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The work of the interim period

This article is third in a series about the ending and new beginning of
pastoral relationships, and the process for this work in the Diocese of
Lexington. Copies of the entire series are also available at Mission House.

By Kay Collier McLaughlin

Temporary Shepherds: A Congregational Handbook for Interim Ministry is the
name Roger Nicholson has given his Alban Institute book on the intentional period
between the departure of one rector, and the arrival of another. Intentional is the
operative word here. The in-between period occurs, and it can either be a time of
extreme anxiety, with a rush to get a quick fix—or, it can be recognized as a normal
period in the call process—a time of crucial significance to a congregation. The
knowledge that the period is expected and normal, and that there are both predictable tasks and experienced guides for the work are
factors which can relieve the anxiety and assist congregations and their leaders in choosing to make the interim period one of
positive adjustment, preparation and expectation for new ministry.

Anxiety always occurs when a congregation sees the in-between period as a time of emptiness—a void, waiting to be filled by the
ideas and energy of the next priest. This perspective also leads to confusion about the job description for an interim priest. In truth,
the in-between period is a period full of tasks to be done. Behavioral scientist Kurt Lewin made the point in his work with
organizations that the problem with human institutions is their very homeostasis. He noted that organizations are stable because they
are a balance of opposing forces held together, literally frozen in equilibrium, and they cannot change until that equilibrium is
broken. He stated a very simple prescription of three steps that have to be taken if one wanted to see change happen. (Loren Mead
author of the Alban Institute book A Change of Pastors and how it affects change in the congregation. 2005) states that thousands
of positive change efforts in churches have been stymied by change strategies bumping into something in the institution as hard as
an iceberg, which prevents the entity from changing.)

1. The frozen equilibrium has to be unfrozen.
2. The desired change has to be installed.
3. The organism/organization has to be refrozen with the change in place.

The departure of a rector is a time of “unfreezing.” The forces that have held the organization of the parish in place are opened up,
presenting an opportunity for questioning and exploring the past, present and future of the congregation without a sense of violating
history or personality. Whether or not members have articulated it, they know at some level that when the rector leaves, the old
cannot be replicated. Some things will change. The interim period is one in which a congregation begins the change process and
moves toward the new life that awaits them. The work of this period is essential in preparing for the new relationship, and the
dialogue that will take place between the priest who is called and the laity of the congregation about choices for the future.

The Interim Rector is the person charged with the responsibility of moving the congregation through this in-between time. As noted
in Nicholson“s Temporary Shepherds, the work of interim ministry is a special calling, not to be confused with part time or supply
work. lIdeally, an intentional interim rector has had special training for what is a challenging vocation that requires special gifts and
abilities, such as

9 Skills in the management of change
1 The ability to help members envision the future
9 Solid experience in pastoral ministry

In addition, it is important that the individual understand and be able to work in the creative tension of appropriate attachment and
detachment. The well-trained interim will walk a tightrope between being a part of the community while knowing that the time will
come that they will leave that community.

As Loren Mead states, “They have to demonstrate a healthy balance as an emotional, social, psychological, rational and spiritual
being. She or he must function as a wise steward of self in the midst of a whirling mix of human behaviors. An intentional interim
will bring calmness, thoughtfulness, objectivity, trustworthiness, care and mature leadership into this context of change. At the
same time, an interim pastor will be flexible in his or her leadership style and in conflict management in a given congregation.
Situations vary from church to church. What proved to be an effective leadership response in one interim setting may not



necessarily be helpful in another setting.”

Congregations are often disappointed when they realize that an interim rector cannot be a candidate for the position of rector. An
understanding of the work that an interim is called to do may assist in congregational understanding of the important difference
between an interim and a “permanent” rector. It is key to an interim“s work that he or she maintain appropriate detachment in order
to take care of the tasks of the period — especially if they come following a long-time pastorate, or any type of conflict or crisis.

Many interims will perform their duties while living and/or working geographically distant from their primary home and family,
often in temporary quarters provided by the parish. While their actual contract may specify that they are “half time” or “three-
quarter time,” intentional interim ministry is not about fewer hours and less responsibility. One of the greatest misconceptions
about interim ministry is that it is a retirement ministry, when in actuality, those who have served in this position say that regardless
of the contract, it is “full time plus.”

The developmental tasks of the interim period include:
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Coming to ter ms wi torip Manhcengregationgreflectghat teihearimgstheir historys and adding
personal story to it, or learning its history for the first time, can be an exciting exercise which will bring new and older
members of a church closer to each other, asthey begint o under st and t hat istnteejustthat—a
small piece in a story that existed before them, and will, hopefully, exist after them, as well.

