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ABSTRACT 

The transitioning of pastoral leadership in rural churches created challenges and 

opportunities for the pastor and the congregation.  Reducing the complications experienced 

during leadership change can increase the church’s effectiveness related to the missio Dei or 

mission of God.  Christopher Wright, in The Mission of God, wrote, “The whole Bible renders to 

us the story of God’s mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for 

the sake of the whole of God’s creation.”1  Successful leadership transition impacts all areas of 

the church’s engagement with the world around it.  A clear theological purpose to mentor leaders 

into and through pastoral leadership transition set in place the guardrails to follow God's purpose 

to change the world in which it operates.  The training, mentoring, and multiplication of leaders 

without these guardrails could follow culture and tradition’s norms rather than biblical truth.  

The study explored options discovered during interviews and literature.  It detailed how they can 

undergird rural pastors and churches through transition. The project launched to uncover best 

practices for ministerial succession or transition in rural churches, and a summary with suggested 

best practices will conclude the project. 

The research used a qualitative methodology described and defined by Dr. Paul 

Alexander, President of Trinity Bible College.2  Prepared questions guided the semi-formal 

interviews with rural pastors and denomination leaders that produced findings.  Mixed methods 

of research through pertinent literature to pastoral transition, interviews, bylaw, and policy 

reviews support the thesis’ development. The project scope initially considered only Minnesota 

Assembly of God rural churches, then expanded to additional relevant options outside of 

Minnesota and the Assemblies of God.  Clarity of definition necessitated defining terms like 

rural, transition, and succession. 

A primary research purpose arose from the number of rural pastors approaching 

retirement age in the Assemblies of God denomination.  The transitional vacancies have reached 

a critical juncture as replacements do not appear readily available.  The anticipated transitions 

from those retirements do not include changes occurring in pastoral leadership due to other 

reasons which exacerbate the vacancy issue. An added passion for this project resulted from 

necessary personal decisions in my clerical role.  My spouse and family have invested 20 years 

planting and establishing a rural Minnesota Assembly of God church.  We find ourselves in a 

season where planning for transition described our current ministry journey.  Bird and 

Vanderbloemen stated, “every pastor is an interim pastor,” therefore, understanding pastoral 

transition connected desired leadership qualities and personal motivation to support other pastors 

in the process. 3  

 

1 Christopher J.H. Wright, The Mission of God, (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2006), p 51. 

2 Paul Alexander, Trinity Bible College and Graduate School, Immersion Experience, Little Rock, AR, 

March 2019. 

3 William Vanderbloemen and Warren Bird, Next:  Pastoral Succession That Works, (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Baker Books, 2014), 9. 
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THESIS STATEMENT 

 

The thesis project resulted from an exploration into resources and pastoral transition 

models specific to rural Minnesota Assembly of God churches (MNAOG).  The corresponding 

lack of resources motivated additional investigation into the challenges and opportunities of rural 

church transitions.  Finding and developing resources invigorated my research in addressing the 

thesis title, Ministerial Transition and Succession in Rural Churches: Challenges and 

Opportunities. Interviews and case studies, inside and outside MNAOG, provide perspective and 

clarity into the analysis.  The project answers the thesis question, “What best practices guide 

rural churches through a leadership transition?”  The best practices found can serve as a template 

during the inevitable change in pastoral leadership and address the opportunities and challenges 

so those churches can position themselves for a successful transition and increased effectiveness. 
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INTRODUCTION 

REFLECTION ON PASTORAL TRANSITION 

Contemplations on rural church ministry contain a diversity of dynamics, which find 

deeper meaning through reflections on my formative years in the church environment.  I grew up 

and graduated from high school in a small mining town in rural northeastern Minnesota.  The 

relatively young town, established in the early 1950s, boasted five churches central to its core.  

About ten years later, the Assemblies of God planted a church in the town, to which my parents 

migrated, leaving their Apostolic Lutheran and Roman Catholic roots.  During my 18 years in 

the church, I observed four pastors complete the transition process.  None of the pastors 

transitioned for disciplinary reasons but did so under a “calling” to minister elsewhere.  While 

present, each had invested their lives into the community, but their stays remained relatively 

short. 

Traditional Transitions 

The process appeared similar with each transition and based on personal experience, 

typified the accepted transition process in a rural Assembly of God church.  A resignation 

announcement presented to the church congregation at a Sunday morning worship service 

surprised most of the congregants.  Sobbing and crying filled the church that Sunday, followed 

by a resigned silence and numbness.  Two weeks later, the pastor and their family left, never 

heard from again by the church body except in a few non-ministerial connections.  Without 

realizing it at the time, this process followed the recommendations, both formally and informally, 

of the church’s governance and the traditional stance of transition by the Assemblies of God.  
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Bylaws from the General Council of the Assemblies of God point to continued involvement by 

the outgoing pastor with the congregation through the transition process as a violation of 

ministerial courtesy and a reason for discipline.4 

The bylaws’ position of the Assemblies of God shows an outgoing pastor should not 

influence the church’s decision-making to choose an incoming pastor, nor would the pastor 

continue relationships with congregation members without the new incoming pastor’s approval.  

To do so would violate ministerial ethics, described in detail later in this project.5  The ethics and 

bylaw structure discouraging transition involvement by the outgoing pastor appear to have 

historical or traditional roots but may lack a solid biblical foundation.  This conventional process 

might be appropriate for pastors who transition due to violations of character, ethics, morals or 

have found themselves in a place of ineffective leadership.  Yet, none of those accounted for the 

transitions I attended and drew observations. 

The church board, usually unfamiliar with this process, floundered.  Dwight Sandoz, the 

Co-Director of the Trinity Graduate College, Master of Arts Program in Rural Ministry, wrote,  

This historic position requires the pastor to leave with little planning or preparation for the church 

or the selection of the next pastor.  In the cases of pastors with long tenures, the members of the 

pastoral search team have never participated in a pastoral search… This puts the church in a 

difficult situation because they are grieving for the pastor who has been there for decades and has   

like family, they have little or no experience searching for an executive leader, and there has been 

no preparation for facilitating the process of transition and succession.6 

 

4 Bylaws of the General Council of the Assemblies of God, Revised (August 2019, Orlando, FL), 148. 

5 Clarence St. John interview with author, November 2020. 

6 Dwight Sandoz, “Pastoral Succession in the Rural Church”, Graduate Research Paper, Trinity Graduate 

School, (Ellendale: ND, May 2016), 2-3. 
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The church board’s subsequent response carried little option but to engage the Assemblies of 

God District Council for direction regarding their next pastor.  An outside agency advising a 

church experiencing issues or problems in pastoral leadership can strengthen the organizational 

process.  In the process, the District Office has a depth of resources typically not available in the 

local church, but I questioned, “Should that be the only option? What if the church had been 

better prepared?” Complications in leadership selection from outside the church happen when the 

District Office has little involvement in or knowledge of a particular church's culture or inner 

workings. 

The District Council supported the next step of transition by helping the church board 

form a search committee.  The searching, grieving process, and length of time it took to find a 

replacement often resulted in people leaving the rural church.  Upon finding a candidate, either 

from among the resumes received or a District Council recommendation, the board or search 

committee called for congregational observation of preaching on a Sunday morning.  Following 

the Sunday service, the congregation voted this person ‘in’ or ‘out’ as their next pastor.  Once 

voted ‘in,’ the pastor began establishing relationships of trust with the church body and the 

community.  The challenge this system created revolved around the length of time it took for 

trust to develop.  Recent research by Global University revealed rural pastors themselves 

describe building trust as a five-to-eight-year process.7  Complications arise during intervening 

years with building teams and ministry structure in an environment or culture that may not trust 

the leader or anticipate that the leader could leave at any moment. 

 

7 Mario M. Duque and Tom J. Davis, "Essential Components for Rural Pastors: Results and Analysis of 

Survey Conducted of Rural Pastors Regarding Their Recommendations for the Preparation of Rural 

Pastors."  Survey prepared for Global University. (Springfield, MO: Global University, January 2021), 8.  
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Personal Journey into Rural Ministry 

My journey into rural pastoral ministry began by attending a small church of about 50 

people in a rural community of about 3,700 people in Central Minnesota.  My wife and I came 

into the church in our mid-thirties with a dysfunctional marriage and three children under five 

years of age.  We both worked as professionals in the secular work environment and had learned 

leadership skills through it.  While attending this church, the pastor and his wife, Chuck and 

Karol Pruett, had recently transitioned into the church and proceeded to mentor and nurture our 

marriage back to health.  They invested in us as leaders, encouraging us to read and understand 

leadership concepts taught by leadership experts like John Maxwell, who said, “Everything rises 

and falls on leadership.”8 In conjunction with the Holy Spirit, Pruett believed stable and healthy 

leadership provides direction and vision for the local church to move ahead in the missio Dei, or 

mission of God.  I became a member of the deacon board, and with my wife serving as the 

worship leader, we observed firsthand the church’s growth.  During our time there, the church 

grew about 100 people a year, from 50 to over 500 in Sunday morning attendance.  Then in 

2000, under Pruett’s urging and guidance, the board and the church body determined to launch a 

daughter church. 

Pruett and the church board targeted a community of 2,500 people about 25 miles away.  

The decision occurred while I served on the deacon board.  The church leadership requested my 

wife Tina and me to lead the plant.  We sold our home, moved to the community with our three 

young children, and began overseeing the plant in 2002.  We did not realize at the time the 

 

8 John Maxwell, The 21 Indispensable Qualities of a Leader (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 

1999), xi. 
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significant differences in the cultures of the two areas.  For example, the town we left had 27 

different churches, representing a very open simplex culture experiencing a transition from rural 

to suburban.  The people’s interconnectedness did not cross from home to school, to work, or 

church.  We planted a church in a similar-sized but closed, multiplex rural culture in a 

community over 150 years old. 9  The lives of the people in Foley interconnect in nearly every 

aspect of life, while the lives of the people in Princeton did not.  School, church, homes, 

employment, grocery shopping, and community involvement brought people together and into 

each other’s lives daily in Foley.  The community remained closed to outside churches; for 

example, only four churches served Foley in its history.  Each church within the community held 

to liturgy or orthodoxy.  The town had not experienced an evangelical church within its borders 

during its history.  Geographically, Foley exists within Benton County, Minnesota. According to 

the Association of Religious Data Archives, Benton County has never had an Assembly of God 

church or a Pentecostal church within its borders until New Life Church of Foley began in 

2001.10 

Our mentorship through Chuck Pruett emphasized the Harry S. Truman adage, “not all 

readers are leaders, but all leaders are readers,” therefore, we attempted to find or read resources 

 

9 Dwight Sandoz, Trinity Bible College and Graduate School, Immersion Experience, Little Rock, AR, 

March 2019.  The discussion covered both multiplex and simplex relationships.  A simplex community is one where 

the lives of the people in the community typically only have a single point or feature of their life in common with 

those around them.  This convergent point could be different with the different individuals.  A multiplex community 

is like a spider web of relationships. The individuals in the community have knowledge and connection to most of 

the different social, religious, economic, and family structures in the community. A closed community resists the 

influence of “outsiders,” those not born and raised from within the community.  A pastor who minsters in a 

multiplex community must be able and willing to address and navigate among all the interconnected aspects of the 

community in their approach to ministry. 

