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The Pastorate in Transition
	In this session we look at the life of a pastorate in the time of transition between the departure of a minister and the hoped-for arrival of its next minister.
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Church life in vacancy
	The process of preparing a Pastorate Profile, declaring a vacancy, and introducing a candidate* can be specified clearly, even if does not always run smoothly. 

However, there are many aspects of church life that are important during a time of transition* that will vary greatly from one pastorate to the next and may be quite unpredictable. For example, churches react differently to the departure* of a minister, and some cope far better* during a vacancy than others; crucial to this is their ability to imagine* a future under new circumstances.
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Our approach
	Our approach in this session will follow Appendix 2* in The Movement of Ministers, “Making good use of a time of transition.” We will consider the ministry of the Interim Moderator under 4 headings: Reaction* to change, Supporting* the pastorate, Reflecting* on church life, and Planning* for the future.

You may find it helpful to look back at section 6 of The Movement of Ministers on The Appointment, Responsibilities and Role of the Interim Moderator, particularly what is said about the role* of the Interim Moderator on page 6. Pause now* if you need to do this.
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Reaction to change
	When a minister moves on the pastorate enters a time of more obvious change and transition. People react to this in various ways and with a wide of emotions. Sometimes,* when a minister leaves, symptoms of bereavement* will predominate, at other times perhaps the excitement* of a new beginning.

Remember that, in a joint or group pastorate, the churches may react differently. Indeed, individuals within the same local church will respond in ways influenced by the particular nature of their relationship with the former minister.

Similarly, absence* of a minister may induce a paralysing* anxiety, or it may cause a church to rise* to the challenge.

Whatever the reactions, the Interim Moderator will do the pastorate a service by giving people* opportunities to express their emotions.
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Reaction to change
	How people react is important,* not simply because of our normal pastoral concern* for them, but for two further, particular reasons.

Experience shows that, in some pastorates, the content of the Pastorate Profile and the choice of the next minister may be unduly influenced* by the reaction to the last minister. While it is beneficial to learn from experience, it is unhelpful for the outlook of a congregation to be dominated by the past, especially at a time when it needs to look to the future.

The ways in which people react may also be indicative of underlying conflict.* Church members may have strong and different views of the leadership of the outgoing minister; their desire to influence the choice of the next minister may cause tension. Perhaps there have been tensions among church members for some time but these were not addressed or have been suppressed, either because of politeness or strong leadership. With church life in flux, these may now become more explicit. If you come across conflicts you feel ill-equipped to deal with, you should consult your Synod Moderator.
It is not that we are looking for problems where they do not exist, rather we want to prepare a pastorate to listen clearly to the leading of the Holy Spirit as they make decisions about the future, and this is difficult when clouded by strong emotion.

Once again,* opportunities to acknowledge differences and express emotions* will assist in the process, and may be necessary before God* can be heard.
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Reaction to change
	Think of instances that you know* when ministers have moved on. How did people* in the churches react? What did they* feel? In what ways did the Interim Moderator, or others, help* the congregation to acknowledge the past and move on? If you are a minister yourself, then you may have had few opportunities to see how people react when another minister leaves; so you may need to pay particular attention to this aspect of the pastoral work of the Interim Moderator. If you are able to draw upon experience, pause now* to consider these questions.
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Supporting the pastorate
	A major cause of the anxiety that a congregation may be feeling is not knowing who will do what the minister did.* This is particularly the case where a church has developed a substantial dependence upon the minister. In time, the Interim Moderator will do well to assist the church to adapt to a more healthy distribution of leadership tasks. But often, before that can happen, the church will need some assurance that they can simply cope.

It is important for you to decide how much you are prepared to do* as an Interim Moderator beyond those tasks essential to your role. Look again at the document* 'Role for Interim Moderator', particularly the section entitled, 'Other things you might negotiate.' You will need to consider how much time is available for you to help the pastorate in these ways.

