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Interim and Transition Ministry Guidelines 
 

Introduction – The difference between Interim and Transition Ministries 

The term ‘interim ministry’ is typically used to describe the period in a congregation’s life when a visiting 

pastor, or occasionally an experienced layperson, provides pastoral leadership to the congregation after 

a pastor leaves and before their successor arrives. Generally, the interim pastor provides preaching, 

pastoral care, attends/chairs meetings, but generally does not get involved in the process of calling a new 

permanent pastor. It is primarily a caretaker role that enables a congregation to manage their internal 

anxiety whilst continuing to fulfilling its missional purpose whilst it searches for its next permanent pastor. 

The primary focus of the Interim Pastor is congregational care. 

A ‘transition ministry’ is an intentional interim ministry. That is, it is not simply filling the gap, but is a very 

intentioned period when a congregation, in learning from and dealing adequately with its past, is then 

helped to discover its identity, and structure and plan responsibly for its future. Only then does the 

congregation begin talking about the staff that it may need. A Transition Pastor is therefore trained for the 

role and would expect to work with a congregation for 12 to 24 months. They serve as both Interim Pastor 

and Coach to the Transition Team. The primary focus of the Transition Pastor is congregational  change 

management. 

 

Why this approach to ministry?  

Across the world there is the recognition of a change of ‘era’ in the context and way in which the 

Christian church needs to function today. Ministry has been raised up into the hands of the people, the 

mission field has moved from overseas to down our street, and our national culture has moved off its 

Christian value base. These and other factors mean that we can no longer be satisfied with the status 

quo. The approach to ministry in today’s world requires new thinking and action and so church 

vacancies offers up a significant opportunity for a congregation can evaluate itself and move ahead. 

The following would be appropriate goals for an Interim Ministry. 

• To maintain the viability of the church: worship services, pastoral care, ministry and mission 

activities. 

• Provide support to church lay and ministry leaders whilst the congregation awaits a new leader  

• Maintain low levels of anxiety and healthy levels of energy and expectancy 

• Keep the congregation connected to the wider Baptist family 

 

The following would be appropriate additional goals for a Transition Ministry. 

• To resolve feelings of grief. 

• To empower the congregation to discover its own identity. 

• To clarify the mission of the church. 

• To evaluate and strengthen leadership processes and capacity within the congregation 

• To deal with the special needs of the congregation - which may include addressing recurring 

unhealthy patterns of behaviour within the congregation. 

• To strengthen denominational ties and learn of the resources that it offers. 

• To explore ‘New Future’ options for this congregation 
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• To increase the potential for a successful ministry by the next regular pastor. 

 

What Congregations would most benefit from a Transition Ministry? 

• Where the tenure with the pastor was very long (more than 15 years) ... or very short 

(less than 3 years) 

• Congregations facing ongoing unresolved conflict, or demonstrating repeated patterns of 

significant dysfunction 

• Where the pastor had left under less than desirable circumstances. 

• Where it is evident that the congregation had lost touch with its community and mission. 

• Where there were significant or sustained issues of unhealth or declining or stalled growth. 

 

It is also true that any congregation would benefit from a period with a trained Transition pastor to help 

it process its past and better plan for its future. But the practicalities of having sufficient trained pastors 

for every request will probably limit availability to those congregations whose need is greatest.  

 

Why Have a trained Transition Pastor? 

Very few pastors have ever experienced what a congregation is like when it is between pastors. Many 

would not understand the strategic nature of the time to grow, evaluate and set new directions. 

Handling congregation transitions as a specific ministry is now recognised across many denominations 

and training is available to develop and equip specialist Transition Ministry specialists. When a 

congregation is in a time of transition between pastorates, it can be helped greatly by the presence of 

someone trained in the thinking and skills needed. 

 

Who recognises and appoints Interim and Transition Pastors? 

The Baptist Union (BUNZ), through the Leadership Coordination Director, will keep a list of suitably 

trained and qualified persons for this work. In most cases the appointment of an Interim or Transition 

pastor would be a mutual agreement between the pastor, the congregation, and the BUNZ (this may be 

through the Regional Association). It is recommended that congregations consult with the BUNZ rather 

than take any action on their own. 

 

Calling Interim or Transition Co-Pastors 

Availability can sometimes result in a congregation needing to call co-interim or co-transition pastors. In 

this case each of the co-pastors is given clearly defined responsibilities. Examples include: 

• Interim co-pastors - one co-pastor has primary responsibility for operational management and 

pastoral care, and the other has primary responsibility for preaching, teaching and discipleship.  

