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Without an intentional succession plan,  
the local church suffers.

 

At the age of sixty-eight, Garry Tracy began to feel an 
unrest in his spirit to initiate the process of pastoral 
succession. As a pastor grows older, the importance 
of a graceful exit becomes paramount. It speaks of 
sterling character, a vision greater than self, and an 
unshakeable faith that the church is in good hands—
God’s hands. Leaders who exit gracefully exemplify 
what is best for the church. Churches that plan for a 
gradual transition are equally important. This book 
tells the story of the author’s graceful exit and includes 
wisdom from other incoming and outgoing pastors 
based on their pastoral transitions.
 

Garry Tracy has served the United 
Pentecostal Church International 
in a variety of capacities, including 
twenty years with Global Missions 
and twenty years pastoring in 
Bridgeton, Missouri. He and his 

wife, Victoria, continue to minister in various settings 
conducting leadership and ministerial training seminars 
throughout Canada, the United States, and overseas.
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SUCCESSION 
PREPARING FOR A PASTORAL TRANSITION

Then saith Jesus unto them, All ye shall be offended because of me this 

night: for it is written, I will smite the shepherd, and the sheep of the 

flock shall be scattered abroad. (Matthew 26:31)

As a district official, I have observed situations in which a 
pastor prepares for pastoral transition without a balanced team to 
provide counsel. The end result is usually detrimental not only to 
the current pastor and his family, but to the church and the in-
coming pastor as well. The outgoing pastor’s decisions may tend 
to favor him while placing an unrealistic burden on the church and 
incoming pastor. This sets the church back several years and cre-
ates untold hurt and confusion. 

Therefore, I contend that transitions of this nature should not 
be made by one person but should include those who will consider 
the best interests of all parties involved. Therefore, a transitional 
plan is essential, especially if the outgoing pastor would like to stay 
on in a lesser capacity, which is the case for more than half of pas-
tors who are planning pastoral transition. Their supporting role 
usually yields advantageous results. 

3

IMPACT
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20 Chapter 3

Scripture emphasizes there is wisdom and security in seeking 
the counsel of others for any important decision in life and min-
istry; pastoral transition certainly would qualify as an important 
decision. Large, well-organized churches should already have 
a church board or board of elders who help make decisions that 
affect the congregation. This team should be brought into the plan-
ning and decision-making concerning pastoral change. In addition, 
larger churches also will have staff who work closely with the pas-
tor. They will be greatly affected by a pastoral change whether they 
stay on to serve with the new pastor or leave when the new pastor 
takes the reins. 

At New Life St. Louis, when Pastor Aaron Batchelor was elect-
ed, we had already engaged in crucial discussions concerning which 
staff members should stay on and which should leave. Although the 
church staff and ministry leaders did not have voting privileges on 
the church board, they were part of the discussions and thus were 
well informed of the plan, process, and implementation. 

If a smaller church does not have a sufficient number of ded-
icated leaders and elders, it would be prudent to enlist the help of 
trusted ministry friends or organizational leaders to walk with the 
pastor through the planning and process of pastoral transition. I 
cannot overemphasize that pastors who are transitioning out of 
their leadership role should avoid making decisions alone because 
they are deeply invested emotionally and will have difficulty mak-
ing wise, well-balanced decisions on their own. All concerned 
would receive great benefit from the help of retired pastors, lead-
er friends (preferably ones the congregation knows and trusts), or 
district leaders. If a church’s constitution does not address these 
matters, the church leadership will need to make adjustments to 
the bylaws before starting a pastoral transition. See chapter 15 for 
more information about amending a church constitution to allow 
for the pastoral transition process. 

According to Leadership Transitions (Barna Group), half 
of incoming pastors say there was no plan in place before the 
previous pastor began to transition out. One-third of incoming 
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pastors report that this lack of planning creates extreme difficulty 
or major obstacles to achieving a smooth and successful transition. 
Ironically, a majority of incoming pastors, who at some time in the 
future will be transitioning out, do not consider developing future 
leaders a high personal priority. This serious deficiency among our 
present church leaders must be addressed if we wish to successfully 
pass thriving churches on to the next generation of leaders. 