This checklist also forms a useful basis for a discussion with the elders.* By initiating this discussion you will offering support. Together you can consider: what tasks* are likely to arise, which you* will do, and who can be approached* to help with the remainder.
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Supporting the pastorate
	A cornerstone of the United Reformed Church is the ministry of the whole people of God* in the name of Jesus Christ and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. A healthy church is one in which the members gifts are offered in joyful service of the gospel. A vacancy* can be a time for hidden gifts* to emerge and for necessity to prove a decisive stimulus* for people to step out in faith. There will be opportunities for people to exercise ministry* in new or renewed ways: in leading worship* and preaching, in the exercise of pastoral care,* and in leadership.*
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Supporting the pastorate
	Of course, it is also possible that church members will withdraw in fear of failure. But the role of leadership is to develop the gifts of others and to build up confidence. The Interim Moderator* can do this through a ministry of encouragement,* thereby assisting the church to see the vacancy as an opportunity rather than a crisis. Individual gifts for ministry can be developed through training,* as can the team leadership of the Elders Meeting; contact your synod training or development officer for help with this.

Ultimately, responsibility for the life of the church - its worship, pastoral care and outreach - lies with the local church.* The Interim Moderator will want to take every opportunity to move the church away from dependence on others, including its next minister. Pastorates that want to stand on their own feet are more attractive to potential ministers, who are then free to consider how their gifts could enhance what the churches are trying to do.
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Supporting the pastorate
	How ready you are to support a pastorate in the ways that have been suggested may depend on your style of ministry.* You will need to decide which extra tasks you are prepared to do for the pastorate.* But, if you have the time and experience there is the danger that a church may transfer its dependency onto you; so a pertinent question is: do you have a personal need to be helpful,* to be needed? If so, you may not be inclined to encourage church members to develop their contributions to ministry. It is important to remember that your appointment as an Interim Moderator is a temporary one and your aim should be to leave the pastorate in a healthier state than when you start. So think how well equipped you are to develop gifts in others.* How much experience do you have in doing this? If not much, do you know how to contact your synod training officer?

Pause now* to consider these questions.
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Reflecting on church life
	A church in vacancy will be focussed upon the future.* The congregation will have hopes and fears, often unspoken. They may think that the future is largely in the hands of people outside of the church. The Interim Moderator will want to help the church play its part in engaging with those beyond the congregation who will shape its future (and God is the most significant of these).

But, before a church can do this it may be useful, even necessary, to address the past: for the church* to tell its story. Only then will the Interim Moderator discover where their true passions lie,* what makes them tick. While the past remains untold, the hopes and fears for the future may be difficult to articulate. This is particularly important for an anxious or depressed church,* as its view of the future will be very restricted. By encouraging them to give voice to what they has been through,* the Interim Moderator may help the church to see new possibilities of God’s work with them, and enable the church to give others a better idea of who they are* and where they are going.
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Reflecting on church life
	Although, for some churches, their priority may be simply to maintain life as it has been, the transition period must be more than that. Every viable local church has a God-given purpose which will depend on its location and the resources it can marshal; these will change with time. So, in looking to the future, churches should be encouraged to reflect upon their sense of purpose.* It is likely that the churches in a joint or group pastorate will come to different conclusions. Nevertheless, one of the primary roles of the next minister will be in developing these,* so it is important that churches have some idea of where their future lies.

So, how can an Interim Moderator help churches to reflect on this?*

One way is simply to ask the right questions.* What are the strengths of the congregation? What do they do well, perhaps even without considering this a strength? How do these strengths match the needs of people on the edge of the church or in its neighbourhood? What opportunities exist for outreach or mission?

An anxious church is likely to be more ready to speak about its weaknesses - increasing age, falling numbers, few children, for example. As an independent observer, the Interim Moderator is well-placed* to point out the positive aspects of a church’s life and to challenge unreasonable assumptions.* One common assumption is that the church can continue as it has always been and that the next minister will bring people in.

