones first, he
became resentful and when he was eventually fired he became a “tired, pitiful, bitter old
man.”%*

Both Ratz and Finzel agree that pastors who stay too long usually do so out of
either ego or fear. Some become so invested in their work that they fail to recognize their
limitations and come to believe that no one else is capable enough to lead the ministry.

Others can not deal with the insecurity of beginning in a new ministry or dread the loss of

60 Quoted in Thomas, 138.
61 Esau, “How Long Should a Pastor Stay,” in White, 16.
62 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 21.

6 Quoted in Hans Finzel, The Top Ten Mistakes Leaders Make (Colorado Springs: Cook
Communications, 1994, 2000), 159.

64 Thomas, 140.
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identity and sense of uselessness they believe will come with retirement.® This does not
need to be. It is interesting to note that the one pastor interviewed who was retiring was
looking forward to a period of very little involvement in ministry and greater
opportunities to spend time with family, traveling, and doing a number of things which
had been on hold for years because of ministry commitments.

Somers identified four potential hazards for pastors who commit to longer term
ministries. These include: developing a critical spirit; becoming so identified with the
people the pastor loses his/her ability to speak prophetically; resting on one’s laurels; and
the church developing an unhealthy dependence upon the pastor. However, he concludes
these are hazards which can be overcome whereas the benefits of longevity cannot be
replicated in shorter term pastoral tenures. %

Timing is an important consideration for the pastor who is contemplating leaving
a particular church. Similar to what has been observed in other denominations over the
last number of decades,®” it would seem the tendency among pastors in the CABC is to
not stay long enough, rather than to stay too long.®® Many of the other factors which lead

to a pastor’s departure could be resolved with patience, effort and time. Pastors could

65 Ratz, 76; Finzel, 164-165.
66 Somers, 94-96.

67 This observation was made Lyle Schaller in the 1970s, Survival Tactics, 26-27, J. Keith Cook, in
the 1980s The First Parish: A Pastor’s Survival Manual (Philadelphia, Westminster Press, 1983), 144,
Bubna in the 1990s, “Ten Reasons,” 103, and more recently in the 2000s by Paul Harrison who denounces
the harm frequent pastoral turnovers cause churches, pastors and their families. Harrison, 87-88.

% Somers survey of twelve long term pastors found that the most common influencing factor for
longevity was the support the pastors received from mentoring relationships. This suggests if the CABC
desires to facilitate longer term pastorates it may want to explore developing mentoring relationships for
pastors on a larger scale.
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benefit by asking the question, ‘Have I stayed long enough to reach my most effective
years of ministry in this church?’¢?
Discouragement/Disillusionment

Joseph Umidi believes the root cause of discouragement or disillusionment can
be traced back to a poor candidating process which fails to properly match a candidate’s
gifts with a congregation’s needs. The result is unmet expectations.”® Stefan Ulstein
relates, “I left the pastorate because there were just too many expectations. I ended up
working too hard and leaving too many things undone, giving a smattering of attention
here and there but not really accomplishing anything for all the energy I expended. I like
to do things well, but you end up fractured and fragmented.””!

Umidi also believes that the departure of a discouraged pastor will leave behind a
weak and defeated congregation.””? Indeed among the churches surveyed the most
discouraged pastor (John)”? left behind one of the most discouraged congregations. At the
root of this discouragement was a clear feeling of unmet expectations by both the pastor
and the lay people interviewed. The pastor was unable to fulfill his own expectations of
himself, and was not meeting the expectations expressed by the lay people. The pastor
expressed that early in his ministry he felt he had gifts for evangelism and leadership, but

after several years there seemed to be few fruits for his labor. He repeatedly said

6 Mclntosh, 72.
70 Umidi, 12.

71 Stefan Ulstein, Pastors Off the Record: Straight Talk About Life in the Ministry (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 103.

72 Umidi, 23.

73 For ease of clarity from time to time this paper will randomly assign names to particular people
but it should be understood that these are not the real names of those individuals.
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throughout each interview “somewhere along the way I lost . . .” or “somewhere along
the way things got off track.” A lay person interviewed from his pastorate also related that
he “tried, but he wasn’t always successful,” and talked about things that never
“materialized.” To date, this congregation was also the church with the longest interim
period, going well over a year with week to week supply preachers.

Unrealized dreams will often lead to deep seated cynicism which a pastor may
not recognize within himself.’* One pastor surveyed (Paul) had overseen a long
anticipated building program but did not see significant inroads in the areas of outreach to
the local community or numeric growth. He blamed a group of detractors within the
congregation for paralyzing efforts to reach out into the community. He could not see any
end to the situation. When asked if he expected a gift at the farewell gathering, he
confided that whatever it was he hoped it would not be a picture of the church building.
He never wanted to be reminded of the energy he expended and the conflicts he endured
to bring it to completion. It is ironic that what many would view as the significant
achievement of his ministry, he viewed as a failure.

A sense of failure, whether the reason is justified or not, will also demoralize a
pastor. Anthony Laird quit when he realized the grandiose dreams he had at the beginning
of a particular ministry would be unfulfilled. He said, “My sense of failure disqualified
me to be their pastor.””> Laird believes now that failure, properly understood, is
disobedience to God. Success, on the other hand, should be defined as obedience

regardless of the visible results. His survey of Paul’s letters to Timothy focused on the

74 Dennison, 11.

75 Laird, 33.
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words “endure, persevere, work hard, train, study, and take pains.” This helped him to
realize that at times normal ministry can just be hard.”® However, when finances are
failing, attendance is dropping and there seems to be no progress in the ministry the
people can become dissatisfied with the pastor and the pastor can become seriously
disillusioned.””

Another pastor (Charles) listed high expectations and the ability to challenge as
some of his gifts for ministry, but also stated that “dynamic preaching” was one of his
weaknesses. In that congregation he was able to bring a great deal of change quickly, but
became discouraged when he felt he lacked the support he expected to receive from the
church leadership in particular. Ironically, the deacons were drafting a letter of support to
read to the next church meeting, but the pastor resigned before it could be read.

William Phillips wrote about three types of what he termed ‘disenchantment’
which will likely cause a pastor to move. The “Confident Doubter” trusts in his own
abilities, but does not have confidence that the congregation will be able to meet
expectations (e.g. Paul and Charles). The “Dispirited Believer” has confidence in the
church, but lacks self-confidence (e.g. Anthony Laird). The “Dispirited Doubter” has
become unsure both of his/her own competence and in the ability of his/her church to do
any significant ministry (e.g. John). For Phillips, the only pastor unlikely to move is the
“Confident Believer” who has assurance in both his own and the church’s abilities to

meet expectations. 78

76 Laird, 36.
77 Phillips, 21; Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 40 and 42.

78 Phillips, 6-8.
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A sense of abandonment which comes from departures is another source of
discouragement. In one situation a pastoral staff of three was reduced to just the senior
pastor, who was the subject of the research. He found it extremely difficult to adapt to the
loss of the sense of collegiality and support that had grown and flourished among the
members of the pastoral ministry team. He said, “I felt like the wind was taken out of my
sails.” The ministry in general became burdensome as he picked up extra duties. He also
had deep concerns for ministries, such as the youth programs, to which he could not tend.
Both William Teague and William Phillips cite staff changes as a significant source of
discouragement and disillusionment. The loss of part of a pastoral staff brings about a
shift in workload and some amount of role confusion which can take an emotional toll on
the remaining pastoral staff. Changes in the enthusiasm of the remaining staff and the
adverse affects on the organization may not be noticed in the immediate aftermath of a
co-pastor’s resignation, but eventually they do become apparent.”

Feeling unappreciated will also discourage many pastors. A commentator
suggested that one of the reasons for so many short pastoral tenures was because
congregations failed to express their appreciation. “Usually the grass looks greener on the
other side of the fence, and particularly so, when it is not known whether the ministry is
appreciated.”®® One of the interviewed pastors indicated he felt unappreciated as he

described what he anticipated his farewell gathering would be like. He compared it to

7 William Teague, “When It’s Time to Say Goodbye: The Sweet Sorrow of Departure Provides
Unique Ministry Opportunities,” Leadership 13 (Spring 1992) : 73; Phillips, 20.

$0L.D. H., 162.
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going to his own funeral when people would say all the things he would have liked to
have heard while he was there, but would only hear now that he was going.

There are some notations in the literature which suggest that older pastors are
more susceptible to discouragement. Doebler’s survey indicated that while about a third
of those in ministry felt “trapped,” the baby boomers were the most likely to feel this
way.8! Roy Oswald believes those between age fifty-five and sixty-five are the most
likely candidates for “discouragement, lethargy and burnout” as they begin to realize they
have probably gone as far as they can in ministry and they are simply hanging on until
retirement.®? Interestingly, it was the layman in the church of the retiring pastor who
believed his pastor was retiring early because he was discouraged by the church’s lack of
willingness to change.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer believed that overwhelming disillusionment in ministry is
inevitable and that the sooner it came the better it would be both for the individual and
the community. At the point at which the dream of the Christian community is shattered,
then a pastor can learn to love the Christian community as it really is. The great danger
Bonhoeffer saw at that moment was that rather than the pastor learning to love the church
he would become the “accuser of his brethren, then an accuser of God and finally the

despairing accuser of himself.”%?

