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Introduction

much has, rightly, been written on the ongoing 
work of the pastor. Very little has found its way 
into print on the crisis of leaving …

–James taylor

no pastorate lasts for ever. There always comes a point when 
it ends. With many it is because age or ill-health necessitates 

retirement. In other cases it is death that takes ministers away. 
Some ministers will bring their work to a tragic and premature 
close by their sin. Some, too, will move from pastoral ministry to 
a different kind of ministry. Others will accept a call to another 
congregation.

Most men in pastoral ministry will at some time or other find 
themselves in receipt of such a call. It may not mean that their 
congregations are going to lose them. Some men remain in one 
church for the whole of their ministry. But it does mean that a 
decision must be made: should I stay where I am, or should I 
accept the call and move on? This book is written to help men 
who are having to wrestle with that question.

A word or two about the origin of the book. In 2001/2 I 
had to wrestle with the question myself when, after fourteen 
years in the congregation I had been serving in England, I 
was approached by a congregation in the United States and 
subsequently called to be its pastor. I was taken aback at the 
paucity of written material on the subject. Like many ministers, 
I have a good number of books on pastoral ministry in my 
library but in none could I find even a chapter that addressed 
the question of staying or leaving. (I have since discovered two: 
a chapter in The Pastor, by the 19th-century American Baptist, 
Hezekiah Harvey;1 and another in Dear Timothy, edited by 
Thomas K. Ascol.2) It scarcely seemed believable. After all, 
just about every gospel minister has to face the question at 
some point in his ministry.
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I did, however, discover one invaluable resource (in addition 
to the Bible!): ministers’ biographies. Here were fellow ministers 
wrestling with the very question I was having to answer, and 
so open about the pain and perplexity they were experiencing. 
I could listen in as they sought counsel and received it, and 
ponder the record of that counsel. I could read their expressions 
of confidence that the Lord would guide them, their conclusions 
as to what they believed that guidance to be, and how eventually 
they came to a settled conviction as to the decision they should 
take. It was enormously helpful.

Ever since, it has been my desire to write something on the 
subject. This book is my attempt. It examines the light that 
the Word of God (our ultimate standard) has to shed on the 
question of staying put or moving on and endeavours to lay 
under tribute some of the fine illustrative material to be gleaned 
from the biographies.

It is written in the hope that a number of different individuals 
will find it helpful: church members, at those painful times when 
a beloved minister is either potentially or actually leaving them 
for another congregation; a minister’s fellow elders, as they 
endeavour to counsel him as well as wrestle with the issue on 
their own part; and above all, ministers themselves, who must 
come to some decision when a call is placed in their hands and 
who long and pray to make the right one.

Postscript
As a postscript, there ought perhaps to be a word or two about 
what this book will not address. Its starting point is the call itself: 
a pastor serving a particular congregation has received a call to 
another. Nothing is going to be said about the steps leading up 
to such a call. Take the church that needs a new pastor. How 
should it proceed? Should it advertise publicly? Or should it do 
its search privately? Should it consider only one candidate at a 
time? Or is it legitimate to consider a number of men at the same 
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time? And then there is the pastor himself. Is it ever right for him 
to seek a call (by responding, for example, to an advertisement)? 
Or should he simply wait until, in the providence of God, 
someone takes the initiative to contact him? And when that 
contact is made, what steps should he take (or decline to take)? 
How passive or active should he be? These are all important 
questions! Into none of them, however, are we going to go. Nor 
is it going to be possible, with the subject into which we are 
going to go, to be exhaustive. Every man’s situation is different. 
No book can cover all possible cases. The ways in which the 
Lord makes known his will to his servants are manifold. It is my 
hope and prayer, however, that in the principles, counsels and 
historical examples that are given, every minister under call to 
another congregation will find much that will be of help to him.
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