10 Association of Religious Data Archives,  website accessed 

2/25/21.https://www.thearda.com/rcms2010/rcms2010a.asp?U=27009&T=county&S=Name&Y=1980,  
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on rural church leadership and development.11  Our search for rural resources produced minimal 

results; consequently, we tried to adapt principles from other leadership resources and apply 

them in the rural setting.  We attended a church planting boot camp conducted by the Assemblies 

of God Church Planting department (now Church Multiplication Network); however, rural 

culture or context did not enter the curriculum or our instruction.  We attended church workshops 

and leadership training made available to us, but usually, mega-church pastors with minimal or 

no rural application offered their ideas.  We sat confused with other rural pastors at district 

events during the recognizing or highlighting pastors for their work in the “rural” areas.  Our 

confusion resulted because the pastors ministered in communities of over 25,000 people and led 

churches with more than 1,000 in attendance.  Those of us pastoring in rural areas sensed a lack 

of understanding of what rural meant.  One of the pastors had revitalized a church in a rural area, 

but the area became suburban during revitalization.  As a result of these interactions, 

communicating the definition and contextualization regarding rural churches became imperative 

in this project.  Undergirding the rural church’s minimal resourcing surrounding transition or 

succession provided additional motivation during the research. 

 

11 Truman State University,  website accessed 12/5/20.https://www.truman.edu/about/history/our-

namesake/truman-quotes/. 
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PART I 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: TERMS  FOR RESEARCH 

The research of the project describes terminology and methods essential to recognize and 

understand throughout the study.  Special attention defines rural, transition, succession, and 

biblical models.  The methodology applies a qualitative form of mixed-method research, 

including interviews, literature review, and analysis of the Assemblies of God bylaws and 

guidelines with the scope connecting 3to rural Minnesota Assembly of God churches.  The 

questions and interviews with rural pastors and district leaders combined with literature review 

aided insight into the subject. They gave a perspective of historical approaches to transition and 

clarity for creative approaches in rural ministry transition and succession.  
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CHAPTER 1 

DELIMITATIONS, ASSUMPTIONS, AND DEFINITIONS 

Crucial delimitations of the project onset will guide the reader’s clarity.  This research 

excludes transitioning due to the lead pastor’s moral failure, spiritual failure, character failure, or 

ministry ineffectiveness.  Removal from a pastoral leadership position equates to a dismissal that 

addresses circumstances beyond the scope of this paper.  Churches may have a pastoral transition 

plan in place, but a transition through a firing makes it moot. 

An assumption recognizes transitions naturally occur; therefore, preparation for them 

highlights a good leader and stewardship in the pastors’ shepherding role.  In Passing the 

Leadership Baton, Tom Mullins wrote, “Close to sixty thousand churches go through transitions 

in leadership each year.”12  Terry Roberts stated in Passing the Baton, “Pastors and churches 

demonstrate biblical wisdom when they work together to develop a plan for transition because 

leadership change is inevitable.”13  Scripture demonstrates planning for transitions throughout 

the text, and instances with no planning often carried a corresponding unfortunate impact. 

Biblical Transitions 

The life of Moses and Joshua revealed a biblical example of leadership transition success 

and failure.  When Moses realized the need for a new leader for Israel as they entered into the 

 

12  Tom Mullins, Passing the Leadership Baton:  A Winning Transition Plan for Your Ministry, (Nashville, 

TN, Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2015), 6. 

13 Terry Roberts, Passing the Baton:  Planning for Pastoral Transition, (Columbia, SC, Terrell G. Roberts, 

Publisher, 2015), 17. 
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Promised Land, he prayed for his replacement; “Let the Lord…set a man over the 

congregation, …who may lead them…that the congregation of the Lord may not be like sheep 

which have no shepherd.”14  Moses selected Joshua and mentored him into the role of the next 

leader and shepherd; however, Joshua did not mentor a leader for the transition, and after he 

died, “…the next generation forgot the Lord and what he had done for Israel.”15  Unfortunately, 

Joshua did not have a transition plan in place despite Moses modeling leadership mentoring of 

transition.  Bird and Vanderbloemen demonstrated even though pastors may discuss transition or 

even see the need for a strategy, few, if any, have formulated a plan.16  Acknowledgment by 

pastors that the biblical narrative points towards planning and involvement in transition may 

encourage them to begin their transitional leadership planning. 

Transition verses Succession 

As applied in this project, the words transition, and succession will differentiate between 

single staff structures (transition) and multiple staff structures (succession).  A transition applies 

to both staff structures, but succession is not typically available in single staff structures.  

Further, the definition of succession given by Warren Bird and William Vanderbloemen in their 

book, Next: Pastoral Succession That Works, described the process, “Pastoral succession is the 

intentional process of the transfer of leadership, power, and authority from one-directional leader 

 

14 Numbers 27:16-17 (NKJV) 

15 Judges 2:10 (TEV) 

16 Vanderbloemen and Bird, Next:  Pastoral Succession That Works, 179-180. 
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to another.”17  Most reviewed literature regarding pastoral leadership change revolved around the 

multi-staff succession process and, like Warren and Vanderbloemen’s research, involved non-

rural, large church settings.  In this research, when lay or pastoral staff with minimal salary 

assume leadership, the word transition describes the scenario.  Interviews revealed pastors who 

met the rural criteria definition rarely had more than one full-time staff member. 

Definition of Rural 

Defining rural brings a foundational understanding to this project. At the Federal Level, 

The United States Census Bureau, The Department of Agriculture, The Department of 

Education, and The Department of Health and Human Services separately define rural.  David 

Fahrenthold consolidated and articulated some of these definitions when he stated, “The United 

States government has at least 15 different official definitions of the word ‘rural’ including 11 at 

the Agriculture Department alone.  These definitions apply to different programs, often 

determining which local government agencies can access rural-aid money.”18  The United States 

Census Bureau defines rural as any area not urban, with 50,000 people as the threshold of 

distinction.19  Michael Ratcliffe of the Census Bureau’s Geography Division provided a further 

classification of “Urbanized Areas,” those population areas over 50,000 people, and “Urbanized 

Clusters,” those population areas between 2,500 and 50,000 people.  Ratcliffe defines rural areas 

 

17 Vanderbloemen and Bird, Next:  Pastoral Succession That Works, 179-180. 

18 The Washington Post online accessed August 12, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/the-

federal-definition-of-rural--times-15/2013/06/08/a39e46a8-cd4a-11e2-ac03-178510c9cc0a_story.html?tid=ss_mail 

19 United States Census Bureau Website Accessed November 14, 2020 https://gis-

portal.data.census.gov/arcgis/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=7a41374f6b03456e9d138cb014711e01#:~:text=Th

e%20Census%20Bureau%20defines%20rural,rural%20based%20on%20this%20definition. 
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as cities, towns, housing development, or incorporation under 2,500 people.20  For clarity, this 

study will focus on rural areas as defined by Ratcliffe with an estimated variance of up to 5,000 

people.  Rural definition connects the purpose of this study to those churches in a rural 

demographic area. 

  

 

20 For a detailed discussion of the Census Bureau’s urban-rural classification see Michael Ratcliffe’s, A 

Century of Delineating a Changing Landscape:  The Census Bureau’s Urban and Rural Classification, 1910 to 2010. 

https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/ua/Century_of_Defining_Urban.pdf 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

Qualitative research methodology served as the primary research tool used in this study.  

This method includes personal interviews with a focus group of pastors who have worked in 

rural ministry.  Experiencing an extended time in rural church ministry brought unique 

understanding to the project’s field observations.  The study’s scope initially addressed rural 

pastors and leaders in the Minnesota District of the Assemblies of God. Expansion to other 

locations occurred as additional information became available through the course of the 

interviews. 

Methodology 

This study’s foundational context involved individual phone interviews with a set of 

prepared questions emailed to each of the interviewees.  The research followed qualitative 

methodology as described and defined by Paul Alexander, President of Trinity Bible College.21  

Interviews with rural pastors and denomination leaders created findings and observations from 

their responses to prepared questions, which guided the conversations.  The preset framework 

questions explored their history of ministry transition connecting with the three categories of 

interviews defined by Alan R. Johnson; exploratory, semi-structured, and topical.22  The 

participants pastored in rural communities and had either completed pastoral transition or were 

 

21 Paul Alexander, Trinity Bible College and Graduate School, Immersion Experience, Little Rock, AR, 

March 2019. 

22 Marvin Gilbert, Alan R. Johnson, and Paul W. Lewis editors, Missiological Research: Interdisciplinary 

Foundations, Method, and Integration (Littleton, CO:  William Carey Library, 2018), 162-163. 
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currently in the process of change.  The Minnesota District Council central office provided 

additional information on history, demographics, and intentional interims' specific function. 

Scope of Research 

The project’s initial scope proposed interviewing rural pastors in the Minnesota District 

of the Assemblies of God.  As the project unfolded, the flow of the interviews brought out 

information that connected the project to rural church pastors outside of Minnesota and outside 

of the Assemblies of God.  Johnson stated, “The interview guide must be flexible within 

appropriate parameters; it will change and expand through the research process as new areas of 

interest emerge from the interview process.”23  The project’s expansion led to interviews of 

pastors in Wyoming, Colorado, Washington, and then back to Minnesota as a new chapter on 

rural transition formed.  

The project focused on rural Assembly of God Churches, which face a critical juncture in 

transitions.  For instance, the current Minnesota statistics show 137 Assembly of God churches 

outside the Minneapolis-St Paul metropolitan area. While not all the churches outside that area 

fit the project’s rural definition criteria, this geographical area provides a snapshot of rural age 

demographics.  In this area of the Minnesota District, the lead pastor’s average age falls at 51.4, 

with 45 lead pastors aged 60 or older (33 percent) and 23 pastors aged 65 or older (17 percent).24  

According to Alexander, approximately 50 percent of the Assembly of God churches in South 

 

23 Gilbert, Johnson, and Lewis, Missiological Research, 164. 

24 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God, non-metro church list of pastoral ages; Minnesota 

District Council statistics accessed via email August 10th, 2020. 
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Dakota will have a pastor reach retirement age within the next five years.25  A review of the 

demographics of all the Assemblies of God churches in America revealed the median age of 

ordained ministers as 61 years old.26  Sandoz’s research demonstrated over 2300 rural 

Assemblies of God Churches in America has a lead pastor aged 57 or older.27  Certainly, 

transition impacts and affects more than just rural churches. According to Bird, pastors over the 

age of 60 lead 35 percent of churches of over 2,000 people in North America.  Unfortunately, 

they had a self-rating of their transition or succession planning as poor or meager.28  However, 

larger churches' leadership transition or succession becomes mitigated or diminished through the 

multiple layers of staff available to shoulder the burden, something not available to rural 

churches.  The statistical information on the aging of pastors relates to pastoral retirement. It 

does not consider ministerial resignation or leadership transitions for reasons other than 

retirement, further exacerbating the issue. 

