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Foreword

This is an overview of necessary information dealing with the area of Pastoral Transition. | desire to give nec-
essary information to help when foreseen and unforeseen transitions take place. | like to give “Resource
Credit” to Superintendent Gene Roncone for his work done to create the resource, “Rise Up.” The plan you
make to exit well will be the plan that will compliment you as a pastor, if you fail to plan your reputation
could be at stake.

The days of staying in a church for two years and then moving on are history. Many ministers claim to have
many years of experience, | do not disagree, what | have observed is that many have not a positive experi-
ence. When one stays long enough to live out their decisions, there sermons will change to love and guid-
ance. This synopsis will serve to help those who want to leave a legacy and a church organized for continual
growth. You will be remembered for something; we want it to be a positive legacy.

“May the Lord, the God who gives breath to all living things, appoint someone over this community to go out
and come in before them, one who will lead them out and bring them in, so the Lord’s people will not be like
sheep without a shepherd.” Numbers 27:16-17

“All the people assembled with a unified purpose.” Nehemiah 8:1, NLT
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Passing the Baton of Pastoral Transition

Greetings, are you called to ministry? Yes, so it’s time to organize better.

1. Why do we prepare?

A succession plan is not a guarantee of success, but it is better than no plan and chaos.

Our history is that our churches had no vision in this area, therefore they just fill the pulpit. Every time a
church got a new pastor, they just started all over again. It is my intention that every church has a Vision,
Goals, and a Desire for what they want to accomplish as a church. This study is to help the church and pastor
accomplish the task of planning the ministry of the church well, and when necessary, the transition of the
pastor.

A. Being proactive.

A wise pastor will plan their ministry and their exit well. Having things in writing, such as a Constitution and
Bylaws and a Policy Manual that gives the direction of how the process will work, is a step in the right direc-
tion. Each pastor must transition well. Their future depends on it, the future of the church depends on it.
Bad transitions stifle the growth of the church and puts a negative challenge on the incoming pastor. A posi-
tive transition will enable the membership of the church to recognize that change is part of God’s growth
process and benefit from it. Having a plan will allow the small church to organize a board and a search com-
mittee to work together. We can plan our future.

B. The church will incur a cost.

A pastoral transition will incur a cost that can become rather large. Some of those cost could be interview
expenses, moving expenses, goodbye expenses. Books dealing with pastoral transitions should be purchased
and studied by those leading the church. Being prepared is key for quality.

C. What if the pastor dies?

How will we know what to do? COVID proved that both large and small churches must plan for possible diffi-
cult transitions. Superintendent Gene Roncone states: “Securing a new pastor is a lot like a heart transplant.
It takes compatibility, faith, and patience. The body must be given time to accept the heart, and the heart
must be given time to learn and adjust to the body.”

2. The outgoing pastor.

Etiquette and dignity for the outgoing pastor are paramount. The General Council of the Assemblies of God
states the following guidelines concerning ministerial ethics.

“All discourteous conduct is disapproved, and all ministers are advised against interfering with pastors in
charge of assemblies, whether it be by going in upon their work without consent or by such correspondence
with members of the assembly as will hurt the influence of the leader. All correspondence that concerns the
whole assembly shall be addressed to the one in charge and not to individual members. Where there is no
pastor, letters concerning the work shall be addressed to the officers of the assembly. Any minister who so
offends shall be subject to discipline.”

“Unless specifically asked by the acting chairman of the board (or the interim) or the newly elected pastor,
the outgoing pastor should assume their help, input, or participation are not needed. It would be wise for
the entire board and the departing pastor to discuss this topic and come to an agreement before a pastors’
departure. You want to do everything in your power to let others know they could count on you to firmly
embrace the highest standards of ministerial ethics.” Gene Roncone.

A. Exit Interview.



An exit interview also can be a good place to exchange information that can help guide the church and de-
parting pastor (or staff) concerning weaknesses and strengths. A wise pastor will want to bless the church
they are leaving, and the church will also want to bless the pastor before they leaves.

