
 
 



 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
THE FIRST FIVE YEARS: CRITICAL FACTORS TO THE SUCCESSFUL 

INTENTIONAL TRANSITION FROM A LONG-TENURED SENIOR PASTOR 
 

Chris Freeland 
 

Readers: Andy Seidel and Gary Brandenburg 
	  

The thesis of this dissertation is that it is possible to execute effective 
intentional transitions from long-tenured senior pastors. Although it is impossible to 
imagine a more disruptive change to a church than a transition of its senior pastor, the 
researcher believes that careful attention to the critical factors of (1) an unwavering 
public respect between the departing pastor and his successor, (2) a ministry philosophy 
that allows freedom of form while maintaining core function, and (3) a clarity of non-
staff church leadership governance that allows the incoming senior pastor both freedom 
and protection can ease the disruption to a local church and propel its ministry into the 
future. 

The body of this research project is divided into three parts. It begins with a 
literature review examining extant literature in the three primary hypothesis areas as well 
as senior-level leadership transition in arenas outside the church. The dissertation then 
moves to a description of the research method and an argument for qualitative research as 
the most effective method for studying the topic at hand. The project then turns to the 
case study research itself. The case study churches share similar backgrounds and similar 
success in intentional transition from long-tenured senior pastors while having distinct 
cultures and nuanced governance models. These case studies show that when the three 
selected factors are present, significant transition is possible.  

The conclusion of the project offers the researcher’s perspective on how 
churches considering intentional transitions from long-tenured senior pastors can apply 
the research to their own situations, as well as opportunities for further research.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Transitions have the tendency to bring out both Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in 

congregations. Suspicion and avoidance of change seem to be pandemic to the human 

condition and may be particularly prevalent in churches since churches so easily become 

the object of sentiment, tradition, security and stability for congregants. Even still, 

transitions in local churches are inevitable. No church continues to sing the Psalms in 

their original language and original tune. The apostles and their primary pupils are no 

longer preaching to local congregations.  

If for no other reason, the life expectancy of leaders and congregants 

necessitates a look at successful transitions within local churches. No one will lead or 

attend the church forever. Yet many other factors often make transition a healthy part of a 

local church’s experience. Changes in culture, preferences and language, as well as 

generational nuances and perspectives, are all reasons that transition should be closely 

examined within churches – not only transitions of styles and forms, but transitions of 

leaders themselves.  

This project aims to dissect the effective intentional transitions from long-

tenured senior pastors at large churches to their successors. The author sought to 

determine whether the factors of a clear governance model, a church ministry philosophy 

that allows for change, and the public relationship between the outgoing and incoming 

senior pastors during the transition are essential for intentional transitions from long-

tenured senior pastors. The author’s hypothesis was that successful transitions from long-

tenured pastors need (1) a clarity of non-staff church leadership governance that allows 
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the incoming senior pastor both freedom and protection, (2) a ministry philosophy that 

allows freedom of form while maintaining core function, and (3) an unwavering public 

respect between the departing pastor and his successor. 

As the author dissected the methodology and process for navigating the 

transition of a senior leader, he desired that the reader would identify the wise steps that 

leaders on both sides of the transition can take, so that other pastors might replicate them 

and increase the likelihood of a successful transition. The author also desired that the 

reader recognize the mistakes leaders made throughout pastoral transition in order to 

avoid them.   

The author hopes that this project would help current lead pastors who are 

beginning to consider transition, as well as young leaders who find themselves being 

groomed as successors. Finally, the author hopes that non-staff church leadership would 

benefit from understanding the utmost importance of their role in leading wisely through 

an intentional transition.  

Previous Research and Literature Review 

Little has been written specifically about successful intentional transitions 

from long-tenured senior pastors. Bob Russell published Transition Plan in 2010 about 

the successful transition at Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky. Gene 

Getz wrote Elders and Leaders at what he believed was the halfway point of his 

intentional transition to Jeff Jones (the successful transition happened much earlier than 

planned) and included a chapter about succession planning in that book. Joel Gregory 

wrote Too Great a Temptation: The Seductive Power of America’s Super Church to tell 

his side of an intentional transition that failed spectacularly. Other works describe more 

traditional pastoral transitions; however, the majority of extant information regarding the 

specific hypothesis for this project was gleaned from a synthesis of the literature that 

speaks specifically to the three topics suggested by the hypothesis: (1) the role of 
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governance in executive transition, (2) the role of philosophy and culture in executive 

transition; and (3) the relationship between the outgoing and incoming senior leaders in 

intentional executive transitions.  

The author desired to add to the existing line of research by providing a 

prescriptive resource rather than simply a descriptive one. Much can be gleaned from 

descriptions of other transitions, whether successful or not. However, rather than simply 

reading between the lines of books and articles that chronicle transitions elsewhere, 

incoming and exiting pastors benefit from resources that give explicit prescriptions for 

success.     

The Role of Governance in Executive Transition 

The Sarbanes-Oxley Act has created a flurry of literature concerning the role 

of the board in governance in corporations.1 The literature aims to help unengaged 

figurehead boards reorganize to take a more active role in compliance with federal law, 

and the increased scrutiny on governance has provided something of a new frontier for 

corporate research into helpful styles and models for governance. Although the law does 

not apply to privately traded companies or non-profit organizations, much of this research 

is immediately transferable into the non-profit sector.  

The other contributing factor in the proliferation of governance literature 

specific to the church is the rise of the megachurch. According to the Hartford Institute 

for Religion Research, “The term megachurch generally refers to any Protestant … 

congregation with a sustained average weekly attendance of 2000 persons or more in its 

worship services.”2 The Hartford Institute’s 2005 research shows that “the total number 
                                                

1 Sarbanes-Oxley is a United States federal law passed in 2002 regulating the governance of 
publicly traded companies enacted in light of several corporate accounting and ethics scandals at the end of 
the twentieth century. ABA Coordinating Committee on Nonprofit Governance, Guide to Nonprofit 
Corporate Governance in the Wake of Sarbanes-Oxley (Chicago, IL: American Bar Association, 2005), 1. 

2 Hartford Seminary Institute for Religion Research, “Megachurch Definition” 2005, 
http://hirr.hartsem.edu/megachurch/definition.html (accessed 26 February 2011). 
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[of megachurches] has increased from 350 in 1990 to over 600 in 2000 and there are now 

over 1200 megachurches in the US.”3  

If the board tries to fulfill its functions without delegation, it will be forced 

into a governance model that requires board members to micromanage staff and 

ministries. Such a model makes decision-making and planning extraordinarily difficult, if 

not impossible. If the board does not delegate some degree of authority, staff will be 

forced to wait on responses, deliberation, and research from someone who, in most cases, 

is a volunteer. Many board members have responsibilities to other organizations, 

businesses, and non-profits in addition to their role within the church. In large and 

growing churches, the volume of decisions to be made, coupled with the capacity for 

even small decisions to affect the entire church, makes it unrealistic to expect that part-

time micromanagers will be effective.  

John Carver and John Kaiser have written extensively about a policy 

governance model, that allows boards of non-profits (Carver), and more specifically large 

churches (Kaiser), to lead without either micromanaging or abandoning their 

responsibility as boards. While this model was not codified specifically to enhance the 

transition of senior-level executives, it is not difficult to see how examining it would 

benefit a church in transition. It provides the clarity of leadership that changing churches 

need to stay true to their mission while providing flexibility of culture as an incoming 

senior pastor takes the reins of leadership. 

The Role of Philosophy and Culture in Executive Transition 

Literature on change within the church is not difficult to come by. Neither is 

literature about ministry philosophy. However, for reasons mentioned above, few 

resources address the role of ministry philosophy in intentional pastoral succession.  

                                                
3 Ibid.  



5 

 

To understand the role of philosophy and culture in executive transition, it is 

helpful to examine the role of change itself in a congregation. Peter Steinke writes of 

congregations as emotional systems, much like systems in the human body, in which the 

stress or use of one member will inevitably affect other members. Thus, “You can never 

make only one change. Change here creates change there.”4 This can result in anxiety and 

inflexibility.  

In the language of Jim Collins and Jerry Porras, organizations must recognize 

an interplay between “core ideology and the drive for progress.”5 They go on to show 

how this interplay is healthy. “Each element complements and reinforces the other. 

Indeed, the core ideology enables progress by providing a base of continuity from which 

a visionary company can launch the corporate equivalent of the moon mission; likewise, 

progress enables the core ideology, for without change and movement forward, the 

company will eventually cease to be viable.”6 

As it relates to intentional transition, Collins and Porras’ argument applies to 

churches, which must both embrace the reality that the church must never change and 

recognize the reality that the church must change in order to remain a clear voice in a 

changing culture. 

The Relationship Between Outgoing and Incoming Senior Leaders  
in Intentional Executive Transition 

Governance and philosophy are important during times of congregational 

change. However, specific to pastoral change, perhaps nothing else is as important as the 

public interpersonal dynamics between the outgoing and incoming senior pastors. It is in 

                                                
4 Peter L. Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times (Herndon, VA: The Alban 

Institute, 2006), 79. 

5 Ibid., 114. 

6 James C. Collins and Jerry I. Porras, Built to Last (New York: HarperCollins, 1994), 43. 
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this area that one can glean much from existing descriptive material concerning 

intentional transitions between senior pastors at large churches. Nearly every resource 

describing those transitions discusses this dynamic.  

When it comes to the relationship between outgoing and incoming senior 

leaders in intentional executive transition, the success or failure of the transition rests on 

one word: humility. Departing senior leaders must demonstrate extraordinary humility in 

order to release the reins of the organization to someone else without unnecessary 

turbulence. Incoming senior leaders must demonstrate extraordinary humility in order to 

transition into a role without dishonoring the exiting leader.  

Although this dynamic is essential in private, it is of utmost importance in 

public. The incoming and outgoing senior pastors must ensure that the passing of the 

baton happens as well in public as it does in private. Bob Russell writes primarily to 

exiting senior pastors, “If the two individuals involved [pass the baton] well privately and 

publicly, it will set the tone for everyone involved and most likely determine how 

smoothly the race will be run. But it’s so important for the future health of the 

organization that people know the successor has your total endorsement and support.”7 

Procedure and Research Method 

Proper examination of effective transitions between a long-tenured senior 

pastor and his successor at a large church favor a qualitative research method. Because 

the dynamics of leadership, transition, governance, church polity, and change are so 

complex, scholarly quantitative research in this area would be impossible. Instead, the 

examination of churches that have completed these types of transitions, with the chance 

to peer behind the curtain at those changes, was the most effective model for gaining 

prescriptions for similar transitions in the future.  

                                                
7 Bob Russell and Bryan Bucher, Transition Plan (Louisville, KY: Ministers Label, 2010), 97. 
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Succession is not something that happens in a moment in time, but is a 

process that unfolds and evolves over time. The qualitative method of research allows the 

researcher and the reader to explore nuances of transition that might not otherwise be 

discovered. It also allows the researcher to take into account the complex social dynamics 

that could not be quantified.  

The overall method for qualitative research for this project was to conduct two 

case studies of large churches that have completed intentional pastoral transitions from 

long-tenured senior pastors: Chase Oaks Church in Plano, Texas, and Fellowship Bible 

Church Dallas in Dallas, Texas. Both churches completed their pastoral transitions in the 

last decade, which provided both immediacy and perspective. Neither church is so close 

to the transition that “success” cannot yet be declared. Yet neither church is so far from 

their transition that perspective is lost. 

The proximity of these churches to the author provided the ability to conduct 

multiple interviews with an array of participants and observers in the transitions of both 

churches. It also afforded the researcher the chance to observe the continued effects of 

transition during the period of time it took to complete the project.  

The author interviewed elders, pastors, staff members, and congregants of 

both churches who had been present during the transitions of their pastors. The author’s 

specific goal was to explore the way the churches handled transition in the three primary 

hypothesis areas of this project: (1) a clarity of non-staff church leadership governance 

that allows the incoming senior pastor both freedom and protection, (2) a ministry 

philosophy that allows freedom of form while maintaining core function, and (3) an 

unwavering public respect between the departing pastor and his successor. 