This project will analyze transition or succession processes and provide potential 

implementation practice ideas for rural churches with a pastor-led or congregational governance 

or polity. In this study, the perspective on transition or succession does not parallel the district 

official, educator, or academic lens but a lifetime practitioner of rural ministry.  

 

25 Paul Alexander, (Zoom: Trinity Bible College and Graduate School, Immersion Experience), March 

2020. 

26 Assemblies of God (USA) Official Website Statistics, accessed February 6, 2020, 

https://ag.org/About/Statistics 

27 Dwight Sandoz, (Zoom: Trinity Bible College and Graduate School, Immersion Experience), March 

2020. 

28 Warren Bird, “Succession Readiness: Surveying the Landscape of Large Church Pastors,” Leadership 

Network, August 4, 2015, accessed December 12, 2020, http://leadnet.org/succession-readiness-surveying-the-

landscape-of-large-church-pastors/.   
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PART II 

TRADITIONAL PASTORAL TRANSITION IN RURAL ASSEMBLIES OF GOD CHURCHES  

This section of the project describes observations of conventional pastoral transitions.  

Background and support of the historical view reveal challenges and concerns.  A broader 

perspective opens options to non-traditional methods, and case study interviews show 

opportunities for strategic replacements awaiting those willing to adjust their orientation of 

transition.   

  



 

 

 

16 

CHAPTER 3 

CHALLENGES WITH TRADITIONAL TRANSITIONS 

The research findings revealed challenges with traditional transitions in the rural church, 

confirmed by 20 years of field observation and experience as a rural pastor.  Interviews with 

those supporting classical transitions and their perspectives help balance the perceived 

challenges that appear in the conventional approach. 

Observations of Transition 

Personal experience and observations from those interviewed provided insight because 

only minimal academic resources in the project area currently exist. These observations reflected 

various leaders with extensive ministry experience and personal connections with rural churches 

that completed transitions.  The leaders’ expertise from the interviews includes leaders with 28 

years as a District Superintendent, 20 years in Sectional Presbytery, 29 25 years teaching at 

Contenders Bible School, and over 200 years of rural pastoral ministry.   Additional influence 

resulted from relational experience with other rural pastors and churches across the state of 

Minnesota during my time in the Presbytery and connections made with rural pastors through the 

 

29 The Assemblies of God in the United States designates 61 primarily geographical areas called districts 

which are overseen by an elected and full-time District Superintendent.  Each district is further divided into sections 

overseen by a pastor elected from that section called a Presbyter.  In Minnesota there are 18 sections.  The 

presbyters responsibilities include ongoing dialogue and connection with each of the pastors and churches in their 

section. 
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Trinity Graduate School Rural Master’s program.  Personal, life-long attendance in rural 

Assemblies of God churches concludes the final piece of this observation. 

The Central Section of the Minnesota District encompasses 23 churches.30  Of these 

churches, 13 meet the criteria of rural as defined by Ratcliff and this project.31  Four of the 

churches fall just outside of that criteria or location.  Six of the churches operate within the Saint 

Cloud Metropolitan urbanized cluster; however, three of those six churches specialized in the 

hearing impaired or homeless ministries.32  Saint Cloud, Minnesota, and its contiguous cities 

have approximately 114,000 people, making Saint Cloud the largest non-rural area in central 

Minnesota.33  Despite some of the Central Section operating in the Saint Cloud urbanized cluster, 

the remaining Assembly of God churches exist in a rural context and setting.  The central 

Minnesota rural context describes my experiential observation’s demographic and cultural 

background for about 20 years of pastoral church ministry.  It also defines about 70 years of 

ministry experience of those interviewed. 

 

30 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God Minister and Church Directory, accessed January 

9, 2021. https://mnaog.org/churches/. 

31 For a detailed discussion of the Census Bureau’s urban-rural classification see Michael Ratcliffe’s, A 

Century of Delineating a Changing Landscape:  The Census Bureau’s Urban and Rural Classification, 1910 to 2010. 

https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/ua/Century_of_Defining_Urban.pdf 

32 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God Minister and Church Directory, accessed January 

9, 2021. https://mnaog.org/churches/. 

33 United States Census Bureau Quick Facts Data, accessed January 9, 2021.  

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/waiteparkcityminnesota,saukrapidscityminnesota,sartellcityminnesota,

stcloudcityminnesota/PST120219 
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Throughout my tenure in the Central Section, I have observed 29 pastoral transitions 

within 16 of the section churches.34  The remaining seven churches and their pastors experienced 

the stability of longevity during the observation period.  All but three of the changes followed a 

traditional transition process that historically occurs within the Assemblies of God.  The three 

rural churches that did not follow the conventional approach had attendance under 100 people.  

In one, the pastor resigned, and the church voted for his son, the volunteer youth pastor, to 

become the next pastor.  In another, a rural Minnesota District Council Church, the district 

appointed the volunteer worship leader as the new pastor when the pastor retired.  The third had 

a part-time associate hired shortly before the retirement.  In the other 26 transitions observed, the 

exiting pastor resigned and shortly after that left the church.  Only short-term relational closure 

occurred, and minimal, if any, ongoing contact continued with the church.  The exiting pastor did 

not supply direction regarding the incoming pastor or pastoral search. 

Following the outgoing pastor’s exit, the church board began a search process for a new 

pastor to lead them, which usually included contacting the District Council for direction or 

recommendations.  The church boards, typically unfamiliar with this procedure, appeared to 

struggle until they secured or located a pastor to serve.  During that time, some frustration or 

desperation occurred.  Obtaining a pastor followed a similar pattern in most cases and involved 

collecting resumes, applications, and conducting interviews.  The final determining factor 

involved preaching a sermon on a Sunday morning with a congregational vote that followed to 

accept or reject them as the next pastor.  During the transition time, the churches’ attendance 

 

34 See chart of Minnesota Central Section Pastoral transitions in appendix, p 62. 
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decreased without apparent exception. Some had their financial status or lack of membership 

require District Council intervention, and two churches closed.35  Fortunately, in the case of 

closed churches, works started again with new pastors leading them.36  Two of the churches 

searching for pastors engaged with the District Councils Intentional Interim process, detailed in a 

later section of this project.  Observation and interviews revealed the churches in the Central 

Section primarily followed the traditional transition process with the corresponding result of the 

transitional period creating a hindrance to the church’s impact and effectiveness.37 

  

 

35 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God, Annual Church Ministries Reports, 2001-2019 and 

personal observation by author as a Sectional Presbyter. 

36 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God, Annual Church Ministries Reports, 2001-2019. 

37 Personal observation of local sectional church transitions by author from 2001-2021 as a local pastor, 

Assistant Presbyter or Sectional Presbyter. 



 

 

 

20 

Traditional Transition Background 

The traditional transition process, defined in the previous section, models what the 

Assemblies of God have historically described as a ministerial courtesy.38  The courtesy reflects 

a philosophy meant to allow the incoming pastor to establish a relationship and vision 

independently and without their predecessor's interference.  The reader may note that transition, 

as defined in this research, relates to a pastoral leadership change in single staff church settings.  

An interview with Clarence St. John, the retired Superintendent of the Minnesota District of the 

Assemblies of God who served in that capacity for 28 years, revealed the traditional transition 

process’s underlying foundation.  St. John has observed that outgoing pastors who involve 

themselves in selecting their predecessors have done so to leverage something for their benefit.  

St. John expressed concern about the selection of a pastor from outside the church by the exiting 

pastor, “I think it causes a lot of confusion and headache that is unnecessary.  I have never seen 

that church take a step forward; at best, they stay the same.”39 It appears the main concern the 

Assemblies of God has concerning an existing pastor contributing to their transition process 

revolves around their character.  The Apostle Paul outlines the higher standards of character for 

pastors and leaders in his first letter to Timothy.40  Both the leader and student in the transition 

process must do the soul’s hard work for their lives to model Christ’s life.  Dan Reiland 

 

38 By-Laws of the General Council of the Assemblies of God, Revised (August 2019, Orlando, FL). 145 & 

148.  A brief description of a violation of ministerial courtesy is when a minister conducts ministry in an area 

without the local pastors permission.  Additional description is a minister who contacts parishioners of a church 

without the presiding pastors permission.  Ministers who violate this provision will be subject to discipline. 

39 Clarence St. John interview by author, October 2020. 

40 1 Tim 3:1-10 (NIV) 
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addressed this issue in his book, Amplified Leadership,   

A spiritual leader must live a life worth being replicated.  The process of developing new leaders 

is not like manufacturing a car.  Human beings behave according to an internal set of ethics and 

morals that are more caught than taught.  If you are a leader, people watch you.  This is a good 

thing.  This is only negative if we have to pretend and behave differently than we would if no one 

was looking.  People trust us more if we live godly lives and let people “catch” us doing the right 

thing…in the end character will determine success as a leader.41 

Reiland showed a depth of character as the defining quality in a pastor’s life, especially for those 

mentoring others.  The quality of character observed in rural pastors from the surrounding area 

produced encouragement, while those lacking character found themselves in the minority. 

St. John described the traditional transition process in place by the Assemblies of God as 

“ministerial ethics.”42 The Pentecostal Pastor: A Mandate for the 21st Century gave the 

following traditional guidelines as ministerial ethics to the pastor transitioning out of a church. 

1. The former pastor should sever all ties with the church operations. 

2. The former pastor should contact parishioners only after notifying the current 

pastor and receiving his approval. 

3. The former pastor should not return unless he receives an invitation from the 

current pastor. 

4. The former pastor should not take advantage of former parishioners when 

passing through by stopping to spend the night or receiving love offerings 

from them but should contact the church’s new pastor when planning to visit 

any of the members. 

5. The former pastor should not pursue relationships with former parishioners 

after leaving the church. 

6. The former pastor should refrain from giving any advice or counsel to former 

parishioners.  

7. The former pastor should not preach funerals or weddings or perform any 

other pastoral ministry for former parishioners unless the current pastor gives 

the invitation. 

 

41 Dan Reiland, Amplified Leadership, (Lake Mary, FL: Charisma House, 2011), p xxv. 

42 St. John interview. 



 

 

 

22 

8. If living in the same community, the former pastor should attend another 

church if at all possible.43 

 

Churches rarely deviate from the traditional process in rural or urban settings, illustrated by the 

practices followed across the Minnesota District and other similarly governed denominations. 