Two church planters in my home area of southern New Bruns-
wick, Canada, exemplified the successful development of future 
leaders. William Ring planted five churches in fishing villages 
along the southern coast of the province. The Stairs bothers (Quin-
cy and Wynn) planted several churches in the southwestern part of 
the province. I came from the McAdam church, which they started 
in the 1930s. Scores of church leaders, pastors, and missionaries 
resulted from their efforts. 

New Life, the church I recently transitioned from, has a similar 
history. Guy and Lillie Roam planted a great church and men-
tored multiple leaders who planted several churches in the metro 
St. Louis area and who also became church planters in other parts 
of the US and overseas. A common trait for these visionary lead-
ers was their dedication to developing leaders in the local church. 
Sometimes this training was informal, but it was effective.

A successful transition plan requires that a pastor starts early 
and communicates the process clearly and repeatedly to all con-
cerned. Taking time to build confidence in and commitment to the 
new leader’s vision for the church reduces stress and the risk of 
negative fallout. 

It is advantageous for a new leader to have some “good wins” 
early in his tenure. This gives him credibility with the congregation 
and builds trust. If the previous pastor is still involved, he or she 
can become the new pastor’s greatest fan, complimenting and 
complementing him through the transition process. I made up 
my mind that my greatest responsibility after the election was 
to do everything in my power to make my successor a success. I 
gladly decreased so he could increase. I took advantage of every 
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22 Chapter 3

opportunity to compliment Pastor Aaron and Breanna and say 
positive words about specific plans and accomplishments they had 
achieved. 

If you are transitioning to a supportive pastoral role, look for 
reasons to publicly celebrate your successor’s success. But if there 
are points of disagreement or missteps or disappointments, they 
should be worked out in private behind the scenes. Create an atmo-
sphere of peace and confidence in the new pastor so the church will 
put their support behind the new pastor. This will work better if 
you have taken sufficient time to personally process the transition. 

Leadership over the long haul should not be built on one indi-
vidual. Every pastor should build a team, share responsibilities, and 
give public credit with every opportunity. People feel more secure 
if they have more than one person they can look to for leadership 
and influence. Jesus and the apostle Paul were continually develop-
ing leaders and pushing them to the forefront. Both understood the 
value of building leaders and giving them responsibilities, knowing 
that one day they themselves would depart from the scene.

A planned transition can shorten the adjustment period and 
the severity of the adjustments. A quick transition or a forced 
transition (due to an unusual or crisis situation) is difficult for any 
congregation. The adjustment period for congregations will vary 
depending on several factors, but in most cases a planned, gradual 
transition will be quicker and easier for the church family. 

Clear and repeated communication concerning the details of 
the transition is important in every situation but extremely helpful 
in a forced transition when the church is feeling insecure, emotion-
al, and vulnerable. The trusted voice of a leader explaining what is 
happening and what will happen will calm fears and build trust. 
Good leaders will prepare for the crisis before it arrives and thereby 
minimize negative responses. 

A proverb attributed to Abraham Lincoln says it is difficult to 
change horses in the middle of the stream. I say the best meth-
od of operation is to change horses before entering the stream! In 
the context of leadership transition, if the church is accustomed to 
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several trusted voices speaking in harmony and one of those voic-
es is no longer heard, the anxiety caused by that departure will be 
minimized. But if the church is accustomed to hearing only one 
voice and that voice suddenly is silent, the negative response will 
be amplified. Team leadership is the best choice. 

Pastors are fallible. They need accountability. When a pastor 
builds a leadership team, encourages their growth, shares responsi-
bilities and authority, and encourages their voice and opinion, he is 
building a safety net not only for the church but for himself as well. 
When I was senior pastor at New Life, my decisions often were 
more balanced and wiser when I encouraged the other leaders to 
speak their minds during our discussion times. This gave value to 
them and made me a better leader.

