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INTRODUCTION

If you have moved or are about to move into a new parish ministry, this workbook is for you. It is designed to guide you through that very special period that exists for the first 18 months of every ministry. It is written so as to meet you at the point of entry—when you are entering new roles, entering new relationships, entering new phases of your career.

We suspect that many ministries have been seriously hindered because the pastor and the parish did not get off to a good start. The first twelve months will set the tone for your entire ministry in your new parish. What gets set in motion in these opening months will have a far-reaching effect. For these reasons, I encourage you to be aware and intentional about your start-up style.

We think the church has been remiss in its ministry to parish clergy by assuming that transitions from one parish to another are no big deal. “Clergy have been making these transitions for years—why think it’s anything special?”


. . . thereby offering no training to parish clergy at the time of transition,

. . . and offering only minimal support and guidance as the transition evolves.



Each pastorate start up should be viewed as “a dangerous opportunity.” Though the transition waterway is strewn with rocks and shoals, potential opportunities abound downriver. We want church professionals to be supported and guided into moving with the current. With that guidance and support, they can tap into new sources of energy without risking personal hurt and political wounds in the process.

Before you begin working with this workbook, we encourage you to read our first attempt to put our reseach findings into print—the monograph, The Pastor As Newcomer (Alban Institute, 1977). Some of the designed experiences in this book are based on our research.

Where possible, we encourage you to go through this workbook with some colleagues who are also in transitional situations. Your learnings will be enhanced considerably if you can combine your personal insights with direct feedback from peers who share your situation. If at all possible, hire a consultant to work with you (someone with some skills in experiential education and familiarity with the parish ministry).

You face an important time in your clergy career. It is a very special time of learning, of being alive, of encountering new experiences, yet grieving over the loss of other experiences. It is worth setting aside some time for yourself to reflect on your past ministry in a disciplined fashion, so you won’t continue to perpetuate past shortcomings. Nothing much in your ministry will change unless you decide to make it change. Most of us continue in familiar patterns of behavior because our fear of experimenting with new behaviors is greater than our fear of facing the consequences of old mistakes. But it need not be so.

The transition you face could mark a turning point in your ministry, a time when you learn how to get even more kicks out of being a parish pastor.

So . . .

. . . slow down

. . . take some time out for yourself.

Use the exercises in the book to fullest advantage by giving each one the time and psychological space it needs to allow insights to emerge that could be helpful to you and your new ministry. Remember, this is a workbook, not something you read through in one sitting. When you come to a stop sign at the end of sections, really stop and do some reflective writing or sharing with colleagues.

If you have not yet terminated with your former parish, we strongly recommend utilizing the monograph Running Through the Thistles (Alban Institute, 1978). In order to start up well you need to have terminated well. This book will guide you through a thorough termination process.

We also highly recommend one other publication—Religious Authenticity in the Clergy (Alban Institute, 1975) by John Fletcher. In it John describes three crises through which clergy, in relationship with laity, come to be authenticated as religious leaders of their congregations.

If, in your use of this book, you or a group discover new insights related to pastorate start ups, write them down and share them with us. We desire to be the conduit through which insights on clergy start ups can be passed on to others. Updates on our projects frequently are covered in Action Information, the Alban Institute’s bi-monthly journal. Your insights and those of others can be shared through this medium. So let’s hear from you.

Have a good time with this workbook. We’ve had many great experiences working through these designs with parish clergy in some of our Pastorate Start Up Seminars.



CHAPTER I

Easing the Transition—Giving Yourself Space

During a transition, both clergy and parishioners experience the inevitable stress that change brings. Some of their experiences will be quite similar; others will be quite different. For example, both will feel the grief of leaving and both will experience the strangeness and the excitement of starting up. Yet, the two groups will probably have quite different experiences during the interim period between the departure of one pastor and the arrival of another.

Congregations normally experience a long interim period—an average of nine to twelve months. At best, some clergy take a month’s vacation between pastorates. Most, however, preach their farewell sermon on one Sunday and preach their start-up sermon in the new congregation the following Sunday. For them there is virtually no interim period.

I am aware of several clergy who decided to approach the interim in a more intentional and healthy way. One clergyman in Ohio, who attended a “transition awareness event” sponsored by the national office of his denomination, spent his first Sunday in his new congregation sitting in the pew. The congregation had arranged to give him the Sunday off to help him get settled into his new home. Another clergyman not only took his regular month’s vacation between pastorates but was allowed a month’s transition time for himself and his family. They spent the first month getting settled into a new home and community and the second at a lakeside cottage. He talked about how important that interim period was for him and his family:

We had a lot of things to talk about—what it was like saying goodbye to the congregation—what our stay there had meant to us—some of the hopes and dreams that had to be let go. We also discussed the future as a family in a new place—what things we wanted to do differently this time—what things would be important for us to continue as a family. The month went very quickly. When it was over, we were ready to begin ministry in the new parish.

I urge you to give yourself this kind of space as you move from one parish to another. It will make a big difference in how you start up your ministry.


CHAPTER II

Celebrating with the Search Committee

Just as congregations often fail to recognize the trauma clergy and their families experience when making a transition from one community to another, new pastors often fail to realize the effort a search committee has expended trying to find a good match for the parish.

Rarely are those who serve on a search committee warned of the complexity of the task or the long, hard hours that will be required. Ninety-five percent of search committee members have never taken on such a job before, and most will never do it again. Just this one time, they give a “pound of flesh” to their congregations.

This is not to say that the task lacks stimulation and excitement. That element is what draws people ever deeper into the task—and to more and longer meetings. Participants generally become deeply enmeshed in each other’s lives, and when their task is over, they may miss the excitement and the deep involvement. Yet this grief and feeling of separation rarely is dealt with in any intentional way.

Because you are the end-product of the committee’s work, you will find this small group of people highly invested in your doing well. Each member harbors a secret hope that you will walk on water and bring such energy and vitality to the parish that they will have to hold people back at the door. (They may not admit this openly, but they all hope they will be remembered as the group that made a super choice for the parish.)

If you’re aware that they want you to do well, you may be tempted to dive right in and start working your magic. Before you do, however, it would be well for you to spend some time with this search committee. You may feel strange being the one who begins to debrief them on their task, but in many ways, it is quite appropriate for you to do so. Search committee members often feel burned out and exploited by the congregation; they don’t feel genuinely appreciated for their work. You can help soothe these wounds, and in so doing, move from being their candidate to being their pastor.

This group also needs to celebrate the completion of their task. It would be quite appropriate for you to suggest that they plan some kind of event with you that will culminate their work together. You may or may not decide to invite other members of the congregation to join you.

For your own sake, as well, you need to take time to celebrate the significance of the process that has ended. You have just come through a negotiation period with a new congregation. You have committed yourself to a move and a period of time within a new community. Now it’s time to celebrate.

Generally, we church folk do not take enough time to celebrate in our midst the reaching of goals or the completion of tasks. Driven as we are, we simply get
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