Discovering a new identity; a new sense of mission. With an intentional interim minister in place, who cannot be
considered a potential permanent rector, a congregation can begin to seriously consider the nature of their parish. What are
their strengths and weaknesses? Are they clergy dependent, or do they accept responsibility for the ministry of the
congregation? Do they understand what it means to be an Episcopalian Christian in an Episcopal Church, under the
authority of a Bishop? How do their outreach and their in reach define them? Is the definition accurate and adequate for
who they are today? Who God may be calling them to become?

Hel ping the congregations?® iEmpowering mdmbels & acdngregatidn itoperve and
to lead is a significant work for any church. Yet under any rector, leadership can become entrenched, and newcomers or
others with unrecognized skills may end up sitting quietly in the pew, without an opportunity to offer their particular
resources. An interim rector brings a new set of eyes and ears to a congregation, and can both assist in identifying and
empowering new leaders, as well as assist established leaders to do what they need to do going forward — whether that
might be to gratefully step aside and rest for a bit, or to relinquish old roles and experience some new ones.

Rediscovering linkages to the denomination. Times of transition call for rethinking the connection with the larger church,
beginning with the Diocese. Resources are available beyond the capacity of the local congregation. One of the major
goals of transition management is to insure that linkage between the congregation and the Diocese and larger church are
healthy, and that there is a sense of shared ministry and joint accomplishment between the congregation and their
adjudicatory. Belonging to a denominational system is based in more than a local congregation is a support that can go
unrecognized—e specially i f a particul ar spgnficaecsdf thedotaltsystanitorthe n
polity, theology and spirituality, or there has been any personal disagreement between a clergy person and persons within
the adjudicatory. The interim period allows a congregation the opportunity to rediscover the wealth of their denomination,
and their place in it.

Establishing a new commitment between people and the new priest to engage in their mission together. The ministry of
any given congregation has been in process as long as that congregation has existed. It did not begin with the arrival of
any particular rector or communicant; rather, it grew in an organic manner based on the commitment of people together
over time. Ministry is always a gift and a call from God. The interim period is a time to prepare for and begin a new
commitment to the ministryofapart i cul ar congregation, wor ki ng Ieadershipt
and then moving into the new relationship with the rector that will be called.

Reducing the level of anxiety and fear of the unknown are important aspects of interim ministry work, according to Terry
Foland, writing for Alban Institute.

The interim must also assist in rebuilding the infrastructures of the parish. Accor ding to Fol and,
ministry, . I nfr ast sudhas pracadwees, policiesf strueturat ooganigatioa andabtiilding maintenance
will have been neglected and will need some revision and restructuring. The interim period is a good time to review and
revise the internal organizational trappings that are essential for implement i ng mi ni stri es and
The interim will also pay attention to stewardship and financial matters. Some congregations fear loss of both members
and pledges during the interim period. However, experienced interims report that it is an important time to review
congregational assumptions about stewardship, and do some basic teaching about stewardship as more than underwriting
the budget. The interim is in a good position to do this teaching, as he/she can do it without anyone thinking that they want
to raise more money in order to have a higher salary! It is also a good time to examine parish procedures for handling
finances, so that the next rector finds a fully functioning parish when he/she arrives.

The interim can assist in training in leadership skills. Without the rector present, the congregation needs to learn how to
recruit, train and orient volunteers so that their gifts and skills can be put to work. It is also a time to help people
understand the dynamics of change and conflict resolution skills so that they are better able to deal with change and
conflict in the future.

The interim will focus on spiritual needs of members. Folandc onc |l ude s, “ Co n gtakengnanuch af thes



milieu and structure of secular institutions. There is a hunger for recapturing the spiritual power that comes from Bible
studyandprayeri n or der t o di s coegregatiorzoddof isdividual memberfs. Such atddvebopmental
task can easily dovetail with the search for understandingt he congr egat i onnrissioni denti ty

91 The interim should not be involved with the nomination committee or the calling process in any way. There have been
unfortunate situations in which an interim has either directly or by inference urged a vestry and nominating committee to
“move —fadlofehe good ones wi hidorherewnideasard opinions upon feadezskips €hib
is a boundary that must not be crossed — and parish leadership much be aware that should such violation occur, it must be
recognized as inappropriate and promptly reported to the deployment officer or Bishop.

Loren Mead describes transition as a “pregnant” moment in a church.

William Bridges, in his seminal work Transitions, reminds readers that as we have moved further and further away from being an
agrarian culture, we have forgotten that there is a fallow period between the planting and the harvest, when much is happening
underground which will enable the blossoming that will come.

When transitions happen, life changes. Intentionality in utilizing the interim period to enable the blossoming is about harnessing the
power of the people of God in a given community and their consultant, or interim minister, to preparet hem t o r e s p ¢
to them and their new rector as fully as possible.



