The Journey to a New Pastor: A
Step-by-Step Guide

Introduction: A Time of Transition and Opportunity

The search for a new pastor is one of the most significant and holy seasons in the life of a
church. When a pastor announces their departure, it signals the beginning of a journey
that requires great patience, prayer, and discernment from the congregation. This period
is more than just filling a vacancy; it is a crucial opportunity for the church to reflect on its
history, clarify its mission, and seek God's direction for its future.

While every search is unique, the entire process of finding and calling a new pastor
typically takes between 12 and 18 months. This deliberate pace allows a church to lay a
solid foundation for its next chapter of ministry.

1. Stage 1: Preparing the Way (Months 1-3)

The journey begins the moment a pastor's departure is announced. This initial stage is
about establishing a solid foundation for the entire search process by focusing on two
critical tasks: forming a representative committee and ensuring the church has stable
leadership during the transition.

1.1. Forming the Pastor Search Committee

The first major step is the formation of a Pastor Search Committee (sometimes called a
Pulpit Committee). This group is selected by the church, often according to its constitution
and bylaws, to act on behalf of the congregation. The committee's primary goal is to
discern God's will and recommend a single candidate to the church. The members selected
should be spiritually mature individuals who are widely respected and trusted.

Key qualities of an effective search committee member include:

e Spiritual Maturity: A person who is prayerful and has a good level of trust in God's
working throughout the process.

e Trustworthiness: Someone who has the trust and respect of the congregation and
is able to keep sensitive information confidential.

e Collaborative Spirit: A person who is willing to work toward consensus, respect
the opinions of others, and abide by the group's final decision.



¢ Understanding and Teachable: An individual who understands the church's needs,
can articulate its vision, and is willing to learn the search process and do the
necessary homework.

1.2. Securing Interim Leadership

It is vital for the church to have pastoral leadership during the transition. This ensures that
worship, pastoral care, and other essential ministries continue without interruption.
There are two primary options:

e Supply Pastors: Using various guest pastors to lead weekly worship services.
¢ Interim Pastor: Contracting with a single minister to provide more extensive and
consistent leadership.

A single interim pastor offers the significant benefit of continuity. This leader can help the
congregation process the transition, navigate any potential conflicts, and maintain a sense
of stability while the search committee undertakes its focused work.

With the committee in place and interim leadership secured, the focus turns inward. The next
stage is the most foundational of the entire journey: discovering who the church is and what it
truly needs.

2. Stage 2: Discovering Who We Are

This stage is dedicated to the critical work of self-study and reflection. Before a church
can find the right leader, it must first understand its own identity, needs, and vision for the
future. This work culminates in the creation of key documents that will guide the search
and introduce the church to prospective candidates.

2.1. Listening to the Congregation

A congregational survey is a powerful tool for the search committee to gather insights
from the entire church body. This process gives the congregation a voice and helps the
committee understand the collective hopes for the next chapter of ministry. An effective
survey is carefully crafted to cover three primary areas:

¢ Demographics and Spiritual Background: Understanding the makeup of the
congregation, including age, tenure at the church, and denominational background.

¢ Impressions of the Church: Gaining insight into why people attend the church and
where they see the greatest need for improvement.

o Hopes for a New Pastor: Identifying the desired strengths, characteristics,
priorities, and qualifications for the next leader.



2.2. Creating the Church and Pastor Profiles

The information gathered from the congregational survey, along with prayerful discussion
among the committee, is used to create two essential documents: the Church Profile and
the Pastor Profile.

Document [Purpose

An outward-facing document—like a brochure—designed to attract potential
Church candidates. It tells the church's story—its history, community, ministries,

Profile beliefs, and vision—to help candidates discern if the church is a good fit for
them.
An inward-facing document that serves as the committee's benchmark or
Pastor scorecard. It defines the ideal candidate's qualifications, character, and skills
Profile based on the church's self-study, and is used to systematically evaluate all

applicants against a consistent standard.

Armed with a clear understanding of themselves and the leader they seek, the committee is now
ready to begin the active search.

3. Stage 3: The Search Begins (Months 4-9)

This stage marks the transition from internal preparation to the active work of finding and
vetting potential candidates. It is a period that requires organization, disciplined
communication, and immense prayer as the committee begins to seek out the person God
has prepared for the church.

3.1. Announcing the Vacancy

The committee casts a wide net to attract a diverse pool of qualified candidates. The job
description and Church Profile are posted in various venues to announce the opening.
Common places to advertise a pastoral vacancy include:

Denominational websites and publications
Seminary job boards and placement services
Church websites and social media

Other ministry networks and job boards

3.2. Reviewing Resumes



As applications arrive, the committee begins the prayerful task of reviewing them. The
goal is to narrow a large pool of applicants to a smaller, more manageable group for
deeper consideration. This initial review should be a systematic and prayerful process.

1. Acknowledge all Applicants: Send a letter or email to every person who submits a
resume. This communication should confirm receipt of their materials and provide
a general overview of the committee's timeline.

2. Compare to the Profile: Evaluate each resume against the key requirements
established in the Pastor Profile. A common pitfall for search committees is to
compare candidates to each other at this stage; instead, in a practice that avoids
this error, each one should be measured against the church's predetermined needs.

3. Create a Shortlist: After individual review and group discussion, the committee
prayerfully selects a "top 10" (or similar number) group of candidates. These are
the individuals who appear to be the strongest match and will move to the next
stage of evaluation.

