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PURPOSE
Pastoral transitions represent key milestones in the lives of the departing pastor, the congregation, and the
new pastor, and extreme care must be taken to ensure these transitions are as successful as possible for
everyone involved. As such, the Committee on Ministry has developed this policy to establish a
framework for a) communication, b) relationships & boundaries, and c) roles & responsibilities during the
course of a transition. The Committee on Ministry affirms the unique nature of the relationships among a
pastor, the pastor’s family and the congregation, and this policy is not intended to harm those
relationships that have grown during course of the pastor’s tenure. The primary goal of this policy is to
provide the incoming pastor and the congregation with the appropriate opportunity to establish healthy
new pastoral relationships, and therefore this policy sets forth some unique requirements for behavior that
must be adopted by everyone involved.
TRANSITIONS COVERED UNDER THIS POLICY
This policy only applies when a pastor departs a called position and that position is being filled by a new
pastor not currently employed at the same congregation. It does not apply when the position is not being
filled or the responsibilities of the position (full-time or otherwise) are being absorbed by existing staff.

POLICY SUMMARY
This policy and set of ethical guidelines are designed to assist pastors and church members in creating and
maintaining relationships that respect appropriate professional boundaries during transitions of pastoral
leadership. Upon dissolution of the pastoral relationship, the departing pastor shall cease performing all
pastoral functions in the church, except when invited by the clerk of session and the moderator of session.
In addition, the departing pastor will not participate in the life and work of the church for at least one year
following the arrival of the new pastor or the hiring of a contract call pastor (see 2.01 below). The COM
can grant exceptions to the one year period in instances of extraordinary circumstances (see 5.0 of this
document). The ethical guidelines advise pastors on educating congregations on appropriate boundaries,
friendships with church members, property issues, and handling requests from church members for
pastoral care. The policy supports new pastors in deciding whether to extend an invitation to former
pastors and commits Presbytery to supporting the departing pastor, the new pastor, and the congregation.

1.0

INTRODUCTION
The Committee on Ministry (COM) has instituted the following policy and ethical guidelines to
assist former pastors, new pastors, and church members in developing and maintaining
relationships that respect appropriate professional boundaries and promote healthy transitions of
pastoral leadership.

2.0

STATEMENT OF POLICY
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3.0

2.01

On and after the effective date of the dissolution of the pastoral relationship between
a pastor and a church, the pastor (a) shall not perform pastoral functions in the
church, except when invited by the moderator of session and clerk of session; and (b)
shall not otherwise participate in the life and work of the church during the interim
time and at least one year following the arrival of the new pastor or the hiring of a
new contract pastor (herein called the ‘transition period’), unless authorized to do so
in writing by the Committee on Ministry.

2.02

This policy applies to all installed and non-installed contract relationships between a
pastor and a congregation.

2.03

In Section 2.01 “life and work of the church” means all activities by the congregation
as a whole or organized groups within the congregation. Included in this term are
worship services, church school classes, Bible Study, social gatherings, fundraising
activities, choir rehearsals and presentations, meetings of committees and other
congregational groups, mission and service projects, and all seminars, lectures, and
forums. "Life and work of the church" does not include routine expressions of
personal concern or celebration such as notes or tokens of condolence or
congratulation and attendance at weddings and funerals for church members.

2.04

Nothing in this policy prevents a congregation from conferring on a pastor the
honorary relationship of pastor emerita or emeritus, no sooner than one year
following their departure from active service. However, the Committee on Ministry
will approve the establishment of such relationship only if the congregation’s request
is accompanied by the pastor’s written agreement to comply with this policy.

THE UNIQUENESS OF CLERGY-COUPLE SITUATIONS
3.01

As our denomination evolves, and as the economic health of our congregations continues
to come under pressure, the number of clergy-couples employed by the same
congregation will continue to grow. These situations introduce even more complexity
into pastoral transitions when one member of the couple is leaving a called position and
one is staying. An even greater sensitivity to the nuances of these situations must be
applied in order to enhance the long-term success of such transitions.

3.02

For the most part, the same policy elements apply to the departing member of a clergycouple, including the cessation of all pastoral functions. The departing pastor must also
remove himself/herself from any formal leadership position in the church during the
transition period, and to the extent possible, should separate himself/herself from the life
and work of the church as well. However, it is clear that in some cases refraining from
all aspects of church life/work is not possible or practical and might be unhealthy when
young children are involved.

3.03

Recognizing that it is not possible to articulate specific exceptions for every clergycouple situation, the Committee on Ministry requires the departing pastor to engage the
session and the Committee on Ministry at the beginning of the transitions process to gain
consensus on the appropriate degree of engagement (if any) during the transition period.
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The Committee on Ministry will strive to achieve the goals of this policy with love and
care, affirming the unique needs of the clergy-couple.
4.0.