The Interim Moderator may find it helpful to organise specific activities of a reflective nature,* at a Church Meeting or another time, particularly if a congregation is lacking any sort of vision or seems to be stuck with an unfeasible model of church. Many synods make use of vision workshops or mission audits; some employ a mission enabler. It is worth finding out what resources are available in yours. Pause* to consider this.
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Reflecting on church life
	Enabling helpful reflection need not be a time-consuming task. It is more a matter of keeping in mind the characteristics of a healthy church and taking every opportunity to engage people on the subject. Let us look at some features of healthy church.*

This is one that believes that all members, across the age range, have some contribution to make to the work of God in the world;* such work may not happen in church premises or ‘church time’. The opposite of this is the belief that only a few do God’s work - just the minister and elders, perhaps - and most of the congregation are passive consumers.

As we have already noted, a healthy church takes responsibility for its own life, rather than being dependent on others.

A church which concentrates its energies on a small number of priorities,* rather than trying to be all things to all people, is more likely to be sustainable. For example, it is counterproductive for a small church to try to replicate all the activities of a larger church. Often this means accepting that some things must stop.

A healthy church will change with the times,* not to be trendy, but because all natural organisms adapt. This does not mean compromising on the core beliefs of the faith, but expressing them in ways appropriate to new circumstances.

Above all, a viable church will look to God* for inspiration, guidance, and the strength to meet new challenges. The worship and prayer life of the church will be more than a habit: it will be a meaningful expression of its joys and sorrows, frustrations and questions, and those of its members.
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Reflecting on church life
	Meaningful reflection takes time,* and the understandable desire of a pastorate to get a new minister settled as soon as possible is often misguided; this is a time to wait on God.

Although the Interim Moderator will probably take the lead in enabling a church to reflect upon its life and future, the conclusions must be those at which the church arrives for itself;* the Interim Moderator may offer opinions and guidance, but it must ultimately be for the church to decide on its future.

The purpose of a Pastorate Profile is to present to potential ministers a picture of where churches are in their ongoing journey of faith.* This is almost impossible to do unless a church intentionally pauses to reflect on just this.

When it is able to describe this, then it is better able to see the areas of church life and mission where a minister can make a significant contribution.* The pastorate then becomes a more attractive proposition to a candidate than the pastorate which thinks the role of the minister should be obvious.

What is your experience of a church in vacancy? Did meaningful reflection take place? Did it lead to a good Pastorate Profile?

Whether your experience is of being the member of a church in vacancy, or as a candidate for a ministerial post, pause now* to think about this.
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Planning for the future
	We end this session by suggesting that not all change must wait for the day when a new minister is called. Prayerful reflection will enable a church to discover or refine* its vision for the future. But the future begins today and need not wait for the next minister.* God’s mission in the world is not on hold. While there may be good reasons for waiting until the minister comes before developing some aspects* of the church’s ministry, it would be a mistake* to think that this applies to them all.

The advantages of a church doing more* than simply treading water, besides being faithful* to God, are that it will improve confidence* in its ability to cope and make the pastorate more attractive* to potential ministers who will be able to see that not everything depends upon them.
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Planning for the future
	A handout is provided to help you consider a range of possible initiatives that a church might decide upon* in relation to its worship, pastoral care and outreach.

Which of these do you think require the consideration and leadership* of the next minister. And which do not?*

What factors do you think are important* in deciding this?

What do you think the priorities should be for an Interim Moderator* with limited time in helping a church to move on?

Pause now* to consider these questions before completing this session.
	Although the presentation ends with this exercise, leaders should allow extra time for discussion of people’s answers.
It could be argued that no initiative need necessarily wait for the next minister. After all some churches experience long vacancies and others receive minimal ministerial oversight. However, some initiatives may require the support and guidance of the Interim Moderator or appropriate synod officers.