The goal of the research was to learn whether those factors were present at 

these churches in order to determine their importance in future transitions from a long-

tenured senior pastor at a large church to his successor.  
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Anticipated Results 

The author anticipated that he would find that public respect between the 

departing pastor and his successor, a ministry philosophy that allows for change while 

minimizing disruptive anxiety, and a clear governance model are critical factors in 

successful intentional pastoral transitions.  

Because transition of senior leadership has the potential to disrupt nearly 

everything about an organization’s cultural identity, it would be important for both the 

culture and the governance model to make clear what will not change about the 

organization. Yet it would also need to provide clarity and freedom for the things that 

must change so a new leader can lead.  

The incoming senior pastor is not a young clone of the departing pastor. No 

matter how beloved, wise, strategic, pastoral, intellectual, or creative the outgoing senior 

pastor may be, the new leader will do some things differently. This should be expected as 

well as protected by both the church philosophy and the governance model. Otherwise, 

the incoming senior pastor will not survive the transition.  

The researcher also anticipated finding that the public relationship between 

the outgoing and incoming senior pastors is essential. As the transition unfolds and the 

congregation is increasingly unsure whom to follow, the pastors must shepherd together 

effectively. If at any point during the transition the congregation perceives that one of the 

pastors is pulling in a different direction from the other, the intentional transition is in 

danger. Such a situation will either introduce disruptive anxiety that cannot be stilled 

within the congregation and threatens the church’s ability to accomplish its mission, or 

one of the leaders will be marginalized before the baton is ready to be passed.   

Change is unavoidably disruptive. However, the researcher anticipated that 

the disruption will be minimized by clear governance structure, a ministry philosophy 

that allows for change while preserving the core ideology of the church, and an 
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unwavering public respect between the transitioning pastors. The researcher expected to 

find that such minimization of disruption would lead to successful intentional transitions.  

Chapter Preview 

This dissertation follows the five-chapter format, typical of a qualitative 

research dissertation.  

A literature review follows the introductory chapter. The literature review 

surveys extant literature based around the three facets of the hypothesis: clarity of 

governance during executive transition, ministry philosophy that allows both freedom of 

form and consistent core function, and interpersonal dynamics between transitioning 

leaders. 

Chapter three describes the qualitative research methodology for this 

particular project. It discusses the formulation of a research instrument from the 

hypothesis and sets the stage for a discussion of the research. 

Chapter four contains the research findings from the author’s qualitative 

analysis. Two case studies are presented: Chase Oaks Church in Plano, Texas, and 

Fellowship Bible Church Dallas in Dallas, Texas.  

The closing chapter of the dissertation draws conclusions from the results of 

the research and discusses whether or not governance model, ministry philosophy, and 

public respect play essential roles in the successful intentional transition from a long-

tenured senior pastor at a large church to a successor.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

In the context of succession … it’s rarely the change itself that causes problems; 
the culprit is typically a lack of transitional planning. Often, leaders spend so 
much time on the change-related activities that they neglect the critical 
transitional issues.1  

Samuel R. Chand and Dale C. Bronner 

Introduction 

Literature on intentional transitions between senior pastors of churches is 

scarce. Few churches have attempted this model of transition; fewer have seen success to 

the point that they felt confident writing of their experience. Consequently, a one-to-one 

correlation between the specific hypothesis areas of this dissertation as they relate to 

intentional pastoral transitions is difficult to come by.  

This is not to infer that scholarly and popular literature does not address the 

hypothesis at all, only that the specific application between these areas and successful 

intentional pastoral transitions must be inferred because it is not supported directly.  

For the purposes of this chapter, extant literature regarding three hypothesis 

areas will be surveyed: (1) the role of governance in executive transition, (2) the role of 

ministry philosophy in church change, and (3) interpersonal dynamics during change.  

                                                
1 Samuel R. Bronner and Dale C. Chand, Planning Your Succession: Preparing For Your 

Future (Highland Park, IL: Mall Publishing, 2008), 47–48. 
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The Role of Governance in Executive Transition 

Although the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, passed in 2002 to legislate standards for 

corporate governance, does not apply to privately traded companies or non-profit 

organizations, the increased scrutiny on governance has provided a virtual gold rush of 

governance literature intended to help boards that had previously been unengaged 

figureheads reorganize to comply with federal law. This influx of literature has both 

added to the pool of knowledge with respect to governance in organizations of all kinds, 

and brought new attention to the role of governance in the church and other non-profits.  

In the church, the rise of the megachurch has necessitated a re-examination of 

governance. Models that were dependent on board members’ involvement in every facet 

of ministry are not scalable to a church of more than 2,000 members. Attempts to 

replicate models designed for smaller churches most often lead to unwieldy board sizes 

or a model that requires more time, energy, and involvement than most board members 

can give.  

As churches have continued to grow, governance models have been forced to 

adapt and grow as well in order for boards to remain faithful to their responsibility. For 

several years, Alexander Strauch’s compendium Biblical Eldership has been the primary 

resource with regard to an elder model of governance. Strauch enumerates that the 

biblical role of the elder is to be shepherds who protect the flock, feed the flock, lead the 

flock, and care for practical needs of the flock.2 Yet Strauch’s shortcoming comes from 

his implication that elders may not delegate those roles without shirking their biblical 

responsibility.3  

                                                
2 Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth, 1995), 16–30. 

3 Strauch’s background is within the Plymouth Brethren movement, a movement that has 
historically consisted of small congregations that do not employ clergy. Elders within the Brethren 
movement share the weekly preaching duties as well as the other functions of pastoral care. Frank S. Mead, 
Handbook of Denominations in the United States (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1995), 244–246.  
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Unless the congregation is small or the elder board is unwieldy, an elder board 

is plainly unable to properly fulfill its biblical functions without delegating a portion of 

those responsibilities to representatives it designates. Either the congregation will remain 

small or the governance model will change.  

If the board insists on fulfilling its functions individually, the result will be a 

governance model that necessitates micromanagement by the elder board. Such a 

philosophy, according to Aubrey Malphurs, “…guarantees that [the church] will remain 

small and ineffective. In many cases it reveals a lack of trust in the staff, creates 

leadership and operational bottlenecks, and stifles creativity. It also guarantees that the 

board will not deal with the more important issues, such as church direction, strategy, and 

doctrine.”4 Large and growing churches necessitate a model of governance that is 

scalable and allows the elder board to uphold its biblical mandate for the shepherding of 

the church of God (1 Pet 5:2). 

Policy Governance 

In 1995, John Carver wrote Boards That Make a Difference to codify a new 

vision for governance designed specifically for non-profit and governmental boards. This 

model of governance has come to be known as a “policy governance” approach.  

According to the policy governance approach, boards govern using policies to 

establish the organization’s goals and values as well as the boundaries that neither the 

board or the CEO may cross in the process of achieving those goals and upholding those 

values. Carver uses the language of “ends,” the “board’s expectations about (1) the 

benefit, difference, or outcome in consumers’ lives that the organization is to produce, (2) 

the persons for whom the difference is to be made … and (3) the cost or relative worth of 

                                                
4 Aubrey Malphurs, Leading Leaders: Empowering Church Boards for Ministry Excellence 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2005), 64–65. 



13 

 

the benefit”5 and “means,” “[a term that is] not simply synonymous with methods, though 

it includes methods along with practices, situations, circumstances, activities, and any 

organizational aspect that is not a direct definition of results, recipients of results, or the 

cost or relative worth of those results.”6 

In Carver’s model of governance, “ends” policies are positive statements 

about the purpose of the organizations. “Means” policies are stated negatively in order to 

limit the way in which the CEO and staff achieve the “ends.”  

John Kaiser, in his immensely helpful book Winning on Purpose, describes a 

strategy similar to Carver’s policy governance model but specific to churches. In his 

model, called the “accountable leadership strategy,” Kaiser describes “mission 

principles,” which represent “the object of the game.”7 Mission principles are roughly 

equivalent to Carver’s ends policies. Kaiser also describes “boundary principles,” which 

represent “the rules of the game.” 8 Boundary principles, like Carver’s means policies, are 

stated in the negative, describing what the CEO and staff may not do.  

Kaiser uses the illustration of a soccer field to describe the accountable 

leadership strategy. Mission principles describe the goal, boundary principles describe 

what is out of bounds, and a third category, accountability principles, describe how the 

board will keep score.   

The weakness of Carver’s and Kaiser’s models as they relate to church boards 

is that both recommend that boards speak solely about what the CEO (or senior pastor) 

cannot do. Aubrey Malphurs rightly points out that “… unlike the corporate and public 

                                                
5 John Carver and Miriam Mayhew Carver, Reinventing Your Board: A Step-By-Step Guide to 

Implementing Policy Governance (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1997), 17–18. 

6 Ibid. 

7 John Kaiser, Winning on Purpose (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006), Kindle Electronic 
Edition: Location 498–504. 

8 Ibid. 
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not-for-profit worlds, there are certain biblical directives that affect a pastor’s ministry, 

things he must or should do … Thus I argue that board policies affecting the senior pastor 

should not only limit what he can do but also address what he must do according to the 

Scripture.”9 

Both Carver and Kaiser provide models that allow boards to uphold their 

biblical mandate to serve as “overseers” (1 Tim 3:1) without needing to personally carry 

out all the specific forms of that oversight. By way of illustration, Carver describes the 

overall values of an organization as nesting bowls in which “Smaller bowls fit within 

larger bowls as smaller issues fit within larger ones. The entire set of bowls can be 

controlled by handling only the outermost bowl.”10 In this way, a board can delegate 

specific control of the smaller values by correctly identifying and controlling the bigger 

values. When the board is clear about the values that hold the entire organization, it can 

exercise leadership over the entire organization without involving itself in smaller areas. 

Thus, “Policy Governance boards … involve themselves in staff means only as far as 

needed to safely let go of them.”11  

To put it another way, Carver says,  

The board must have control over the complexity and details of staff 
operations. It is also important for the board to be free from the complexity and 
details of staff operations. The board needs control because it is accountable for 
all organizational activity, however obscure or far removed. Yet the board needs 
to be free from operational matters because it is a part-time body with little time 
to get its own job done.12  

                                                
9 Malphurs, Leading Leaders, 94–95. 

10 John Carver, Boards That Make a Difference (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1997), 20. 

11 Carver and Carver, Reinventing Your Board, 18. 

12 Carver, Boards That Make a Difference, 74. 
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The policy governance model provides a vehicle through which the board can 

control the entire organization without exerting direct control over every detail of the 

organization. 

Tom Bandy’s book Christian Chaos articulates a model of governance 

somewhat similar to that of Carver, Kaiser, and Malphurs. In it, he differentiates between 

“control” and “accountability,” which is critical to an understanding of policy 

governance.  

Control keeps leaders on a leash, manipulating them to do what higher 
authorities decide should be done, in the way higher authorities want to do it. 
Accountability allows leaders freedom to do what they choose, in the way they 
choose to do it, but within the normative boundaries of values, beliefs, vision, and 
mission, which are the consensus of the church.13  

Kaiser’s metaphor of a playing field works nicely to define the relationship 

between the board and the staff. According to Kaiser’s model, the board defines the 

guidelines for play. The boundaries and object of the game are established by the board 

based on their understanding of Scriptural mandates. The board does not concern itself 

with the actual plays called so long as they are not “out of bounds” and don’t break the 

rules. “Boards traditionally involve themselves deeply in staff means issues. Policy 

governance boards, on the other hand, involve themselves in staff means only as far as 

needed to safely let go of them.”14  

In keeping with Kaiser’s metaphor of a soccer game, the governing body does 

not tell a player specifically how to advance the ball; it defines the specifics of where the 

ball may not be played and which parts of the body may not be employed. The player is 

                                                
13 Thomas Bandy, Christian Chaos: Revolutionizing the Congregation, (Nashville, TN: 

Abingdon, 1999), Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 2368. By “church,” Bandy means “by 
congregational consensus.” Bandy’s book is similar to Carver, Kaiser, and Malphur’s model in that it 
argues for boundary-setting leadership that frees staff to make strategic decisions. The major difference in 
Christian Chaos is that Bandy’s model is designed for Congregational models of government. As a result, 
Bandy’s governance model is a bit limited in scope and scalability while retaining many of the principles 
contained in other Policy Governance Models. 