81 Doebler, 68.

82 Roy Oswald, “The Pastor’s Passages: An Interview with Roy Oswald.” interviewed by Marshall
Shelly and Dean Merrill, Leadership (Fall, 1983) : 18.

8 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Disillusioned With Your Church? It May be Part of God’s Gracious Plan.”
Leadership (Winter 1998) : 37-38
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Richard Bolles believes that discouraged pastors will too often leave to take
whatever church calls and will end up in another mismatched situation.®* Indeed John, the
most discouraged of those interviewed, related that he had prayed for God to send him to
a well established church, one without struggles or problems, but accepted a call to
another difficult congregation. Rather than leaving a church discouraged, Anthony Laird
counsels pastors to take a temporary leave of absence. To help prevent discouragement
they might invest time in continuing education opportunities which will help refresh and
sharpen one’s perspective.

Stress and Burnout

The nature of ministry is such that there will be times when a pastor feels
overwhelmed by the tasks ahead, by the large number of needy people, or by a sense of
exhaustion after a particularly busy period in his or the church’s life. Donald Bubna
describes a short period of ministry when two close friends died and a third was almost
killed, another potential youth pastor turned down the church, he received three very
critical letters and a fourth letter containing the resignation of a long time staff member.
Overwhelmed, he was ready to quit.3°

Edward Friedman believes that stress in ministry is inevitable and dangerous.
“Since studies of stress indicate that the worst possible combination of work conditions is

high-performance demand, combined with little control over the situation, the position of

84 Bolles, “The Pastor’s Parachute,” 23.
85 Laird, 34-35.

86 Bubna, “Ten Reasons Not to Resign,” 101.
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clergy may, by nature, be dangerous to health.”®” Using what he terms a systems view of
clergy burnout, Friedman outlines how dysfunctional congregational relationships can
catch the clergy in a triangle between the church lay-leadership and the general
membership. He relates five factors that are likely to produce burnout. These include:
isolation of a church from other congregations in the denomination; distance between lay-
leaders and the general membership; a lay-leadership that invests its entire emotional life
in the congregation (i.e. they have no friends outside the church); intense interdependent
relationships (i.e. blood, marriage or business); and lay-leaders who are unable to assume
a well defined position independent of complainers. He also asserts that simply treating
the pastor for symptoms of burnout will not change the cause of that burnout. It will
actually add to the stress level as the pastor is identified as the sick person while the
relationship system in the congregation which caused the burnout is supported and
reaffirmed.®®

Ratz also believes that dealing with intense and difficult relational situations
within the congregation can lead to emotional exhaustion. He described a situation where
a pastor successfully dealt with an adulterous relationship between two prominent church
leaders, but afterwards was completely worn out emotionally and spiritually. 8 Oswald
believes that those who are new to a congregation are susceptible to high levels of stress.
They constantly have to adjust to the new people and situations they are facing while

seeking to make good first impressions. After a full day of, “being confronted with the

87 Edward Friedman, Generation to Generation (New York: The Guilford Press, 1985), 216.
88 Friedman, 216-218.

8 Ratz, 76-77.
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unexpected triggers of the fight-flight response in one’s body,” these new pastors return
home exhausted each night.”®

At least three pastors indicated some level of exhaustion related to stress as a
factor in their decision to leave. After six years, one pastor felt tired and a need to be
revitalized before he became completely exhausted and bitter. He stated that addressing
these feelings required more than simply a month’s vacation. Another pastor, completing
his first pastorate, talked about being the only minister in the community and therefore
being pastor of everyone and everything and consequently always being on duty. He
spoke of seven years of preaching three sermons and teaching Sunday School each
Sunday and performing one hundred and eighty-two funerals during his time in the
parish. His conclusion was that he was “burnt out emotionally, physically and
spiritually.”

One departing pastor had taken a three month doctor prescribed stress leave the
previous year. He would have resigned from the church during that period but felt it
would be “wrong” and decided to hang in for one more year. He related having dealt with
a lot of relational issues including power struggles between laity, abuse issues, an
inappropriate sexual relationship, and an embezzlement of over $10,000. Each of these
issues took months if not years to resolve but during those times and during his own
illness he felt little support from friends, the church or the denomination. He stated that
the church had been “very hard emotionally” and “taken a lot out of me emotionally and

physically.”

% Roy Oswald, James M. Heath and Ann W. Heath. Beginning Ministry Together: The Alban
Handbook For Clergy Transitions (Bethesda: Alban Institute, 2003), 108.
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Mclntosh wrote that, when deciding if it is time to leave, pastors need to consider
whether they are willing to continue to “pay the price of pastoral ministry.”®! Pastoral
ministry is just plain hard work and normally full of great stress.”> There are a multitude
of books, resources and strategies that a pastor may use to deal with stress, but it is
important for pastors to recognize and take the steps necessary to reduce stress before it
becomes a serious health issue.”?

Conflict

Even though none of the pastors surveyed were forced to resign, issues related to
conflict arose in six out of the ten surveyed. Warner White believes, because of his/her
position and role, the clergy-person is “always the center of controversy in a parish.”*
Perry Biddle discovered among American Baptist Churches that nine out of ten pastor-
congregation conflicts the pastor either left of his own accord or was forced to resign. He
further noted that in such conflicts pastors, churches and denominational leaders “lose
hope, deny the openness of the future, and seek retaliation rather than newness of life.”>

The issues need not involve a lot of people. Umidi cites a study which suggests as
few as three percent of congregation can force a pastor to resign,”® while Gillaspie

suggests that if one’s opponents represent at least ten percent of the congregation than a

91 MclIntosh, 74.
92 McIntosh, 74.
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pastor may want to move on.”” While most commentators agree that one difficult person
is not reason enough to leave a congregation®® one of the pastors surveyed cited a
continuing conflict with one person as a primary reason for his departure. In that case the
conflict over worship music content and leadership was at least a year long and well
known throughout the congregation. According to the deacon surveyed, it was this
person’s “agitation” that caused the pastor to seek a new congregation. Following the
pastor’s resignation the person was brought before the Board of Deacons, confronted and
made to give account in a ‘professional manner.” The deacon stated that the Board would
be keeping a close eye on this person in the future, but it was already too late to salvage
the current pastor-church relationship.

In a multi-church field the pastor referred to an on-going conflict with one family
within one of the churches as a primary source of grief which affected the whole of the
church’s ministries. While he insisted that in “no way did they push” him out, he felt it
was time to leave because it was not a “battle” he felt he had the strength or willingness
to face.

The theme of not being willing to continue to engage in a battle also emerged
with another pastor. In that case both the pastor and the two lay-people interviewed
labeled the pastor’s opponents as “detractors” who were unwilling to change. The pastor
had had enough and was unwilling to participate in any discussion of the issues during

the final three months of his ministry; leaving it instead for the next pastoral leader to

97 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 41.

% See Ratz, 76; Lynn Anderson, 80 and Gillaspie, 41. Ratz labels difficult people as “grace-
builders.”

x1



handle. It is interesting to note that while the pastor cited the conflict in terms of a power
struggle, one of the lay-leaders interviewed described the issue as a conflict of values and
theology. She suggested that the church was more liberal while the pastor was more
conservative. While conflicts over theology and values did not surface in any of the other
churches surveyed, William Phillips believes that such clashes are common and that
indeed half of what leads to conflict is a result of differences between a pastor and
congregation theologically, socially or subjectively.”

When another pastor was asked what gifts he lacked, he responded that he was
not a confrontational person, but he would not “back down” when conflict came. When
we talked about his predecessors he related stories of conflicts each of the previous five
pastors had faced, noting that two of them were no longer in ministry and a third had paid
a heavy emotional toll. In this case the pastor saw the history of the church as dominated
by chronic pastor-church conflict, with different issues for each pastor. He had entered
this particular church with a vision for settling these conflicts, but at the point of his
resignation felt he was no longer willing to see it through. '

Despite Biddle’s statistics above, conflict is not necessarily a sign that one should
resign.!!  Curtis Thomas, referencing Paul’s admonition to fight the good fight (2

Timothy 4:7), states that ministry is neither for the timid nor those who quickly run from

% Phillips, 4, 15-16 and 18.
100 Tn Goetz’s research sixty-two percent of terminated pastors said their churches had done this
before, and forty-one percent of those pastors said their churches had done it more than twice before. He

concludes, “Churches that force out pastors will likely do it again.” Goetz, 42.
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difficulties.'> A congregation where conflict is repeatedly resolved (or left unresolved)
by a pastor’s departure will not benefit from another pastor’s early departure, nor will the
pastor himself/herself be well served. Gillaspie believes these circumstances result in “ill
conditioned churches” and ministers with “weak character.”'® “Sometimes we have to
correct a situation before someone else can follow.”!%4

In one case a key factor in the pastor’s decision to seek a new ministry was a
conflict, which was again related to worship music. Both the pastor and the lay-leader
related stories of “explosive” business meetings, numerous accusations, people leaving
the church and eventually the resignation and dissolution of the Board of Deacons. The
pastor, while seeking a new ministry, nevertheless did not resign and continued to serve
that congregation for a further two years before finally accepting a call to a new ministry.
During that period the overall conflict was resolved and a new leadership structure was
established. The church was restored to a new measure of health such that the transition
was in the researcher’s opinion the smoothest of all ten pastorates surveyed. Had the
pastor actually left two years earlier, the story would have been very different. The pastor
attributed the result to God’s timing.