An exit interview is an informal dialogue between the church board and the departing pastor. These inter-
views are generally conducted to gather vital information about the former leader’s experience and to get
honest feedback about the vision, mission, and current health of the church. Here are a few suggested
ground rules to keep these meetings productive.
¢ The meeting should be attended by the full board, not a subcommittee. This ensures everyone
hears the same information first-hand without the need for summaries by others.
¢ The discussion should be positive and productive. It should not be used as a platform to take
parting shots or release frustration. The goal is to get information that will help the church transi-
tion well and avoid obstacles.
¢ All outstanding issues should be addressed in this interview: Last paycheck, last day of benefits,
retirement contribution, keys, unresolved issues, future contacts with members, removal of
name from checking accounts, etc.
e Always plan a final service where you bless the work of the Lord and His future plans for His
church. If you want a blessing, be a blessing.

3. Prayer List.

DAYS OF PRAYER:

Pastoral Search Prayer Initiative statement: Knowing that the most underutilized source of spiritual power in
ministry is the intercession for Christian leaders, the Board would like to call the church to pray for each of
the following items each day of the month during this transition. Continue rotating through the list until our
new pastor is identified. Some areas to pray about, add as needed.

1. FAMILY DURING TRANSITION: Pray for present and future pastor and family. (relocation, selling/
buying a home, moving, packing, and unpacking).

2. UNITY: Pray for our church to be united during the pastoral transition.

3. TRANSITIONAL LEADERSHIP: Pray for our board, staff, interim pastor, and guest speakers during this
transition.

4. COURAGE and DISCERNMENT: Many important decisions need to be made.

5. AFFECTED MINISTERS: Pray for the staff ministers and their families on both sides of this transition

6. FAITH AND OPTIMISM: Pray for the church to have unusual faith, patience, and trust that God is lead-
ing and guiding this process.

7. RESOURCES: Pray for our people to remain faithful in their tithes, offerings, and missions giving dur-
ing the pastoral transition.

8. MULTI-GENERATIONAL: Pray that our future pastor will be able to relate to the various generations
and cultures represented in our church.

9. MUTUAL CONFIRMATION: Pray the entire congregation would feel a sense of peace and confirmation
as the new pastor is confirmed through the vote of the official membership.

10. REVIVAL: Pray or God to move and new souls to be saved.

4. GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF CHURCHES IN TRANSITION.
Organizational tendencies differ from church to church, but here are some common things that churches in
transition may deal with.

1. Openness and receptivity to positive changes or weakness and decrease in attendance.

2. Dealing with grief over the loss of a beloved pastor and family.



3. The potential emergence of domineering personalities and competing interests.
4. Loss of momentum or vision, especially in an unplanned transition.

5. MANAGERS OR VISIONARIES?

Some boards make the mistake of using pastoral transitions as an opportunity to set a new vision, determine
long-term goals, and make significant financial decisions (building expansion, staff enlargement, salary ad-
justments, and the increase of debt and financial commitments). The board’s primary role during this transi-
tion is to find a new pastor and manage the church in the interim.

A. During the transition: All the board’s energy and resources must be focused.

The purpose of the board during this pastoral transition is to identify the best candidate, manage existing
ministries, remove obstacles, and postpone expansion in a way that creates margin, options, and opportuni-
ties for the future leader.

6. Governance and Core Values.

Although every church affiliated with the Assemblies of God shares similar doctrine, they are given some
freedom to choose their governance, values, and vision. Bylaws are the written rules that state how the
church operates. Having copies for review is a way to communicate what the church is about to the candi-
date.

A. Governance. How a church makes decisions, who makes them, and the parameters of accountability are
called governance. Everyone wants to be part of a church that can be trusted.

Most Assemblies of God churches embrace a mix of presbyterian/congregational forms of church govern-
ment. This hybrid model recognizes the membership as the final decision-making body of the church, but
delegates authority and duties to others to act on their behalf. Power is delegated and, at times, even
shared in overlapping areas. This enables most Assemblies of God churches to have sufficient accountability
structures, while at the same time, benefit from a board of directors and be led by visionary leadership. It
helps us be accountable, decisive, and responsive all at the same time.

B. Purpose, mission, or core value statements. Identify core values and make a mission statement that
should be included in promotion of the church to the candidate.