• Transition co-pastors – one co-pastor has primary responsibility for coaching the transition 

change work, the other has primary responsibility for congregational care 

 

The Transition Ministry process 

 

Facilitated by the Transition Team under the coaching of the Transition Pastor, the congregation engages 

in a process of self-study involving five developmental tasks: 
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• Coming to terms with HISTORY 

• Examining LEADERSHIP and decision-making processes 

• Rethinking denominational CONNECTIONS and networks 

• Clarifying congregational IDENTITY 

• Commitment to a new FUTURE 

 

1. Coming to terms with HISTORY 

It is vital to make time for healing within the congregation and for putting the service of the former pastor in 

perspective.  There must be a time of letting go of the former minister, for celebrating all that was positive 

and good, and for discarding old expectations, wounds, patterns, and baggage of the past.  Only when the 

congregation has let go of the former pastor, can a new pastor be fully accepted.  This is typically the first 

and most time consuming of the tasks, and a congregation’s willingness to do this well is a healthy sign. 

Methods may include: writing a church timeline; undertaking a Setting Your Church Free workshop; 

church forums and celebrations; searching and/or creating archive materials for future generations; 

teaching on reconciliation; making apologies/amends to those who have been hurt; decluttering and 

releasing old resources and equipment. 

 

2. Examining leadership and decision-making processes 

Every congregation today must be conscious of developing new leadership for the tasks of ministry and 

for incorporating younger and newer members into its body.  The transition period is prime time for 

reviewing the membership, its needs, and its ways of organizing, and for making decisions on how to best 

use its resources.   

Methods may include: reviewing and revising the church constitution; clarifying membership and 

leadership policies; teaching on congregational discernment; leadership training; updating or creating 

memorandum of understandings between church entities (e.g. Church and any associated trusts); 

promoting church membership. 

 

3. Rethinking denominational CONNECTIONS and Christian networks 

A congregation has often learned to see the denomination through the eyes of its former pastor.  With 

increasing polarization of theological differences, it is crucial that each local congregation clarify its 

mainstream theological belief.  A congregation that does not deal with this aspect of its life runs a strong 

risk of calling a pastor who does not align theologically with the congregation.  This can be a devastating 

experience for the pastor and congregation and lead to severe congregational conflict. In addition, failure 

to reconnect or strengthen existing connections robs the congregation both of support and 

encouragement from the wider Baptist family, and the ability to support and encourage others in turn. In 

addition, the transition period is a useful time to strengthen or re-establish links to other local Christian 

communities and organisations.  

Methods may include: guest speakers from the wider denomination; participation in Baptist Whānau 

events (Regional and National Hui, Youth camps and training events etc); connecting the congregation 

(and especially ministry leaders) to the various BUNZ communications; teaching on Baptist history and 

distinctives; fellowship events and pulpit swaps with neighbouring Baptist churches; joining inter-church 

community initiatives and activities. 
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4. Clarifying congregational IDENTITY 

A congregation must periodically redefine a sense of purpose, direction, and what distinguishes it from 

other churches in the community.  The transition period is an appropriate time to do this. It is also an ideal 

time to conduct membership and neighbourhood studies to find out how effectively the church is reaching 

and serving its own community.  It is important that the work done in this step is sufficient to aid the 

congregation as they seek a new pastor or step into a new future – however care is taken to ensure the 

new pastor has plenty of scope to help the congregation discern their vision and ministry and mission 

priorities into the future. Accordingly, answering the purpose question “Why does Jesus have a Baptist 

Church in this place at this time?” is the key focus of this transition task. The work of this and the 

preceding 3 tasks contribute significantly to the creation of Church, community and Pastor profiles 

necessary for a pastoral search process. It is typically at the end of this stage in the transition process that 

the church will establish a pastoral search committee. 

Methods may include: church forums exploring purpose and values; community mapping exercises; 

researching Baptist Union statistics, census and local council information; exploring current community 

needs and opportunities; and updating church communications (e.g. websites, email addresses) 

 

5. Commitment to a new FUTURE 

Whilst most transition periods end with the installation of a new pastor, sometimes the Lord will lead 

congregations in another direction, and the work of the Transition Team is to lead the congregation to 

discern God’s will for their congregation’s future. Other FUTURE options may include merging with 

another congregation, closing the existing church and replanting a new expression on the existing 

property, or closing the church and releasing the assets back to the denomination.  Major decisions like 

these are always explored in close co-operation with the Regional Association, and decided by the church 

membership. Once the future direction has been discerned and confirmed, the Transition Team’s focus 

shifts to helping the congregation step into their new future.  