Conflict does not necessarily need to result in a pastor’s resignation, but there are
at least two situations in which researchers consider it likely the best course of action:

when it comes to the point that a vote of confidence is required to measure a pastor’s

102 Curtis C. Thomas, Practical Wisdom for Pastors: Words of Encouragement and Counsel for a
Lifetime of Ministry (Wheaton: Crossways Books, 2001), 140.
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support within the congregation;'% and when one’s Board tells one it is time to go.!% In
such circumstances it is likely that further action by the pastor will only result in more
division and harm to both pastor and church. !0
Stages of Church Life

George Barna describes six phases in a church’s life cycle. The first two,
Conception and Infancy, are the developmental stages. The second two, Expansion and
Balance, are growth stages. The last two, Stagnation and Disability, are stages in
declining congregations.'®® For Barna each of these stages in the life of a church call for
a different set of leadership skills and qualities of a pastor. For example, during the
Conception phase the pastoral leader needs to be a “jack of all trades, master of none.”
While it is an exciting time in the life of a church as something new is created, it is also a
period full of chaos and often a lack of resources. On the other hand, during the
Expansion phase the key question for the church is how to manage the continual growth.
The pastoral leader needs to be a person who is a team builder and comfortable being less
involved in every decision.!?

Whether one agrees with Barna’s model of church life or not, consensus in the

literature is that different types of pastoral leadership and pastoral gifts are needed at
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different stages in a church’s life and development.!'® Churches change over time and not
every pastor has all the gifts necessary to lead a church through every different stage.!!!
Pastors also change over time. They may discover new gifts or develop strengths that
diverge from the needs of their congregations.!'> It is incumbent upon the pastor to
evaluate realistically his/her own abilities and gifts to determine if they match the current
and future needs of the church.!’3 Gary Mclntosh suggests that one of the major reasons
why so many growing churches suddenly plateau is because a new leadership style is
needed to reach the next level and the pastor cannot change to meet the new challenges.
He concludes, “Most pastors can adjust their style of leadership. Few can drastically
change it.”!14

Schaller in a 1997 book offers a unique metaphor of measuring one’s ministry.
Rather than considering how long one has served a particular congregation, he suggests
that pastors evaluate their ministry in terms of “chapters.” Chapters measure a ministry
by changes in the ministry, relationship and significant stages or events. The question of
departure is then phrased not in terms of a time period, but whether one senses a desire or
ability to lead a congregation through the next chapter of the church’s life story.!!?

Among the churches surveyed there were references both to changes in the church

and changes within the pastor that led to a decision to leave. Among the pastors, one left

110 See for example Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 20-21; Phillips, 18; and McIntosh 72.
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an associate role to take on a senior pastor position. He related that even though he loved
the congregation he was serving, over the previous year it became increasingly clear he
was coming to a stage in his life and vocation where he needed to leave youth ministry.
Once that decision was made, and even before he was called to a new church, he
experienced a renewed passion and excitement for ministry. Another pastor had enrolled
in educational studies to further his pastoral training, but not with the intention of leaving
his congregation. However, as he neared the end of his studies, he realized the growth he
had experienced was coinciding with a call to a new ministry.

Both pastors and lay-people were able to identify changes within the church that
were a result of the pastor’s ministry. Even in one of the churches that experienced a
difficult transition, a very critical lay-person said that each pastor contributed to the life
and development of the congregation and had some part in bringing the church to where
it was. The current pastor, for example, had been able to bring some much needed
organizational structure to the church. Another layman said his pastor had brought a lot of
changes to the church citing the many new Christians and the deep spiritual growth. He
believed the pastor felt he had accomplished all he could in that setting. A pastor in
another church stated that the church had undergone a lot of spiritual and relational
healing during his ministry and had found a new focus and sense of purpose. It became
clear to him; however, that new purpose did not require his particular gifts. He believed
he had accomplished his purpose for the church and now it was time for someone else to

lead them in the next stage.
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Both among the literature and those interviewed there was also a consensus that it
is better to exit while the ministry is going well. One layman commented,
It is not always possible, but you want to leave on a high note. Even if
you cannot leave on a high note, leave on a love note for the sake of the
church and for the sake of the pastors themselves. It is a very sad thing, to my
mind, to see a pastor have to leave on a bad note. It leaves a bad taste in the
pastor’s mouth and in the congregation’s. That is not honoring to God.
Another pastor, having seen the church through almost two years of conflict, stated, “I am
glad we are leaving with a sweet taste and not on a sour note. I am glad we persevered to
see it through and waited on the Lord until it was sweet.” Another lay person succinctly
stated pastors should “try to leave when things are going well.”
In the literature, Malcom Nygren, writing about his retirement suggested that it is
a good idea for the pastor to “quit while he’s winning.”!'® He would much rather hear
people say he left too early than he stayed too long. “When he’s given the best years of
his life to a church, a pastor doesn’t want to end by giving them the worst years.”'!” He
also believes that leaving before people want him/her to leave allows the pastor some
control over his/her life which one cannot have when he/she is forced out.!!® For those
who might think things are going so well that it would be wrong to leave, Calvin Ratz
points out that God moved Phillip out of Samaria in the midst of a great revival. '1°

Finally, John Esau believes that positive as one’s ministry might be, it is worth asking

with a realistic view of one’s limitations, might the congregation do even better under
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newer leadership. !

Among the ten churches surveyed, interviewees in five of the six churches who
experienced a healthy transition characterized the ministry as positive and growing. Three
of the four churches that experienced difficult transitions were in a period of decline
when the pastor left. In one church which experienced a very difficult transition after
about eight months of conflict, it was remarked that had the pastor “left a year earlier it
would have made all the difference in the world.”

Writing about clergy firings, Perry Biddle believes that the pastor is usually the
one held responsible for the state of the church. If it is growing he/she is praised; if it is
declining he/she is at fault. The measuring stick is usually the bottom line of numbers and
dollars.!'?! His advice for pastors is to check the pulse of the congregation when they first
sense there might be some dissatisfaction, and see if a misunderstanding or hurt can be
resolved before there is a movement to oust the pastor.!??

Decline or stagnation for whatever reason can cause a minister to move. One lay
person cited the reason for her pastor’s departure as, “He felt the ministry wasn’t moving
forward as he would like it to. He couldn’t see it moving.” But a frustration with a lack
of growth is not necessarily a reason to leave. Churches grow in spurts and can plateau
for periods of time. Pastors should take a longer view. If there is a lack of growth or even

a decline for a sustained period it may be a sign of a need for new leadership. 123
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Pastors and congregations change over periods of time; therefore it is appropriate
for a pastor to ask if his/her gifts still match the needs of the congregation. '2* One pastor
who felt he had the gift of evangelism felt he was becoming so overwhelmed by the
counseling needs of his congregation, he was unable to use his gifts for outreach. He felt
the new congregation might offer more opportunities to use his gifts. Another pastor felt
that disobedience to God’s call would hurt both himself and his growing congregation.
“If I stayed the ministry here would suffer. I have taken them as far as I can, and He has
someone else ready to come and take them someplace else.” Even when a pastor decides
to stay after a thorough assessment of his/her gifts and the church’s needs, the process
itself can yield fruit. It can invigorate one’s ministry as one discovers a new focus on
what brings joy and fulfillment in service and leadership.!?

Resignation may not be inevitable for the pastor who feels that his gifts no longer
match the desires or needs of the congregation. Donald Bubna believes that sometimes
pastors need to seize the opportunity to grow into the new demands rather than run from
them. Continually departing to start again somewhere else results in a pastor simply
repeating the same experiences over and over again in different places. A little
perseverance and perhaps God can use the challenges to bring growth both for the pastor

and the church. Leave too soon and one never learns new lessons. 126

124 McIntosh, 72-73.
125 Bolles, 22.

126 Bybna, “Ten Reasons,” 101.

xlviii



Call to New Church

Among the ten pastors surveyed, only Stuart was approached by a new church
before he decided it was time to leave his current ministry. This suggests that within the
Convention of Atlantic Baptist Churches this is the less frequent course of events leading
to a pastor’s resignation. At least one author suggests that the only right time to consider
leaving is when a new ministry is calling.!?” Anecdotal evidence, however, leads one to
conclude that most often the pastor initiates the departure process by letting
denominational officials know that he/she is open to accepting a new call. In Stuart’s
case, he was approached by two individuals from the new church who asked if he was
interested in applying for the opening in their congregation. He responded positively, and
then heard nothing more for about two months. At that point he received a phone call
requesting an interview with the Search Committee. After that meeting Stuart made an
offer and the church made a better counter offer which he immediately accepted.

