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Morc and more, retiring clergy are
choosing to continue living in the
community where they have served, par-
ticularly those who have had long pas-
torates. Most probably would plcfcr o
abide by the unspoken and sometimes
written rule “to get out of town” to
allow for a smooth leadership transition.
Others might find it difficult to make
such a drastic change at this stage of
their lives. Clergy retirement has its
own peculiar sct of challenges, includ-
ing limited financial resources, increas-
ing physical debilities, family consider-
ations, emotional attachments, and, of
course, the desire to remain as active as
possible doing what they were trained
to do.

When | retired, after having served
30 years in one parish, | had every
intention of moving out of town. We
did, in fact, leave for nearly two years
before deciding to return to make Seda-
lia our retirement home. Sedalia, after
all, was our home! Our children were
born here and spent their entire lives in
the community. My wife taught in the
public schools for nearly 20 years. My
life was intricately intertwined with the
people of the church and the commu-
nity, having served on city boards and
having initiated the development of sev-
eral community projects. The church
was our spiritual home.

The Challenge of “Letting Go”
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abourt “letting go’ ofcong,rcmrloml
business, but in retrospect, | don't
think that the congregation had the
same understanding. After our return
to Sedalia, they bestowed the title of
“pastor emeritus” upon me. Some folks
sensed that this meant I would be like
an associate pastor who could “help
out” whenever the need arose. The
pulpic was still vacant, so naturally there
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were occasions when a need presented | was beginning to realize the inherent

itself. With what seemed logical justifica-  problems of my presence and how dif-
tion, I must confess that on occasion I did ~ ficult it is for a congregation to progress

with a former pastor in their midst.

succumb to [hC congregation’s requests.
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What are those inherent problems?
For the congregation, it was obvious.
After 30 years under one leader, it was
hard for them to let go, or know where to
go when there was a need. All programs
and progress tended to be measured in
terms of the past. Any deviation from
that norm appeared to dishonor the min-
istry of the retiree. This, of course, had
an inhibiting effect on progress for new
clergy leadership.

It almost goes without saying that
problems in letting go exist for the retir-
ing pastor as well. How does one say
“no” to pastoral requests without convey-
ing an “I don’t care” attitude? How does
one allow friendships among some former
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future and invited them to maximize the
use of their talents and abilities. She acti-
vated the Pastoral Relations Committee,
encouraging its members to be a liaison
between the clergy and congregation. She
helped the congregation to begin looking
at their future withour their former min-
ister. Having done that, she then invited
me to sit with her and discuss the impli-
cations of being pastor emeritus and
living in their midst.

We gave ourselves the task of writing
a paper that addressed these new relation-
ships, and eventually handed it to the Pas-
toral Relations Commitree for study and
input. We said that the title “pastor emer-
itus” should be seen as honorary with “no

PROBLEMS ARISE WHEN THE CONGREGATION HAS A
HARD TIME OF “LETTING GO,” AND THE RETIRING
PASTOR HAS A HARD TIME “SAYING NO.”

parishioners to continue without having
those friendships interpreted by others as
being pastoral in nature? How does one
distinguish between what is a friendship
relationship and what is a pastoral rela-
tionship? How does the retired clergy and
spouse have their spiritual hunger fed if
they are discouraged from worshiping in
a former parish? How does one remain
objective and aloof from conflicts while
maintaining a collegial relationship with
the new clergy leader?

Aware of how our presence could be
exploited and the anxiety we had in deal-
ing with the nagging questions about our
role, we were determined that our pres-
ence would not stand in the way of any
new clergy leader. With deliberateness we
did not involve ourselves in the life of the
congregation for nearly four years, choos-
ing at times to worship in churches miles
from home.

Pastor Emeritus

Meanwhile, conversations with our skill-
ful interim helped to ease my anxiety. She
first led the congregation through a griev-
ing process, which helped them celebrate
the past ministry without appearing to
negate it. She pushed them to see their
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entiddements.” We affirmed that all activ-
ity, such as visiting in the hospitals, nurs-
ing homes, or individual homes, should
cease so as not to send mixed messages

to parishioners about pastoral leadership.
Pastoral authority for the incoming clergy
lC‘.ldCl' Was to l)C 'JF(\“’”‘ICL{ Lln(l E)Ul’li(:l)’
supported. The Ministerial Code of
Ethics would be the foundation for main-
taining a high level of respect and col-
legiality among colleagues.

[£’s too early to know how the con-
tents of this paper will impacr the congre-
gation. It did give me the chance to re-
evaluate the role that my wife and I have
in the community. It reaftirmed the value
of establishing and maintaining good col-
legial relationships. Hopefully, it will be
the catalyst for educating the congrega-
tion about when to let go, when to move
on, and how to act in between. And,
hopefully, it will provide a mechanism for
handling potential problems.

A new pastor has now assumed lead-
ership in our congregation. Our work in
a neighboring community has ended. We
have returned to worship regularly with
the congregation. New programs and new
faces are evidence to us that the congrega-
tion is willing and able to move ahead

under new leadership. The tempration to
“be in charge” is past. But, there is still an
uneasiness on our part. Embracing parish-
ioners who have not been seen in months
— engaging in conversation with them
about their lives and their families —
seems to suggest a pastoral connotation.
There are still personal attachments,
which result in requests to perform spe-
cific ritual functions. While my relation-
ship with the new pastor is good, 1 still
harbor thoughts of how he perceives such
demonstrations of affections and if they
hinder his efforts to establish good pasto-
ral relationships with the congregation.

Healthy Relationships

[ am confident that relationships between
a former long-term pastor and a new spir-
itual leader can be a positive experience,
but it is not easy. I affirm the right of

a long-term pastor to remain in her or
his community of service. However, |
also reiterate that it is not easy. It isn't
that retired pastors can’t accept the fact
that the mantle of leadership has passed
to another. It isnt that we cant get along
with new clergy leaders. It isn’t thar we
are jealous of new programs. It has to do
with how parishioners perceive us. Loyal-
ists want to compare what is with what
was. Antagonists might sce progress and
ask, “Why didn’t we do that when...?”
Belief in the Gospel is the common
denominator in healthy relationships
between retired clergy and new pastors. It
keeps a person from gloating with pride
or cringing with remorse, and allows one
to simply be. Retired pastors and new
clergy leaders can live and work together
when the cause for which they labor is
bigger than they are. All live by God’s
grace; therein lies our hope.

— Marvin G. Albright is pastor emeritus
at Immanuel United Church of Christ in
Sedalia, Missourt.
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