14 Carver and Carver, Reinventing Your Board, 18. 
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free, within the rules, to play the game in whatever manner he feels will give him the best 

chance of moving the ball into the goal as quickly as possible. To quote Kaiser, “It’s hard 

to win if everybody picks the plays.”15 

Carver articulates something similar. “As long as board members know they 

are not being cheated, it is usually best to let the taxi driver choose the route and the lanes 

in which to drive.”16 In most cases, boards hire staff with more expertise and experience 

in leading specific ministries than the board members. It only makes sense for boards to 

govern in such a way that they can ensure their responsibility is fulfilled while fully 

releasing the staff to accomplish what they were hired to accomplish.  

Thus, the goal of policy governance is not for a board to exert its leadership 

by answering every potential value decision. The policy governance model invites boards 

to define values to the degree that they protect the most important values of the church. 

As Carver says, “Policymaking stops at whatever point the majority of the board is 

willing to allow the CEO to make further decisions. The idea is not to extend 

policymaking to the smallest possible value choice. It is necessary for the board to go 

only as far as its values compel it to go.”17 

When the board removes itself from the decision-making process on a staff 

level, the issue of accountability is raised. From the staff accountability perspective, 

according to the policy governance model, the board only has one employee. “For most 

official purposes the board has only one employee, the CEO. The CEO has all the rest. If 

something goes wrong in the organization … there is only one person at whom the board 

can point its finger.”18 Thus, when it comes to accountability, Carver says, “The CEO, by 
                                                

15 John Kaiser, Winning on Purpose (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006), Kindle 
Electronic Edition: Location 383. 

16 John Carver, Boards That Make a Difference, 73. 

17 Ibid., 65. 

18 Ibid., 107. 
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definition, is the topmost single person through whom all upwardly accumulating 

accountability flows.”19  

Much as with the other facets of policy governance, the simplicity of 

accountability structure actually allows for more accountability, not less. The board is 

limited by time and expertise and cannot adequately manage a staff. The inevitable result 

will be a board (and individual board members) that subjectively pick and choose which 

matters they will manage. This can lead to a disproportionate amount of time and 

attention being paid to projects and initiatives that represent the board members’ own pet 

projects and areas of interest.   

Kaiser’s words are even stronger. “Board members who enter the room with a 

casual, mystical, or managerial expectation of tinkering with anything in the congregation 

that grabs their attention – or the attention of their spouses – cannot govern well.”20 

Although the individual board member must be intimately involved within the 

organization in order to have the experience and knowledge he needs to lead well, when 

he functions as a member of the board, he must be free to think globally in order to give 

his attention to the most important values. The board that concerns itself with managing 

staff issues at any level below the senior pastor will inevitably spend its time talking 

about issues that distract the board from more essential issues.  

If a lower-level staff member is operating within the boundaries of the board’s 

policies, the board does not need to manage that employee. If he is not operating within 

the boundaries of the board’s policies, then by definition, the senior pastor is not 

operating within his boundaries. The board has an issue with the senior pastor, not 

directly with the lower-level staff person. 

                                                
19 Ibid., 105. 

20 John Kaiser, Winning on Purpose, 1736–37. 
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In a policy governance model, the board speaks only as a whole. “For board 

and CEO peace of mind, it is very important to define the board and CEO functions as 

simply as possible. The CEO’s only accountability should be to the board, not to officers 

of the board or to board committees.”21 Again, this only enhances accountability. 

“Accountability is best when delegation is traceable, unitary, and balanced with respect to 

responsibility and authority … If the boss is a board, the principle of unity requires that 

several persons speak as one, to preserve the single channel.”22 

The other benefit of a governance model in which the board speaks only as a 

whole is that it provides clarity for individual board members and staff when board 

members serve as volunteers within a particular ministry. When individual board 

members serve as volunteers within specific ministries led by the staff, they have no 

more authority than any other volunteer in that situation. Carver says, “Board members 

work for the CEO, or the CEO’s designee, when engaged in activities for which the board 

holds its CEO accountable.”23 Thus, the board member need not fear that his suggestions 

will inadvertently carry more weight than he intends, and the staff member need not fear 

micromanagement from a board member. The ensuing clarity provides freedom and 

confidence for both the elder and the staff member. 

When it comes to committees, the policy governance model is also clear. 

“Board committees are to help get the board’s job done, not to help with the staff’s job.”24 

Board committees should be involved in providing the board with the information it 

needs to govern well, not to give specific oversight to areas in which the staff is 

responsible. 

                                                
21 Carver, Boards That Make a Difference, 105.  

22 Ibid., 141. 

23 Ibid., 134. 

24 Ibid., 145.  
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From a general accountability perspective, policy governance requires that 

boundaries and policies be agreed upon and written down. “Ironically, unwritten policy is 

sometimes thought to be so clear that no one feels the need to write it down and, at the 

same time, so variously interpreted as to border on being capricious.”25 Policies in written 

form allow for “explicitness, currentness, literalness, central availability, brevity, and 

comprehensiveness.”26  

Written policies also provide a document that shows everyone exactly what 

the board has defined and what it has not. “Policies must exist in written form. This is the 

only way all parties (including the policymakers) can know just what the policy is. It is 

the best way for members to realize which policies should be questioned or changed.”27 It 

is also the best way for the senior pastor and staff to specifically and comprehensively 

know the boundaries for their work as well as the end result their work should achieve.  

Policy Governance and Pastoral Transitions 

The policy governance model was not codified specifically to enhance the 

transition of senior-level executives. However, it is not difficult to see how it would 

benefit the church in transition. The model is clear and establishes boundaries in such a 

way that transitioning people are clear on their responsibilities. Although this is important 

in all decisions, it is particularly important as boards lead the succession process, which 

“leading up to the selection of the right chief executive, is the single largest mechanism 

through which the board can add or destroy value.”28 

                                                
25 Carver, Boards That Make a Difference, 37. 

26 Ibid., 38–39.  

27 Ibid., 38. 

28 Ram Charan, Boards that Deliver: Advancing Corporate Governance from Compliance to 
Competitive Advantage (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2005), Kindle Electronic Edition, Location 314–
315. 
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The first benefit of a policy governance model is clarity of roles and 

accountability. Because elder policies are in written form and agreed upon by the board 

as a whole, from Day One the incoming senior pastor has a complete, comprehensive and 

up-to-date list of every single requirement the board has of him. The incoming senior 

pastor is free to lead from the very beginning, without fear of unspoken or unclear 

expectations, unintended responsibilities, or assumptions that he and the board may not 

share. He knows from day one the totality of what the board believes and expects, as well 

as exactly how the board will operate. This is invaluable to an incoming senior pastor. 

Such clarity is especially essential in the area of intentional pastoral 

transitions. As roles transition, the responsibilities of the senior pastor are clearly 

articulated by the board. Thus, as the incumbent senior pastor is releasing responsibilities 

over time, they are defined in such a way that they can be passed effortlessly and 

specifically to the incoming senior pastor. Bob Russell writes, “Just as locks keep honest 

people honest, a good transition plan with clear lines of authority and a definite time 

frame helps avoid conflict and uncertainty.”29 

This attribute of policy governance alone could have protected First Baptist 

Church Dallas from experiencing an intentional transition which went terribly wrong. Dr. 

Joel Gregory provides one side of that story in his book Too Great a Temptation, the only 

side of the story ever told publicly. Although much of the book betrays Dr. Gregory’s 

bitterness toward his predecessor, W.A. Criswell, he is right in saying that a written 

clarification of terms and boundaries for the leadership of First Dallas might have 

prevented a great deal of consternation.  

By any honest, forthright, manly understanding of the language [Criswell] 
stated in no uncertain terms that he would be off the scene at the church within a 

                                                
29 Bob Russell and Bryan Bucher, Transition Plan (Louisville, KY: Ministers Label, 2010), 

60. 
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“few months.” There was no written record of this conversation … It did not 
occur to me that I would need one, that I would be totally misled.30 

The policy governance model also provides clarity of communication between 

transitioning senior pastors and a board of elders. At a point when many other functional 

aspects of the ministry are fluid, the board cannot allow the communication between the 

transitioning senior pastors and the board to be anything less than clear. Policy 

governance ensures that transitioning senior pastors (both outgoing and incoming) hear a 

single voice of direction from a single source.  

Clarity of responsibility is another benefit afforded by a policy governance 

model. Transitioning senior pastors do not have to guess at the responsibility the board 

will play during a transitional time in their ministries. Nor is there ambiguity about the 

board’s responsibility in comparison to the senior pastor’s responsibility moving forward.  

Clear roles and responsibilities lead to clear accountability. In a church where 

senior leadership is transitioning, staff members often wonder where their accountability 

should lie. The incoming senior pastor may wonder whether he is accountable to the 

board as a whole or only to specific influencers on the board or within the church. The 

policy governance approach makes lines of accountability clear.  

The benefit to the church in transition is stability of leadership even when the 

point leader for the ministry is changing. A policy governance model ensures that the 

direction of the ministry is not changing substantially simply because the senior pastor is 

changing. It ensures that differences in personality or style between transitioning senior 

pastors will not negatively impact the overall “end” for which the church exists. Although 

policy governance does not mitigate all change (in fact, it encourages change), well-

implemented policy governance ensures against catastrophic change for the organization. 

                                                
30 Joel Gregory, Too Great a Temptation: The Seductive Power of America's Super Church 

(Fort Worth, TX: The Summit Group, 1994), 132. 
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An incoming senior pastor benefits from the policy governance approach in 

that it provides freedom for him to change methods or approaches within clearly 

established boundaries. The incoming senior pastor is immediately aware of the things 

which are “off limits” to change. He has the freedom to know that so long as the board 

remains true to its model, his decisions within bounds are automatically approved. To 

quote John Kaiser, “Compliance is a requisite that is rewarded in the same way that law-

abiding is rewarded in society: with freedom, respect, and the opportunity to achieve 

something more.”31 

Such a model provides the senior pastor the luxury of a strong board without 

being hamstrung by a strong board that exerts its authority in all the wrong places. “Faced 

with the alternatives of a wimpy board that neither rewards achievement nor penalizes 

cheating, and a controlling board that is always there for you except when you need them, 

a true leader will embrace freedom with accountability any day of the week and twice on 

Sunday.”32 

A secondary benefit to the incoming senior pastor is that the policy 

governance approach provides protection. Board members regularly hear complaints, 

criticism, recommendations and ideas from concerned church members, particularly 

during times of transition. A governance approach that provides clarity and accountability 

allows the incoming senior pastor to have implicit support of the board during times of 

change. So long as he operates in bounds, he enjoys confidence in knowing that the board 

supports him and protects him during inevitable conversations with concerned members 

of the church body. Failure to do so is both a violation of the board’s own commitment 

and an admission that the board has failed to lead well. This kind of protection is 

essential for the incoming senior pastor.  

                                                
31 Kaiser, Winning on Purpose, 768–769. 

32 Ibid., 1284–85. 
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Kaiser speaks about the protection afforded for a pastor in no uncertain terms:  

If the pastor is fulfilling the mission while respecting the boundaries, the 
pastor deserves the board’s unflinching support. This support is not a kind word in 
private. It’s the support expected by a police officer under fire who says to his or 
her partner, ‘Cover me,’ then breaks in to the next room. The board must have the 
pastor’s back at all times if it expects to keep a courageous leader. Its members 
must agree before being allowed on the board that they will never undermine the 
leadership of the pastor but instead will passionately defend the pastor who is 
winning the game and playing within the rules. If the pastor is losing or cheating, 
the solution is not undermining the pastor’s leadership but applying accountability 
instead.33 

A policy model of governance is an important model for churches in transition 

to consider. It provides the clarity of leadership that changing churches need to stay true 

to their mission while providing flexibility of culture as an incoming senior pastor takes 

the reins of leadership. 