Methods may include:  

When calling a new pastor - working bees on any church manse or pastor’s office, planning 

commissioning celebrations and welcome gifts for the pastor and family members. 

When merging, rebooting, or closing - planning closing-thanksgiving events, rehousing resources, helping 

congregants to find new church homes, organising archive materials.  

 

Process Considerations for the Transition Pastor 

Every congregation is unique, and there can be no “one size fits all” approach. Typically, a 

Transition Pastor will be considering the following as the transition process progresses: 

 

• Has the congregation made adequate closure with its previous pastor? 

• Do any individuals need help in identifying their grief over the previous pastor’s exit? 

• Is the administration of the church adequate? Finances? 

• Are the ongoing pastoral needs of the congregation (worship services, pastoral care) being 

adequately met? 

• Does communication with the congregation need to improve? 

• Who presently holds the power in the congregation? 
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• Is there evident conflict within the congregation? 

• Does the congregation know how to handle conflict? 

• Does the congregation have short/medium/long term goals of its own? If not, how can it 

be helped in formulating its own goals? 

• How will the congregation determine when it is ready to move on and plan its future? 

• Does the congregation need help in developing a profile of its own (church) 

community and (resident) community? 

• How will the process take place? Who will begin the process? Will a search 

group/committee be formed? At what point will the congregation be involved? And how? 

• When should the congregation ask for the assistance of denominational leaders in 

their search for a new pastor? 

 

 

Church leadership during the transition time 

The Transition Pastor takes the role of the interim senior/sole pastor for the time they are there. 

The existing church leadership continues to serve initially, but their role and responsibilities may change 

as the transition progresses if the church membership approves changes to leadership structures (Task 

2).  

As well as serving as interim pastor, the Transition Pastor serves as coach to a new team in the life of the 

church – the Transition Team. It is the Transition Team that guides the congregation through the five 

Transition Tasks.  

 

The Transition Team 

The membership of the Transition Team and its effective functioning is a key to the church experiencing 

the full benefits of the Transition ministry process. Leadership of the transition work is vested in the 

Transition Team who are supported and coached by the Transition Pastor.  

The Transition Team size will depend on the size of the church and the diversity necessary for it to be 

broadly representative of the congregation. The Transition Pastor works with Church Leadership to 

determine the most suitable approach (e.g. shoulder tapping, seeking recommendations from church 

members etc) to select people for the Transition Team.  

 

This is a new team in the life of the church, and works best when team members do not already hold 

senior leadership positions in the church. The team should be representative of diversity in the 

congregation, including men and women, younger and older people, and prospective Transition Team 

members should be church members who are well connected into the life and ministries of the church. 

 

The Transition Team leads the congregation through the developmental tasks and are responsible for 

recommending to the congregation when the self-study process is coming to an end. If the 

congregation’s future involves calling a new pastor, it is recommended that a member of the Transition 

Team be included on the Pastoral Search Committee  

 

Remuneration of Interim and Transition Pastors 

There are unique remuneration considerations for Interim and Transition Pastors. Standard sabbatical, 
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superannuation, technology, relocation and termination of pastorate provisions may not fit the challenges 

of interim or transition ministry. Please refer to the Leadership Hub - Interim and Transition Ministry 

resources. 

There are three possible remuneration approaches for Interim and Transition Pastors: 

• Term of Call for Interim/Transition Pastors 

Benefits: Well established and well-known practice for Baptist pastors and churches. Specifies 

remuneration, reimbursements and allowances. 

Considerations: Requires a separate Position Description.  

 

• Independent Contractor  

Benefits: Tax benefits for the Pastor between pastorates. Stipulates a fixed fee per agreed pay 

period that typically incorporates remunerations, reimbursements and allowances.  

Considerations: Requires a separate Position Description. Requires expert advice to ensure 

terms of contract meet IRD independent contractor criteria. The Pastor is responsible for tax 

payments and ACC levies, and is not eligible for any paid leave provisions 

 

• Employment Contract 

Benefits: Includes a Position Description. Typically specifies remuneration, reimbursements and 

allowances. Better understood by Lay leadership. 

Considerations: Requires expert legal advice to ensure the Employment Contract abides by the 

provisions of NZ employment legislation. Resolution of any employment disputes are subject to 

provisions of NZ employment legislation.  

 

Ethical considerations and registration for Interim and Transition Pastors 

Interim and Transition Pastors are expected to abide by both the BUNZ’s Ethical Principles and 

Guidelines as well as the Codes of Ethical Conduct for Interim or Transition Pastors. 