Another purpose besides lack of character for the traditional transition approach may 

follow a description by Nathaniel Ruch, Senior Pastor of Emmanuel Christian Center in Fridley, 

Minnesota.  Ruch gave multiple scenarios of biblical succession and transition, which utilized 

the outgoing leader’s involvement in the process. One which did not may apply loosely to the 

traditional approach, “Individual succession stories often included a narrative showing how God 

communicated to the chosen successor, who would receive an assignment to join a larger divine 

plan.  The ‘call’ in Scripture refers to the transmission of God’s divine assignment, which was 

presented and delivered to a specific person or group of persons.”44  This “call” on an 

individual’s life to minister in a particular church, or position, and the biblical narrative behind it, 

creates a foundation for the traditional transition process.  Yet, the challenge to this 

understanding results from the absence of biblical examples applying to traditional pastoral 

leadership transitions.  Using the view that “calling” trumps planning, godly succession in 

pastoral leadership could only happen through the “call” for an outgoing pastor to leave and a 

“call” for an incoming pastor to arrive.  It could not occur through the selection or planning by 

the exiting pastor of the incoming pastor.  The thought expressed in the traditional view notes 

 

43 Thomas E. Trask, Wayde I Goodall, and Zenas J. Bicket, Ed. The Pentecostal Pastor:  A Mandate for the 

21st Century (Springfield: MO, 1997), 518. 

44 Nathaniel Ruch, Preparing the Receiver of the Baton in the Succession Narrative, Doctoral Dissertation, 

Minneapolis, MN: Copyright @ 2018 Nathaniel Ruch. 
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that an existing pastor’s influence in the decision-making process would taint the call of the 

incoming pastor’s selection and undermine their work in the local church.  Using this approach 

may create a situation where the traditional system becomes the only option. 

However, the biblical narrative indicates other options.  Ruch summarized the biblical 

narrative that leads to transition or succession planning, 

There is great value in the biblical narrative pertaining the processes of the succession of 

leadership that God used to progressively reveal His kingdom purposes through biblical history.  

The biblical emphasis on various succession roles evolved as time moved forward; God used 

patriarchs, judges, prophets, kings, apostles, and church elders, but His divine processes were not 

limited to a single role or position.  The Bible records numerous instances of leadership 

transition…45 

The pattern for the outgoing pastor’s involvement in the transition process appears to have clear 

biblical support.  Minimal biblical support appears for the leader to leave without input, 

planning, or helping in the transition process, other than when leadership complications occur.  

An example occurred through King Saul’s disqualification as the leader and King David’s 

subsequent appointment into the role.46  Jim Ozier further demonstrated the biblical precedent of 

transitional planning in his statement, “In each situation, the baton is passed differently but 

passed, nonetheless.  One thing stands out: throughout redemptive history, passing the baton is 

one of the most critical elements of the entire biblical story.”47  To limit pastoral transitions to 

only the traditional process may, in the long term, be short-sighted. 

 

45 Nathaniel Ruch, Preparing the Receiver of the Baton in the Succession Narrative, Doctoral Dissertation, 

Minneapolis, MN: Copyright @ 2018 Nathaniel Ruch, 11. 

46 1 Sam. 15:11 (NIV) 

47 Jim Ozier, The Changeover Zone:  Successfully Pastoral Transitions, (Nashville, TN:  Abingdon Press, 

2006), Kindle Edition, 280. 
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Supportive Views of Traditional Transition  

Ron Sallee, Director of Contenders Discipleship Initiative of Village Missions, described 

the heart behind the traditional transition process within the Village Missions Network. “When I 

transitioned out of my pastorate of 31 years, I was tempted to step into the selection process, but 

I knew I needed to leave it up to the church because it is not my church; it is God’s.  I have 

observed too many pastors building their kingdom, rather than God’s, and by stepping out of the 

selection process, ego and pride are more easily left at the door.”48  Sallee stated in his blog, 

“…surrender the church in your heart so that you will be able to pass the ministry on to the next 

pastor God has already lined up to receive it.”49 Sallee experienced a release from his 

responsibility through this process.  He described it by saying, 

You probably know ministries where the outgoing pastor didn’t let go…or only partially let go.  

It doesn’t end well.  Sadly, the fear of loss and a tightened grip guarantee even greater loss.  I 

didn’t want the be “that guy.” It turns out that I didn’t have to worry.  All the preparation for 

transition paid off in a way I had not anticipated….  There was a complete release, and I felt as 

light as a feather, positively buoyant!  Remember I mentioned, “prepare doesn’t mean pick”?  If I 

had succumbed to the temptation to pick my successor, I would still ‘own’ some responsibility for 

that ministry.50   

Sallee’s perspective described the traditional approach, which worked in the past but did not 

consider how the church perspective has changed in the present time. Carolyn Weese and J. 

Russel Crabtree addressed the traditional pastoral transition process, “Unfortunately, we often 

operate out of a church paradigm that worked fifty years ago.  In that era of high denominational 

 

48 Ron Sallee interview by author, October 2020. 

49 Ron Sallee, Directors Blog, Successful Transition in Rural Ministry, September 4, 2020, accessed 

September 15, 2020. https://villagemissions.org/successful-transition-in-rural-ministry/ 

50 Sallee, Directors Blog, Successful Transition in Rural Ministry. 
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loyalty, transitions were much less disorienting… Today, ministry is much more…complex.”51  

The transition process must balance the complexities of the outgoing pastor’s desire to be 

released and the corresponding impact on the church.  

Broader View of Traditional Transitions 

The traditional transition process likely developed with an initial desire for connection to 

components of what Nadine Sandoz described in the missional helix., where the development of 

ministry practice in the local church becomes a spiraled interconnection of the Holy Spirit 

through those practices.52  Gailyn Van Rheenen further defined the helix as “the intertwining, 

inseparable nature of theological reflection, cultural analysis, historical perspective, and strategy 

formation in the practice of ministry.”53  Mark Hausfeld’s conversation on the helix pointed it 

towards the Holy Spirit and the local church becoming intertwined in strategy formation in 

selecting the next pastor.54  Over time it is likely the orthopraxis of the complete components of 

the helix have become overlooked or diminished.  As they connect to the missional helix, the 

transition strategy formation fails to address the helix’s theological and cultural elements. It 

appears to rely heavily on the historical perspective of traditional transition.  Weese and Crabtree 

 

51 Carolyn Weese and J. Russell Crabtree, The Elephant in the Boardroom: Speaking the Unspoken About 

Pastoral Transitions, (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, A Wiley Imprint, 2004), 5. 

52 Nadine Sandoz, “Rural Church Multiplication/Church Planting and Revitalization” (Presentation, 

Immersion Experience, Trinity Graduate School, Foley, MN, October 2018). 

53 Gailyn Van Rheenen, “The Missional Helix: Example of Church Planting” Missiology.com, #26, 1. 

http://www.missiology.com/mr-26-the-missional-helix-example-of-church-planting 

54 Mark Hausfeld, “The Missional Helix”, Presentation Video, Immersion Experience, Trinity Graduate 

School, March 23, 2020. The Missional Helix describes the relationship between the four elements of ministry 

formation: theological reflection, cultural analysis, historical perspective, and strategy formation as they relate to the 

interconnectedness of the Holy Spirit and the local church. 
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described a cultural aspect present today. Many people find themselves unwilling to work 

through the turmoil caused by a traditional transition process; so, they leave and move on to 

another congregation.55  The conventional transition approach may still have a place under 

certain conditions. Nevertheless, when the church has spiritual health, and the pastor remains in 

tune as a spiritual leader, the traditional process components may need review or adjustment.  

Alternative options to the historical process of transition in pastoral leadership can help the 

current cultural perspective and align leadership changes with the biblical narrative. 

 

55 Weese and Crabtree, The Elephant in the Boardroom: Speaking the Unspoken About Pastoral 

Transitions, 6. 
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CHAPTER 4 

TRADITIONAL TRANSITION CRITICAL ANALYSIS AND OPTIONS 

The traditional, transitional procedure may need review or evaluation to determine if it 

serves the congregation as the best leadership transition, particularly as long-serving pastors 

retire.  To hold to practice simply because of tradition without further investigation, 

consideration, in-depth study, or theological support can undermine an organization’s future.  

Biblical leadership frequently demonstrated mentoring the next leader or training them into their 

service role as a part of the change. 

A prime example, the Elijah-Elisha mentoring relationship, revealed Elijah passing the 

leadership mantel as he mentored Elisha in the role.56  David Lescalleet described the pending 

crises of aging pastors in numerous denominations, including the Assemblies of God, which will 

result in transitions on a large scale in churches of all sizes.  He pointed to biblical succession 

most frequently occurring as the result of a “mentor-protégé relationship in which the protégé 

was prepared…as the mentor’s successor.”57  Bob Russell and Bryan Bucher wrote, “A wise 

person faces his mortality, and a loving person thinks of the next generation.  To fail to do both 

is folly and selfish.”58 Conventional and biblical leadership wisdom teaches the importance of 

preparing the next leader for their role.  Understanding the context and culture or the “DNA” of a 

 

56 1 Kings 19:16-21 (NIV) and 2 Kings 2:1-25 (NIV). 

57 Dave Lescalleet, Transition:  Developing a Theology of Pastoral Succession, (Corpus Christi, TX: 

Copyright @ Dave Lescalleet, 2013), Kindle, 1610. 

58 Bob Russell and Bryan Bucher, Transition Plan: 7 Secrets Every Leader Needs to Know, (Louisville, 

KY:  Ministers Label Publishing, 2010), 63. 
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church becomes an invaluable tool for the church’s next leader.  St. John, in favor of the 

traditional approach, conceded, “The best possible scenario is when someone from within the 

church can be mentored and raised to be the next pastor.”59  Andy Stanley, Reggie Joiner, and 

Lane Jones described a state most ministry leaders experience, “Although deep down you know 

one day you will no longer be in the picture, nothing in the way you work or live testifies that 

you’ve really embraced the idea.”60  Stanley, Joiner, and Lane show two choices for church 

leaders in transition; to hold on tightly until eventually replacement occurs or to prepare someone 

to replace yourself strategically.61  At times preparing your replacement creates discomfort, but 

healthy leaders determine to work through the complications and mentor the next leader into 

place or, at a minimum, train the leadership team for strategic replacement. 

Strategic Replacement Transitions 

Transitions through strategic replacement can have diverse processes and structures; 

however, they can conflict with the governing policies or embedded context the church members 

may hold.  Other factors include the vision of the outgoing leader, the church’s receptivity to the 

strategy, and the incoming leader’s perspective.  Transitions must also consider the cultural 

context and socio-economic makeup of the church and community. Interviews with the 

following pastors demonstrated complications that can occur by simply following the traditional 

transition model. 

 

59 St. John interview. 

60 Andy Stanley, Reggie Joiner and Lane Jones, 7 Practices of Effective Ministry, (Colorado Springs, CO: 

Multnomah Books, 2004), 158. 

61 Stanley, Joiner and Jones, 7 Practices of Effective Ministry, 158. 



 

 

 

29 

Ron Sallee 

Sallee’s first church transition exposed a typical complication and response in the transfer 

of leadership under the traditional model.  

Our first congregation was only given two weeks’ notice.  It hurt a lot of people that we left on 

such short notice and without seeming to look back.  At the time it was ‘policy’ that we cut ties 

completely.  As much as it hurt them and us, we did that to the best of our ability.  We tried to be 

successful in our transition in rural ministry but didn’t hit the mark.  Most got over it, but some 

never did.  Our reason for leaving made no sense to them…  One dear lady sat in our kitchen 

crying as we packed.62 

Usually, polity governs or directs transition to happen through this traditional process, which 

complicates any attempts to mentor the next leader in place. 