The Role of Ministry Philosophy in Church Change 

Literature on change within the church relatively simple to find. Literature 

about ministry philosophy is abundant. However, for reasons mentioned above, few 

resources address the role of ministry philosophy in intentional pastoral succession.  

Conger, Spreitzer and Lawler in The Leader’s Change Handbook agree that  

… the change process is extremely messy and chaotic, wherever it occurs. 
This is in sharp contrast to popular notions that orchestrating change can be 
accomplished by following a neat set of sequential and universal steps … Clearly, 
the leadership of organizational change is complex and difficult, with no easy 
answers.34  

According to William Bridges, “It isn’t the changes themselves that people … 

resist. It’s the losses and endings that they experience …”35 Change involves loss, and 

                                                
33 Ibid., 1286–91. 

34 Jay Conger, Gretchen M. Spreitzer, and Edward E. Lawler, The Leader's Change Handbook 
(San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1999), xxxv. 

35 William Bridges, Managing Transitions (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1991), 19. 
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people process loss in different ways. This is particularly true for churches when change 

is imminent and anticipated during the transition of leadership. A ministry philosophy 

that embraces change by clarifying what cannot change is essential in allowing the 

congregation as a whole to move forward with confidence because the philosophy 

mitigates losses that might negatively affect corporate identity. To put it another way, this 

kind of ministry philosophy allows congregations to deal with the personal losses they 

will experience during transition while instilling confidence that the greater purpose of 

the organization will not be among those losses. 

Robert Lewis and Wayne Cordiero speak of a church culture as the church 

“default.”36 Congregations have a default setting that they will revert to over time. Kevin 

Ford’s book Transforming Church may have an even more helpful description; Ford 

describes a congregational “code” and says, “Every church has its own unique code that 

defines its identity and clarifies its focus,”37 much as DNA functions alongside a person’s 

upbringing and experiences to form a person’s immaterial identity. Ford argues that 

understanding the code of a church is critical to understanding how and why it behaves 

the way it does. “The collective personality of a local body of believers is formed in 

much the same way as the personality of an individual. Like people, churches are shaped 

in part by their unique histories, experiences, and contexts.”38 

The combination of nature and nurture for a church gives the church its 

identity and defines its reality. “Code is the collective identity of a given culture and as 

the shared norms adopted by groups within that culture.”39 Code is reality, whether it is 

perceived or not.  
                                                

36 Robert Lewis and Wayne Cordiero, Culture Shift: Transforming Your Church from the 
Inside Out (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2005), 53.  

37 Kevin G. Ford, Transforming Church: Bringing Out the Good to Get Great (Carol Stream, 
IL: SaltRiver, 2007), 57. 

38 Ibid., 64. 

39 Ibid., 63. 
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Ford argues that change must be carried out in congruence with a 

congregation’s code.  

A church incongruent with its code is the single greatest cause of conflict we 
see at [Ford’s organization], and it causes far more damage than clashes over 
personal differences, worship styles, or even theology. Churches fail to change 
because they don’t know who they are. Or they deny who they are and try to live 
in a way that is inconsistent with their code.40  

Ultimately, Ford argues that “People will resist change when decisions don’t 

align with the code.”41 

It is not difficult to see how an understanding of a code is critical to 

transitioning senior pastors as they lead change. Congregations, and organizations in 

general, possess their own understanding and dreams of what the organization should 

look like. Kouzes and Posner write, “What people really want to hear is not the leader’s 

vision. They want to hear about their own aspirations. They want to hear how their 

dreams will come true and their hopes will be fulfilled. They want to see themselves in 

the picture of the future that the leader is painting.”42 If an incoming leader is not 

cognizant of the congregation’s own hopes and dreams, represented in the church code, 

transition will be extraordinarily difficult, if not impossible. 

Ford describes code as a picture frame. “It provides boundaries, color, and 

shape, but is rarely the thing that we pay attention to.”43 The exception to this metaphor, 

as Ford’s case studies illustrate, seems to be times of transition and change within the 

church. During those times, code is much more apparent and important to recognize so 

that organizational change is led in a way that is consistent with organizational code.  

                                                
40 Ibid., 57. 

41 Ibid., 59. 

42 Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner, “It's Not Just the Leader's Vision,” in The Leader of the 
Future 2, edited by Frances Hesselbein and Marshall Goldsmith, 207–212 (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass, 2006), 208. 

43 Ford, Transforming Church, 74. 
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It is perhaps because all organizations, not just churches, have code that Peter 

Drucker wrote, “every organization has to build the management of change into its very 

structure.”44 Churches need a structure, code, or philosophy that allows for change in the 

things that must change without sabotaging those things that must remain constant. 

A ministry philosophy that allows for change is essential for the incoming 

senior pastor during the transition as well as during his first days of leadership. Such a 

philosophy gives him freedom to lead change confidently. Stephen Covey writes, “… a 

changeless, principle-centered core is key to having the confidence, security, power, 

guidance, and wisdom to change the way we address the changing needs and 

opportunities around us.”45  

It is also important, particularly for an incoming senior pastor, that the 

congregation have a code that allows for a leadership transition in order for transition to 

be successful. If a congregation’s code includes allegiance to a celebrity senior pastor, for 

example, the chances are good that an intentional transition will be incredibly difficult.  

Congregations as Emotional Systems 

Peter Steinke has done significant research and writing in the area of 

congregational dynamics. Primarily he speaks of congregations as systems much like the 

human body in which the stress or use of one member will inevitably affect other 

members. Thus, “You can never make only one change. Change here creates change 

there.”46  

                                                
44 Peter Drucker, “The New Society of Organizations,” Harvard Business Review (Sept.-Oct. 

1992): 97. 

45 Stephen Covey, “Three roles of the Leader in the New Paradigm,” in The Leader of the 
Future, edited by Frances Hesselbein, Marshall Goldsmith, & Richard Beckhard, 149–159 (New York: 
Jossey-Bass, 1996), 151. 

46 Peter L. Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times (Herndon, VA: The Alban 
Institute, 2006), 79. 
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When a member of the body is affected, directly or indirectly, it either 

responds or reacts. Steinke writes,  
 
Theorist Gregory Bateson observed that in the physical world causality is 

linear. Using a billiard table as an example, he noted that one ball strikes another, 
causing it to move and ricochet off a third ball. One force acts upon another. But 
billiard balls have no response mechanisms. In the world of living things, more 
than mere force is involved. Action provides information. People respond or react 
to it. A response is a choice. It is intentional. A reaction is automatic. It is 
reflexive.47 

Steinke points out that when relationships change or are stressed, anxiety is a 

natural result. If not addressed, anxiety can produce inflexibility and become a self-

perpetuating cycle. “Once inflexible, people polarize. But polarity itself is anxiety 

producing. The vicious circle is in place: anxiety – reactivity – rigidity – polarity – more 

anxiety.”48 

Steinke’s encouragement is that “anxiety alone will not harm or endanger a 

system. How anxiety is addressed will determine outcome more than anything.”49 This is 

essential for leaders to remember, since leaders occupy a unique place in the overall 

system. “The leader affects the whole most significantly. Will the leader make choices 

based on principle or will the leader choose on the basis of expediency?”50 

Steinke notes that the anxiety cycle is especially common during pastoral 

transition. “Regardless of the means of the pastor’s exodus – replacement, retirement, 

forced resignation, or death – there is separation anxiety. Not resolved or managed, the 

                                                
47 Peter L. Steinke, How Your Church Family Works: Understanding Congregations as 

Emotional Systems (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2006), 5. 

48 Ibid., 27.  

49 Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times, 7. 

50 Ibid., 67. 
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anxiety turns to rejection of the new pastor, withdrawal from the family, or fervid 

attempts to fuse with the newly assigned or called pastor.”51  

In order to transition effectively, outgoing and incoming senior pastors must 

recognize the stress that transition will place on the congregation’s emotional system. 

The outgoing senior pastor must do his part to prepare the congregational system for this 

stress in order to ensure anxiety is rightly placed. The incoming senior pastor must 

respond similarly, with wise recognition that each of his actions will cause a domino 

effect through an already anxious system.  

Both the outgoing and incoming senior pastors must remember that managing 

resistance to change is a part of the leader’s role. Steinke says, “Resistance … is part of 

the leadership process. Too many leaders retreat or capitulate when resistance becomes 

loud, rude, and messy, because the unspoken rule is ‘so as not to upset anyone.’”52 

Because the congregational system is disrupted during transition, there will necessarily be 

anxiety and resistance. Failure to lead anxiety and resistance well, for both outgoing and 

incoming senior pastors, will inevitably lead to a dysfunctional system. 

Rowland Forman, Jeff Jones, and Bruce Miller wrote, “If the culture isn’t 

ready, even the best ideas and strategies are doomed to failure. Before we try to import 

new ideas, improved systems, and high-quality tools … we first need to prepare the soil 

in our church.”53 This can be accomplished when outgoing and incoming leaders establish 

a culture and philosophy that clarify to everyone involved the things that must change and 

the things that never will.  

                                                
51 Ibid., 41.  

52 Steinke, Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times, 121. 

53 Rowland Forman, Jeff Jones, and Bruce Miller, The Leadership Baton (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2004), 30. 
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Form and Function 

Jim Collins and Jerry Porras’ book Built to Last uses the yin/yang symbol 

from Chinese philosophy to represent a need for organizations to “embrace paradox” and 

“live with two seemingly contradictory forces or ideas at the same time.”54 Collins and 

Porras advise organizations to, where possible, embrace the “Genius of the AND” rather 

than the “Tyranny of the OR.”55  

They say organizations must recognize an interplay between “core ideology 

and the drive for progress.”56 They go on to show how this interplay is healthy. “Each 

element complements and reinforces the other. Indeed, the core ideology enables 

progress by providing a base of continuity from which a visionary company can launch 

the corporate equivalent of the moon mission; likewise, progress enables the core 

ideology, for without change and movement forward, the company will eventually cease 

to be viable.”57 

As it relates to intentional transition, Collins and Porras’ argument applies to 

churches, which must embrace both the reality that the church must never change as well 

as the reality that the church must change in order to remain a clear voice in a changing 

culture. 

Collins and Porras make clear that the interplay between core ideology and 

progress is not balance. Rather it is “two powerful elements, inextricably linked and both 

working at full force to the ultimate benefit of the institution.”58 The incoming senior 

                                                
54 James C. Collins and Jerry I. Porras, Built to Last (New York: HarperCollins, 1994), 43. 

55 Ibid., 44. 

56 Ibid., 114. 

57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid. 
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pastor and the congregation must both have a clear sense of the things that may never 

change as well as the things which must change over time in order to keep the church 

progressing toward its overall goal.  

Will Mancini writes, “by discerning the core ideology and distinguishing it 

from what is noncore, a leader can free people to embrace change by connecting their 

identity to the core ideology.”59 He goes on to write, “Every leader needs to etch some 

things in granite (never-change core) and write some things in sand (must-change 

methods). The problem is that when we fail to clarify and nurture the things written in 

granite, our people get too attached to the things written in sand.”60 If leaders are not clear 

about what must not change, especially during times of transition, the church will 

naturally cling to more than the unchangeable core.  

Mancini carries the metaphor further, dealing specifically with pastoral 

transitions.  