There is a sense in which a call to a new church can be more of a going to a
ministry than a leaving of an old one. The reason for a departure may not be a need to
exit one church, but more a leading to a new work.'?® In reality, a pastor who has not
already decided it is time to leave faces a two sided issue. The question is not just, “Is
God calling me to this new church?” One must also ask, “Is my work done in this current
ministry? Does God have more for me to accomplish here? What about unfinished plans

and dreams for this congregation?”'? To consent to discussions with a new congregation
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with integrity, one must be willing to consider that it is time to leave his/her current
church. 30

One pastor commented, “A clear call of the Lord helps with the transition.” But
not every new ministry call is from God. Sometimes the attraction to a new congregation
is simply an attraction, not a calling.!3! Knowing that another church is interested in you
can be an exciting ego boost.!3? For one pastor committing to go through the procedure of
talking with a new church requires a commitment to an extended period of private
upheaval and no small amount of personal energy. During the process there is often
discomfort about developing too many long terms plans for the current ministry when it
might be possible that one might not be there much longer. It requires wisdom just to
decide whether to candidate or not.!33
Career Advancement

Among the literature there is more than consensus that leaving a congregation for
no other reason than career advancement is to be frowned upon. One writer describes it as
an “insidious shift” from ministry as vocation to ministry as career.!3* Calvin Ratz states
that the idea is secular and “foreign to the New Testament.”!33 Patricia Chang reminds her

readers of Jesus’ warning against the desire to become great in the Kingdom (Matthew

130 Ratz, 74.
131 Lynn Anderson, 82.

132 Name Withheld, “First Runner Up: Overcoming the Pain of Not Getting that New Position,”
Leadership 19 (Winter 1998) : 47.

133 Name Withheld, 48.
1341..D.H, 162.

135 Ratz, 77.



23:1-12; Mark 10:41-45), noting that ministries that are all “noise, nickels and numbers”
are “far removed from the ministry of Jesus.”'3¢ Nevertheless, both Ratz and Chang leave
room for the idea of seeking God’s calling to an area of larger work or greater
responsibility. Chang in particular remarks that Jesus said, “Those who have shown
faithfulness in little things will be given greater responsibility.” (Matthew 25:23) Ratz
concurs when he writes,
. as our ministries mature, God does place us in positions of greater
responsibility. As our ability to handle larger churches, to administer more

complexity, and to speak to congregations of more diversity develops, God
does open up new areas of service.!3’

Among the eight clergy who were leaving to go to new ministries, four were
going to larger churches and four were going to smaller ministries. However, the
associate pastor who was becoming a senior pastor was among those going to a smaller
congregation which many might still consider advancement. The layman from his
congregation certainly did when he commented, “I don’t think young men with promise
should stay in that [associate] position. They should move up to senior pastor
positions.” (Emphasis added.) The pastor himself, however, stated he made his decision
based on the Spirit’s leading and not on whether or not it was a good career move. He
was clear that he has never made a ministry decision based on “climbing the corporate
ladder.”

Another pastor echoed Chang’s comments on Matthew 25 when in the initial

interview he spoke about the call to a new congregation as a blessing for being faithful.
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In a follow-up interview he was asked if he viewed the new church as “a reward from the
Lord?” His response was, “Not exactly, but I believe if I am faithful with what He gives,
the Lord will bless and give me more responsibility.”

It is interesting to note that among the four pastors who referred to either
discouragement or conflict as a part of their reasons for departure, three went to
significantly smaller congregations. The transitions in the churches they were leaving
were also among the most difficult. These pastors seem to fulfill Richard Bolles’
prediction that discouraged pastors too often leave to take whatever church they can find,
even if it might be perceived as a step down.!38

On the other side, of the six pastors who left growing or positive ministries, five
made what an observer might term advancement. Four went to larger congregations and,
as stated above, one moved from an associate to a senior position. The remaining pastor
went to a church of a similar size to the one he left. 13° If Chang’s research is correct, the
experience of this last pastor may be the more common. According to Chang, among
Protestant churches in America only one percent of pastors will have an opportunity to
step into a senior pastoral role. There are few and fewer of such positions and with the
large number of smaller churches there will be declining opportunities for advancement,
meaning that most clergy will spend their vocational lifetime ‘stuck in the middle

levels.’140
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According to Susan Gregg-Schroeder, women pastors are less likely to make
vocational choices based on career advancement. Among her female peers she observed
they chose to go to “ministries that feel authentic,” rather than seeking positions on the
basis of “image, prestige, or the expectations of the church hierarchy.” This meant some
women pastors said no to opportunities that might conflict with their sense of calling.
“Each of us is trying to live a life of balance, wholeness and authenticity in response to
God’s calling.”'#! Gregg-Schroedder’s observations rang true for the one female pastor
surveyed. Her new ministry role would not be considered by outsiders as a step up for her
vocational career, but she was nonetheless excited about the change.

Gregg-Schroeder also wrestles with a system which places inexperienced pastors
in small struggling churches while experienced and creative clergy get to advance. The
implication is that smaller churches are less important.!*> While no ministry ought to be
considered insignificant or less deserving of a gifted minister, it does seem that those who
do well in one setting tend to be called to places of larger responsibility. Perhaps only the
pastor can determine whether or not a particular move should be considered
advancement.!¥® When asked, “Is there any room for vocational ambition in the
ministry?” Richard Bolles said, yes and no.

Everything depends on who the person is. If I’d see ambition in certain
individuals, I’d salute it, because it might be the first time they’ve consider

themselves worthy of a greater work for God. But if I’d see that ambition in
others, it may appear consistent with their pattern of being secular corporate
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raiders in parochial dress. If that were the case, I’d pray that they’d jettison
their ambition.'#4

Money and Family

While monetary concerns were cited as a reason for leaving by only one pastor of
those interviewed, issues around money surfaced in several of the interviews with the
pastors. In two situations there was an open conflict over the salary package. It one case it
was one of several conflicts that eventually led to the pastor’s departure. In that particular
case it was a disagreement over a housing allowance. In the second case an agreement to
a cost of living increase in the pastor’s salary was broken. At least three other pastors
made reference to dissatisfaction with their current salary level, but they did not verbalize
these feelings to anyone within their congregations. These pastors felt there were
misconceptions among the congregation about what should be considered salary and
what the salary level should be. At the same time they did not address these issues lest
their intentions be construed in a negative light. For one of these pastors, the difference of
understanding between himself and the chair of the Finance Committee led to a final pay
cheque that was smaller than the pastor expected.

A belief that churches do not understand reasonable clergy compensation levels is
prevalent throughout the literature. Chang’s research, for example, led her to conclude
that clergy do not receive salaries comparable to other similarly educated
professionals.!® James Meek believes that congregations need to adjust both their

attitude and understanding. They need, he wrote, to take to heart the Scriptural principles
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that a worker is worthy of his hire (Luke 10:7) and those who receive spiritual leadership
should monetarily support their leaders. (Galatians 6:6, Romans 15:27 and 1 Corinthians
9:11). He suggests that someone needs to help congregations understand that it costs a
pastor as much to live as most people, and perhaps more than others when he/she has
large educational debts. Meek does not suggest who should impart this understanding.!46

Writing twenty years ago, the editor of the Concordia Journal remarked that the
only time many churches raise the pastoral salary package is when they are trying to
attract a new pastor. He suggested that had they increased their current pastor’s
compensation, they might not be looking for a new one.'¥’ The opposite of this scenario
occurred in one of the congregations surveyed. The departing pastor related that the
church planned to reduce the salary package for a new pastor so that there would be room
to give increases again at a later time.

While there is almost universal disdain in the literature for clergy who base their
decision to leave or stay on the compensation!#® there is a feeling that financial pressures
cannot be completely ignored, especially for younger pastors who have families to
consider. If a low salary level is making it difficult for the minister to provide for the
growing needs of his family then several writers suggest the wisest move may be to a

new congregation. '4° Ratz emphatically states, “It’s time we got off the guilt trip that a

146 James Meek, “We Need to Know More,” in Factors Shaping Clergy Careers: A Wake Up Call
for Protestant Denominations and Pastors, by Patricia M. Y. Chang, Pulpit and Pew Research Reports.
(Durham NC: Duke Divinity School, 2005), 27.

47L.D. H,, 162.

148 See for example Bubna, “How to Bid”, 121; Ratz, 75; Gillaspie, 29; Lynn Anderson, 80; and
Phillips, vi.

149 See for example Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 42; Ratz, 77; and L. D. H., 162

lv



move to another church where we will be better cared for is all wrong. We are not in this
work for the money. But God does know our needs and takes note of our faithfulness.”!3°
There are more than just monetary concerns in the delicate balance between
family needs and ministry departure decisions. Whatever decision is made it will not only
affect the pastor, but also the pastor’s family, especially if relocation will occur.
Consulting with one’s spouse is more than encouraged and can even be a season when the
marriage relationship can grow deeper.!>! Nine of the ten pastors surveyed were married
and all but one stated their spouse was very involved in the decision making process. In
that one instance, it was the spouse’s decision not to be a part of the process. In one other
instance it was actually a decision of the spouse to accept a new job that led to the
pastor’s decision to resign. This is in keeping with Anderson’s view that commitment to
the covenant of family should supercede one’s commitment to a particular
congregation.!>? Tt is also consistent with John Esau’s opinion that a spouse’s role and
career needs should be given due consideration.'>> Bubna and Anderson both state that
when staying with a particular church is going to impact a family’s physical, spiritual, or
emotional health in a negative way, it is always the right decision to move on.!3* On the
other hand, Bubna also states when a move will hurt rather than help one’s family, then

one might decide to stay despite other factors. He advocated consulting and praying about
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the decision with one’s children even if they are still quite young.!>> God’s will for a
pastor to stay or leave a ministry can be communicated through the needs and concerns of
one’s family.!3¢

Of those surveyed, six pastors had children living at home to consider. The
children ranged from infant to middle school age. Two pastors made reference to needs
related to their children as a part of the reasons for their departure. For one the concerns
were around both education and the lack of opportunity for the child to develop
friendships. The other pastor believed that his family’s personal needs and goals could no
longer be reached in that particular setting. For all of the six pastors, family needs and
concerns were a significant part of determining what new ministry they would accept. In
particular the children’s needs for schooling, opportunities for friendship and proper
housing were given consideration. Often the children were part of a candidating visit to a
new church. While some pastors allowed their children to voice concerns, none gave their
children a right to veto a decision. The children of one pastor did demand the right of a
vote, but it was not granted.