In his second church, Sallee helped the church through transition but did not select a 

successor.  He pastored this church for 30 years, with about 125 in attendance, located in a rural 

community of 600 people.  His successful transition approach meant taking a year to prepare the 

church congregation to understand what transition would look like and what it meant.  He started 

by teaching the congregation fundamentals like the church belongs to God; individuals do not 

own it.  About six months before his resignation, he began specific leadership training and 

shared his transition objective for the first time.  Two months before retirement, he gave full 

congregational knowledge, which included parsonage preparation.63  The process Sallee brought 

his leadership team and church congregation through describes a transfer of leadership method 

with a healthy church and a retiring pastor under the traditional model, but with significant input, 

teaching, and direction by the outgoing pastor to the leadership team and church. 

 

62 Sallee, Directors Blog, Successful Transition in Rural Ministry. 

63 Sallee interview. 
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Carl Deyarmini 

An interview with Carl Deyarmini voted into the church from which Sallee retired, 

revealed the overseeing agency, Village Missions, had offered Sallee to select his successor if he 

desired.  Despite this, Sallee chose to prepare the congregation for transition and elect a 

successor without his direct influence.  Deyarmini believed this allowed him to sense the buy-in 

by the assembly for his role.  Sallee indeed approved and did not resist Deyarmini’s selection.  

On Deyarmini’s first Sunday, a ceremony physically passing a mantel from Sallee to Deyarmini 

occurred.  Following that Sunday, Sallee exited the church for months to sever the ties to himself 

and allow Deyarmini to build relationships without the hindrance of his presence.  Deyarmini 

stated, “The love the church and the Sallee’s have shown us means there has never been a single 

day we felt like we are operating in Ron’s shadow.  Of course, his name still comes up, but 

nobody’s ever, like, rushed to me to say, ‘you know what, Ron would never have done that.’ I’ve 

never heard that.”64  The church’s response to Deyarmini speaks highly to the value of preparing 

the church for transition before it happens, even within traditional, transitional governance.   

Dale Smith 

An interview with Dale Smith, who planted, revitalized, and pastored Assembly of God 

churches in Colorado and Wyoming for about 45 years, revealed how traditional polity 

influenced the transition in churches he started.  In his regular leadership practice, Smith, who 

also served as a District Presbyter, would institute a leadership and ministry training program for 

anyone interested in ministry or those who felt a directional call into pastoral ministry. Through 

 

64 Carl Deyarmini interview by author, October 2020. 
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this training, he developed a leader from within the church who became credentialed. Still, when 

he resolved to plant another church, the District Office would not allow the leader he had 

developed to move into the role; but installed a pastor of their choice according to traditional 

standards.  The church floundered, struggled, eventually had a church split and closed.65  

Smith shared a model he has used since that experience to lead a church through the 

process of transition.  He developed a ministry or mentoring school within his church with 

laypersons who sensed they had a “call” of God on their life to pastoral ministry.  Smith utilized 

Global University and the District School of Ministry curriculum and training. Through this 

process, a pool of potential candidates developed who might lead the church once he was gone.  

Following discussion, prayer, and church board input with the candidates, a selection was made 

and presented for vote per church bylaws. One of the candidates not chosen in the preselection 

process became prepared to move and pastor another church, while the other continues to serve 

faithfully within the church body.66  The church elected Jeremy Haroldson, who completed the 

Smith mentoring process, as the pastor.  He currently leads the church. 

Jeremy Haroldson 

Haroldson, who pastors the church which Smith retired from, grew up in the church and 

became a church board member.  The church exists in a community of about 1,500 in 

Wyoming’s rural area, with some smaller towns about 30 minutes away.  Platt County, where the 

 

65 Dale Smith interview by author, October 2020. 

66 Smith interview.. 
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church exists, has about 8,900 people.67  Haroldson described the leadership training and 

mentoring process Smith created as invaluable.  He shared how in the year before his election as 

the pastor, he preached 38 times before the congregation.  His preaching allowed the assembly to 

see and observe him in the pulpit and assess his leadership style.  Haroldson stated, “Dale and I 

are opposites when it comes to style, but the heart of the church is to grow, and since I am 

significantly younger and led the youth, we are seeing more young families attend the church.”68  

There were two other candidates in the process, one Haroldson’s brother-in-law, who continues 

to serve in the church.  When it became evident that Haroldson would become the next pastor, 

the other person moved and was elected to another church and successfully leads it.  Haroldson 

believes the process Smith took them through has strengthened their church and has strengthened 

the kingdom as well. 

Denny Curran 

Denny Curran, a pastor approaching retirement, successful church planter of seven 

Assembly of God churches in Minnesota, and former Minnesota District Sectional Presbyter, 

shared his experience regarding a transition that impacted his view of traditional leadership 

change.  Curran had a friend who pastored a church that started with 75 people and grew through 

stages to about 1,200.  His friend retired, and the church went through the traditional approach to 

their change in leadership.  The church attendance dropped from 1,200 to 100, and the church 

fell into bankruptcy in about five years.  At that time, the overseeing District Council contacted 

 

67 Jeremey Haroldson interview by author, October 2020. 

68 Haroldson interview. 
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Curran to share the news with his friend about the church building’s sale to another 

denomination.  Curran observed his friend’s response, the hurt, pain, and disappointment, all of 

which possibly caused his friend’s death a week later.  He further watched many people in the 

church suffer, become disenfranchised and exit the church. 

Curran believed a well-structured and thought-out succession mentorship would likely 

have avoided the church’s dismemberment and the untimely death of his friend.  He determined 

a planned transition would undergird his leadership from that day forward.  Curran believes 

planning and mentoring a successor becomes a critical element for any pastor retiring or even 

leaving a church.69  Curran stated, “to walk away and let the congregation hire somebody that 

doesn’t have my DNA would be devastating,” and so for the past 15 years, he has prayed, 

planned, and sought counsel on how the transition would transpire in his current church.70  This 

project later describes Curran’s plan under the River of Life section on succession.   

Gary Shaw 

Gary Shaw, a church plant pastor who started a church in his early fifties, knew from the 

start he needed to search for his replacement.  He desired not to “hang on until the bitter end,” as 

he observed in churches previously attended, but to have someone ready for the transition when 

his time of serving closed.  He believed some signs of this happening would show through a loss 

of energy and a diminished connection to the next generation.71  Like Smith and Sallee, Shaw 

 

69 Denny Curran interview by author, October 2020. 

70 Curran interview. 

71 Gary Shaw, interview by author, November 2020. 
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pastored in a single-staff structured, rural church, where the necessity of bi-vocational work 

provided income for anyone mentored into the pastoral role. 

Shaw began to pray and share with the church board his desire to search for someone as 

the next pastor of the church, someone who could “take it to the next level.” Shaw stated, “this 

process was so that the church would not experience what I had observed happen during the 

transitional time in rural churches.  I observed some churches go for years without a pastor.  I 

watched others hire a new pastor from the outside, and it went wrong, and the church exploded.” 

Shaw explained he did not want that to happen in the church he led, and a seed grew in his heart 

to find someone to mentor, to move them into the pastoral leadership role seamlessly.  While in 

this process, Shaw attended a conference and at lunch sat with some rural leaders.  One of them, 

John Gerbec, worked as a lay volunteer in another city. Shaw stated, “The Holy Spirit led us into 

the conversation, and we talked about the plan of transition.”72 Gerbec indicated an interest, and 

dialogue continued to the point where Shaw invited him and his family to become a part of the 

church’s lay staff with the idea that Gerbec would develop into the next pastor of the church.  

Within the church’s governance, the leadership gave no promises or guarantees to Gerbec as the 

congregation would need to vote on him as pastor.  Yet, Shaw had laid the groundwork with the 

church board and the church body to move in this direction.  Gerbec relocated with his family, 

found secular employment, and began a two-year mentoring process to become the next pastor.  

This process culminated in January 2021, when Shaw resigned. The church hired him as the 

interim pastor for a month to guide them through the next business meeting, where the church 

 

72 Shaw interview. 
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elected Gerbec as the new pastor of the church.73  Even though Shaw followed the traditional 

model of bylaws, Shaw created a hybrid with his involvement, and his appointment to the 

interim pastor role, which allowed him to guide the church through the transition. 

Analysis of Traditional Transition 

Analysis of traditional transition in rural churches indicates a need for adjustment in the 

transition method prescribed by tradition, bylaws, and church polity.  Carolyn Tennant wrote in 

Catch the Wind of the Spirit, “We need to stretch our thinking past the ‘five-fold ministry’ and 

emphasize the moving forth that God wants to see in His church.  This flow involves not only the 

leadership but all those in the church…as all work together under the headship of God.”74  

Tennant described how the Holy Spirit moves in the church and anoints the laity to complete and 

do the ministry's work.75  Laity becoming pastors may require planning transitional changes, a 

refocus from finding leaders from outside the church to examining new leaders from inside the 

church, and additional leadership and pastoral training. 

Shifts in culture, care, concern for the church, and an organic transition plan appear to fit 

within the Holy Spirit’s direction and the practical application of biblical leadership principles.  

Bringing the church into the process becomes a critical and often a missed part of the transition.  

Author and leadership development expert Brad Lomenick addressed the importance of the 

leadership team’s input into the process, “it begins with asking the difficult questions, and these 

 

73 Shaw interview. 

74 Carolyn Tennant, Catch the Wind of the Spirit, (Springfield, MO: Vital Resources, 2016), 189. 

75 Tennant, Catch the Wind of the Spirit, 191. 
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queries should be considered with the help of a team of trusted advisors.”76  Taking time to work 

through this process may include adjustment to the polity structure. Still, the experiences of 

Sallee, Smith, Haroldson, Deyarmini, Gerbec, and Shaw demonstrate some alternative options 

within traditional governance to accomplish a seamless change in the transition process. 

 

76 Brad Lomenick, H3 Leadership: Be Humble, Stay Hungry, Always Hustle, (Nashville, TN, Thomas 

Nelson Publishers, 2015) 73. 
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PART III 

PASTORAL TRANSITION THROUGH SUCCESSION  

IN RURAL ASSEMBLIES OF GOD CHURCHES  

The primary components of this section involve three case studies of churches 

transitioning through succession.  Pastoral interviews reveal the approaches of each church.  The 

section concludes with an analysis of potential successional practices and implementation 

concerns expressed through the case studies.   
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CHAPTER 5 

THREE CASE STUDIES: A PLAN OF RURAL SUCCESSION 

The three case studies on succession in this project involved churches and pastoral 

interviews from the Central Section of the Minnesota District of the Assemblies of God.  The 

planned approach taken by each pastor revealed similarities and differences.  The research 

discovered the main difference—how the pastors approached governance in their churches.  The 

study demonstrated a primary similarity—each used mentoring and preparation of a successor.  

In Who Moved Your Ladder, Your Next Bold Move, Samuel Chand wrote, “If we do a good job 

preparing our successor, the organization will flourish.”77  This study previously defined 

succession as a pastoral transition in a multi-staff environment. 