ETHICAL G UIDELINES
The Committee on Ministry offers the following ethical guidelines to assist pastors in
complying with this policy and leaving a congregation in a healthy, constructive manner:
4.01

Congregational Education. Prior to departure, the pastor should clearly and
consistently state that she or he cannot exercise any pastoral roles at the pastorate’s
conclusion. This helps church members understand that it is not a personal matter
when the former pastor declines to participate in a baptism, wedding, funeral, or to
make a pastoral call. The Committee on Ministry will assist the pastor in educating
the congregation both before and after the pastor’s departure.

4.02

Friendships with Church Members. The development of friendships between pastors
and church members can enrich the lives of all concerned as long as those friendships
respect appropriate professional boundaries. While such friendships need not end
with dissolution of the pastoral relationship, they must change in order to remain
healthy.

4.03

(a)

Pastors must be clear in establishing boundaries that preclude all pastoral
roles. It is important for the pastor to discuss these boundaries with her/his
friends.

(b)

It is appropriate for the former pastor to listen, and provide empathic support
to friends who are members of her/his former church. However, the former
pastor should not provide pastoral care and should notify the new pastor of
the need for pastoral care as soon as possible upon conclusion of the
conversation.

(c)

The former pastor may make hospital visits to church members who are
personal friends. In that case, however, the former pastor should take
particular care to maintain the role of a friend and should inform the new
pastor of the visit.

(d)

It is important for the former pastor to refrain from performing baptisms,
funerals, weddings, and other services for friends. Presiding at services for
friends, but not other congregation members, creates the unhealthy
impression of favoritism. It is a better practice to decline participation in all
such services.

Church Governance.
(a)

A pastor should not influence, directly or indirectly, the selection of her or
his successor. (see Covenant of Closure)

(b)

A former pastor should never communicate with church members about
issues affecting the governance of the church or the selection or performance
of a new pastor. The situation becomes especially difficult when members of
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the former pastor’s family serve on Session or other committees and boards
of the congregation. As a result, the Committee on Ministry recommends
that the spouse/partner of the former pastor also not be involved in the life
and work of the pastor’s former church during the transition period. This
recommendation is not applicable in clergy-couple situations when both were
employed by the same congregation. See Section 3.
4.04

Pastoral Care to Church Members. If contacted, the former pastor should encourage
church members to depend on the new pastor for pastoral care. Immediately
following the call, the former pastor should notify the new pastor of the contact and
the need for pastoral care. The former pastor should not make hospital or home visits
except to personal friends under the conditions discussed in Section 4.02.

4.05

Invitations to Participate in the Church’s Services.

4.06

(a)

Former pastors may officiate at services for members of her or his former
church or at other services within its properties upon the invitation of the
church’s session. The former pastor should carefully consider the wisdom of
accepting any such invitations. As noted in Section 4.02(d), accepting one
invitation makes it difficult to refuse others. Moreover, accepting an
invitation may not be in the best interest of the congregation.

(b)

If the former pastor decides to accept an invitation, the new pastor (or interim
pastor, as appropriate) should officiate, assisted by the former pastor.

Property Issues.
(a)

The pastor should return all property that belongs to the church (keys, credit
cards, computers, furniture, etc) prior to the pastor’s departure. The
Committee on Ministry strongly recommends that as far in advance of the
pastor’s departure as practical, the pastor and the Property Committee of the
session (or trustees) agree upon a list of property that the pastor may take and
the property to be returned to the church.

(b)

Ordinarily, the pastor should vacate both the manse and church office no
later than the effective date of the pastoral relationship’s dissolution.

4.07

Continued Compliance with Presbytery Policies. Former pastors continue to be
subject to Presbytery’s policies (including, but not limited to, Presbytery’s Sexual
Misconduct Policy) until they transfer to another presbytery.

4.08

Social Media
In these days of increased usage of social media (including Blogs, Facebook, Twitter,
LinkedIn, Pinterest, Google+, etc.), former pastors may have more connections with
past church members than ever before. Followers on these outlets may not
necessarily see a distinction between a pastor’s personal use of social media and
his/her role in the church. If the pastor is contacted about church matters or pastoral
care via these kinds of social media methods, the pastor should diligently apply the
same guidelines from Sections 4.02, 4.03, and 4.04 above.
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5.0

CONSIDERATION OF EXCEPTIONS FROM SECTION 2.01(B)
5.01

The Committee on Ministry will authorize a former pastor’s continued participation
in the life and work of her or his former church without the transition period provided
under Section 2.01(b) only when the pastor’s departure will place an extraordinary
burden on the pastor or the pastor’s spouse/partner. For the purposes of this
determination, “extraordinary burden” is defined as physical, emotional, financial, or
spiritual difficulty that exceeds in intensity or scope the stress or challenge ordinarily
associated with life transitions such as retirement or moving to new employment.
The Committee emphasizes that approval for a former pastor to participate in the life
and work of the congregation does not change the importance of the pastor’s
compliance with Section 2.01(a). The former pastor must cease performing pastoral
functions. The Committee will carefully scrutinize any request for exemption from
Section 2.01(b). The Committee will establish such conditions as necessary to make
certain that the transition period proceeds smoothly and the congregation and the new
pastor are provided an opportunity to develop a healthy and productive relationship.