A Correlation Between Why and How

While there is very little in the literature on how the reasons a pastor leaves a
church impacts the way he/she leaves that church, observation and reflection on those
surveyed suggests there is a correlation. ‘Why’ a pastor leaves his/her congregation is
reflected in ‘how’ he/she functions during the departure period, as the following

observations point out.
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Among the four transitions that could be termed difficult, one would observe the
pastors who cited discouragement, stress and conflict as reasons for their departure. Only
one made reference to a sense of calling from God to leave and two resigned before they
were called to a new ministry position. As will be noted in later chapters, churches whose
pastors resigned without a new ministry to go to went through some of the greatest
emotional turmoil. Feelings of anger, guilt and rejection were more prevalent and there
were more reports of conflict between the members in these congregations.

Pastors who cited reasons of conflict or discouragement for their departure were
also less engaged with their congregations during the transition process. They reported
less time spent in visitation and a refusal to engage in any conflict situations. One pastor
completely ceased a normal visitation routine, though he continued hospital and funeral
visits. A lay person in another congregation noted that the only time most people saw the
pastor was at the Sunday services. These pastors were also more likely to be found
spending time at the church they were going to than other pastors. Three of four
discouraged pastors made at least two visits to the new congregations during their final
weeks at the current church. These visits were over and above meetings with a search
committee. One pastor reported spending about one day a week at the new ministry
setting. By contrast, only one of the remaining four who entered new ministry settings
spent any time at the new church before completing service at the current church. In that
case it was one meeting with the Board of Deacons. Two of the four discouraged pastors
also took vacation time during their final weeks serving with their congregations, as

opposed to only one of the remaining six. One pastor, who cited stress as a factor in his
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departure, took a two week sick leave. Finally, the time between the announcement of a
resignation and the final day of service on average was three weeks shorter in those
leaving for reason of discouragement, conflict or stress, compared with remainder of the
group.

On the other hand, pastors who did not cite discouragement or conflict were
typically as engaged as normal or even more engaged with their congregations during the
final weeks of service. For example, one pastor leaving for reasons related the length of
his tenure and the stage of the church life made an intentional effort to visit the homes of
every member before his departure. When asked about some of their final tasks during
initial and follow up interviews pastors who had not cited reasons for discouragement or
conflict more often referred to people they needed to visit or had already visited before
they left. Another pastor intentionally attended the gathering of every group, committee,
or Board he had participated with over his years of ministry, even though it had not been
his usual practice to be at all of these events or meetings each month.

Those citing discouragement, conflict or stress were also less likely to seek
resolutions to conflicts during the period of their departure. Disputes varying from minor
to major were reported to have arisen in seven of the eleven congregations during
pastor’s final weeks of service. One discouraged pastor very intentionally did not address
any conflict issues stating those issues would be something for the next pastor to address.
Another pastor said his relationships within the congregation were a lot easier now

because his detractors felt they had finally won. He also said he was intentionally not
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dealing with any controversial issues. He told one deacon, “I am not going to push
anymore.”

By contrast, in a congregation where the pastor’s primary reasons for leaving
were a calling by God and a calling to a new ministry, a letter was sent to the Board of
Deacons within days of the pastor’s resignation. The writer advocated the church sever
all ties with the CABC and its agencies. That pastor ensured the issue was dealt with
quickly. For the pastor who sought to visit every member of the congregation before he
left, part of his reasoning was to ensure there were no “fires to put out” before he
completed his work. A third pastor was criticized for not being as available as some felt
he should be. In particular the issue related to people being unable to get through to him
on the phone. He resolved the issue by installing a new answering machine and checking
it regularly to ensure he did not miss anyone’s calls.

Several pastors noted that especially as the final day drew closer there was a
temptation to work less in the current ministry. As one pastor stated, “It is hard to stay
motivated to work hard until the last day. Because what can they do? They can’t fire me.
So there is a temptation to coast to the end.” More often it was those who cited
discouragement, conflict or stress who gave in to the temptation. Along with fewer
visitations, this tendency was observed in less attendance at Board and committee
meetings and the discontinuing of other duties that had been a normal part of the
schedule. In one church there were no Board of Deacons meetings held after the pastor’s
resignation, and in another the pastor no longer attended the Church Council meetings. A

pastor who resigned in August and left in November, did not begin the regular mid-week
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Bible Study in September as was usual and as requested by the deacons. The lay person
interviewed remarked that if the pastor had started it someone would have continued it
after he was done. By contrast Bible Studies or small groups led by the pastor were kept
up in each of the churches where pastors did not cite discouragement or conflict as a
reason for their departure.

Though the researcher did not hear any of the pastors’ messages, from what was
reported by both clergy and laity there was a noticeable difference in the preaching
between those leaving for reasons of discouragement and conflict and those leaving for
other reasons. One pastor’s final series of messages was a “best of” series. He chose
some of what he felt were the best messages given over the time of his tenure and
preached them again. Another lay person reported attending a neighboring church service
and hearing the same sermon her own pastor had preached a week or two earlier. Later
she was able to find the message on an internet sermon site. The final message of a third
pastor was on the story of Lazarus and the Rich Man. The pastor originally wanted to
preach against the love of money but said, “God would not allow me to preach it.”
Instead he said he would let those who think they are poor know that the rich guy
“doesn’t have it all.” In contrast, among those pastors not citing conflict or
discouragement, two pastors reported that their ability and passion for preaching
improved during the final weeks of their ministry. They also continued to develop new
messages suited to the needs and issues in the congregation. One pastor did a series on
attitudes and how to keep them positive and then a final three week series on leadership

transitions. Another pastor completed a series on evangelism and outreach. The final
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sermon in another congregation was done around the communion table and focused on
church covenant and commitment. Another pastor did a series on discipleship and
completed it on his last Sunday with reflections on the joy it had been for him to observe
the growth in discipleship within the congregation.

Each congregation held an obligatory farewell event for their pastor. Among
pastors who cited discouragement, stress and conflict there was reticence about attending
those events. As mentioned above, one pastor was concerned what sort of gift would be
given, another would rather there not have been an event at all. Among the other pastors
there was a feeling of anticipation for these farewell events. One pastor smiled and
laughed saying he did not know exactly what would happen, but he had heard rumors and
was looking forward to lots of laughter, as well as a few tears. For another pastor there
was both a farewell event for the whole congregation, and a separate dinner gathering of
deacons and former deacons during which each one shared with the pastor the memories
he was leaving with them.

Pastors who were leaving for reasons other than discouragement or conflict were
more likely to ensure that Search Committees were formed and ready to function and that
plans were in place for the interim period before they left. Search Committees were
named in all eight of the churches losing a senior pastor before that minister’s departure,
but in two of the four churches of pastors citing discouragement or conflict these
committees had not met. In the other two the committees had met once. By contrast all
four of the other committees had met with their Regional Minister and two had begun

interviewing perspective new pastors. At the time of the final interviews one of the
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churches losing an associate pastor was ready to bring a name forward as a replacement.
At the final interviews, only one of the four churches whose pastor was leaving due to
discouragement and conflict had plans for interim Sunday supply for longer than a month
and two had no arrangements even for the Sunday following the pastor’s departure. By
contrast five of the remaining six congregations had firm plans for the interim. Most
critics agree that the departing pastor should not influence Search Committees,'>’ nor
make the interim arrangements and it should be noted that none of the pastors surveyed
appeared to cross that line. However, those who were not leaving due to reasons of
conflict or discouragement were more likely to ensure that the Search Committees were
functioning and that those responsible had begun to put interim plans in place.

One should not conclude from these examples that pastors leaving for reasons of
conflict, discouragement or stress did nothing right in their final weeks and the other
pastors did nothing wrong. However, it would appear that when the causes of a pastor’s
departure are primarily reasons one might consider negative (i.e. discouragement, conflict
and stress) he/she is less likely to do the things that will be identified in later chapters as
contributing to a healthier transition process both for him/herself as well as for the
congregation. Roy Oswald’s 1978 study of Military Chaplains’ departure styles listed six
characteristics of what he termed a positive closure process. Include in this list was:
“remaining conscientious about their assignments until the end;” “considered all groups

99 <

(family, friends, commanders, congregation);” “worked to develop an acceptable climate

for a new person;” and “open to invitations to homes.” 158 These are activities that those
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who were leaving for primarily negative reasons often neglected but were frequently
found to be a part of the final weeks of the other pastors. On the opposite side, among the
practices of those Chaplains who had closure styles that left their parishioners bewildered

99 ¢¢

and hurt Oswald observed they usually: had a “hard time being straight and honest;” “got
a bad review by a Commanding Officer so avoided him,” and “hated farewells” so they
“slipped away in the night.” 13° Again, issues related to avoidance and a dread of farewell
events were two of the characteristics observed in those who left for predominantly
negative reasons.