Further explanation will entail the lead pastor mentoring and guiding the selection of 

their successor.  Roberts revealed that the lead pastor should initiate the process of succession 

and demonstrate leadership in this area.  The pastor should do this, “while he is still viable, 

before waning energy and loss of creativity curtail his effectiveness and leave his congregation 

wonder about the future of their church.”78  Russell and Bucher further address succession 

planning, “A smooth transition must emanate from the preacher and not the congregation; 

otherwise, the transition is on precarious ground. It’s wise for the preacher to suggest the 

successor, the strategy, the departure date, and his intention afterward.”79  Planning and selecting 

 

77 Samuel R. Chand, Who Moved Your Ladder, Your Next Bold Move, (Niles, IL, Mall Publishing 

Company, 2004) 106. 

78 Roberts, Passing the Baton: Planning for Pastoral Transition, 38-39. 

79 Russell and Bucher, Transition Plan: 7 Secrets Every Leader Needs to Know, 63. 
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a successor remains a critical element in these case studies and carries a personal reflection.  One 

of the three churches studied where succession planning began involved the church I pastor. 

Research into the process of succession revealed literature primarily addressed multi-staff 

churches in an urban or suburban setting.  However, the case studies in this work will involve 

churches meeting the rural criteria of Radcliff.80  Within the Central Section in Minnesota, 13 of 

the 24 churches meet Radcliff’s rural criteria.81  Of those churches, four have multiple full-time 

staff members, which include the three studied planning succession.  The study includes a 

summary of the three churches, their pastors, and biographical information—the total years of 

experience of the three pastors in their present church equal 75 years. 

New Life Church, Princeton, Minnesota 

Pastor Chuck Pruett, age 60, leads New Life Church in Princeton, Minnesota.  Pruett 

became the pastor in 1997 following a ten-year calling as a children’s pastor in Brainerd, 

Minnesota. Pruett moved to Princeton with his wife and four minor children into a church that 

had 24 members.82  The population of Princeton at that time was 3,719, which has grown to 

4,710 today.83  Pruett has served the church for 24 years.  Under his leadership, the church grew 

 

80 For a detailed discussion of the Census Bureau’s urban-rural classification see Michael Ratcliffe’s, A 

Century of Delineating a Changing Landscape:  The Census Bureau’s Urban and Rural Classification, 1910 to 2010. 

https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/ua/Century_of_Defining_Urban.pdf 

81 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God Minister and Church Directory, accessed January 

9, 2021. https://mnaog.org/churches/. 

82 Rural Advancement Blog by Joe Epley, edited by Hope Danzl, November 11, 2020, accessed December 

10, 2020, https://ruraladvancement.com/god-still-moving-minnesotas-ring-of-fire/ 

83 United States Census Bureau Website, accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.census.gov/programs-

surveys/decennial-census.html 
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from 26 to 843 in average attendance with 1,903 adherents.84 As a result of church growth and 

his longevity, Pruett carries a leadership role indicative of a founding pastor.  Pruett agreed to an 

interview and requested any inference to a successor remain confidential as the process continues 

within the church. 

Pruett’s view of succession included the lead pastor’s necessity to play an active part in 

assisting the church in finding a successor, especially in a healthy and growing church.  

However, he stated, “If a church is struggling with leadership, stagnant or not doing well, then 

selecting a successor by the outgoing pastor might not play out as well.”85  Pruett revealed he 

was shocked at the importance of succession planning due to the uncertainty of life when his 

wife, Karol, died in 2010 at age 50.  At that time, he began praying, dreaming, and planning what 

succession might look like at New Life Church.  He started to train staff members into higher 

leadership roles and responsibilities to define their callings, giftedness, and character.  Pruett 

believed a successor would come from among the staff members because they best understand its 

vision and DNA of the church.  As a result, he developed a seven-year succession plan that 

would utilize a staff member as successor and discussed its structure with the deacon board, 

which agreed to its importance. 

New Life Church operates under the traditional transition model; therefore, the bylaws 

will dictate a vote on the next pastor.  Pruett believes the voting assumed through governance 

remains essential for the church not to feel coerced by leadership and for the incoming pastor to 

 

84 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God, Annual Church Ministries Reports, 2019. 

85 Chuck Pruett interview by author, October 2020. 
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experience the church body’s confirmation.  However, Pruett sees a risk in this process.  When 

people have the responsibility to vote, they could decide to go in a completely different direction.  

Pruett perceives a fine line between strategic leadership with the church’s good at heart and 

manipulation, which a leader does for personal gain or benefit. Pruett’s succession plan entailed 

moving a staff member from their current title into an associate title with Sunday morning 

preaching responsibilities once a month while continuing to oversee their respective ministry 

area.  This process will continually expose them to the voting members for evaluation. 

New Life Church entered the three-year point into Pruett’s seven-year succession plan.  

The objective initiates bringing someone to the church body for a vote as co-pastor soon.  Upon a 

co-pastor election, Pruett will serve and share decision-making and preaching alongside them 

with a diminished presence and responsibility for approximately three years.  Pruett does not see 

the bylaws needing adjustment as they do not dictate only one lead pastor.  He does not view 

governance as the critical issue, but rather the health of the pastor’s leadership and the church’s 

health as the primary determining factor if a plan like his will functionally work.  Pruett stated, 

“When healthy leadership is present, there is peace and stability and the affirmation of the church 

continuing in a positive direction.”86  Foundational to transition or succession success rests 

initially on the church’s view of the pastor’s leadership influence. 

River of Life Church, Cold Spring, Minnesota 

 Pastor Denny Curran, age 70, leads River of Life Church in Cold Spring, Minnesota.  

Curran planted the church in 1994 with his wife and four minor children and pastored there for 

 

86 Pruett interview. 
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27 years. When Curran arrived, Cold Spring had 2,294 people, but the community has grown to 

4,284 today.87  Since the time Curran started the church, it grew under his leadership to an 

average Sunday morning attendance of 730 and a constituency of 1296.88 Curran agreed to an 

interview regarding succession planning but requested any potential names of successors remain 

confidential as the process moves forward in the church. 

A review of Curran’s desire to implement succession planning shows it resulted from a 

personal situation of a friend’s untimely death and the closing of a once-thriving church.  The 

background is described in detail earlier in this project.  Following that event, Curran determined 

he would model to his team and the church leadership what it means to develop a well-planned 

transition or succession plan. In The 8th Habit, From Effectiveness to Greatness, Stephen Covey 

wrote, “modeling is the spirit and the center of any leadership effort.”89  Curran’s view of 

modeling adheres to Covey’s thoughts which he described in the following,   

Modeling is also not the work of just an individual; it’s the work of a team.  When you have a 

group of people that builds on each individual’s strengths and organizes to make individual 

weaknesses irrelevant, you have real power in an organization.  So, when you think of modeling, 

think of an individual and a complementary team.  The spirit of a complementary team is that you 

are there to play a unique role that compensates for the weaknesses of others…  Mutual respect 

becomes the moral imperative.90 

 

87 United States Census Bureau Website, accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.census.gov/programs-

surveys/decennial-census.html 

88 Minnesota District Council of the Assemblies of God, Annual Church Ministries Reports, 2019. 

89 Stephen R. Covey, The 8th Habit, From Effectiveness to Greatness, (New York, NY, Free Press, 2004) 

126. 

90 Covey, The 8th Habit, From Effectiveness to Greatness, 127. 
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Curran has spent years modeling to the staff and leadership teams what it means to have a spirit 

that complements each other. He believes modeling becomes a critical element for a church to 

transition when leadership changes.91 Curran believes simply walking away would devastate the 

church, and so for the past fifteen years, he has prayed, planned, mentored, and sought counsel 

on how succession could work where he leads.92  

River of Life Church operates under a congregational style of governance, with the 

bylaws shaping the process of pastoral transition and selection.  Curran described the bylaws as 

historical documents handed down through the denomination with a traditional approach to 

pastoral change, with the pastor not involved in the process.  The current governance dictates 

that a church’s search committee nominates and selects the next pastor for congregational 

approval.  River of Life went through bylaw adjustment to add the lead pastor to the search and 

nominating committee.  Curran will sit on that team through the nomination process of the next 

pastor.  Like Pruett, he perceives the voting process as a potential hang-up in the current 

governing structure; however, he trusts healthy leaderships’ guidance for congregations through 

any transition time.  He suggested another weakness in this process falls into the timing of 

transition or announcement of retirement.  Curran believes congregants and staff may become 

impatient once they realize a change is imminent, creating disunity.  “Once the staff is notified, 

there is the possibility of them posturing for power or position, particularly if they are still 

 

91 Curran interview. 

92 Curran interview. 
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themselves maturing spiritually.”93 Curran’s modeling of leadership and the process of 

mentoring his staff prepares them for the leadership transition. 

Curran’s remarks follow a concern present whenever a transition of power occurs.  In 

their book, A Church Called Tov: Forming a Goodness Culture That Resists Abuses of Power 

and Promotes Healing, Scot McKnight and Laura Barringer addressed the problem of pastors 

who abuse power to leverage themselves into positions of leadership or to stay in leadership.  

They stated, “power and goodness are not close buddies.  When leaders acquire power, power 

itself becomes an agent that may reduce the leader’s capacity for empathy and compassion… 

Such a self-centered hubris may cause the personal character of the power-shaped pastor to lose 

contact with the very essence of Christianity.”94  Curran observed this happen in some pastors 

who, “are continually trying to position themselves to either move up into bigger churches or 

who are hanging on to retire. They have no transition or succession plan because their work has 

become about themself instead of the church.” 95  Leaders must continually do the work of 

surrendering the church to God over personal ownership to stay ahead of power or pride in their 

transitional thinking. 

 

93 Curran interview. 

94 Scot McKnight and Laura Barringer, A Church Call Tov:  Forming a Goodness Culture That Resists 

Abuses of Power and Promotes Healing, (Carol Stream, IL, Tyndale House Publishers, 2020) p 33. 

95 Curran interview. 



 

 

 

45 

New Life Church, Foley, Minnesota 

The third church in this project reviewed regarding rural succession connects personally.  

My wife and I planted and led the church since the inception of New Life Church in Foley, 

Minnesota.  A review of the local church history reveals an Assemblies of God church planted in 

a liturgical and Catholic rural town of 2,500 people in central Minnesota.  The community of 

approximately 150 years old had never experienced an evangelical church, nor the county an 

Assemblies of God church.  New Life Church received its charter from the Assemblies of God in 

May 2001.  Saturday night preview services began in November 2001, with a Sunday morning 

grand opening in September 2002.  The average Sunday morning attendance in 2002 was 49.  

The church attendance has grown to 901 constituents, with a Sunday morning average attendance 

of 331.96  The church staff developed primarily from within the church through an in-house 

training and mentoring process. 