The leader’s role is not just to communicate in both granite and sand but to 
show how the two components work together. The leader should help people 
embrace change by nurturing an emotional connection to the unchanging core 
vision. The leader should then preserve and champion the core vision by showing 
people how to constantly adapt. Isn’t this what we are all longing for? Should 
pastoral transition stop the mission in its tracks?61 

Gene Getz is one of the first theologians to clearly articulate an ecclesiology 

that incorporates the need for consistency and change at the same time. His book 

Sharpening the Focus of the Church is a valuable compendium on the way change should 

work in the church. Getz differentiates between “form” and “function.” He describes 

“function” as the Scripture-mandated activities in which every biblically functioning 
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60 Ibid., 47. 
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church must be a part of.62 “Forms and principles are absolute – if they appear 

consistently throughout the New Testament history and are not self delimiting.”63 He 

describes “form” as the various methods, structures, and programs a church might use to 

carry out “functions.”  

Getz summarizes his argument concerning the relationship between form and 

function in three points: “The Bible often teaches function without describing form. 

Where it does describe form it is partial and incomplete. What form is described varies 

from situation to situation.”64 Thus, according to Getz, “It is not possible to absolutize 

something that is not described; that is always incomplete; and that is always changing 

from one setting to another.”65 

In times of crisis, anxiety, or change, the distinction between form and 

function is essential. On one hand, times of transition are excellent times to go about 

changing forms. “Social studies also point out that people do change their forms and 

structures in society, basically under one condition – some kind of crisis.”66 John Kotter 

recognizes this reality as well, stating, “Best evidence available today tells us that crises 

can be used to create true urgency …”67  

On the other hand, the change of forms during crisis can be calamitous in 

ministry.  

                                                
62 Getz uses the examples of making disciples (Matt. 28:18–30) and evangelism to describe 

functions for which there is a clear biblical mandate for churches.  

63 Gene Getz, Sharpening the Focus of the Church (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1984), 38. 

64 Ibid. 

65 Ibid. 

66 Ibid., 40. 

67 John Kotter, A Sense of Urgency (Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press, 2008),142. For 
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opportunity to leverage the true urgency created by crisis to make long-term change.  
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Because we believe there are things that should never change, we often 
confuse nonabsolutes (those things that should change) with absolutes (things that 
should not change). Often this resistance is rooted in insecurity and fear and leads 
to rationalization. After all, what better way to rationalize than to think we are 
standing for the truth of Scripture?68 

Particularly in a time of transition, confusion between form and function can 

lead to disaster. If an outgoing senior pastor has clothed forms in function language in 

order to inspire the church to change, enhance attendance at an event, or ensure 

participation in his pet project, an incoming senior pastor’s attempts to change the form 

will be met with the same resistance that he would face if he tries to blatantly change a 

passage of Scripture. If the culture of a church is such that it sees many of its programs 

(forms) as inseparable from the functions they seek to carry out, an incoming senior 

pastor will likely find himself babysitting an organization rather than leading it into the 

future.  

Clarity of form and function provide language for the outgoing senior pastor, 

incoming senior pastor, and congregation to use in minimizing anxiety created by change. 

An incoming senior pastor is able to clearly communicate the things which will never 

change. The outgoing senior pastor is able to prepare the congregation (in a general 

sense) by establishing a culture in which certain forms are not expected to last forever. 

Finally, the congregation is able to bridge the transition between two pastors while 

clearly identifying the things that are essential as well as things that may change over 

time.   

Interpersonal Dynamics During Change 

Governance and philosophy are important during times of congregational 

change. However, specific to pastoral change, perhaps nothing else is as important as the 
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public interpersonal dynamics between the outgoing and incoming senior pastors. 

Marshall Goldsmith, describing CEO succession, wrote,  

Leadership succession is usually presented as a dry, ‘check-the-boxes’ process 
during which seemingly robotic executives are only concerned with buzzwords  
like strategic fit, core competencies, and long-term shareholder value. These 
writings make an implicit assumption that CEO succession is completely 
impersonal, objective, and rational. Wrong! In actual practice, the process of 
getting ready for succession is often influenced by emotions as much as it is 
influenced by logic.69 

Jeff Jones, writing about his transition from Gene Getz at Fellowship Bible 

Church North, pointed out the importance of their relationship to ensure that both were 

on board for every directional decision. Clarity about the relationship was essential. In 

fact, Jones describes the way in which Getz sought out his opinion. “Jeff, put on your 

future senior pastor hat. That is the only way this will work. If you act like you are okay 

but you really aren’t, this could derail the succession plan.”70 Getz and Jones point to the 

health of their own relationship as the primary thing that could have cannibalized their 

transition. 

The behavior Getz and Jones model above seems to be essential during the 

transition’s overlap phase, in which both leaders are leading to some degree. As Richard 

Vancil points out in his work Passing the Baton: Managing the Process of CEO 

Succession, “Shared responsibility is not a zero-sum game that implies, ‘you make that 

decision and I’ll make this one.’”71 Decision-making is tenuous, thus the interpersonal 

dynamics between leaders are critical. 

The importance of the interpersonal dynamics between leaders cannot be 

gleaned most clearly through any type of resource manual by dispassionate scholars; it is 
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most clear in the stories of experienced pastors themselves. They list several traits that 

are essential to effectiveness in transition. 

Humility of the Outgoing Leader 

Gene Getz’s book Elders and Leaders includes a chapter on succession in 

which he gives advice for churches seeking to carry out an intentional transition similar 

to the one carried out by Getz and Jones. Interestingly, the book was written three years 

into a transition that was designed to take seven years but ended up finishing just six 

months after publication.  

Getz’s chapter on succession contains Jones’ comments on the process.  

A significant key to a successful extended transition is that both leaders have 
to leave their egos behind and learn to lead and serve together. This is generally 
more of a challenge for the outgoing pastor than for the incoming one. A 
succession process means that one person is slowly letting go and the other is 
slowly taking on more. Most of us have a harder time letting go than we do 
accepting more.72  

According to Jones, humility of both leaders is essential to a good transition.  

Jones is not the only incoming senior pastor to single out humility of the 

outgoing pastor as the most important trait to a successful transition. Bob Russell led an 

intentional transition to the leadership of Dave Stone at Southeast Christian Church, a 

large church in Louisville, Kentucky. In the foreword to Russell’s book Transition Plan, 

Dave Stone writes, “Whenever I’m asked about ‘the passing of the baton’ at Southeast, 

I’m always quick to say that the main ingredient in a transition is the humility of the 

outgoing senior leader.”73 

Russell talked about humility from the other side of the equation. “Dave and I 

frequently had to ask ourselves, ‘Why are we here? Are we here to build our own 

                                                
72 Jeff Jones quoted in Getz, Elders and Leaders, 320.  

73 Dave Stone quoted in Russell and Bucher, Transition Plan, 10. 



35 

 

kingdom or to advance the Kingdom of God?’ I knew if it was really our goal to glorify 

Jesus Christ, then it was healthy for Dave to increase and for me to decrease.”74  

In an interview for Preaching Today, Dave Stone attributed Russell’s humility 

as the primary factor in a smooth transition.  

[The transition process] worked well. I think the reason it’s worked well in 
this setting is because of Bob’s humility and his willingness to share the spotlight. 
He’s given me more and more leadership responsibilities. We’ve had a couple of 
coaches here in football at University of Louisville who would put the backup 
quarterback in the second quarter, let them run some plays and take a drive and 
see if they could take them down for a touchdown. And I felt like that’s what Bob 
did for the first ten years of my being here. I got to play quarterback as a backup 
behind an All-American.75 

It is perhaps obvious that the humility of the outgoing senior leader is an 

important dynamic in intentional transition. It may be equally obvious why it is 

extraordinarily difficult for outgoing leaders. Marshall Goldsmith, again writing 

specifically about the secular marketplace, points out that the outgoing leader is often 

leaving behind a piece of his identity. 

Almost no occupational group is more personally identified with their jobs 
than CEOs. When you are introduced, you are referred to as the CEO of your 
company. After a while, this is not just what you do – it becomes a very large part 
of who you are. At the CEO level, the transition process is far from impersonal – 
it is extremely personal!76  

With respect to Mr. Goldsmith’s assertion, this challenge may be even more 

substantial for a departing senior pastor, who adds a spiritual component to his role. For 

years, the departing senior pastor’s spiritual life has been bound up with a congregation. 

He has himself developed spiritually through the sermons he has preached. He has 

mourned and grown while leading the congregation through times of trial. Furthermore, 

                                                
74 Russell and Bucher, Transition Plan, 24. 

75 Michael Duduit, “Passing The Baton: An Interview With Bob Russell and Dave Stone,” 
http://www.preaching.com/resources/articles/11547729 (accessed on 11 February 2011). 

76 Goldsmith, Succession, 55–57. 
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he has likely seen many of the people he is leading trust Christ for the first time, make 

significant life decisions, and pass important milestones of life under his leadership. He 

baptized, counseled, and married many of the people in the congregation and may have 

buried many of their loved ones. Now they will be looking to someone new. Humility 

may be hard to come by.  

Jeffrey Sonnenfeld talks about two obstacles in this area that can hinder an 

outgoing leader: “heroic stature” and “heroic mission.”77 Heroic stature “refers to the 

special distinction a position of command has that allows a person to stand above the 

group and thus occupy a unique role in it.”78 Heroic mission is a “feeling that one has a 

unique role to fill and that only [he] is capable of carrying out the responsibilities of the 

job.”79 In every exiting leader, Sonnenfeld asserts, each of these obstacles exist to some 

degree.  

Sonnenfeld sees four primary types of departing leaders.80 The “monarch” is 

motivated by a high level of heroic stature but may or may not be tied to a heroic 

mission. He or she normally only departs by death or coup. The “general” exhibits higher 

levels of need for heroic mission than heroic stature and normally leaves reluctantly and 

immediately plots a return. The “ambassador” is tied to heroic mission but not heroic 

stature. As a result, he normally leaves peaceably and remains a resource to the next 

leader. The “governor” is relatively unattached to either heroic stature or heroic mission. 

Governors readily step down from their post to pursue other ventures; rarely to be heard 

from again.  

                                                
77 Jeffrey Sonnenfeld, The Hero's Farewell: What Happens When CEOs Retire (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1988), 62. 

78 Ibid.  

79 Ibid.  

80 Ibid., 70–71. These pages provide a summary of the four types of leaders. The subsequent 
chapters in Sonnenfeld’s book describe each leader-type in much greater detail, complete with case studies. 



37 

 

Sonnenfeld’s framework is more descriptive than prescriptive when it comes 

to transition. However, the framework does provide an implicit challenge to exiting 

leaders: the mission must be held higher than the status. When this is the case, the exiting 

leader is able to demonstrate a high level of self-differentiation and humility, and be of 

the most value to the overall mission of the organization over a longer period of time.  

Humility of the Incoming Leader 

Although the exiting leader may carry the lion’s share of the responsibility for 

demonstrating humility during the transition, it is vital for the incoming leader to 

demonstrate humility as well, particularly in regularly honoring a predecessor publicly. 

The incoming leader should lead as if the entire responsibility for a successful transition 

is one hundred percent his responsibility, even if it is not. 

Carolyn Weese and Russell Crabtree clarify, “Practically, honoring our 

predecessor means we should use TLC with members regarding a predecessor. That’s 

talk, listen, and confirm. Leaders help the transition process if they simply talk about 

their predecessor.”81 

According to a Harvard Business Review article about CEO succession, 

deference to the outgoing CEO may be the most important responsibility of a successor. 

“Perhaps the hardest part of managing the successor’s dilemma is allowing the 

[departing] CEO himself to save face. It can also be the most critical part.”82 

This type of humility can be difficult for incoming leaders who are eager to 

move out of the shadow of a predecessor. Some incoming leaders perceive positive 

discussions about their predecessor as a threat to their own leadership. In response they 

                                                
81 Carolyn Weese and J. Russell Crabtree, The Elephant in the Boardroom: Speaking the 

Unspoken About Pastoral Transitions (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004), Kindle Electronic Edition: 
Location 367. 