Are pastors who resign for reasons related to discouragement and conflict doomed
to lead churches into an unhealthy beginning for their transition to new pastors?
Observations would suggest that it is more likely, but it is not inevitable. Not every pastor
who was discouraged oversaw the start of an unhealthy transition. Not every pastor who
was leaving because of conflict issues produced an unhealthy start to their church’s
transition. Indeed perhaps the pastor who had endured the greatest number of conflicts
over the course of his ministry provided one of the healthiest starts to the transition
process. As will be explored in Chapter 3, what may be required of the pastor who truly
desires to give the congregation a healthy start to this transition is coming to terms with

his/her own reasons for leaving the current ministry and the emotions related to those

reasons.
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Summary

The transitional period for a pastor begins when he/she begins to consider the
question, “Is it time to leave?” It is not unusual for a pastor to prayerfully consider this
question for a year or more before coming to an answer. It can be a lonely period of
contemplation as a pastor weighs numerous factors and reasons which go into what
should be a discernment of God’s leading both for the pastor and the congregation.
Pastors often consult and take into confidence trusted pastoral colleagues or friends, but
churches generally do not expect nor desire their pastors to involve them in the decision
process. Most often when a congregation prematurely discovers their pastor wants or is
planning to leave, the ministry and morale of the church suffers.

There are numerous reasons why a pastor may decide it is time to leave a
particular ministry and most often multiple factors are considered in the decision making
process. It was observed that the reasons for a pastor’s resignation often impact the way
he/she functions during the departure period. Pastors who resign for what can be
considered primarily negative reasons (e.g. discouragement, conflict, stress, etc.) are less
likely to engage in activities and ministry which will facilitate the start of a healthy
transition process. Instead they are more likely to make an early emotional, and
sometimes physical, withdrawal from their congregation and precipitate a difficult
transition period for the church. Pastors who resign for what might be considered
primarily positive reasons (e.g. call, stage of church life, etc.) are more likely to remain
engaged and seek the welfare of the congregation even as they prepare to leave. While

one should not assume pastors who have negative reasons for their resignation are
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destined to lead a difficult transition, it does require more intentional effort and a certain
amount of personal awareness to overcome the temptation simply to leave and wash

one’s hands of a particular ministry.
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Chapter 2 - Communicating Departure

More Than an Announcement

Communicating one’s departure is more than simply making a public statement
that one’s services will conclude on a specific date. In some ways it is a whole process in
and of itself. The manner of the communication will set the tone for the final months of a
pastor’s ministry with his/her congregation. Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross, addressing the issue
of how doctors tell a patient their condition is terminal, notes that while the patient’s
reactions are not completely dependent on how the doctor communicates, communication
is an important factor which is too often under estimated. For Kiibler-Ross the question is
not ““Do I tell my patient?’ but . . . ‘How do I share this knowledge with my patient?’”’!

Many factors, such as the pastor’s personality and the history of the pastor-church
relationship, influence how the information is communicated. There is not one technique
or formula that fits all circumstances.> Indeed one pastor specifically stated that it is a
process one can “never master.” Researchers, however, believe that to provide some
measure of familiarity, and to help facilitate a healthy response to the grief which will
come, it is best to adhere to traditional denominational patterns® and congregational

norms, especially if they are spelled out in a contract or constitution.*

I Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross, On Death and Dying: What the Dying Have to Teach Doctors, Nurses,
Clergy and Their Own Families (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1969, 1970), 36.

2 White, 43.
3 Phillips, 26.

4 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 32.
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Timing of the Departure

It is generally accepted that the communication of one’s departure should come as
soon after accepting a new call as possible to avoid the disconcerting impact on a church
that learns their pastor has accepted a call before they hear he/she has resigned.> One
pastor, for example, called the chair of the deacons immediately after accepting a call to a
new ministry. From time to time, however, there are some other mitigating factors such as
special seasons or events in the life of a congregation. Gillaspie, for example, believes
that the worst time to resign is at or right before Easter. His preferred time was soon after
Easter as this gives the congregation the spring to adjust to the news, the summer for the
pastor and family to adjust to a new setting, and everyone lots of time to prepare for a
busy fall.¢

None of the pastors surveyed had to deal with the Easter season, but for three
pastors the Christmas season was a consideration in the timing of the announcement. One
pastor, who was leaving without a new ministry to go to, made the decision to resign in
November, but waited until the annual meeting early in January rather than subject the
congregation to the grief process through the Christmas holidays. Another pastor
accepted a call to a new congregation during the second week of December, but did not
announce his resignation until the first Sunday of January. He stated that his preference
would have been to say something right away, but that the church had completed a very
successful series of outreach events in November and entered into the Christmas season

with a “real momentum.” He felt that hearing of his departure during the Christmas

5 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 88.

6 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 53-54.
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events would not have been a “positive thing” for the church and would have “quashed”
seasonal celebrations, so he waited until the earliest opportunity after Christmas.

A third pastor (Andrew) also accepted a call to a new pastorate before Christmas.
In Andrew’s case, he was anxious both to get his home on the market and to arrive at the
new charge as soon as possible. He resigned on the first Sunday of Advent to be effective
the final Sunday of February. However, his home sold quickly and he actually ended his
ministry on the first week of January. In an interview with Andrew only a few days
before his departure, he was unaware of any plans for who would fill in the next Sunday.
The researcher later learned the church was able to obtain various Sunday supply
preachers for January and February, but they were unable to employ an interim minister
until later in March.

The optimum length of the actual departure time (i.e. the time from the
announcement until the actual departure) is a subject of much debate. William Teague,
while arguing for a longer period of time, notes that conventional wisdom suggests, “a
good Academy Award acceptance speech and a pastor’s farewell from a church have
something in common: both should be short and sweet. And then you should get off the
stage.”” White, Gillaspie, Cook and Bubna all accept this conventional wisdom and argue
that the length of time should be as short as possible. Bubna writes that a pastor needs to
give as little as two weeks notice (and no more than four weeks) stating that the sooner
one leaves, the “sooner the healing begins and the church can start to look for a new

successor.” Edward White believes fears about too quick a departure are unfounded and

7 William Teague, “When It’s Time to Say Goodbye,” Leadership 13 (Spring 1992) : 72 and 78.

8 Bubna, 121.
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that sixty days are more than adequate because the longer one stays the more one will be
tempted to exercise inappropriate influence and exert power over the life of the church.
The pastor becomes a “temporary resident, who is passing through, and is no longer
permanent and dependable and to be counted on.” Gillaspie, citing reasons similar to
White, suggests that “six weeks is better than three months.”!? Cook believes that any
more than a month is too long to burden a church with a “lame-duck” pastor and
prolonged good-bys.!!

On the opposite side of the spectrum, Malcom Nygren compares a short departure
time to giving a church a heart-attack,'> and Roy Oswald rebukes pastors who cut short
their departure saying that the church rightly questions if the pastor really ever cared for
his/her people.!3 He believes pastors cut their departure short to avoid emotional pain, but
it usually backfires as powerful emotions are denied and not dealt with.!* Interestingly, J.
William Worden, a grief counselor, states that it is a person’s own discomfort with the
grief process that causes him/her to cut relationships short.!)> Contrary to Bubna’s
opinion, cutting the departure time short (e.g. Andrew’s experience) is usually more about
avoiding the grief process necessary for healing than concern for the church one is

leaving. Quick departures deny the congregation and the pastor opportunities to express

9 White, 46.

10 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 32.

1T Cook, 145.

12 Nygren, “Ending a Long Pastorate, ” The Christian Ministry, 23 (March-April 1992) : 19.

13 Oswald, “The Pastor’s Passages,” 14.

14 Oswald, Running Through the Thistles, 2.

15 J. William Worden, Grief Counseling and Grief Therapy (New York: Springer Publishing
Company, 1982), 107.
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and deal with their feelings. A pastor who allows enough time to properly express and
model his/her own grief process will enable the church to adjust better to a new phase in
their history. !

Among the pastors surveyed, excluding the pastor who retired, the shortest
departure time was six weeks and the longest period was six months.!” The average
period of time was twelve weeks (or three months). Opinions about a suitable length of a
departure time were as varied among those surveyed as it is throughout the literature. For
example, in the church which had fourteen weeks notice the lay person expressed a desire
to have had greater notice, as much as six months, whereas in two congregations that
were given eight and ten weeks notice, the lay people expressed that the amount of time
given was sufficient. In one pastorate that was given three months notice one lay-leader
felt it was not a sufficient amount of time and another thought that while three months
was an acceptable norm, he was ready for the pastor to be gone within a month.

In the literature, it is generally agreed that retiring pastors are able to take a longer
period of departure time and this held true for the retiring pastor surveyed who gave one
and a half year’s notice to his congregation. The reasons given for this particular timing
took into consideration both personal financial issues and special events in the life of the
congregation. Malcom Nygren, who gave two years notice to his congregation, also cited
both personal and congregational reasons for a longer departure time. Personally, he

wanted to be proactive and have some sense of control over the final two years of

16 Malcom Nygren, “Wrapping Up a Long Pastorate,” Leadership 14 (Winter, 1993) : 124.

17 The two longest periods (six months and three and a half months) were given by pastors who
resigned before they had accepted a call to a new ministry.
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ministry and the terms of his retirement. Congregationally he believed that a longer
period of time would allow the search committee plenty of time to complete their task
and relieve the church from feeling deserted. What he found was that retirement was like
“dying (without the obvious disadvantage): no one speaks ill of those who are about to
retire. Unhappy people know their unhappiness will be short-lived. Supportive people
want to seize the chance to show their loyalty. After I announced my leaving, then, I
enjoyed enthusiastic support.”'® Oswald, Heath and Heath suggest that pastors who have
served for a long period of time should actually announce their retirement four or five
years in advance so that the congregation can strategically plan for important goals they
would like accomplished before the pastor departs. They also recommend a three month
sabbatical before those final five years so the pastor can “finish strong” and that the final
six months be devoted to “closure.”!®

Retirement aside, there is some wisdom in the concept of tailoring the length of
departure relative to the length of the pastor’s tenure in the congregation. Churches
whose pastor has served for a long period of time may benefit from a longer period of
departure.?’ The ending of these ministries is frequently more traumatic for the church
and if surprised congregants are given little time to prepare, problems can be
compounded. Often they feel that someone they trusted has abandoned them. As Nygren

concludes, “long pastorates should end differently.”?!

