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Anthony B. Robinson: The decline of interim pastorates

As a congregational consultant, I’m increasingly receiving calls like this: “Our pastor of twenty years is retiring. Our church is going strong. We’re wondering if planning for some kind of leadership succession may be a wiser course than the usual interim ministry?” Or the caller may say, “We once had a terrible experience with an interim minister. Are there some other options?”

Just so we’re on the same page, a “pastoral leadership succession model” means that the congregation calls a successor to their current pastor while the incumbent is still serving. The two overlap for a time, ranging from three months to a year in the examples I know. Then the out-going person retires and the designated successor takes over.

This is an older model, one that never quite went away in some church groups and cultures, and is now making a comeback. Why?

The principle reason is that the model of interim ministry developed in the 1980’s is no longer a good fit for many churches in the 21 st century. That model was of the specially trained, “intentional” interim minister, an expert in transitional ministry. Interims were equipped with “the five tasks of interim ministry” and credentialed as specialists. The length of interim ministry periods has become longer, up to two and sometimes even three years, and interims have come to expect significantly higher compensation.

Why is this model no longer as good a fit as it once was?

First, churches today find themselves in a much more competitive environment. Many cannot afford an extended period of being “on hold” during which time both continuity and momentum are lost.

A second reason is that congregations are discovering that the talent pool for pastoral leaders is an increasingly shallow one. The standard denominational system for providing leaders is unreliable.

The intentional interim ministry model assumed a denominational system was relatively stable. A church could take time out, and could count on a deep pool of competent pastoral leaders to choose from when the time came. That is less and less the case. The upshot for some congregations is that they go from a two year interim to a new pastorate that is, in a sense, another (albeit unintentional and unhappy) interim. Before you know it, a once strong congregation has been “in transition” for five or six years. Fewer congregations today can withstand such extended periods without clarity and direction.

The pastoral succession model is a more proactive one, in which congregations actively seek out the right leadership without leaving themselves wholly dependent on the usual denominational placement system. Moreover, they have the help of the incumbent, with that person’s connections and network, in doing that work.

A third reason is the quality of those doing this specialized transitional ministry. While some transitional ministers are exactly what a congregation needs, some are people who have gravitated to transitional ministry because they haven’t been successful as pastors and have found a way to mask mediocrity with the mantel of the specialist or expert.

Is the older or a re-designed pastoral succession model the answer? For some congregations it is. It seems to work particularly well for larger churches that depend heavily on the quality of pastoral leadership. It works well when the outgoing pastor is ending their career. It works well when that person gives his or her blessing to their successor and then gets off the stage. It works well when a congregation has the capacity to start doing the serious work of asking what kind of leadership is needed for the next chapter of its life two years before the incumbent exits instead of waiting until a year after that person is gone.

Does the pastoral succession model always work? No. No model always works. But for some congregations it is an option worth considering and may prove a better fit than the interim or transitional ministry specialist.

Tony Robinson is a United Church of Christ minister and consultant to congregations and their leaders. His most recent book is “Changing the Conversation: A Third Way for Congregations” (Eerdmans). You can catch his comments on the weekly lectionary texts here. 
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3 Comments

Questioning Intentional Interim Ministry
Posted by Joe BW Smith at January 25, 2011 7:04 pm 

I have served as an intentional interim for close to 11 years. I have had suspicions about the model developed in the 80's for around 4 years. I learned much in my training, and gained many tools for congregational reflection and analysis. Unlike some of my interim colleagues, however, I don't wholly "trust the process." Congregations need to examine their ministry practices, but I agree with Robinson to an extent, congregations can't afford (literally and figuratively) to be on hold while preparing to call the next pastor. I have evolved my practice of interim ministry, using many of the tools I learned in my training, to more of an action-reflection approach. No waiting, no slowing things down, but using my leverage opportunity as a means to try new things in mission and reflect upon what worked and what didn't. I think a congregation learns more about its identity in action and reflection than a passive approach that asks over and over, "Who are we? Where are we going?" This kind of passive approach has taken up to 2.5 years in my 7 interim ministries! The succession model has its pitfalls as well. For readers here, I recommend Crabtree and Weese's book, "The Elephant in the Boardroom." It recognizes the place of intentional interim ministry in transition, but it also shares good analysis that 80s-style interim is not always the appropriate solution. The book offers a variety of approaches worth studying. 

Flag as inappropriate
breath of fresh air
Posted by Jim Gorman at January 27, 2011 12:50 pm 

I have thought these thoughts for a very long time and good to hear them from a respected leader. For what it's worth, I'll forward this to our denominational leaders for further reflection in our judicatories.

Flag as inappropriate
not my understanding or practice
Posted by Guest at January 27, 2011 1:08 pm 

As someone who is now in my fourth transitional ministry, it is not my understanding or my practice to "place a congregation on hold" for any length of time. Ministry continues to happen and lives continue to be touched all throughout the interim time. There is value, however, in reflecting deeply and honestly on the questions of "Who has this church been?"; "Who is this church now?"; and "Who is God calling this church to be?" There is also much value to having someone new come in to facilitate that process, to bring in new perspectives and new ideas.
Granted, this is the 21st century and all processes need to be continually updated to be relevant. However, many, many of the tools of transitional ministry continue to be highly relevant in my experience. So many churches stay stuck in the 'glory days' they cannot see what is wonderful now; so many churches forget to tell the stories of how they have and are overcoming adversity; so many churches never fully grieve losses that have occurred; so many churches do not take time to discern God's call. Transitional ministry done well, using appropriate and timely techniques, can help these churches to keep moving into the future that God has for them.
On the other hand, for some churches, the succession model is entirely appropriate and there are cases where it has worked quite well. However, I have also seen where it did not and the successor became the unintentional Interim Pastor and the services of an Intentional Interim were then needed.
It seems to me, though, that really may be the key: intentionality.