When pastors are building their leadership team, it is important 
they intentionally choose those with diverse abilities, personalities, 
backgrounds, and thought processes. They may think it easier and 
more beneficial to enlist people like them who will always be in 
agreement (i.e., yes-men), but in the long run they will do better if 
they have a support team of thinkers who are strong individuals, 
who can bring balance to the team, and respectfully present differ-
ing points of view. 

When people work closely together, conflict and uncomfort-
able conversations do happen. If the senior pastor has invested in 
building good, godly, caring, respectful relationships with each 
team member, then differences can be worked out. Pastors must be 
honest and at times vulnerable and transparent with others so that 
genuine trust can be built. If pastors have made deposits in the bank 
of relationships, they can make withdrawals when needed without 
bankrupting those relationships. 

Our staff meetings at New Life were sometimes very inter-
esting because I encouraged every member of the team to speak 
freely—and they did! If at first they were reluctant to state their 
view, I would intentionally ask for their opinion. At times our dis-
cussions became heated, pointed, and intense. Yet in the cultivated 
culture of respect, brotherly love, and kingdom-mindedness, the 
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24 Chapter 3

opposing points of view were healthy. We made better decisions 
because of it, and when the final decision was made, every team 
member understood that we all stood together and worked togeth-
er for the common good of the church. Churches ought to be the 
safest places in the world, and the inner circle of leaders ought to be 
the safest of all. If not, we have a serious problem. 

The following characteristics can contribute to church disuni-
ty, which can, and most likely will be amplified during a leadership 
transition:

• A church culture where no opposing view is allowed
• A church culture where information is intentionally with-

held
• A church culture where valuable input is withheld because 

it is not the majority point of view
• A church culture where others stop listening because they 

do not agree
• A church culture where misinformation or rumors are tol-

erated

The following characteristics can contribute to church unity 
even in times when it is tested:

• Where there is a culture of humility and the opinions of 
others are considered valuable and worthy of consider-
ation

• Where clear and appropriate communication to everyone 
possible is the norm

• Where leaders actively seek out every possible point of 
view so that all factors are known before a decision is made

• Where a unanimous decision is not needed before celebra-
tion is in order

• Where misinformation is confronted and even painful 
truth is encouraged 
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Leadership transition puts stress on the church, but with prop-
er preparation the church will do well going forward. Create unity 
during transition by continually casting a positive vision for the 
church’s future. Set two or three pri-
orities and stay focused on them so the 
people continue to thrive and grow. 
For instance, an outward-focused ef-
fort to attract and disciple new people 
always creates excitement and a pos-
itive atmosphere. Also, if the church 
has been prepared financially for the 
transition, this will promote peace 
and expectancy and alleviate worry. 

Every church will face times of crisis, attack, or failure. Usu-
ally this is not a time to circle the wagons, become defensive, or 
withdraw into silence. Rather, it is a time to look upward and out-
ward, to interact, find the mind of God in the matter, and speak it 
confidently and clearly. Sometimes it may be advantageous to seek 
counsel and hear godly voices from outside your normal circle of 
voices. 

Please consider the following four categories of people who are 
most affected by a transition in leadership:

1. Church-goers: Transition can be a time of uncertainty and 
confusion or of excitement and anticipation. Communication is 
key in caring for people during a transition. Keep the people in-
cluded, and solicit their help in prayer and caring for one another. 
This will create an atmosphere of unity and expectancy. 

2. Church staff: Whether you have paid staff or volunteer help, 
your staff members have invested heavily in the success of the 
church and will play an important role in ministering to the church 
during the transition. Include them as much as possible in the de-
cision-making and make them the first to receive communication 
and updates. Their consideration and well-being will influence 
others. Research shows that church staff members are most often 

Good leaders build 

teams that not only 

survive disagreement 

but thrive on varying 

points of view.
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