18 Nygren, “Wrapping Up,” 123-124.
19 Oswald, Heath and Heath, 11.
20 Oswald, Heath and Heath, 11.

21 Nygren, “Ending a Long Pastorate,” 19.
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Who Knows Before Whom

Among the churches surveyed only one pastor consciously chose to tell no one
about his impending departure before he made a public announcement. All others at least
made their deacons or church governing Board aware of their decision prior to giving
notice to the church. Three, including the retiring pastor, made their leadership aware at a
whole Board meeting (one pastor did this immediately before the church service), while a
further five visited with their leaders individually in the week before the public
announcement. The final pastor spoke with the chair of the deacons, but finding the
conversation so emotional, asked that person to contact the remainder of the Board to
inform them.

The vast majority of the literature assumes a pastor will confide in his/her Board
before the general congregation is made aware of his/her resignation.?> This is also
commonly assumed among the lay-people. Two lay-leaders, one a deacon and one non-
deacon, were interviewed in the one setting where the pastor did not communicate with
his Board prior to the announcement. Both expressed regrets about the pastor’s course of
action. The non-deacon felt that it made the deacons appear irrelevant and the deacon felt
unprepared to face the numerous questions that immediately followed. The pastor
admitted that the Board had years earlier specifically requested that, should he ever
accept a call to another congregation, he let them know before he announced it to the
church. He felt, however, that he could not trust them to keep the information

confidential.

22 See Oswald, Heath and Heath, 11; Phillips, 25; Bubna, “How to Bid,” 120; Gillaspie, Restless
Pastor, 87.

Ixxiii



In most of the multi-staff church situations, the resigning pastor also
communicated the news with the other staff members prior to the resignation. In the cases
of senior pastors, this was done individually during the week prior to the announcement.
In the case of both associate pastors, they confided with their senior pastor about the
possibility of their departure early in the discussions with a new church’s pulpit
committee and before they made the final decision to move. Similarly, Donald Bubna
confidentially asked for the prayerful support of his pastoral staff as he sought God’s
leading in a decision to leave a particular ministry. He specifically stated that he was not
asking them to give him advice one way or another, but they were to hold him
accountable for acting ethically and with a view to be God honoring through the process.
When he broke the news of his departure to his staff, he also took the time to specifically
ask what he could do to help each staff person before he left and to acknowledge the
difficulties his decision would place upon them.??

Four pastors also confided the information about their departure before the public
announcement with non-Board people who were both inside and outside the
congregation. Generally those confided in were close friends of the pastor and his family.
Several of these moments of sharing took place over a meal. One pastor also told an older
shut-in with whom he felt he had a special relationship. In only one church did the pastor
systematically take the time to inform a large number of people. He spent most of the
week previous to the announcement telling “those I wanted to know.” Along with the

Board, those he wanted to know about his decision included friends, former and current

23 Bubna, “How to Bid,” 120.
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church staff, and older members who were “endeared to me.” The effect was that when
the announcement was made there were “few gasps and few tears” which in the pastor’s
opinion “felt right.”

Only one writer was found who thought allowing certain people to know ahead of
the general congregation was unadvisable. Robert Dale believes that sharing such
information creates the appearance of favoritism.>* But William Teague believes that
confiding in close friends is a fitting act of respect for those relationships and provides a
“non-threatening way for our friends to respond initially.” 2 For one pastor these
conversations with key leaders and a few close friends were very emotional, but they also
helped him prepare for the public statement. He related, “When I talked with them, I
could barely get the words out, but it got easier each time, and so when it came to the
actual resignation, the first sentence was pretty tough, but after I got going it was fine.”

Phillips” summation of the issue is perhaps the most helpful. He believes it is
important for a pastor to consider the feelings of those he has worked closely with, those
who have a right to know by virtue of their position within the church, and those who will
be most deeply and emotionally impacted by the news, and to confide the information
about his/her impending resignation with such people. He also recognizes there will
always be other people who think they should have been a part of the inner circle, and it

is up to both the pastor and the Board to care for the hurt feelings of those who felt they

24 Dale, 183.

25 Teague, 75.
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should have be consulted first. He concludes that though it needs to be done, the “task is
too complicated for anyone to do successfully.”26
Public Announcement

Eight of ten pastors announced their resignation during a worship service. The
remaining two (including the retiring pastor) gave their notice at a regularly scheduled
congregational meeting. Eight read a written statement/letter, one spoke spontaneously
and one pastor read a letter and then spoke “from the heart.” Of those who announced the
news on a Sunday, seven did so at the end of the service, the one who spoke
spontaneously did so from the communion table. The remaining pastor integrated the
announcement into the substance of the morning message. He invited a second person,
who was prepared ahead of time to come sit with him on the platform. Following the
initial announcement, the pastor and the second person “informally chatted,” shared
memories, and reflected on the pastor’s time at the church.

Consistent with the results in the churches surveyed, the literature indicates that a
pastor’s resignation is most often announced at some point during Sunday worship,
usually in the form of a written letter and usually, but not always, read by the pastor. 27
Gillaspie notes that while this is the norm, the practice should be changed because a
resignation is too dramatic, emotional and unworshipful. His preference is to have a letter
read at a business meeting. He along with Bubna and Phillips argue that much time and
consideration should be given to crafting a carefully worded and well articulated

statement that is neither resentful nor excessively full of praise, but which also gives

26 Phillips, 25-26.

27 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 36; Teague, 74; Bubna, 120.
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proper respect to God’s leading in these circumstances.?® Bubna actually wrote several
different drafts over the course of several days before deciding on a final draft for his
resignation.?’ Phillips believes that the appropriate congregational leaders should be a
part of drafting the resignation letter and approve the wording of the final statement.3°

Of the lay-people interviewed four, for various reasons, were not present at the
service when the announcement was made and did not find out until later. It is for this
reason, and believing that it is important for everyone in the congregation to know at the
same time, that Oswald, Heath and Heath suggest the announcement should not be done
orally, but through a letter sent to every household.3! Gillaspie goes a little further by
suggesting that not only should a church be informed by mail, but the letter should also
state the date and time of a business meeting when the letter of resignation would be dealt
with.3? While this suggestion was not followed in any of the churches surveyed, the
researcher is aware of this being done recently in an Ontario church. One would wonder,
however, whether one could count on the mail arriving and being opened at everyone’s
house on the same day. It seems unlikely that a pastor could successfully let an entire
congregation know simultaneously. Perhaps Antal’s suggestion that a Sunday
announcement be followed with a Monday morning mailing to all members, adherents

and friends is the closest one might come to achieving this goal.3

28 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 35; Bubna, “How to Bid,” 120
29 Bubna, “How to Bid,” 120

30 Phillips, 26.

31 Oswald, Heath and Heath, 11.

32 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 37

33 Antal, 77-78.
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Content of the Announcement

Even though a pastor may share the news of his/her resignation with some people
before a public announcement, for most of the people in a congregation the public
announcement will be the initial notice of their pastor’s impending departure. Kiibler-
Ross’ advice that one consider carefully how one communicates the news is sage wisdom
to pastors at this point.3* For Bubna, the resignation letter itself should be both a vehicle
of healing and a statement of faith that conveys an affirmation of God’s sovereignty and
an optimistic view of the future. It should express joy in the past relationship, a sorrow at
parting and a conviction that a correct choice to follow God’s leading has been made.®
As Teague advises, three themes should govern the content of the announcement:
openness, honesty and graciousness.3°
Openness

For Teague, openness refers to the emotional content of the communication.?” It is
important both for the congregation and for the pastor that he/she be open about the
emotional impact of the decision. Openness on the part of the pastor provides a helpful
model for the congregation and assures them that it is okay and appropriate for them to

express their own feelings about what is to take place.’® Acknowledging one’s own sense

34 Kiibler-Ross, 36.

35 Bubna, “How to Bid,” 120.

36 Teague, 73. Teague specifically uses the words, “gracious, truthful and open.”

37 Teague, 74.

3% Ingram C. Parmley, “Reflections on Ending a Ministry in a Congregation,” in Saying Goodbye:

A Time of Growth for Congregations, ed. Edward White (Washington DC: Alban Institute, 1990), 46-47.
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of loss can also be therapeutic for the pastor as he/she begins to come to terms with his/
her personal feelings of grief.3®

Genuine expressions of feelings are generally well received and appreciated, but
overly dramatic expressions will often be interpreted as disingenuous and result in a loss
of credibility and a very destructive ending to the pastoral relationship.#® In general,
however, the tendency among those surveyed was to be too closed with their feelings
rather than too open. One lay person expressed a common sentiment in the midst of the
transition time when she said she knew some people are private, but she wished her
pastor would be more open. She concluded, “I didn’t ask questions ... maybe he is
waiting to be asked.”