Current Baptist Leader Registration is a requirement for BUNZ endorsement as an Interim or Transition 

Pastor. Churches are strongly advised to require Baptist Leader Registration for any person they are 

considering for an interim or transition pastorate. 

Attendance at Regional and National Hui (Baptist whānau events) is important for Interim and Transition 

Pastors, and are a requirement for Leader Registration. Churches are encouraged to include Hui 

attendance costs in the remuneration provisions for their Interim/Transition Pastor.  

 

Can we ask our Interim or Transition Pastor to be our next pastor? 

 

It is not generally recommended that Interim or Transition Pastors be considered as pastoral candidates 

for the church they are serving.  For the sake of the next pastor, Interim or Transition Pastors need to help 

the congregation address any unresolved conflicts and hurts.  This entails a courageous study of 

congregational strengths and weaknesses which may involve leading congregants into difficult 

conversations and decisions. There is a high risk that interim/transition pastors may (intentionally or 

unintentionally) avoid doing this necessary but challenging work adequately if they are wanting to be 

considered to fill the role of permanent pastor. 
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Interim Pastors – In some instances a church employs an Interim Pastor as a trial run to see if they are 

suitable to serve as the next pastor. For the sake of the Interim Pastor, their family and the congregation, 

it is very strongly recommended that expectations are made explicit during the call process for the Interim 

Pastor. This must include performance expectations, the assessment criteria the church leaders will be 

using to determine suitability, and the proposed length of assessment time. To enhance safety and high 

integrity over this trial, the Region Leader (or nominee) ought to be involved throughout this process. 

 

Transition Pastors - It is very strongly recommended that churches DO NOT allow themselves to consider 

their Transition Pastor as a possible candidate for their next pastor. This recommendation forms part of 

the Code of Ethical Conduct for Transition Pastors as well as commissioning processes for Transition 

Pastors. Congregation leaders are advised to contact their Region Leader if they have concerns that their 

congregation or Transition Pastor are at risk of breaching the code in this area. 

 

In the event that an Interim or Transition Pastor comes to believe God is calling them to be the next pastor 

in a church, they are ethically obliged to disclose this with the Region Leader and church leadership at the 

earliest possible opportunity. The NZBU is developing a discernment process to guide church leadership 

and their Interim/Transition Pastor to explore whether this sense of call aligns with God’s will for the 

congregation.  This process will involve forming a discernment panel comprising the pastor and spouse, 

representatives from church leadership and church membership, and representatives from the wider 

Association and Union. Please refer to the Leadership Hub.  

 

Myths About Intentional Interim Ministry 

 

# 1: Transition Ministry is better than Interim Ministry. 

Transition Ministry is not better or worse, it is simply different than how churches have 

traditionally handled the interim between pastors. Some churches need to go through a 

process of self-study and other churches do not need that sort of formal process. Many 

people serve very effectively as Interim Pastors and they need to be recognized for the 

valuable service that they perform both for those congregations and for the Kingdom of God. 

 

# 2: Transition Ministry is only for troubled churches. 

Transition Ministry is designed from experience with healthy congregations.  Certain 

congregations in difficult situations may find transition ministry particularly valuable.  However, 

any church that can benefit from self-study and clarity about who it is before it calls a new 

pastor, can benefit from the process of transition ministry. 

 

# 3: Transition Ministry is very costly. 

The process is designed so that it should not be much more expensive than having a 

permanent pastor full-time.  

 

# 4: The Transition Pastor will tell us what we need to do and change. 

The Transition Pastor serves as a coach to help guide the process.  The work of transition 

ministry is a work of the church deciding and then doing what it needs to do to prepare for a 

healthy and fruitful new future. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The way a congregation chooses to use its interim time can shape congregational growth, identity, and 

health for years to come, and wise use of the interim time can significantly assist a new pastor and 

congregation to join together for a new season of gospel ministry.  
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Congregations that fail to make wise use of their interim time tend to repeat patterns of unhealth. This 

leads to pain and confusion for the incoming pastor and hinders the congregation’s ministry effectiveness 

into the future.  

 

 

If you have any further questions about Interim or Transition Ministry, please contact your 

Region Leader or the BUNZ Leadership Coordination Director. 

 

 

Karen Warner 

BUNZ Leadership Coordination Director | Kaitohu mō te Hautūtanga 

E: karen.warner@baptist.org.nz 

DDI  +64 9 526 7958  |   

M  +64 21 279 0919 

mailto:karen.warner@baptist.org.nz
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