C. Bylaws. State the qualifications and responsibilities of the lead pastor.
D. Updating. Freezing and cleaning the membership roster until after the election of a new pastor.

7. The Pastoral Search Committee.

Can be the Church Board, or a separate group, or a combination the church board and others appointed to
participate in the pastoral search process should be made up of both men and women, young and older
adults. This should be limited to five who qualifying, but no more than ten in a larger church. They should be
people that others respect, show maturity, and spiritual discernment, people not given to conflict, and open
to working together.

A. Responsibilities:

1. When a vacancy is planned or has occurred in the office of the pastor, the board and pastoral search
committee should seek the advice of the District Superintendent. You could benefit from his experi-
ence in dealing with transitions, he may have resources such as information of someone waiting for
placement in a church, etc.



The Board should consider securing the services of an interim pastor for the duration of the search.

The church to be instructed to pray for the Lord’s guidance in choosing a new pastor.

The board should make a prayerful determination of the goals and needs of the church.

The board can discreetly seek out potential candidates from names given to them. This list needs to

be screened and interviews and evaluations of potential candidates is a must.

6. From a list of potential candidates, the board should recommend one candidate to be voted on by the
membership. We recommend that the board choose and recommend only one candidate be present-
ed to the church membership for vote. This will avoid the feel of competition when multiple names
appear on the same ballot. If there is no election the board should repeat the process and prepare to
recommend another candidate to be voted on.

7. The committee needs to remember that they are not given the authority or expectation to select the

next pastor. They are only charged with serving as a nominating/selection committee to present the

most available and qualified candidate. In most cases, the church members are the only ones empow-
ered to elect and invite an individual to be the lead pastor by a two-thirds vote.
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B. Potential roles of the search committee.

Delegating roles and tasks on the search committee is an opportunity for your board to share the burden and
split the load. Here are a few suggested roles.

1. Team Lead (Chairperson). This person must have the time, availability, and talent to lead.
¢ Should be the only person interacting with applicants prior to selecting a candidate.
e Should provide the office of the Superintendent with his/her name, address, and phone num-
ber so proper communication may be maintained.
e Should lead the board’s communications efforts in keeping the congregation informed and
make sure that all communication is accurate and reflects the decisions of the entire board.
e Should lead the prayer efforts of the church and take responsibility for collaborating with the
board, interim pastor, and staff to help the church remain focused on prayer.
2. Secretary. This person must have strong organizational skills, be available, and feel comfortable with
email and technology.
¢ Should email the chair’s agendas, take minutes, organize candidate files.
e Distribute all the notes following a meeting
e Coordinate with an approved person at the church office, and set up confidential folders the
committee can access.
3. Hospitality Lead. This person’s job is to plan for and entertain candidates who come in for interviews.
e Manage the airline reservations, car rentals, and hotel reservations.
e Manage itineraries, and all the logistics of the visit, such as dinner plans and meetings.
¢ Should be the only liaison between the interviewee and the accounting department to get re-
ceipts for reimbursement.
e Manage the delivery of the reimbursement check for any approved expenses BEFORE they
leave the interview.

8. Decision-making. The board will need to decide how they want to make decisions regarding the pastoral
search process. There are two facets that the board will need to discuss and come to an agreement upon.

1. The minimum vote needed for deliberations, decisions, and calling a candidate. The most common
options are:



e A unanimous vote.

e A consensus vote: All members consent to the decision even if some may not prefer the deci-
sion.

e A majority or two-thirds vote: A number greater than half of those present with 51 percent is
known as a simple majority. Two-thirds or 66 percent is known as a two-thirds majority.

2. Stages of the Process for General Council churches.

General Council Affiliated Churches are self-governing and have the freedom to determine
their process. District Affiliated Churches are under the supervision of the District and must
conform to established policies and procedures of the District Council.

Stage 1: Pre-search preparation. The best way to begin this process is for the board to go
over this manual, determine roles, strategize, write up a church bio, job description, and pro-
file of the “ideal candidate,” determine a search budget, and sign confidentiality member
agreements.

Stage 2: Advertising the opening. After the board has compiled the church profile, job de-
scription, and candidate profile, the most important thing is to get the word out.