82 Dan Ciampa and Michael Watkins, “The Successor’s Dilemma,” Harvard Business Review 
(November-December 1999): 161–168. 
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can do damage. “A pastor is sometimes so threatened by the esteem paid to a predecessor 

that he or she gives the signal to members that they are not to speak about the predecessor 

in the pastor’s presence.”83  

Rather than helping the congregation grieve and move on, this type of action 

can have the opposite effect. The congregation, in most cases, has years’ worth of data 

points concerning the character and credibility of the predecessor. Even though outside 

sources may consider the predecessor a scoundrel, the incoming senior pastor is not 

dealing with outside sources. He is leading people who willingly followed the leadership 

of his predecessor. A lack of humility will cause the congregation to distrust him, not 

follow him.  

This humility is also revealed in the pace at which the successor implements 

change. Bob Russell writes,  

A change of ministers is a huge transition for people and a wise successor 
needs to be patient and give the congregation a year or two before implementing 
dramatic change. That is difficult to do because the new preacher may be totally 
convinced that dramatic change is necessary and will benefit the congregation in 
the long run. But too much change too fast disorients people and is usually 
counterproductive.84  

Early dramatic change will inevitably be seen as a referendum on the previous leader. 

The incoming pastor’s humility must drive the pace of change he implements.  

Dale Bronner agrees. “Incoming leaders must realize that all change is a 

critique of the past. Even something as insignificant as painting a wall or moving the 

pulpit can be misperceived.”85 Seemingly insignificant gestures often carry heavy 

symbolism. Incoming leaders must carefully weigh change on the balance of humility. 

Careful, deliberate, humble movement is essential for successors who want to lead well.  

                                                
83 Weese and Crabtree, The Elephant in the Boardroom, 377–378. 

84 Russell and Bucher, Transition Plan, 68. 

85 Bronner and Chand, Planning Your Succession, 87. 
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Michael Watkins, writing primarily to those transitioning into the CEO 

position, cautions against trashing the past. “There is nothing to be gained and much to be 

lost by criticizing the people who led the organization before you arrived. This doesn’t 

mean you should tolerate mediocrity. You need to understand the past, but concentrate on 

assessing current behaviors and results, and on making the changes necessary to support 

improved performance.”86 

David Smith, the pastor who succeeded Peter Schwalm at Fairhaven Church 

in Dayton, Ohio, reflects the type of interpersonal humility that is crucial during an 

intentional pastoral transition as he describes a conversation he had with the incumbent 

senior pastor prior to the completion of their transition. “I told Pete, ‘I’m committed to 

the transition plan first, I’m committed to you second, and I’m committed to becoming 

the senior pastor third,’” said Smith. “If it were the reverse order, pride will sneak in 

because you become anxious to get into the role.”87  

Positive Public Relationship 

If private humility of the outgoing and incoming senior pastors is important, 

their positive public humility provides something even more visceral for the 

congregation. Jeff Jones says,  

Though we are different stylistically, our ministry philosophy is the same. Our 
values are very similar. The more we can emphasize that, the better. People love it 
when we talk about each other positively. They enjoy seeing us on the platform 
together and enjoying life together. They need to know that while we are 
different, we love each other and are committed to the same basic principles that 
form our church.88  

                                                
86 Michael Watkins, The First 90 Days (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 2003), 

107. 

87 Skye Jethani, “Heir Apparent: A retiring pastor and his successor discover what it takes to 
make a transition plan work,” Leadership Journal (Fall 2005): 51. 

88 Jeff Jones quoted in Getz, Elders and Leaders, 322.  
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The incoming and outgoing senior pastors must ensure that the passing of the 

baton happens as well in public as it does in private. Bob Russell writes, primarily to 

exiting senior pastors, “If the two individuals involved [pass the baton] well privately and 

publicly, it will set the tone for everyone involved and most likely determine how 

smoothly the race will be run. But it’s so important for the future health of the 

organization that people know the successor has your total endorsement and support.”89 

Wise leaders in transition understand the importance of their relationship with 

one another, especially in public. Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee explain why: “It is the 

leader who adds the strongest seasoning. Why? Because of that enduring reality of 

business: Everyone watches the boss. People take their emotional cues from the top.”90 

Joel Gregory’s book Too Great a Temptation chronicles one side of the 

disastrous attempt at an intentional transition to his leadership from the leadership of 

W.A. Criswell. Although the book is ultimately a pejorative against Dr. Criswell rather 

than a description of a failed transition, it does describe, in Gregory’s mind, several of the 

things which caused the transition to go bad. Gregory specifies that the public criticism of 

his ministry by both Dr. Criswell and his wife undercut the foundation of their 

transition.91 

Marshall Goldsmith echoes the importance of a positive public relationship, 

even beyond the transition itself. He advises departing CEOs to  

Show some class on the way out. Do whatever you can to make your 
successor a winner. Get over your own ego. Try to avoid the “return from the 
grave” syndrome  that is becoming far too common for CEOs. For example, don’t 

                                                
89 Russell and Bucher, Transition Plan, 97. 

90 Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis and Annie McKee, Primal Leadership: Learning to 
Lead with Emotional Intelligence (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 2002), 8. 

91 Gregory, Too Great a Temptation, 305–306. In the opinion of this writer after reading 
Gregory’s book, there was perhaps much to criticize. Too Great a Temptation reads more like the rant of a 
deposed leader than the dissection of a failed transition. Even that, however, may serve to show how deep 
the wounds of public criticism go.  
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talk to the press – in a disparaging way – about your successor. Don't fall into the 
trap of babbling on about “what I would have done” if one of your successor’s 
ideas fails. You would not have wanted your predecessor to have done this to you 
– don’t do it to your successor! Even if other people don’t know what you have 
done, your successor will. And more importantly, you will.92  

Bob Russell agrees. Writing to outgoing senior pastors, he advises, “Look for 

every opportunity to not only build up your successor, but also help pave his way. 

Willingly use the respect and authority you have earned over the years to help make the 

beginning of his tenure a success. If this means that for the good of the organization you 

make sacrifices you wouldn’t ordinarily make, you need to do so.”93 Public honor of the 

successor is a matter of class in the absence of ego, and is essential to a successful 

transition.  

If the incoming senior pastor is unable to exclusively demonstrate honor to his 

predecessor in public, he should consider withdrawing himself from the transition process 

altogether. “[The] arriving pastor must be able to publicly honor his or her predecessor 

without a sense of threat or denial of history. Departing and arriving pastors should have 

the opportunity to give mutual recognition as a way of minimizing the emotional and 

spiritual seam at the point of pastoral change.”94 

Samuel Chand and Dale Bronner echo the sentiments above,  

Those of us considering successors should be ready to celebrate their 
achievements whenever we can; those moving into these positions should never 
forget the past or the contributions of those who preceded them. While Solomon 
may have built the legendary temple in Israel, for example, he was indebted to the 
foundation laid by his father David. Leaders, stakeholders, board members and 
church members all need to see the unbroken chain that links the past and the 
future because it provides hope. It’s what motivates everyone to move forward 
into an uncertain future and energizes our daily activities.95  

                                                
92 Goldsmith, Succession, 764–770. 

93 Russell and Bucher, Transition Plan, 96. 

94 Weese and Crabtree, The Elephant in the Boardroom, 876–878. 

95 Bronner and Chand, Planning Your Succession, 38.  



42 

 

Summary and Conclusion 

This literature review has followed the three topics suggested by the 

hypothesis.  

1. The role of governance in executive transition 

2. The role of philosophy and culture in executive transition 

3. The relationship between outgoing and incoming senior leaders in intentional 

senior-level transitions 

This study now examines the validity of the case study format as a method of 

studying churches. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

PROCEDURE AND RESEARCH METHOD 
 

The purpose of this study was to understand three selected factors in transition 

from a long-tenured senior pastor to his successor: public respect, ministry flexibility, and 

governance clarity. The rise of the megachurch and proliferation of new churches over 

the last several decades are giving birth to a new crisis as founding pastors near 

retirement age.  

There are many things in which churches differ, both on macro and micro 

levels. Styles, philosophies, programs, preferences, emphases and passions differ as well 

as nuances of theology. Churches vary in significant ways across cultures as well as 

across streets.  

Even still, particularly on a macro level, all churches have certain common 

denominators that can be helpful to recognize, particularly within times of transition. All 

churches have a primary leader.1 All churches have a philosophy of ministry and a way of 

approaching change, even if unwritten or unstated. All churches have a governance 

model – some way of understanding how decisions are made and authority is granted. 

Additionally, all churches are dynamic, fluid systems with the capacity to 

change, grow, and develop, and also to atrophy, shrink, and devolve. The study aims to 

explore the dynamics that affect that transition, and to understand how three factors 

                                                
1 The author understands that some swaths of churches would disagree with this statement on 

some level, seeking instead to emphasize a “plurality” of leadership instead of a primary (or point) leader 
within their churches. Though it is unlikely those involved in such churches would be reading a paper 
designed to ease the transition of point leaders, it is the author’s experience that even in those contexts a 
primary leader emerges within the plurality. Although official polity may see multiple leaders at the top of 
the organizational chart, it is the experience of the author that a “first among equals” universally emerges as 
a point leader, even within plurality.   
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common to all churches promote or impede transitional success. By doing so, the study 

aims to help leaders prepare their churches so that transition is a healthy change in the 

church’s development rather than an unhealthy change that leads to its temporary or 

permanent demise.  

The researcher seeks to answer the question, “Are the factors of public 

respect, ministry flexibility and governance clarity essential to the transition from a long-

tenured senior pastor to his successor?” The public nature of the relationship between the 

outgoing and incoming pastors, cultural responsiveness to change within the church 

itself, and model of governance are important dynamics to consider within the context of 

transition. This study set out to learn how important these factors are in order to help 

churches more effectively carry out transitions from long-tenured senior pastors. 

The researcher’s hypothesis is that successful transitions from long-tenured 

pastors need (1) an unwavering public respect between the departing pastor and his 

successor, (2) a ministry philosophy that allows freedom of form while maintaining core 

function, and (3) a clarity of non-staff church leadership governance that allows the 

incoming senior pastor both freedom and protection.  

The desired result of the researcher’s study is to add to the pool of knowledge 

regarding effective transitions by citing critical factors in successful transitions. 

Therefore, the qualitative research method was the most appropriate way to research this 

topic. Michael Patton describes the purpose of the qualitative method, or applied 

research. “The purpose of applied research and evaluation is to inform action, enhance 

decision making, and apply knowledge to solve human and societal problems.”2  

                                                
2 Michael Patton, Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods, 2nd edition (Newbury Park, 

CA: Sage Publications, 1990), 12. 
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Qualitative Research Method 

In order to answer the research question, the author chose to use a qualitative 

research method. The qualitative research method was first codified as an important and 

acceptable way of doing academic anthropological research in the 1920s and 1930s work 

of the “Chicago School.”3 Though its roots were in anthropology, the practice soon 

extended to other disciplines, including education, sociology, and communications.4 The 

method relies heavily on case study as the vehicle for observing and analyzing 

information.  

Though definitions of qualitative research are nuanced inside their various 

sociological disciplines, Sharan Merriam describes the commonalities in her book 

Qualitative Research. “The following four characteristics are identified by most as key to 

understanding the nature of qualitative research: the focus is on process, understanding, 

and meaning; the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis; the 

process is inductive; and the product is richly descriptive.”5  

Qualitative research is often termed “intervention” because of its ability to 

allow a researcher to insert himself into a situation, scenario, or circumstance. Through 

qualitative research, the researcher is able to take a position within a scenario in order to 

observe it and draw inferences, while also having the benefit of distance. This potential 

for dual observation points gives a researcher the benefit of immanency and also 

perspective. He is able to examine a situation while also being afforded the benefit of 

hindsight.  

                                                
3 Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, “Introduction: Entering the Field of Qualitative 

Research,” in Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. Norman K. Denzin, and Yvonna S. Lincoln 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1994), 1. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Sharan Merriam, Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation (San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2009), 14. 
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The qualitative research method depends heavily on case study as its primary 

research tool, which allows the researcher to develop a research question and hypothesis 

and then test his hypothesis against real scenarios as his topic plays out over time. 

