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When Less Is More: The Consequences of Clergy Turnover

James served on the staff of two large churches be-
fore accepting a call as a solo pastor for a small rural
congregation. After three years, he wonders if his
leadership has made a difference. Gloria accepted a
call to lead an urban congregation immediately after
seminary. After a decade in ministry there, she won-
ders if she is still the best leader for the church.
Jeremy heard from his seminary mentor that a won-
derful church, served for twenty-five years by an
esteemed pastor who has announced his retirement,
is seeking a new pastor. Should he apply?

Pastoral change is a part of every congregation’s
life. Pastors serve a congregation about five years
before leaving for another call. Protestant pastors
currently in ministry have served, on average, in
three or four church positions. Pastors tend to stay
longer in any particular ministry position the longer
they are in ministry because frequent job changes
tend to occur in the earlier years of ministry service.

In addition to the individual circumstances of each
church, the amount of time a pastor remains in any
single position varies greatly by their denominational
affiliation, theological training, and career stage.
However, research conducted over an eight-year
period tracked a sample of congregations to explore
how a change in pastoral leadership affected those
churches.! What did the study reveal?

About half of the congregations experienced a pas-
toral transition. Conservative Protestant churches were
the least likely to experience a pastor turnover; only 29
percent of these churches welcomed a new senior or
solo pastor between 2001 and 2008. Similarly, rela-
tively few Catholic parishes experienced priest turn-
over, with only 36 percent of these parishes welcom-
ing a different senior pastor. The biggest clergy turn-
over occurred among mainline Protestant churches.
Two-thirds of these churches received a new senior or
solo pastor during those eight years.

Church Conflict Makes a Difference
Clergy often leave congregations when conflict,
resistance to change, and diminished ministry oppor-

tunities discourage them. One in four churches with
different pastors in 2008 than in 2001 said that the
church had experienced major conflict, leading a
pastor or minister to leave.

What is the conflict about? One out of three pas-
tors reported leadership style as a source of the
church conflict. But other disagreements erupted
into conflict around church finances, changes in
worship services, or renovating or building new
facilities.

Even more serious is major conflict that leads to a
church split. One in ten pastoral leaders serving
their congregation since 2001 reported that one out-
come had been the departure of members to form a
new church.

Negative Consequences of Clergy Turnover?

Many mainline Protestant churches that went
through a pastoral transition also declined in size.
Mainline Protestant churches that lost their 2001
pastor also experienced a loss in worship attend-
ance between 2001 and 2008. And the majority of
churches (seven out of ten) with different pastors in
2008 reported some decline in worship attendance.
Those mainline Protestant churches that retained
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their pastor reported almost no change in worship
attendance. Only half of churches with the same pas-
tor reported any decline in worship attendance.

The relationship between clergy turnover and
growth is less clear in conservative Protestant
churches. Conservative Protestant churches that lost
their 2001 pastor actually increased their worship
attendance by an average of almost 18 attendees.
Those conservative Protestant congregations that
retained their pastor declined slightly in size.

Do pastoral turnovers create numerical decline? It’s
complicated. Many factors play a role in decreasing or
increasing worship attendance and growing church
vitality. Sometimes numerical decline even precedes
the pastor’s departure. Any picture of clergy turnover
does not capture the quality of pastoral leadership.
The consequences for the congregation are quite dif-
ferent when an effective leader departs versus when
an ineffective pastor leaves for a new call.

Positive Consequences of Clergy Turnover?

Research indicates that longer tenures give pastors
more time to build relationships, lead through a
period of change, and resolve long-standing conflict.
Further, a new pastor can take several years to rein-
vigorate members’ energy and investment in congre-
gational life after such a transition.

New pastors are more likely to lead effectively if
they listen to members’ responses to the following:

o What issues and questions dominate the discus-
sions at governing board meetings?

e What are the most important things that hap-
pened in the congregation in the past several
years?

o What are some of the best things happening in
the congregation right now?

o What are some of your hopes and dreams for the
congregation over the next five years?

The first few years of a new pastorate set the stage
for long-term effectiveness. In smaller churches
especially, new pastors must first earn the trust of
members. Visiting and building relationships helps
the new pastor identify and affirm the gifts and tal-
ents in the congregation. In larger congregations, lay
leaders want to see if the new pastor is a proactive
leader who is willing to take the initiative or a more
reactive leader who responds to others’ initiative.

New ministers invariably inherit staff currently
employed by the congregation. Lay leadership
smooth the way when they quietly inform existing
staff members that the new pastor will be given the

authority to build a new staff team and those termi-
nations may be made by the new pastor. In this
way, lay leadership and not the new pastor intro-
duce the idea that staff changes may be necessary.
Advice to new pastors: Proceed with caution—
only so much can be accomplished in the first year.
It is enough to start a process where members begin
to grasp a new vision for the future and become
increasingly aware of new possibilities.

Long Pastorates as More Chapters

If a new pastor negotiates the first year or chapter
with an interim understanding—as a transitional
leader between the past and the future, the stage is
set for the next successful chapter. Long pastorates
are actually a series of terms or chapters. Change
necessitates that the current contract between the
pastor and the congregation must be renegotiated.
A new contract calls for retraining lay leaders,
recruiting leaders with different skills, employing a
new leadership team, and perhaps even revising
existing rules. Likewise, pastors must reassess their
role, leadership style, and ability to recreate them-
selves for the new congregation forming before
them. Pastors who grasp the concept of chapters are
better equipped to serve beyond the first or second
term, which lasts between five and ten years.

In year three, James is still in his first term as pas-
tor of the small rural church. Absent any major con-
flict, after another two or three years, he can discern
whether his gifts and skills are right for the congrega-
tion’s next chapter. Gloria, in year ten, has clearly
finished a first term. Her discernment will center on
whether her call to the congregation is going to be a
long-term pastorate. If Jeremy is going to seriously
consider a new call, his job is to ask questions to
learn about the congregation’s focus and commit-
ments. Together he and the lay leadership can dis-
cern if his gifts are likely to bear fruit for the
church’s next chapter.

In every chapter of ministry, the goal is to flourish.
Lillian Daniel, a United Church of Christ pastor cap-
tures the joy of ministry: “I do love being a minister.
I love the agility it calls forth in me and the chaos
that only Jesus could organize into a calling.”
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