The context of succession at New Life began in 2018 by studying books on pastoral 

transition and conversations with pastors like Curran and Pruett approaching change.  Contact 

with additional pastors who demonstrated a leadership framework in planning for the future 

launched the process.  This connection produced transition documents from pastors like Rod 

Loy, who leads a multicampus church in Arkansas made up of urban, suburban, and rural 

churches.  Loy showed the importance of emergency planning by having a well-thought-out and 

 

96 New Life Church of Foley annual reports 2002-2019. 
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developed crisis transition plan.97  A crisis emergency transition plan is necessary to create but 

remains beyond this project’s scope. 

Personal recognition of the value in leading the way through transition resulted in the 

consultation of leadership books on transition planning.  James Kouzes and Barry Posner’s, The 

Leadership Challenge: How to Make Extraordinary Things Happen in Organizations, guided the 

process. Kouzes and Posner wrote when leaders remain at their best, they “model the way, 

inspire a shared vision, challenge the process, enable others to act and encourage the heart” of 

those they lead.98  Meetings with the pastoral team and the deacon board regarding the 

importance of having a transition and a crisis plan began in 2018. Roberts’s book, Passing the 

Baton: Planning for Pastoral Transition, became required reading for New Life Church board 

members.99  The board discussed transition planning in the framework of a seven to ten-year 

period. 

The governance and bylaws of pastoral transition at New Life followed the traditional 

structure of the Assemblies of God.  The church leadership desired to change them to allow for a 

more “hands-on” approach to succession.  The process began with granting Pastor Tina Von 

Wald the co-pastor title upon her ordination yet without the bylaws’ corresponding authority.  

The board presented structural changes of the bylaws to the congregation, which included a co-

pastor elected to function alongside the lead pastor.  The church membership voted Pastor Tina 

 

97 Email interview and correspondence with Rod Loy, by author, March 2019. 

98 James M. Kouzes, & Barry Z. Posner. The Leadership Challenge: How to Make Extraordinary Things 

Happen in Organizations, 6th edition. (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2017), table 1.1, 5 Practices & 10 

Commitments of Leaders, 24. 

99 Roberts, Passing the Baton: Planning for Pastoral Transition. 
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Von Wald into this position, demonstrating how the role could work.  Communication with the 

congregation revealed this change’s purpose, taking into account pastoral transition, which 

naturally occurs in every church.  Bylaws dictate a vote on this position for initial assignment 

and then again after service of three years. 

The goal for the lead pastor includes mentoring and sharing responsibilities with the co-

pastor for those three years. Preparation of the next leader is integral to this process.  Ruch wrote,  

Jesus prepared His disciples for leadership, trained them while He modeled and performed 

ministry on the earth, and then commissioned them to continue the work He had done. His 

process of calling, training, and empowering, perfectly continued and expanded the previous 

biblical succession narratives as the revelation of Scripture moved toward the Messiah’s 

ascension and preparation for the spread of the gospel worldwide. Jesus left a road map for His 

disciples to emulate the process that He modeled, and now it could be instilled in others.100 

Church deacons shared the goal and the importance of leadership preparation for the future 

leader with the congregation during the annual meeting where the bylaw change occurred. 

A key to this process requires the lead pastor to find and select the appropriate protégé.  

In Mentoring, How to Find a Mentor and How to Become One, Bobb Biehl summarized the 

underlying motivation necessary for the lead pastor in finding a protégé, to accept a lifetime 

commitment of investing one’s life into another.101  Biehl described the nature, desire to support, 

and how to encourage the protégé through this process, 

I’d like to be one of your life mentors.  What I mean by that is simple: I’d like to put you on my 

lifelong prayer list. I’d like to be there when you enjoy success and when you go through hard 

times.  Every time we meet, I’d like to ask you the two mentoring questions:  1.  What are your 

priorities?  2.  How can I help?  Bottom line: I’d like to help you realize your full God-given 

potential over a lifetime.  There are a lot of people who would consider a call at 2:00 AM an 

 

100 Ruch, Preparing the Receiver of the Baton in the Succession Narrative, 41. 

101 Bobb Biehl, Mentoring: How to Find a Mentor and How to Become One, (Mt. Dora, Florida: Aylen 

Publishing, 2007) 135. 
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inconvenience…Calling me isn’t an inconvenience; it’s a command.  For the rest of your life, if 

you get into the really deep weeds, you call me!102 

During the three-year mentorship time, the lead pastor and the congregation would observe, 

encourage, and support the co-pastor towards the transition into pastoral leadership.  This time 

will allow the lead pastor, assembly, and co-pastor to determine if the co-pastor fits as the right 

person to lead the church. Upon reaching the three-year mark, a vote for an indefinite term as the 

lead pastor would occur.  If voted into office, the resignation of the lead pastor would follow.  

The exiting pastor would then formally pass the church’s mantel of leadership to the new lead 

pastor in a public ceremony.  A vital consideration in bylaw construction included flexibility for 

various possible scenarios.  For instance, the bylaws allow for a co-pastor but do not require one.  

The governance flexibility goal targets a seamless transition in transferring leadership in the 

church.103   

Each pastor interviewed understood the inevitable change in pastoral leadership that 

would occur in their churches.  Despite operating under traditional polity, adjustments happened 

to the governance for the best interests of the church.  The alternative options described provide 

direction for those considering a process of succession in a rural church. 

  

 

102 Biehl, Mentoring: How to Find a Mentor and How to Become One, 137. 

103 New Life Church of Foley, Constitution and By-laws, Article II and Article III, amended 2021. 



 

 

 

49 

CHAPTER 6 

ANALYSIS OF CASE STUDIES AND IMPLEMENTATION CONCERNS 

The three case studies on succession in this project revealed each pastor served in a 

strong leadership position as the founding pastor.  Even though Pruett led a revitalization work, 

his longevity of over 24 years with exponential growth from 26 to over 1000 created a founder’s 

mentality within the church. Founding pastors face added pressure in the process of transition.  

Peter Scazzero in The Emotionally Healthy Leader wrote,  

The Elders and I researched how other churches had transitioned from a founding pastor to a new 

leader.  There were very few success stories.  A healthy transition would lead to another 

generation of fruitful service and impact for God’s kingdom.  A poor process would lead to years 

of faltering before New Life righted herself, if ever, and stabilized.  Most churches, we learned, 

never recapture the “glory days” enjoyed under the founder’s leadership. Yet, I remained 

convinced that New Life’s best days were still ahead of us.104 

Scazzero and his church went through a pastoral transition successfully.  As each of the pastors 

in the case studies plans to do, he remained a part of the church.  Scazzero identified seven 

critical stages of transition; “Define the founding pastor’s new role.  Define the new senior 

pastor’s role.  Establish a task force.  Identify potential candidates. Complete a year of testing.  

Affirm a new leader.  Communicate the transition publicly.” 105  These stages gave structure to 

each of the case studies and their church transition in this project. 

Each pastor in the case studies expressed concern and a consistent theme throughout the 

interviews in this project, balancing good leadership without tainting it with an appearance of 

manipulation or self-interest.  The interviews revealed that keeping a humble spirit in leadership 

 

104 Peter Scazzero, The Emotionally Healthy Leader, (Grand Rapids, MI:  Zondervan, 2015), 289. 

105 Scazzero, The Emotionally Healthy Leader, 290. 
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creates a stimulating environment for transitional success and self-interest contained.  Harry 

Truman stated, “You can accomplish anything in life, provided that you do not mind who gets 

the credit.”106  The pastors interviewed consistently pointed their success towards others and 

desired their successors to experience more significant accomplishments than themselves. 

Long-term pastors and founding pastors face the temptation of celebrity status within 

their churches.  McKnight and Barringer wrote, “Celebrity pastors tend to see themselves as 

superior.  They are above and beyond the people of their church.  Up there on their pedestals, 

they can’t help but tend to think they are better than the people of their church.  They are treated 

as such, and they start to believe it.”107  Fighting against celebrity status remains necessary for 

the pastor to work through transition or succession as an act of servanthood to the church, rather 

than viewing it as another accomplishment.  Leading in this manner shapes the mission of the 

church.108 Loy emphasized this servant nature for pastors in leadership transition in iLead, “The 

tough truth about leadership is this: Leaders must sacrifice their rights.  The higher the leadership 

position, the fewer rights a leader has.  The question all Christian leaders must ask themselves, 

‘Am I willing to decrease so Christ can increase?’”109 The planned approach revealed the 

interviewees' desire to follow servant leadership principles to address leverage or manipulation 

concerns. 

 

106 David McCullough, Truman, (New York, NY:  Simon & Schuster, 1992), 564. 

107 McKnight & Barringer, A Church Called Tov, 184. 

108 McKnight & Barringer, A Church Called Tov, 176. 

109 Rod Loy, iLead, “Leadership Development Curriculum,” First North Little Rock Church, North Little 

Rock, AR, January, 2012. 
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Each pastor had differing approaches to the governance involved in succession.  All were 

entering the retirement transition process, which connects to this project by guiding many rural 

pastors approaching retirement.  Whether leading through a traditional governance, making a 

slight modification to governance, or creating new governing articles, all pastors in the case 

studies expressed concern regarding the moment leadership transfers through a congregational 

vote. 

A leader, author, and former deacon at New Life Church in Foley, Scott Schuler, best 

described a concern through a question asked during a leadership interview, “What happens if 

the candidate is voted down, how will it impact them, and what will the church do?”110  Indeed, 

this scenario needs prayer and thought, along with a plan to put in place if it happens.  Despite 

this concern, each pastor appeared committed to their goal of action based on having in their 

churches what Patrick Lencioni described as the foundational element of cohesive teams, “They 

trust one another.”111  When lack of trust in the pastor becomes a prevailing concern or ongoing 

issue within a church facing transition, it compromises the exiting pastor’s input, making it 

irrelevant.  Henry Cloud concluded in The Power of Other, anyone you cannot trust should not 

influence the decision-making process.112  Each of the pastors in the interviews, whether facing 

transition or succession situations, revealed the trust of the congregation and confidence of the 

pastoral team as a critical element necessary for them to lead the church successfully through the 

transition process.  

 

110 Scott Schuler interview by author, February 2021. 

111 Patrick Lencioni, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, (San Francisco, CA:  Josey-Bass, 2002), 189. 

112 Henry Cloud, The Power of Other, (New York, NY:  Harper Collins, 2016), 209. 
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PART IV 

INTENTIONAL INTERIMS IN PASTORAL TRANSITION 

This section describes the intentional interim transition process as prescribed and defined 

by the Minnesota District of the Assemblies of God.  Interviews with the past District 

Superintendent, the current District Superintendent, and the district's primary Interim Pastor 

reveal how the process works.  Additional data and information provided by the District Office 

regarding training and transition bolster the interim report. 
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The Minnesota District of the Assemblies of God instituted a pool of pastors, which 

churches can access for support when facing a pastoral transition.  The pastors in this group carry 

the title of Intentional Interims.  This section included interviews with Mark Dean, Minnesota 

District Superintendent, and Greg Kalyvas, key Minnesota Intentional Interim Pastor.  This 

section’s structure also references the Intentional Interim training and guidance manual provided 

by the Minnesota District Council.  Since the transition process in rural churches can contain 

abrupt and unexpected changes, the intentional interim concept can help the church work through 

the transition with an experienced pastor guiding them.  Additional candidates for training and 

entering the interims pool will exponentially increase as pastors enter retirement.  These pastors 

have a wealth of knowledge and experience available to guide churches through the transition 

process. 