With a shortlist of promising candidates identified, the process moves from broad searching to
deep, personal evaluation to find the right fit.

4. Stage 4: Discerning the Right Fit (Months 10-14)

During this stage, the committee's work becomes more personal and intensive. The focus
shifts to getting to know the shortlisted candidates on a deeper level through a series of
interviews, reference checks, and other evaluations to discern God's leading.

4.1. The Interview Process

Interviews are a two-way conversation. The committee seeks to understand the candidate
more deeply, and the candidate is simultaneously interviewing the church to determine if
it is the right fit for them. The questions asked are designed to go beyond the resume and
explore the whole person. The committee seeks to understand three primary areas:

e Spiritual Life and Calling: Questions about the candidate's conversion experience,
personal spiritual disciplines, call to ministry, and what God has been teaching
them.

e Ministry Philosophy and Skills: Questions about their approach to preaching,
leadership, pastoral care, evangelism, discipleship, and administration.

e Character and Relational Health: Questions that reveal self-awareness, how they
handle stress and conflict, their moral and ethical framework, and the health of
their family relationships.

4.2. Checking References



Checking references and conducting background checks is one of the most critical and
often overlooked steps in the entire process. This due diligence helps verify the
information provided by the candidate and offers crucial insight into their character, work
history, and relational patterns from multiple perspectives.

"One of the most common mistakes a search committee can make is the failure to perform
adequate reference and background checks. This step is essential for verifying a
candidate's history and character and should not be overlooked."

4.3. Hearing the Candidate Preach

After successful interviews and reference checks, the committee will want to hear the
final candidates preach. However, it is a significant mistake to bring multiple candidates to
preach in your church’s pulpit during the search. Doing so can cause division as members
of the congregation "begin to choose sides for 'their candidate," creating unnecessary
conflict. It also places undue emphasis on preaching ability alone, potentially causing the
committee to overlook other essential skills that were identified as critical in the church
profile.

To wisely evaluate a candidate’s preaching while protecting the unity of the church, this
step is typically done in one of two ways:

1. Visiting the Candidate's Church: The committee arranges to visit the candidate's
current church to observe them leading worship in their own context.

2. Arranging a "Neutral Pulpit": The committee arranges for the candidate to preach
at another local church for the committee members alone. This provides a focused
environment for evaluation without public exposure.

Through prayerful discernment and careful evaluation, the committee's focus narrows to a single
candidate, leading to the final and most exciting stage of the decision-making process.

5. Stage 5: Making the Call (Months 15-16)

This stage is the culmination of the entire search. After months of prayer, study, and
evaluation, the committee is prepared to recommend a final candidate to the
congregation. If the church affirms this choice, a formal offer, or "call," is extended.

5.1. The Candidating Weekend

The finalist and their family are invited to the church for a "candidating weekend." This
visit provides an opportunity for the candidate and the congregation to get to know one
another in a more formal and personal way. Typical activities include:



e Informal meals and meetings with the search committee, staff, elders, deacons, and
other church leaders.

e A"Q&A"session where members of the congregation can interact directly with the
candidate and ask questions.

e Thecandidate preaches a "trial sermon" during a regular Sunday worship service,
giving the entire congregation an opportunity to hear them.

e Tours of the church facilities, the community, and the parsonage (if applicable).

5.2. The Congregational Vote and Formal Call

Following the candidating weekend, the church holds a specially called business meeting
for the congregation to vote on calling the pastor. The process for this meeting—including
how it is announced and the percentage of votes required for a call—is typically defined by
the church's constitution and bylaws.

If the vote is positive, the church leadership extends a formal, written "call" to the
candidate. This document serves as a ministry agreement, outlining the terms of the
position, including salary, housing allowance, benefits, vacation time, and other
responsibilities.

With the call accepted, the search officially ends, and a new relationship begins. The final stage is
about welcoming the new pastor and launching a new chapter of ministry together.

6. Stage 6: A New Beginning

The work is not over when the vote is taken. This final stage is about laying the
groundwork for a healthy and successful new pastorate by intentionally welcoming the
pastor and their family and formally celebrating the new relationship.

6.1. Welcoming the Pastor and Family

A warm and practical welcome can make a significant difference in helping a new pastor
and their family make a smooth transition into the church and the community. The
congregation can show its support in many ways:

e Ensuring the parsonage or their new home is clean, ready for move-in, and perhaps
stocked with some initial groceries.

e Arranging for meals to be delivered during their first week as they are unpacking
and settling in.

e Providing a conducted tour of the community, highlighting local schools, medical
services, shopping areas, and recreational options.



e Introducing the new pastor and family to church leaders and community
representatives during their first few weeks.

6.2. The Installation Service

The installation is far more than a welcome party; it is a formal, covenantal worship
service where the new pastoral relationship is celebrated and consecrated. This service,
often conducted by representatives from the broader denomination or classis, signifies
the connectional nature of the church and formally establishes the pastoral relationship. It
officially marks the beginning of a new chapter for both the pastor and the congregation,
serving as a sacred time for the pastor and the people to make mutual commitments to
one another before God as they begin their shared ministry.

Conclusion: A Partnership in Ministry

The pastor search process is a journey of faith that requires discernment, diligence, and a
deep dependence on God's guidance. From the initial formation of the search committee
to the final installation service, each step is an opportunity for the church to unite in
prayer and purpose. When the search is complete, a new and exciting partnership in
ministry begins—a shared commitment between pastor and congregation to advance the
church's mission for the glory of God.