5.02

5.03

5.04

6.0

Among the factors that may be considered by the Committee in authorizing a former
pastor to continue to participate in the ongoing life and work of her or his former
church are the following:
(a)

The health of the pastor and/or spouse;

(b)

Availability of reasonable alternatives for church involvement;

(c)

The circumstances surrounding the dissolution of the pastoral relationship;

(d)

The overall health and welfare of the congregation.

The Committee on Ministry may establish conditions for a former pastor’s continuing
involvement in a church following dissolution of the pastoral relationship. Examples
of such conditions include:
(a)

The former pastor’s agreement to decline leadership roles in the church’s
services or services for the church’s members;

(b)

Departure from the congregation for an established period of time; and,

(c)

Limiting the scope of the pastor’s involvement to attendance at worship
services and other specific activities.

All authorizations for a former pastor’s continuing involvement will be in writing and
acknowledged by the former pastor’s signature. Copies of the authorization will be
provided to the church’s clerk of session, the former pastor, interim pastor and the
new pastor.

NEW PASTORS
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The Committee on Ministry reminds new pastors that extending an invitation to the former pastor
to participate in services or continue to be involved in the life and work of the church may not be
in the best interest of the church or the new pastor. New pastors should consider any decision on
this issue very carefully and should engage the session and the Committee on Ministry to gain
consensus on the appropriate degree of involvement, if any. Similarly, the new pastor should
notify the Committee on Ministry if a situation develops involving the former pastor that she or
he believes endangers the peace and unity of the church.
7.0

ROLE OF PRESBYTERY AND THE COMMITTEE ON MINISTRY IN POLICY IMPLEMENTATION
7.01

Supporting the Departing Pastor.
(a)
Upon learning of a pastor’s imminent departure from a congregation, the
Congregational Consultant will review with the pastor and the session this
policy, along with the Covenant of Closure, on her/his relationship with the
congregation after departure.
(b)

7.02

The Congregational Consultant will consult with the departing pastor to
determine what resources are necessary to meet the spiritual, emotional, and
physical needs of the pastor and her/his family during the transition period.
The Congregational Consultant will assist the pastor in securing those
resources.

Educating the Congregation.
(a)

The Committee on Ministry has developed a standard news article
describing, and briefly explaining, the Presbytery’s policy on departing
pastors (see Added Resource). This article could be published in the first
newsletter or other publications sent to church members following the
congregational meeting to dissolve the pastoral relationship.

(b)

The Committee on Ministry’s Liaison to the congregation’s Pastor
Nominating Committee will review the policy with the committee and
Session as appropriate.

7.03

Conducting Investigations. Upon the invitation of the new pastor, the clerk of
session or any of its other officers, the Congregational Consultant, or upon its own
initiative, the Committee on Ministry will investigate situations that could disrupt the
peace and unity of the church.

7.04

Providing Support and Assistance to New Pastors. Presbytery in general and the
Committee on Ministry specifically will provide support to a new pastor in making
decisions about a former pastor’s relationship with the congregation and, if
necessary, act as an intermediary among the new pastor, the former pastor, and the
congregation.
COVENANT OF CLOSURE
The Presbytery of Greater Atlanta

The Rev. __________________, the _________________________ Presbyterian Church, and the
Committee on Ministry of the Presbytery of Greater Atlanta, having discussed the intent and requirements
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of the Presbytery’s “Policy #03 – Ethical Guidelines” regarding former pastors enter into the following
covenant:
1. I, the Rev. ________________________________ agree:
a. not to become involved in any leadership or advisory role (public or private) in the
___________________________Presbyterian Church congregation; and
b. not to intervene, support, or give advice to anyone involved in a congregational disagreement or
dispute;
1) not to officiate in any special events in the lives of former parishioners or of the
congregation, including weddings, funerals, baptisms, worship leadership, church anniversary
activities, etc. unless expressly invited by the moderator of the session and clerk of session;
2) to refuse requests for pastoral services made by members of the congregation;
c. to consult with the moderator of session prior to visiting the congregation, attending worship or
attending a special event;
d. to refrain from giving opinions or directions regarding church business;
e. to explain and affirm the above principles to the congregation in writing (by letter or newsletter)
and/or the pulpit before departing.
It is understood that this policy does not affect or require termination of friendships with individuals in
the ____________________________ Presbyterian Church congregation.
2. The Session of the ______________________________Presbyterian Church agrees:
a. to respect the terms of the Covenant agreed upon by Rev. ________________ outlined above; and
b. to interpret the terms of the Covenant to the congregation and incorporate this agreement in the
minutes of the congregational meeting when the pastoral relationship is dissolved; and
c. to incorporate this agreement in the session minutes.
__________________________________ Signature, Clerk of Session
__________________________________ Signature, Pastor Signature
__________________________________ Signature, COM Representative
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