Most of the pastors surveyed acknowledged that the public announcement was a
difficult and emotional moment. At least two pastors stated specifically that they spoke to
the people “from my heart.” One of these pastors said that after reading the letter which
gave the factual details of his call to another congregation, he put it away and expressed
love for the people and his sadness at his departure from a congregation which would
always hold a special place in his heart. The other pastor had given a letter to the Board,
but when it came time to tell the congregation he told them he had sad news to share.
While he could not remember exactly what he said, the lay person from the congregation
said the pastor talked about having felt so at home in the community, and his regret at
having to leave so many friends. The layman said that the pastor was genuinely sad to be

leaving even though he knew it was the right decision.

39 Phillips, 27.

40 Phillips, 26.
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The openness of another pastor, resigning from his first church, led him to begin
his letter with reminisces of his call to the congregation. He went on to talk about the soul
searching which went into examining and accepting a new call to another church. He
expressed in his letter the “deep sadness” which came with his resignation from the
congregation where he had had so many of his firsts. He also made reference to some of
the things he would miss, including their smiles and hugs. It was only after these feelings
were expressed that he went on to give the details of when he would be finished and
where he was going.

For another pastor, leaving after admittedly difficult circumstances, the factual
details of his departure (i.e. when he was leaving and where he was going) were given
first priority in his resignation letter followed by a sentence stating, “I will always
treasure the time I spend (sic) here.” The remainder of the letter stated the reasons for his
departure in terms of “I feel that...” For example, “I feel that a minister loses his
effectiveness after so many years.” Such statements were more about opinions than
emotions and probably could have been more accurately stated as “I believe that...” or “I
think that...” The pastor concluded with “It is my hope and prayer that you can
understand and accept my feelings along with this resignation,” even though very few
actual feelings were included in the resignation. The content of the letter, however, did
accurately reflect the low level of the pastor’s openness. He left within six weeks and

only reluctantly consented to a farewell gathering.
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Honesty

When asked if he had any advice to give to pastors for periods of departure, one
layman simply said, “Be open and be honest.” For Teague, honesty means a commitment
to “avoiding clichés, euphemisms and glossing over some tough issues from the past.”#!
If Jesus is taken as an example, it is hard to conceive of someone who was more
forthright when he articulated His impending departure.*?

Kiibler-Ross notes that most patients know or at least sense that something is
amiss by the reactions and behaviors of the people around them, and they will quickly
lose confidence in doctors who lie to them.** She also notes that upon death, the survivors
often wonder what they may have done to contribute to the reasons why their loved one
died.* Similarly when a pastor resigns people begin to wonder what they may have done
to cause the pastor to resign. This is where honesty and clarity about the reasons for one’s
departure can be most helpful for members of the congregation. Oswald, Heath and
Heath believe it is essential for people to know the pastor’s resignation is not the result of
their actions, unless it is. Negative feelings of sadness, guilt and anxiety can be amplified
by self-doubt if people feel the pastor is leaving because of something they have done or
not done. Relief can come if they learn their pastor is leaving for reasons of “personal and

professional growth,” or is able to enter into a “role he has been seeking for some time.”*

41 Teague, 73-74.

42 Weese and Crabtree, 14.
43 Kiibler-Ross, 36-37.
44 Kiibler-Ross, 4.

45 Oswald, Heath and Heath, 106.
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Bishop John Wyatt said, “It is a relief to people when they are able to say a departing
pastor has a more important job or is getting more money. It assures them that he is not
leaving because they are no good, and it also assures them, if they love him, that he is
going to be in better shape than he is now.”¢ This was evidenced in particular with an
associate pastor who was leaving to go to a senior pastoral role. Though saddened by the
pastor’s departure, the lay person was excited about the new and greater responsibilities
and opportunities for the pastor.

Even when the reasons for the pastor’s departure are conflict or other difficult
circumstances, a wise measure of honesty and candor is still required. Oswald remarked
that “the good-bys (sic) we detest are the ones where all is sweetness and light. If you talk
only about the good things, you leave knowing that wasn’t reality.”*’ He also states it is
the pastor’s duty to initiate these types of discussions and in so doing, give the
congregation permission to converse honestly about the negatives.*® Often in conflict
situations the reasons for a departure are obvious to the congregation and attempts to skirt
the issue will result in the pastor appearing to be dishonest.*’

An honesty that is helpful to the congregation being left also means the pastor will
give reasons beyond just God’s leading. Gilbert Meilaender believes that there is no other

circumstance when appeals to the Holy Spirit are more abused than in the process of

46 Quoted in Oswald, Running Through the Thistles, 8.

47 Oswald, “The Pastor’s Passages,” 14.
48 Oswald, “The Pastor’s Passages,” 14.

49 Phillips, v-vi.
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pastoral transitions and he places the blame squarely on the clergy. He writes, “No pastor
ought to be allowed to write a letter accepting or declining a call in which he says no
more than, ‘after considering it prayerfully, the Holy Spirit has moved me to accept/
decline your call.”>® He, along with Phillips, believes that if the Holy Spirit has truly
given the pastor understanding for his/her decision, then the pastor ought to be able to
express clearly something of those reasons and the process that led to that decision. Not
communicating those reasons leaves a congregation reluctant to speak honestly about
their own feelings and understanding because one does not want to argue with the Holy
Spirit. They also believe only citing the Holy Spirit’s leading is an easy way to mask and
avoid discussion about what some may see as less than pure motives.>! Gillaspie is even
more blunt when he suggests that if one is going to earn a much larger salary in the new
charge, then “don’t get pious and talk about prayer and guidance by God.”>?

Edward White believes that if there is not clarity about the reasons for a pastor’s
departure, people will simply begin to invent reasons and usually the imagined motives
are worse than the real ones. Depending on what the invented reasons are, people can
respond with either anger or guilt.>3 This was Mark’s experience in a previous pastorate.
In that church he said the people did not really understand why he was leaving. When he
tried to explain the process and his reasoning they would “read things into” what he said

and “conjure up something else in their minds” which he did not intend. Contrary to

50 Meilaender, 268.
31 Meilaender, 268; Phillips, vi.
52 Gillaspie, Restless Pastor, 36

33 White, 110.
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White’s advice, however, as Mark was leaving his current church he chose to be less
candid. He felt it was better to simply say this move was ‘God’s will’ than to risk
miscommunication or misunderstanding. When the layman at this church was asked why
his pastor was leaving he indicated that he understood his pastor had been looking for a
new church for some time and now he had found the right one. He concluded that his
pastor was not forced to leave, but “went on his own, by the will of God.”

Perhaps there is no time when the challenge for honesty is greater than when
congregation members find out their pastor is considering a move before an actual
decision to depart has been made. There were three such instances among the churches
interviewed. In two situations people in the congregation being left became aware their
pastor was considering a move when a pulpit committee from a prospective new church
came to visit at a Sunday service. In the first church a deacon became suspicious when
the visitors arrived and later in the week he asked the pastor, “What is going on?” In
response the pastor told the deacon he had not invited the pulpit committee to come but
that his name was “out there as a part of seeking the Lord’s will.” In that instance the
pastor did not resign to go to the church of the visiting committee and actually continued
with the congregation for a further two years. The deacon, however, resigned within the
year.

In a second church, it was again the surprise visit of a pulpit committee to a
morning service which sparked the members of a Bible Study group to ask their pastor
some very pointed questions at their next gathering. Questions such as “Who were those

people?” and “Why were they here?” The pastor responded honestly that the visitors were
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members of a Search Committee who had come to “check me out” and see if they were
interested in me. When the group asked “Why would they be checking you out?” the
pastor was again forthright in stating that his résumé was in circulation. Shortly after the
Bible Study the pastor shared with the chair of his Board of Deacons the fact that his
name was being considered by another congregation and what had transpired at the Bible
Study Group.>* Coincidently, the deacon already knew the pastor’s résumé was
circulating. He had heard from a friend in another Association that the pastor’s name was
before the friend’s church’s Search Committee. When asked if he told his pastor about
this, the deacon said, “No, it was not my business.” The deacon, in fact, did not share this
information with anyone until this interviewer asked him how he learned his pastor was
leaving. For the pastor, these exchanges with the Bible Study Group and the deacon
released a burden. He felt like he had been hiding something from people he was close to.
He preferred to be open and honest. Following those conversations the pastor kept both
the Bible Study Group and the deacon advised at each step in the process. In this situation
the pastor did leave to go to the church of the visiting Search Committee.

In another church, several deacons became suspicious that their pastor was
seeking another church when he told the chair of the Board that he would not be able to
preach the next Sunday. When asked “Why not?”, he replied that he had been asked to
speak at another church. When she wanted to know further details he replied that he

could not tell her anything further. The deacon correctly suspected the pastor was

54 Gillaspie’s opinion is that churches should view the obvious visit of a Search Committee as an
opportunity for both congregations to seek and discern God’s will for the pastor and their congregations. In
light of the observed responses of during these interviews, his opinion seems to be as somewhat naive.
Gillaspie, Empty Pulpit, 77. Timothy Tuttle’s 1861 article, “A Permanent Ministry” unflatteringly labeled
visitin