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Keep some room in your heart for the unimaginable. 

~~Mary Oliver 

 

Some Food for Thought and Friendly Reminders                                                    
for this time of Transitions:  Manna for the Journey 

 
 

Poetic Words for Transition and the Journey 
from In Blackwater Woods 

By Mary Oliver 
 

Every year 
everything 

I have ever learned 
 

in my lifetime 
leads back to this:  the fires 
and the black river of loss 

whose other side  
is salvation, 

whose meaning  
none of us will ever know. 

To live in this world 
 

you must be able  
to do three things: 

to love what is mortal; 
to hold it  

 
against your bones knowing  

your life depends on it; 
and, when time comes to let it go,  

to let it go. 
Amen! 
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All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveler is unaware.  
~~Martin Buber 

 
They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.   

They mount up with wings. 
~~Isaiah 40:31 

 
Don’t ask what the world needs.  

Ask what makes you come alive, and go do it.                                      
Because what the world needs is people who have come alive. 

~~Howard Thurman 

 

Best Practices for Entering and Leaving Congregations 
(prepared by Dr. W. Craig Gilliam) 

 
 

Entering a New Congregation 
 

Remember, during times of transition, anxiety is high and the mobile is shaking for you, your 
family, and the congregation.  Stay calm and give grace and forgiveness abundantly.  The 
questions are:  How do you get off the mobile in such a way as for it not to shake 
unnecessarily, so your predecessor can graft onto the mobile more easily?  How can you, in 
entering your new appoint, graft onto the new mobile? 

 
I have come to believe that in the first 100 days, in many instances, what people are discerning, either 
consciously or unconsciously, is whether “my minister cares about me as a person” (I-Thou) or am I simply 
an object (I-It) for his or her career advancement.  Once that is determined, the narrative is in motion that 
informs meaning and how they will interpret the minister’s actions.  (W. Craig Gilliam) 
 
 

1. Learn about the people, the new congregation and community 
o In his book Beginning Ministry Together, the church consultant Roy Oswald 

suggested any new pastor in a congregation to begin by becoming a historian of the 
congregation’s life and to take time to discover its culture, norms and values before 
making changes.   

o Take 6 to 18 months to get to know the people and community. 
o Demonstrate a willingness to learn the history of the congregation. 
o Be curious and interested in the congregation. 
o Learn the mission, vision and values of the congregation. 
o Learn what holds meaning and passion for the congregation. 
o Carefully assess, acknowledge and celebrate strengths, gifts and graces of the  

congregation and community, while also hearing the challenges. 
o Focus on and listen for possibilities. 

 
 

2. Spend time with the people in an I-Thou way and build strong relationships 
o Visit members with key leadership roles. 
o Visit people who have pastoral needs. 
o Listen to and engage with the people and the congregation’s stories. 
o Meet with the staff and the SPR committee members early and regularly. 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/martinbube133855.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/martinbube133855.html
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/56230.Howard_Thurman


3 
 

o Make building I-Thou relationships a priority.  You are not trying to know 
about the people and them about you, you want to know the people and them to 
know you. 

o Meet community leaders, be visible in the community, and meet clergy 
 colleagues. 

o Develop a strategy to get to know people.  Some pastors have used listening posts 
very effectively at this time of entry and other methods.  Whatever the plan, 
communicate that plan, and stay with it.   

o Ask everyone you visit to suggest others with whom you should be talking. 
 

3. Don’t change things at first, especially worship, or at least be careful about change (In the 
beginning, keep your hands off the thermostat.) 
 

4. Listen and observe with an open heart and mind to discover strengths and needs.  (LISTEN, 
LISTEN, LISTEN. . .) 

 
5. Look for the best in the people and community.  The lens through which you are looking 

influences what you see.  If you are looking for the best, you will find it; if you are looking 
for what is wrong, that is what you will find.  Positive growth is influenced more by what is 
right, good and holds passion for people.  Finding the positive in situations is life-giving; 
focusing on the negative is life-depleting.  In these days of high anxiety, we need life-giving 
visions.  What do you see that excites the people?   

 
6. Build trust 

o Express joy in being in the new congregation. 
o Be authentic, honest, and genuine. 
o Let people get to know you and allow the congregation time to learn to trust 

 you. 
o Focus on the congregation and their future, not your agenda. 
o Earn the right to change things before initiating change.    
o Build social collateral and use it carefully and sparingly. 

 
7. Honor your predecessor’s ministry 

o Don’t criticize the former pastor, even if criticism is warranted. 
o Honor the progress and achievements/accomplishments before you arrived. 
o Let people know it is okay to grieve the loss of their former pastor. 
o Honor traditions long enough to understand the positive motivation behind them. 