Michael Patton describes the qualitative intervention saying, “Qualitative methods consist 

of three kinds of data collection: (1) in-depth, open-ended interviews; (2) direct 

observation; and (3) written documents.”6  

Norman Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln describe the difference in their 

contribution to Handbook of Qualitative Research. 

The word qualitative implies an emphasis on processes and meanings that are not 
rigorously examined, or measured (if measured at all), in terms of quantity, 
amount, intensity, or frequency. Qualitative researchers stress the socially 
constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and 
what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry. Such 
researchers emphasize the value-laden nature of inquiry. They seek answers to 
questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning. In 
contrast, quantitative studies emphasize the measurement and analysis of causal 
relationships between variables, not processes. Inquiry is purported to be within a 
value-free framework.7  

Rationale for a Qualitative Study 

Although a quantitative tool may have been developed to discover the 

relationship between hypothesis areas and transition dynamics in churches, in the 

judgment of the researcher, a qualitative analysis provided a better tool for gleaning 

pertinent information than a quantitative approach.  

Since this study aims to describe necessary components within pastoral 

transitions, the researcher favored the qualitative approach for its ability to explore 

complex social dynamics. Pastoral transitions are not linear or predictable. They include a 

spectrum of sociological dynamics that could not be comprehensively studied by 

                                                
6 Patton, Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods, 10. 

7 Denzin and Lincoln, “Introduction: Entering the Field of Qualitative Research,” in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, 4. 
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numerical data or detached, sterile, quantitative analysis. Qualitative study allows the 

researcher to interact with, and explore, the personalities, opinions, experiences, and 

circumstances of his subjects. Thus, an inductive approach examining several analogous 

situations was more likely to provide appropriate answers to the research question than a 

more deductive approach.  

Furthermore, definitions within the hypothesis area would have made a 

quantitative tool incongruent with virtually every scenario except the specific situation 

the researcher was attempting to describe. Quantitative research would have forced the 

researcher to so narrowly define hypothesis terms such as “long-tenured” and 

“intentional” to the point that the vast majority of churches would not be able to benefit 

as strongly from the research. Qualitative research and analysis allowed the researcher to 

explore a small slice of Christendom, but still draw conclusions pertinent to churches that 

may not be constant on all the variables.  

Though the field of research on pastoral transitions is growing, the pool of 

knowledge for churches seeking to embark on such transition is extremely limited. Most 

of the literature about pastoral transitions speaks of a more traditional transition, in which 

the exiting senior pastor is followed by a buffer, or interim, period before his successor is 

called. The perspective of the author is that most organizations are not seeking 

quantitative analysis as much as they seek to benefit from the real-life experiences of 

those who have gone before them. Catherine Marshall and Gretchen Rossman describe 

the intrigue of a qualitative researcher:  

Qualitative researchers are intrigued with the complexity of social interactions as 
expressed in daily life and with the meanings the participants themselves attribute 
to these interactions. They are also exquisitely aware that they work in and 
through interpretations – their own and others – layered in complex hermeneutic 
circles. These interests takes qualitative researchers into natural settings rather 
than laboratories and fosters pragmatism in using multiple methods for exploring 
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the topic of interest … Thus, qualitative research is pragmatic, interpretive and 
grounded in the lived experiences of people.8 

Finally, the qualitative analysis was the most helpful to this researcher 

personally. The primary phase of research and analysis took place at a time when the 

researcher himself was embarking on the final stretch of an intentional transition from a 

long-tenured senior leader to the researcher. The case-study method allowed him to build 

a network of relationships with leaders on both sides of such transitions that could benefit 

him when particular issues, struggles, or questions arose during his own transition.  

Additionally, because the researcher was personally engaged in an intentional 

transition, the qualitative research method was a better fit for his experience. Not yet 

having experienced a successful transition, the researcher was ill equipped to quantify 

metrics from successful transitions. However, his position allowed him to be very well 

equipped to know questions to ask those who had emerged successfully on the other side 

of such transition.  

Identification of the Problem 

The first step in qualitative analysis is the identification of the problem the 

researcher will be studying and the development of a research question. David Silverman 

lists four primary ways project topics are selected: personal experience of the researcher 

that provides a need for further study; a social obligation in which the researcher feels a 

moral obligation to answer a societal problem; a researcher’s general curiosity about a 

topic; and the occasion in which a researcher is paid to do research.9 In this case, the 

researcher’s own experience brought about the need to study healthy intentional 

transitions from long-tenured senior pastors.  

                                                
8 Catherine Marshall and Gretchen B. Rossman, Designing Qualitative Research (Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage, 2011), 2. 

9 David Silverman, Doing Qualitative Research, 3rd edition (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, 2010), 80–82. 
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In the initial stages of research, the author simply knew he wanted to study 

healthy intentional transitions from long-tenured senior pastors and to identify the factors 

that could make future transitions successful. That problem, however, neither provided 

enough direction or specificity for research, nor created sufficient boundaries within the 

study topic to delimit it.  

In the next stages of problem development, the researcher attempted to narrow 

the focus of study by looking simply at the things an incoming senior pastor should do to 

ensure a successful transition. However, his own experience throughout the development 

of the problem, as well as informal interviews with those who had led through such 

transitions, made it clear that the problem was too narrow in some respects; too broad in 

others. The incoming pastor is, in large part, a responder during the transition. He holds 

relatively little authority or credibility in the broad context. However, in some sense, the 

departing pastor finds himself in a similar situation as a lame duck with little ability to 

speak into the future or change direction once transition is imminent.  

This realization led the researcher to begin exploring whether transitions have 

constants that are dynamic and yet controllable, which might allow those involved in a 

transition to diagnose the likelihood of its success. As mentioned above, in each scenario, 

a relationship exists between the exiting and incoming senior leaders. In each scenario, a 

governance model exists; and in each scenario, a culture governs the church’s reaction to 

change one way or the other. In noting this, the researcher felt as if the problem was 

sufficiently narrow for study without being too narrow for broad application.  

Development of Hypothesis 

The hypothesis is the statement related to the research question that will be 

tested in research. It assists the researcher in developing questions for his case study and 

searching for patterns during the course of research.10 In the case of this study, the 
                                                

10 Marshall and Rossman, Designing Qualitative Research, 44. 
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hypothesis was a relatively simple deduction once the research problem was properly 

identified.  

Three primary hypothesis areas emerged naturally out of the problem 

statement and research question. The first regarded the relationship between the incoming 

and outgoing senior leaders. The second regarded the specific type of ministry 

philosophy that would promote a successful transition. The third regarded what might be 

essential within a governance model to accomplish transition from one leader to the next. 

The Development of Hypothesis Area One 

The hypothesis that successful transitions from long-tenured pastors need an 

unwavering public respect between the departing pastor and his successor developed out 

of the researcher’s own experience as a part of such a transition. 

Particularly in the initial stages of the transition – the selection of a successor, 

the announcement of coming transition, and the immediate aftermath of such 

communication – it was apparent to the researcher how easy it could be for the 

relationship between the predecessor and successor to become strained. It was also 

apparent the congregation would be asked to essentially follow two leaders as they 

passed the baton.  

As the researcher began to experience this himself, the first area of hypothesis 

emerged. He first posited that successful transitions from long-tenured pastors simply 

need respect between the departing pastor and his successor. But he quickly realized that 

that premise lacked specificity.  

He realized that much could happen behind closed doors between the 

departing and incoming pastors, even disrespect. The researcher came to believe that it is 

the public relationship between the two that is most important to successful transition.  

Further, as the researcher examined his own experience, he realized that a 

single misstep could undermine the transition process. Public disrespect between the 
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incoming and exiting pastors – even a single instance – could damage the congregation’s 

trust in the process as well as the pastors’ ability to pass the baton confidently. With this 

realization, the researcher believed he needed another modifier in this hypothesis area: 

successful transitions from long-tenured pastors need an unwavering public respect 

between the departing pastor and his successor.  

The Development of Hypothesis Area Two 

The second area of hypothesis developed out of a cohort-based seminar the 

researcher was involved in during the course of his study as a part of the Doctor of 

Ministry program at Dallas Theological Seminary. The assigned reading for the seminar 

regarded change within the church.  

As the researcher completed the assigned reading, a pattern emerged for 

leading change within churches: the churches that are best at leading change are the ones 

where change is built into the culture or ministry philosophy. Point-leader transition is 

significant change, so the researcher began to hypothesize that the churches that would be 

most successful in leading transition would be the churches whose ministry philosophy 

allow for change.  

However, the researcher’s personal experience also led him to believe that in 

the same way that building a culture that promotes change is important to pastoral 

transition, it is just as important to have built a culture that makes clear which things will 

not change. Familiarity with Gene Getz’s work Sharpening the Focus of the Church and 

the conversation about form and function led the researcher to specify within the 

hypothesis that successful transitions from long-tenured pastors need a ministry 

philosophy that allows freedom of form while maintaining core function. 
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The Development of Hypothesis Area Three 

During the researcher’s own transition, the relationship between the board of 

elders and the outgoing senior pastor was difficult. It was the researcher’s perspective 

that both the outgoing senior pastor and the elders were men of high character and above 

reproach, who each deeply wanted what was best for the church and for each other. They 

simply disagreed on what the other party’s role was in bringing that about.  

About the same time, during a cohort discussion in the first year of the 

researcher’s Doctor of Ministry Studies, a fellow student made a throwaway comment 

about the importance that Carver governance played in his ability to lead well. Unfamiliar 

with the Carver governance model, others in the class asked for more information and a 

conversation ensued that took most of the afternoon. 

The researcher was struck with the clarity the model brought to boundaries, 

authority, responsibilities and communication, and he immediately realized the 

importance such clarity would need to play in his own transition. He began to feel as if a 

clear governance model would be essential to a pastoral transition in order to make 

relationships clear and responsibilities clear, even when they were changing hands. He 

posited that successful transitions from long-tenured senior pastors need clarity of non-

staff church leadership governance that allows the incoming senior pastor both freedom 

and protection. 

With this realization, the researcher felt as if he had a fully developed 

hypothesis because it provided clarity and guidance for the primary relationships affected 

by such a transition: the relationship between the departing and incoming senior pastors 

(hypothesis area one), the relationship between leadership and the congregation 

(hypothesis area two), and the relationship between the pastors and non-staff church 

leadership (hypothesis area three). Successful transitions from long-tenured pastors need 

(1) an unwavering public respect between the departing pastor and his successor, (2) a 
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ministry philosophy that allows freedom of form while maintaining core function, and (3) 

a clarity of non-staff church leadership governance that allows the incoming senior pastor 

both freedom and protection. 

Research Design 

After the problem and hypothesis were finalized, the researcher developed a 

qualitative instrument to help him explore each case with an appropriate level of breadth 

and depth. Tim Sensing suggests fourteen categories of questions that can be helpful to 

the researcher as he researches his case.11 The researcher developed his research 

instrument to answer questions in those areas: 

1. Grand Tour Questions (opening questions to set the tone): How did the transition 

go overall? What were the high points and low points?  

2. Guided Tour Questions (questions about the physical environment): How does the 

architecture and design of your church reflect the philosophy? When was the last 

time the building was updated? 

3. Descriptive Questions (questions that ask for more information about an action, 

phenomenon, or behavior): How did the departing pastor announce his transition? 

Where was the incoming pastor on that day?  

4. Task Questions (questions that invite the participant to engage in an activity that 

will clarify the subject): Draw a diagram of the room where the board meets. 

Where do you normally sit? Where do other participants normally sit? 

5. Hypothetical Questions (questions that ask what the respondent might do in a 

situation): Suppose I were to attend a service or a board meeting at your church. 

What would I experience?  

                                                
11 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2011), 87–88. 
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6. Quotation Questions (questions that challenge the respondent with regard to an 

opposing view). Some people would say that the transition was too short. What 

would you say to them? 

7. Ideal Position Questions (questions that ask the respondent to envision the ideal): 

How would you see an ideal preaching schedule during a transition like this? 