Stage 3: Seek counsel. At this stage, the board will need to seek advice from District leader-
ship. The District Superintendent spends much of their time coaching churches and candi-
dates through this awkward process. Their wisdom and advice can spare the board and the
church much heartache and wasted time. Be sure to notify them about the opening and invite
the District Superintendent to a board meeting to give the board advice, offer resources, and
answer questions the board may have. They are a wonderful resource that can be of assis-
tance throughout the entire process.

Stage 4: Targeting potential candidates. Soon after the resignation announcement, the board
will begin to receive recommendations of possible candidates and inquiries of interest. How-
ever, the board will also need to recruit possible candidates, as well. This will require the
board to initiate contact with potential candidates that were referred or recommended by
others. Every contact with potential candidates must be professional, organized, and show
respect for their privacy.

Stage 5: Receiving resumés. Expect to receive resumes. The board or search committee will
then organize the resumes in categories of A, B, and C.

A = Strong candidate to contact and explore.

B = Possible candidate to be revisited or considered at a later time.

C = Unqualified or undesirable candidate to be notified immediately.

It is important that the board do this as a whole and have a consensus on every name.

Stage 6: Ministry exposure and references. In this stage, members of the committee review
resumés, audio CD’s or internet links, and any other helpful information about the “A list”
candidates.” Because the lead pastor is the primary communicator in the church, it is im-
portant that the board be exposed to their preaching and teaching ministry.

Stage 7: Preliminary phone (audio only) interview of “A list” candidates. In this phase, mem-
bers of the committee interview potential candidates on the phone to assess qualifications
and competency.

Stage 8: Video interview with the entire committee. In this stage, the board interviews po-
tential candidates using online meeting applications to gain additional personal, family, and
ministry information. Gotomeeting.com (www.gotomeeting.com), Apple Facetime (iPhone or
iMac applications), Zoom (www.zoom.com), or Google Hangout (https://
hangouts.google.com) all have free or affordable entry-level options.



Stage 9: Contextual visit. In this phase, a member or small team visits the church where the
candidate ministers to personally see, hear, and feel the candidate in real-time ministry. No
contact should be made with the candidate, nor should they receive prior notice. The team
will want to also drive by the facility after hours to see how well things are kept up and get a
feel for the life of the church.
Stage 10: Personal interviews. The board should narrow down their list of potential candi-
dates to two (2) or preferably three (3) who will be invited to visit with their spouse and fami-
ly (at your expense) to interview in person. This gives the board (and spouses) and the candi-
date (and their spouse) the opportunity to meet as a group and interact together.
Stage 11: Return trip. After interviewing two or three potential candidates, the board should
narrow the options down to one primary candidate. The primary candidate will be invited to
return with their family to meet with the board and staff. During this time, they can ask any
guestions they would like, as well as have free time to explore the city, tour ministry sites,
spend time with staff, and get a “boots on the ground” feel for the ministry.
Stage 12: Official candidacy. At this stage, the board invites their best candidate to return as
the board’s nominee to meet key leaders, interact with the people, and be voted upon.
Stage 13: Preparation. In the last phase, the board prepares for the arrival of the newly elect-
ed pastor and helps provide a smooth transition by planning for logistics. The board should
also be prepared to provide an official letter confirming the remuneration package to assist
their new first family with finding temporary housing. In addition, the board will also need to
mobilize teams to help them move in, provide meals, a welcome day, and office logistics. Pos-
sible items to consider are the office preparation to include computer setup with all needed
programs, applications and access, cell phone, keys, email, office orientation, and the unique
needs for that individual.

