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Small churches are often used to having pastors come and go. They almost expect it. Often their pastors are either young men on their way up to bigger and better congregations (that is another whole issue to discuss) or men past their prime close to retirement, but not yet quite ready to throw in the towel.  This anticipation has some negative implications for the pastor.  For one they may be hesitant to get too close to a vagabond pastor. For another, they may be hesitant to adopt his new ideas and long-range agenda—after all, what will happen after he is gone?

On the other hand, when a pastor stays for a longer tenure, the congregation often develops a strong emotional bond to him, his wife and his family.  When that day comes when he announces his acceptance of a call to another congregation, the smaller congregation can feel hurt and even resentful.  They may feel like a jilted lover. John Cionca suggests that the people go through the well-known stages of grieving (Cionca, Red Light, Green Light, p. 177-178). (By the way, if the ministry has been positive you and your family will also have feelings of loss).
What can a pastor do to help the small town or country church in transitioning from himself to a new pastor?  The following are a few suggestions I have gleaned from pastoral theologians and my own experience.

1.  How you inform your congregation of your intentions to leave is important.  This needs to be thought out well.  The first question is how candid to be about your intentions?  Should the pastor be candid with his board about his thinking that it is time for a change?  Should his lay leadership team know that he is candidating or even considering a change? If you tell the board, how soon will the information reach the whole congregation?  How should the leadership and congregation be informed when the decision has been made?  These questions do not necessarily have set answers which fit every situation.  There are pros and cons of being candid.  If he lets the board know he is considering a move, it does change the interpersonal dynamics.  They may become hesitant about pursuing new goals or projects. They ask themselves:  “What will happen if the pastor leaves in the middle of this?” or “Maybe we should wait to see what our new pastor wants to do.”  What happens if you candidate and do not receive the call?  Where does that leave you in terms of being able to continue to minister in your present church?
On the other hand, if the pastor does not reveal anything about his thinking, the announcement of his resignation may come as a big shock to the congregation.

Though there are always exceptions to the rule, I tend to think that it is better to let the board into your thinking, rather than to keep them in the dark.  I believe that the board ought to be the first to know when you have accepted a call to a different congregation before it is announced to the whole congregation.  Coinca suggests sending a resignation letter to the congregation early in the week, so the formal announcement the following Sunday is not shocking.  He has helpful suggestions as to what to include in this letter.  Whether it is written or oral, this announcement should be positive and supportive, even if your experience in the church has not been positive.
Giving persuasive positive reasons for the change is also important.   Make it positive and personal.  Convey appreciation and affection.  Of course, this is much easier when pastor/congregation relationships are healthy.  Even if they are the reason you are leaving, the resignation should be gracious.  There are appropriate forums for speaking with the church about internal problems which may have led to your resignation, but a public worship service is not the place to air them.

2.  You need to make sure the church records are in order.  This includes things like attendee lists and membership lists, financial records, church directories, committee and board members and ministry participants, records of baptisms, funerals and weddings.

3.  You can make a file for the new pastor.  Included in this might be things like the church history, lists of directions to members’ homes, a record of sermon series that have been preached in the last several years, community information about doctors, businesses and schools, names and telephone numbers of neighboring pastors,  directions about location of fire extinguishers, and breaker boxes, numbers of who to call about maintenance, etc.
One should be very cautious about leaving counseling notes or negative information about members.  Don’t worry, the new pastor will find out what he needs to know in due time.

4.  You may offer to assist the leadership with some transitional matters.  Some of these may include:


1) Church assessment.  It may be hard for you to be totally objective, but you can at least guide them to resources and people who can assist them in this.


2) Pastoral needs.  You may be able to help them assess what they need in a new pastor.  However, this could be painful to you.  At least direct them to resources and people who can assist them in this process. You can also point them toward resources for finding names for possible pastors and creating a search committee. If you feel an interim pastor would be helpful, you could make that suggestion. You may also be able to provide a list of people for pulpit supply. Some churches will not even want to think about this until after you have left.
3) You will want to talk to the congregation about preparing for a new pastor.  Encourage  them not to compare the new pastor with you. It is not easy to follow a well-loved pastor who has had a long tenure.  Many pastors who succeed a long-tenured, well-beloved pastor become unintentional interim pastors.
4) You may be able to help the leaders reassign pastoral duties during the time when they have no pastor.
5) Help alleviate their fears.  God will provide a new pastor for them in his time. Older people are afraid they may die and have no pastor to do their funeral who really knew them.

5.  It is usually best for the departing pastor to depart and not make himself available to return to do pastoral ministry like counseling, weddings or funerals.  I have returned for events like church anniversaries and Bible conferences.   It is wise to tell the congregation not to expect you to return to do pastoral duties.

6. Contact with the congregation (telephone calls, email, letters) after you have left should be limited.  This is difficult.  Generally, I have let people take the initiative in this.  When we have stopped to visit in a community where we had pastored, I make it a point to let the present pastor know I am in town and to visit with him.  I try my best (not always successfully) not to listen to complaints about the new pastor.  It is good to suggest that the person go to the new pastor with his concerns and to pray for the pastor.

7.  Keep on ministering until the day you leave.  It is very easy to emotionally and ministerially detach yourself from your people in the transition time between your resignation and your actual departure from the congregation.  
8.  As the time of your departure draws near, most congregations will want to honor you and your ministry in special ways.  This is good.  It gives them opportunity to acknowledge their love and appreciation.  Accept as many invitations as you can.  It means a lot to the people.  Enjoy reminiscing about the years of your ministry together.  However, Kemper warns, “Don’t believe all the nice things your congregation says about you.  Receive those tributes graciously but with a grain of salt.” (Mastering Transitions, p.59)
9.  Make an attempt to resolve any unresolved interpersonal conflicts either between you and others or between others and others.  You want the new pastor to come into a church that is healthy.
10. Your last message should be positive and uplifting, not a tirade of things you always wanted to say but were afraid to say.
11. Continue to pray for the people and ministry.  After all, the progress of a church in the future is to some degree a reflection of your ministry there. I have been impressed with the prayers that Paul prayed for those among whom he had ministered.
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