Mark Dean 

An interview with Dean addressed questions regarding the idea, process, goals, and 

structure of Minnesota’s intentional interim transitional procedure.  Dean stated the original idea 

resulted from a meeting he and St. John had with an American Baptist group of leaders from 

California approximately ten years ago.  The expanded church world uses the intentional interim 

process.  For example, Al Jergenson, former pastor of First Presbyterian Church in Foley, 

Minnesota, a congregation of the Presbyterian Church of American (PCA), described their 

denomination's intentional interim foundational elements.113 Jergenson’s showed the PCA has a 

 

113 Foley Minnesota Ecumenical Ministers roundtable discussion regarding interim pastors in each 

denomination represented, September 2017. 
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nationwide pool from which they attempt to match interim pastors with churches in a leadership 

transition.  The local congregation approves the temporary pastor with the intention for the 

candidate to lead the church for one year for every ten years the previous pastor has served.  

Upon viewing the resources from other denominations, the Minnesota District Office began to 

develop curriculum and training materials for use to train pastors in an interim role.  Dean and 

St. John stated, “We are only aware of the Wisconsin and Ohio districts having similar training 

types for interim pastors” and they have collaborated with these districts for ideas and updated 

training specific to the Assemblies of God.114  

The intentional interim process begins with the District Office requesting individual 

retired pastors, prior district officials, or pastors without a current church to apply to the interim 

pool.  Dean indicated the importance of vetting the applicants as some do not fit for the role or 

may not meet an interim pastor’s leadership requirements.  The pool selection structure attempts 

to match an interim’s personality and leadership with a church that has a need.  Dean reviewed 

some of the foundational requirements, “We prefer to put people into a church with a proven 

record in Minnesota.  They have our DNA and understand what we are looking for, preferably 

somebody who has mastered long-term pastoring.  They must grasp who we are and have some 

familiarity with the interim program.”115  With the large number of pastors entering retirement 

age in Minnesota and the limited number of interims, the need exists to increase the candidate 

pool. 

 

114 Mark Dean and Clarence St. John combined interview by author, October 2020. 

115 Mark Dean interview by author, October 2020. 
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Dean revealed the interim process connects with all church situations of transition, 

whether single staff, multiple staff, retirement, or the pastor’s dismissal.  Once a church, which 

does not have a transition plan, enters into transition, the district encourages them to contact the 

office for an intentional interim.  Dean stated, “up to 90 percent of our churches which go 

through a transition, request an intentional interim to walk them through the change process.”116  

Once a pastor resigns, “the district goal is to be at the church within the week of the resignation 

and present the church with the option of the interim program.”117  Churches that request the 

interim pay their salary and complete extensive church history and background forms to guide 

the interim through learning the essential components of the church’s structure. 

The district structure, which guides the interim pastor to help the church transition, 

begins with a board training process.  The church fills out a basic assumptions criteria form, 

which provides church background for the interim pastor’s awareness.  The training includes 

helping the church navigate the emotional trauma of transition and establish a healthy growth 

mindset.  Each year, the district provides the interim pastors updated and ongoing training with 

an outside resource and roundtable discussions with all the interim pastors in the pool about 

unique situations they have faced.118  The comprehensive district structure continues adjusting 

and adapting to the changing landscape of church transitions. 

 

116 Dean interview. 

117 Dean interview. 

118 A detailed manual is available from the Minnesota District Office of the Assemblies of God.  It includes 

categories of training on teaching a church positive growth habits, dealing with grief experienced through transition, 

church board talking points and a basic assumptions worksheet which the transitioning church completes for the 

interims knowledge. 
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Greg Kalyvas 

Kalyvas serves in the Minnesota District interim pool of pastors and has done so for eight 

years.  He has ministered in his current role for about one year in Palisade, Minnesota.  Kalyvas 

has primarily served in rural areas and has found an exemplary depth of love the rural 

community has for the church.  Kalyvas, age 61, worked in ministry for 36 years before entering 

the intentional interim ministry. 

Kalyvas described the district training as invaluable for the position.  He and the district 

decide how a church in need of an interim may fit his personality and style.  As an interim, he 

has never contacted the previous pastor regarding insights into the church.119  The district 

discourages communicating with the church's earlier pastors, following the district’s traditional 

leadership transition style. 

Kalyvas believes the interim pastor can help the church work through the issues that may 

hamper the permanent pastor.  He stated,  

You use the interim period as a kind of buffer.  I like to describe it as I’m the middle reliever 

coming in.  My job isn’t to win the game but to help the situation be set up in a positive way for 

the next pastor.  I try to deal with any financial, relational, spiritual or organizational issues which 

might hinder them so when they arrive, they can hit the ground running.120   

The intentional interim process has great potential for the rural setting to guide a church 

unfamiliar with the process through a transition.  

 

119 Greg Kalyvas interview by author, October 2020. 

120 Kalyvas interview. 
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CONCLUSION 

This project initially launched from the challenge of finding resources or literature to 

guide rural pastors or churches through transition or succession. In contrast, many studies 

address the process and the consequences of change and succession in urban and suburban 

settings or large church environs.  Lack of transition resources for the rural areas communicates a 

sense of disregard and lack of value for the rural church. 

All AG churches have value and are needed to accomplish the AG’s mission. Therefore, it is 

important that the AG not view existing churches as second class or missionally inferior to church 

plants, but value existing churches for the strengths they have; these strengths often come only 

through longevity and credibility in a community. Every church that pursues God’s mission has 

value in His Kingdom and should have value in the AG.121 

Often, rural pastors have access to fewer professional development opportunities in transition 

and succession areas from a rural practitioner's view.  In The Catalyst Leader, Brad Lomenick 

argues, “…culture is pushing into positions of influence people who are unequipped for the task 

they’ve been given.”122  Scott Schuler, an author and successful business owner stated, “I have 

never been offered or found leadership mentoring in any of the rural communities I’ve lived, and 

certainly not from a biblical worldview perspective.”123  Providing pastoral mentoring in a rural 

culture encourages developing young pastors and leaders from within the church.   

As a rural pastor, I have learned the importance of planning organically occurring 

 

121 Paul Drost, “Church Planting: A Strategic Method for Increasing Missional Effectiveness in the 

Assemblies of God.” A project submitted to the Doctor of Ministry Committee in candidacy for the Degree of 

Doctor of Ministry, Assemblies of God Theological Seminary, (Ann Arbor, MI: ProQuest, 2015), p 134. 

122 Brad Lomenick, The Catalyst Leader, (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2013), xxvii. 

123 Scott Schuler, “Rural Church Multiplication/Church Planting and Revitalization” (Interview, Immersion 

Experience, Trinity Graduate School, Foley, MN, October 2018). 
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transitions and leading the church I pastor through such changes.  This research motivated me 

before exiting my current pastorate; I will mentor a future leader who understands the 

community, the church culture, and the rural ministry dynamics.  Further, I will seek to guide the 

leadership team and church body through a healthy transition process.  The combination of 

experience and this study creates a resource with options to undergird rural pastors in guiding 

their churches through transition.  The ultimate goal establishes an environment where the 

church can accelerate movement forward into the future God has for it. 

Across the United States, the increasing age of rural pastors creates a sense of urgency, 

and many retirements loom.  Denominational resistance, a traditional view on transition, and lack 

of planning by the exiting pastors have contributed to the lack of rural transition resources. 

Historical bylaws, governance, and possibly a lack of forward-thinking have created barriers in 

many churches during transitional periods.  As an ancillary consequence, these factors also 

instilled unintended consequences for the rural church, a shortage of replacement pastors.  

Pastors planning and praying for direction and programs to develop the next leader for the 

church from existing church members will help alleviate some of the shortages 

As a recommendation to overcome the emergent needs, pastors may consider the 

implications and the applications in this project.  Ruch described a pastor’s responsibility to 

develop the next leader of a church facing transition.  He argued, “The preparation process for 

success is a much longer runway than selection and handoff.  Years of guidance and training 

could position churches for a better future with prepared leaders.  If facilitation of these leaders 
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is not addressed, in the future, churches will have pastors partially prepared.” 124  Increasing the 

church's ministry's effectiveness and the Misseo Dei may require a new pastoral transition model 

for the rural church. 

Rural churches would benefit from well-developed transition plans and discussions 

among their leadership regarding transitions.  Each of the interviewees reported, the need for 

change involved a written, developed, and discussed transition plan.  Mullins suggested, “If 

you’ve been in ministry for a while, you have learned some lessons and insights along the way! 

Don’t underestimate the value of preserving them for others.”  Mullins shared that writing is not 

only for experts but for men and women willing to preserve their wisdom for future generations, 

for those who will lead the church into the future.125  Encouragement for pastoral leaders facing 

transition begins with a written plan, with clear steps that provide direction and clear 

communication that minimizes confusion or anxiety for the transitioning church. 

A recommendation for further research could include the district offices’ creating 

templates and training processes regarding transition for leaders to institute before leaving a 

church.  Research may also consist of studying and developing a program for pastors, 

encouraging them to create future leaders from within a church for succession.  Any method may 

review working within traditional bylaw structure as those interviewed in this research 

accomplished or engage the district’s intentional interim pastors’ recommendation.  Another area 

 

124 Nathaniel Ruch, Preparing the Receiver of the Baton in the Succession Narrative, Doctoral Dissertation, 

Minneapolis, MN: Copyright @ 2018 Nathaniel Ruch, 129. 

125 Mullins, Passing the Leadership Baton:  A Winning Transition Plan for Your Ministry, 148. 
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of research could provide instruction and direction on changing bylaws to accommodate 

transition or succession. 

My life’s investment into a rural church and community has brought hope and optimism 

about the church raising the next leader in the transition process.  I look forward with joy to the 

next season of ministry; a season where I prepare the next pastor to sit in my chair; a season to 

prepare the congregation for the continuity of God’s mission without disruption.  I trust some of 

the processes described and presented within this thesis will become an example and provide an 

option for other churches engaged in succession or transition.  My prayer for rural pastors 

concerned about their church’s response to change; be encouraged, begin to plan, and pray for 

options to utilize and implement during your transition; God will guide you each step of the way. 
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Minnesota District of the Assemblies of God 

Central Section Pastoral Transitions 

 

 
Church or 
Town 

 Transitions 
Since 2001 

 

Annandale  2  
Becker  1  
Big Lake  1  
Buffalo  1  
Cokato  1  
Cold Spring  0  
Foley  0  
Freeport  2  
Gaylord  0  
Hutchinson  4  
Long Prairie  1  
Milaca  5  
Monticello  1  
Princeton  0  
Rice  1  
St Cloud    
 Deaf Life 1  
 City Hope 0  
 Life AG 1  
 Place of Hope 0  
 Relevant Life 4  
Sartell  0  
Sauk Centre  2  
Zimmerman  1  
    
 Total 29  
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