3. Stages of the Process for District Affiliated Churches.
The following is a list of stages and steps for District Affiliated Churches. Most of the advice
for a General Council Affiliated Church can also be applied to District Affiliated Churches. The
difference is that the District can override or even take over the process. The District may
qualify or disqualify a candidate.
Stage 1: Notification of intent to resign. The departing pastor notifies the District Superinten-
dent and Presbyter of their intent to resign at least 30 days in advance.
Stage 2: Notify Church 30 days in advance of departure. After notifying the District Superin-
tendent, the departing pastor notifies the church’s local advisory committee and church.
Stage 3: Opening declared. The District Superintendent will declare the church as officially
“open” and advertise the opening through existing promotional methods.
Stage 4: Coaching and resourcing. The Superintendent, or their designee will assist the
church by providing resumes for potential candidates.
Stage 5: Review of candidates. The Superintendent, or their designee will review resumes
and interview potential candidates.
Stage 6: Candidate selection. The Superintendent, or their designee may select a candidate to
visit the church to be interviewed and meet the local advisory committee.
Stage 7: Church expression through a “straw vote.” After the candidate has met the local ad-
visory committee and presented their ministry, the church will give their formal recommenda-
tion to the Superintendent, or their designee in the form of a “straw vote.” The “straw vote”
is not an official election, but a presentation to the presbytery of the church’s opinion regard-
ing the possibility of that candidate serving as their new pastor.
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Stage 8: Official appointment or denial. After evaluating the local church’s “straw vote” the
District Superintendent will either approve or deny the appointment of the candidate. If ap-
proved, the candidate is appointed as the new pastor. If denied, the process will start over.
Stage 9: Installation of the new pastor. The new pastor, local advisory committee, and Dis-
trict Superintendent will collaborate to select a day and time when a Distirct official can offici-
ate the installation ceremony of the new pastor.

9. Agreement: New Pastor.

The new pastor and board will shape the future of the church and its contribution to the Kingdom. It is im-
perative that all members of the board be completely dedicated to their role in allowing the New Pastor the
freedom to build his team.

10. Agreement: Members.
In addition to calling the church to prayer, everyone should support the new pastor and seek to understand
the vision and burdens God will place upon his heart for the church.

11. Interim Pastor.

An Interim Pastor is someone who helps fill the leadership gap during the pastoral transition. They allow the
board to focus on identifying qualified candidates and the staff to continue focusing on their ministry portfo-
lios. It is a temporary position that reports directly to the board (District Superintendent for a District Affiliat-
ed Church) in carrying out a written job description.

A. Benefits of an interim pastor.

1. Preaching consistency, not having to host a different person each week.
Board focus. Giving the board the freedom to focus on the pastoral search.
Providing stability and neutrality.

One who has prior management skills and staff leadership abilities.

One who is able to dialogue and resolve conflict with diplomacy and clarity.
One who is optimistic, positive, and prepares the way for the new pastor.
One who provides pastoral care.
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B. Selecting an Interim Pastor. It is important to select an Interim Pastor who has both training and experi-
ence in their field. The fact that a person may be a retired minister/missionary does not mean they are quali-
fied to be a good Interim Pastor.

12. COMMUNICATION.
The board needs to have a predetermined communication strategy.
1. One and only one person should be responsible to speak on behalf of the church and board. This
should be the acting chair of the board.
2. Frequency of updates. How often will the board give a pastoral search update?
3. Interactive communication. How will potential candidates send resumes and correspondence to the
search committee?

13. INTERNAL CANDIDATES.

Raising a Timothy (successor) who can easily translate and transfer the vision, values, and culture of the
church. That is why more and more churches over 500 are embracing succession plans that either pre-
appoint, groom, or elect internal candidates already serving on staff. They have the church’s culture



in their blood and already know what it takes outsiders two to three years to learn. The only drawback is
when the church needs change. An outside candidate can bring necessary change.

14. MY PLEDGE

Part of planning the future is planning for a successor. There is no guarantee about tomorrow and what it
might look like. Pastors are human, they may choose to move on, or they may even pass away, but the
church must continue moving forward. Each pastor must ask themselves what their church needs now in or-
der to be prepared for a successful transition, and then pledge to do whatever is necessary in order to help
the church be ready, as well as promise to not stand in the way of the church and/or its new pastor.

15. PARTING WELL

A. The Pastor’s farewell letter to the church should include a thank you, a call to prayer, a note of who is in
charge, and a notice of the last Sunday that is scheduled (30) days out. Anything less might be viewed as dis-
honorable.

B. A letter should be sent to the Superintendent of the District along with a copy of the letter read to the
church. This letter should include a list of members of the board, chair of the board, and contact infor-
mation.
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