 
8. Don’t talk about your previous parish 

 
9. Don’t complain, criticize, or make excessive demands 

 
10. Be patient  (The ministry is a marathon, not a sprint.) 

 
11.   Regulate your own reactivity and give space for theirs.  They, too, are grieving. 

 
12.   Keep your rhythm and boundaries for rest and renewal. Sabbath time is critical. 

 
 

13.   In the first 100 days, be intentional about first time events 
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o As John Winn once said, in the first 100 days, be attentive to first time events, like the first 
worship service, the first communion service, the first baptism, the first funeral, the first 
wedding, the first Board meeting and so on.   Make them real experiences for people. 

 
o This is not simply about first impressions, but the fact that in the first 100 days, these first 

experiences are charged with meaning.  If you treat them as such, it can increase your sense 
of connectedness with the people. 

 

 

 
 
 

 
The Way will teach you the Way, and the Way is learning not to withhold yourself.                                      

The Way is learning to be with life, in life, one with life, more and more.                                                                  
And for this there are no techniques. 
~~The Search Will Make you Free 

 
 
 

Several Best Practices for Leaving a Congregation 
 
 
Have you finished saying goodbye?  The last 100 days are as important as the first 100.  
According to Alban Institute five out of seven ministers diminish their ministry by the way 
they say goodbye?   
 

1.  The way you leave might determine how you enter.  Understand first that one of the greatest gifts 
you can give the congregation you are leaving is to leave well. 
 
2.  Understand that family adjustment issues are the biggest challenge (i.e.-spouse’s employment 
and issues related to children.)  Give them time and quality attention. 
 
3.  Clarify your new relationship with the church.   

Do this in both verbal and, when possible, written form. Do not promise to come back. Affirm love and 
friendship while releasing persons from pastoral relationships. 

4.  Avoid emotional withdrawal or cut-off when you find out you are leaving.  Keep working. Settle 
as many hanging difficulties as possible, including staffing issues.   

If you are struggling with hurt feelings from an experience with the congregation, get professional help in 
bringing closure or in putting down, for what you do not deal with, you will carry with you to your next 
appointment and it will impact you, your way of being and doing.  Ritual can be a helpful way to put 
unresolved issues down. 

5.  Keep your rhythm boundaries for rest and renewal. Sabbath time is critical now. 



5 
 
 
6.  Provide good records and administrative wrap-up. 
 
7.  Stay connected with those who support and encourage you while you are wrapping things up. 
(Support group, etc.). 
 
8.  Share ownership and responsibility for the move. From a family systems perspective, it is 
important to regulate your own emotional reactivity and response to others. In some ways, the leaving of 
clergy has the emotional content of a marital divorce. The partner who did not initiate the leaving will 
tend to be more reactive. It will be up to the clergy person to be prepared for this reactivity and work to 
keep it from escalating. Unregulated, it can deepen the pain of separation and leave wounds. (Affirm 
itinerancy. Do not blame others for the move. Don’t use closure to get back at others. Show grace, 
integrity and class.) 

9.  Some in your congregation need to hear it from you and need some special time. 
 
10.  Remember to regulate your own emotional reactivity. 
 
11.  Permit emotional reactivity in others. 
 
12. Be part of the transition process.   When you learn you are leaving, the last 100 days, do not be 
above it all.  Your appointment is not over when you hear you are leaving.  In fact, those days are filled 
with meaning.  During these times, the congregation needs pastoral leaders more than ever.  Be involved 
in making your appointment an easy landing for the new minister.  Be cooperative with the church’s 
desire to give you a good sendoff.  In the last worship service, make certain to have a meaningful way to 
respect the change that both the pastoral and congregational family is going through.  (*Note:  Own your 
move, don’t blame.) 

 

May God bless you!  Thanks for your ministry  
 

(From the Lewis Center for Church Leadership of Wesley Theological Seminary, Washington, DC,  
at www.churchleadership.com and adapted by W. Craig Gilliam.) 

 
 

____________________ 
 
 

I don't think that it is always necessary to talk about the deepest and most private                          
dimension of who we are, but I think we are called to talk to each other out of it,                                                        
and just as importantly to listen to each other out of it, to live out of our depths                                             

as well as our shallows. We are all of us adolescents, painfully growing and groping our way                 
toward something like true adulthood, and maybe the greatest value we have both                                        

to teach and to learn as we go is the capacity to be amazed...which is a power to heal us                            
and bless us and in the end maybe even to transform us into truly human beings at last.                     

~~Frederick Buechner 

 

 

http://www.churchleadership.com/
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Question for the Journey 

~~Some possible questions to invite congregations to live into with you~~ 
(Questions prepared by Dr. W. Craig Gilliam) 

 
In congregational life, significant questions can start groups on a quest from being a congregation to being a 
community. In your first 100 days, the following are some possible questions to ask and lenses through which to 
see.  

 Who are you as a congregation?  Why are you here and why have you been placed in 
your current location? 

 What is the future God is calling you as a community to create? 

 Who is your neighbor with whom you are being called to create your future? 

 How do you as a community agree to be together as you move into your new future? 

 What is the void in your neighborhood community and does your congregation have 
the gifts, graces and resources to help address those needs or to be a catalyst to help 
address them? 

 Who are you as a community when you are at your best?  What do you look 
like?  How do you live from that place?   

 What are your passions, gifts and graces as a community?  What holds meaning for 
you?  How do you tap into those and live out of your strengths, passions and 
celebrations? 

 Who are you in this particular place and what is the nature of this place where you 
are located? 

 If anything were possible, what would you like to see happen? 

 What other questions might you be asking that invite the congregation’s best 
forward. . . ?  (In my opinion, Appreciative Inquiry and Open Space are good 
resource for such conversations.) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There are two questions that we have to ask ourselves.                                                                                   
The 1st is, "Where am I going?"                                                                                                                       

and the 2nd is "Who will go with me?" 
If you ever get these questions in the wrong order,                                                                                          

you are in trouble. 
~~Howard Thurman 

 
While I know myself as a creation of God, I am also obligated to realize and remember that everyone else 

and everything else are also God's creation. 
~~Mayo Angelou 

 
 
 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/56230.Howard_Thurman
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Upcoming Opportunities through                                                                                
The Center for Pastoral Excellence and Other Resources: 

 

JustPeace 101 

October 30 – November 2, 2013 
The Upper Room 
Denman Building 

1908 Grand Avenue 
Nashville, TN 37212 

 
What:  The debut of JustPeace’s new and revitalized resource and training in the theory, theology, 

principles, practices and skill development of conflict transformation. 
 

Who:  This educational gathering is for anyone (lay or clergy) at any level of training or interest in 
conflict transformation, from those who have no training to those who have been active parishioners for 

years. 
 

Cost:  Registration:  $300 
Early Bird Rate (before 7/31): $200 

Student Rate:  $100 
Group Rate:  $150 per individual (for groups of 3 or more) 

 
For more information and to register, visit:  www.justpeaceumc.org/justpeace101 

 

 
 
 

 

Residents in Ministry 
2013-2014 Gathering Dates 

 
All gatherings are at The Wesley Center, except for the Abbey Retreat. 

All day gatherings are 9:30AM – 3:30PM. 
RIM One 
  8/13-14/2013 – Overnight retreat with the RIM Twos  
        (10:30AM Tues – 1PM Wed) –  
        Ralph Ford, 10:30-11:30 on Tuesday (audit training) 

10/1/2013 
11/5/2013 
12/3/13 
2/4/14 
5/12-14/14 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

 

http://www.justpeaceumc.org/justpeace101
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RIM Two 

8/13-14/2013 –Overnight retreat with the RIM Ones  
    (10:30AM Tues–1PM Wed)  
    Ralph Ford, 10:30-11:30 on Tuesday (audit training)  
10/2/2013 
11/6/2013 
5/12-14/14 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

 
RIM Three: 

8/12/2013 – Bob Carroll, UMF, will be present in the morning. 
5/12-14/14 – Abbey Retreat (St. Joseph’s Abbey, Covington) 

 

Poetic Reflection 
 

The Seven of Pentacles 
By Marge Piercy 

Under a sky the color of pea soup 
she is looking at her work growing away there 
actively, thickly like grapevines or pole beans 

as things grow in the real world, slowly enough. 
If you tend them properly, if you mulch, if you water, 

if you provide birds that eat insects a home and winter food, 
if the sun shines and you pick off caterpillars, 

if the praying mantis comes and the ladybugs and the bees, 
Then the plants flourish, but at their own internal clock. 

 
Connections are made slowly, sometimes they grow underground. 

You cannot tell always by look what is happening. 
More than half the tree is spread out in the soil under your feet. 

Penetrate quietly as the earthworm that blows no trumpet. 
Fight persistently as the creeper that brings down the tree. 

Spread like the squash plant that overruns the garden. 
Gnaw in the dark and use the sun to make sugar. 

 
Weave real connections, create real nodes, build real houses. 

Live a life you can endure:  Make love that is loving. 
Keep tangling and interweaving and taking more in, 

a thicket and bramble wilderness to the outside but to us 
interconnected with rabbit runs and burrows and lairs. 

 
Live as if you liked yourself, and it may happen: 
reach out, keep reaching out, keep bringing in. 

This is how we are going to live for a long time:  not always, 
for every gardener knows that after the digging, after 

the planting, 
after the long season of tending and growth, the harvest comes. 
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To talk with someone, 

ask a question first, 
then—listen. 

~~Antonio Machado 
 

My great hope is to laugh as much as I cry; to get my work done and try to love somebody and have the 
courage to accept the love in return. ~~Maya Angelou 

Do no harm. 
Do good. 

Stay in love with God. 
~~Ruben Job 

 

Grace and Peace be with you during this time of transition.   
Thanks for your ministry!   

May God bless you. 
 

If we can be of assistance, please let us know. 
Dr. W. Craig Gilliam, Director 

504-250-4046; wcraiggilliam@hotmail.com  
or 

Linda Gregg, Administrative Assistant 
225-346-1646; lindagregg@la-umc.org  

 
 

mailto:wcraiggilliam@hotmail.com
mailto:lindagregg@la-umc.org