8. Knowledge Questions (questions that ask for what the respondent believes to be 

factual): How many times a week did you meet with your successor during the 

transition? How often does the board get together?  

9. Interpretive Questions (questions that extend the researcher’s interpretations): 

Why did the board stop meeting with the incoming senior pastor? Was it because 

the outgoing senior pastor was beginning to feel insecure?  

10. Behavior Questions (questions about what people have and have not done): What 

did you do when the outgoing senior pastor made a decision you did not agree 

with?  

11. Opinion Questions (questions that explore motivations, values, and goals from the 

respondent’s perspective): Do you think the transition would have been less 

successful if that decision hadn’t been made?  

12. Feeling Questions (questions that seek to understand the emotional effect of an 

issue): What did you feel when you first heard the senior pastor would be leaving? 

What did you feel on the day of the transition?  

13. Sensory Questions (questions about things that are experienced using the senses): 

In the moment the outgoing pastor announced he would be transitioning away, 

what did you hear in the auditorium?  

14. Background or Demographic Questions (questions about age, occupation, 

education, identity): What is the average age of the congregation? Board?    
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Collecting Information 

The researcher was fortunate to be familiar with two churches that had 

experienced intentional transitions that fit the mold of successful transitions from long-

tenured pastors, so preliminary interviews to establish whether churches fit the research 

criteria were unnecessary. 

During the first stage of information collection, the researcher gathered data 

from the two prospective churches while seeking their permission to study their 

transitions. Both Chase Oaks Church (formerly Fellowship Bible Church North) and 

Fellowship Bible Church Dallas have extensive archives of history, literature and media, 

both online and in print.  

The researcher made initial contact with the current senior pastors, Jeff Jones 

at Chase Oaks Church and Gary Brandenburg at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas, to 

ensure that the churches were open to being sources of information and that the 

transitions fit the hypothesis criteria. 

The next stage of information collection was personal interviews with key 

players in the transitions. Both churches have the benefit of having experienced relatively 

recent transitions, so the departing and incoming senior pastors are still living and 

accessible, as are many of the non-staff church leadership and congregants who were 

present for the transition. Bill Counts at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas was unavailable 

for interview, but Jeff Jones, Gene Getz, and Gary Brandenburg were each interviewed at 

least twice, as were elders and congregants at both churches.  

Brandenburg also spent an afternoon presenting his dissertation, on the topic 

of sermon selection in the first year after transition, to the researcher’s Doctor of Ministry 

cohort. The researcher recorded and transcribed that presentation for future study as it 

also included significant insight into the transition at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas. 
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The researcher scheduled interviews well in advance. Each interview was 90 

to 120 minutes long, and the researcher transcribed and studied them in subsequent 

months. Once he had written the case study, he sent it to each interview subject for 

review, primarily to ensure the accuracy of quotes and objective interpretation.  

Patton recognizes that “In qualitative inquiry, the researcher is the instrument. 

Validity in qualitative methods, therefore, hinges to a great extent on the skill, 

competence, and rigor of the person doing fieldwork.”12 Thus, great care was taken to 

ensure thorough and valid interpretations in order to accurately reflect the scenarios that 

played out at both churches.  

Presentation of the Research 

Information that was gleaned from the extensive examination of pastoral 

transitions at Fellowship Bible Church North and Fellowship Bible Church Dallas was 

presented in the form of a written case study.  

The primary audience to view these case studies was the Large Church Pastor 

Cohort of Doctor of Ministry students at Dallas Seminary. The initial research for the 

cases was presented orally within that cohort, followed by a time for questions and 

answers. The feedback from that cohort provided the researcher with other questions to 

pursue and helped focus the case study for its inclusion in this project.  

The researcher hopes the long-term benefit of his research will be to those 

who access the project through a library or online database during a search for 

information about intentional transitions of long-tenured senior pastors. He hopes that 

they will benefit from the case studies by seeing their current scenarios in light of the 

ones he researched. The author also hopes that churches and pastors considering 

intentional transitions will be able to use his research to examine critical areas of their 

                                                
12 Patton, Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods, 14. 
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relationships, philosophy, and governance in order to set the stage for successful 

transition, however far in the future that transition might be.  

This work now turns to the case studies themselves.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESEARCH RESULTS 

Transition at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas 

Five years ago, Fellowship Bible Church Dallas embarked on a wave of 

transition that is only now beginning to near completion. This transition included the 

relocation of a campus from one building into a renovated movie theater; the retirement 

of a longtime beloved senior pastor and hiring of his successor; the replacement of the 

church’s vision and mission statements, which included a shift in vision from an 

attractional to missional model; the closing down of a counseling center, which had been 

a distinctive piece of the church’s ministry for decades; and an almost complete turnover 

of pastors in key leadership positions, which was accompanied by a turnover of a good 

number of regular attendees.  

Transitions have the tendency to bring out the best and worst in 

congregations. Fellowship Bible Church Dallas is no different. Though many of the 

personnel changes have been amicable, some have not. Most former congregants quietly 

began attending different churches, but some were quite vocal during their departure. The 

current sense of unity surrounding the staff and overall church body was preceded by a 

season of disunity and uncertainty in both groups. 

Despite transition and change virtually across the board, one primary group at 

the elder-led church remains intact. Since the winds of transitions began to blow five 

years ago, not a single elder has left the board for philosophical reasons.  

In fact, according to current Elder Chairman Bruce Long, “in thirty-something 

years of the church’s history, we have only had two elders who got crossways with the 
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decisions of the [overall] elder board to the point they left the elder board. One of them 

stayed at the church and … remained very supportive of particularly the youth ministry. 

The other left the church.”1  

This case study will aim to follow the transition at Fellowship Bible Church 

Dallas in the hope of shining light on the keys to their unity amid such pervasive change. 

It is the desire of the author to examine the five-year transition process at Fellowship 

Bible Church Dallas through the lenses of the leaders involved, the ministry and 

leadership philosophies, and the model of governance.  

Is the successful transition at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas an anomaly that 

cannot be explained, or has it stumbled on specific actions and ideas which can be 

reproduced by other churches? Have the leaders at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas, 

either intentionally or unintentionally, provided a model for other churches to follow as 

they seek to implement change while preserving unity?  

Fellowship History 

As anti-establishment sentiments pervaded American culture in the 1960s and 

1970s, many of Dr. Gene Getz’s students at Dallas Theological Seminary began to 

question even the viability of the institutional church. In response, Dr. Getz challenged 

his students to examine the New Testament alongside him. The result of that study 

moved Getz to write Sharpening the Focus of the Church, which focused on principles2 

he hoped would allow the church as an institution to experience renewal.   
                                                

1 This observation was made in a conversation. Bruce Long, conversation with author, Dallas, 
TX, 21 September 2009. 

2 The formative principle to Getz’s understanding was a distinction between form and 
function. These principles are played out in Sharpening the Focus of the Church. In short, the term 
“function” describes the directives found in Scripture which the Church must follow in order to be a 
biblical church. “Form” describes the various ways a church might accomplish any given function. Getz’s 
ministry philosophy is built around the belief that the church has been given freedom in adopting whatever 
form best fits each church’s context so long as it adequately fulfills the function. Getz argues that in the 
biblical church, form should always follow function. This ministry philosophy is essential to the entire 
Fellowship Bible Church movement. Gene Getz, Sharpening the Focus of the Church (Wheaton, IL: Victor 
Books, 1984). 
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Sharpening the Focus of the Church stoked the enthusiasm of several families 

in Plano, Texas, who encouraged Getz to plant a church that would use the concepts 

presented in his book. In 1972, Getz and his wife, Elaine, launched Fellowship Bible 

Church hoping to encourage “biblical teaching, fellowship, and outreach.”3  

The original Fellowship Bible Church employed a unique ministry philosophy 

that provided a place for those who questioned the effectiveness of historical forms of 

ecclesiology to experiment with new forms. The new church grew quickly and 

immediately began looking to plant other like-minded churches. 

Five years after planting the initial Fellowship Bible Church, Getz and one of 

the elders at the original Fellowship Bible Church sought to plant a church in the North 

Dallas/Park Cities area.  Fellowship Bible Church of Park Cities held its first service on 

October 9, 1977.4  

Gene Getz was the first pastor of Fellowship Bible Church of Park Cities, 

though he soon returned to the original Fellowship Bible Church. Al Barnett pastored 

Fellowship Bible Church of Park Cities until 1980.  

In 1980, Fellowship Bible Church of Park Cities hired Bill Counts as its senior 

pastor and Sammy Davenport as its part-time music director. Three years later, 

Davenport became the full-time music minister at Fellowship Bible Church of Park 

Cities.  

For its first several years, Fellowship Bible Church of Park Cities met in a 

modest church building in the Park Cities. By 1992, the church had grown to the point 

that it relocated to a renovated office building less than two miles north.  

                                                
3 Chase Oaks Church, “Chase Oaks Church History,” http://www.chaseoaks.org/about-

us/history/ (accessed 21 September 2009). 

4 Fellowship Bible Church Dallas, “Our History,” 
http://www.fellowshipdallas.org/church_history.htm. (accessed 22 September 2009). 
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In 1993, following the move into its new facilities, Fellowship Bible Church 

of Park Cities formally changed its name to Fellowship Bible Church Dallas.  

From 1993 until 2004, Fellowship Bible Church Dallas (hereafter “FBCD”) 

continued to grow while experiencing few major transitions. It remained in its renovated 

office building under Counts’ leadership until 2004, when it decided to sell its building 

and renovate a movie theater a few blocks away. Near that same time, Counts announced 

that he would be retiring, and the elders began a search process for his replacement that 

culminated in the hiring of Gary Brandenburg.  

Bill Counts 

Bill Counts trusted Christ during his college years at Princeton University and 

entered classes at Dallas Theological Seminary upon his graduation from Princeton. 

During his final year in seminary, Counts’ wife initiated a divorce. Although Counts 

sought reconciliation, the divorce was finalized before he graduated. Because many 

churches, particularly in the early 1960s, would not have been receptive to a divorced 

pastor5, Counts decided to join the staff of Campus Crusade for Christ at Rice University. 

It was at Rice University that he met and married Beverly.  

Following their time with Campus Crusade, Bill and Beverly Counts moved to 

Southern California and began a new ministry on the campus of UCLA called “The Light 

and Power House.” This ministry sought to emphasize God’s grace and forgiveness in the 

life of the believer.  

During his time at UCLA, Counts co-authored a book that addressed these 

issues called Freedom from Guilt. The concepts of grace and forgiveness marked both 

                                                
5 In the case of the elder who resigned his position as an elder and left FBCD (page 1), 

Counts’s divorce was the decisive issue. That particular elder did not believe the church should be pastored 
by a divorced man and chose to break fellowship as a result.  
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Counts’ life and the direction of FBCD through his leadership. It is impossible to 

understand or speak of Counts’ leadership style without the word “grace.”  

Counts transitioned from Los Angeles to Dallas in order to help Probe 

Ministries launch a seminary. The seminary never got off the ground, but the effort 

provided Counts’ connection to Fellowship Bible Church of Park Cities.  

Counts’ leadership style at FBCD was as low on confrontation as it was high 

on grace. As one of the elders recounted concerning the staff under Counts’ leadership, 

“We weren’t ever sure where they were or what they were doing. They could be off 

playing golf or out doing ministry. We never knew.”6 Counts believed in hiring qualified 

individuals and turning them loose to do their jobs.  

Gary Brandenburg 

Gary Brandenburg was born in Fort Meade, Maryland, but grew up in 

Southern California. His parents were unbelievers during his childhood years, but he 

trusted Christ as a young child after attending a Billy Graham film where he heard the 

Gospel for the first time. He grew up attending church with the family across the street 

and was positively influenced by several mentors during his student ministry years.  

After graduation from high school, he received a baseball scholarship to 

Oklahoma State University. He played three years of professional baseball after being 

drafted by the Baltimore Orioles, after which he attended Trinity Evangelical Divinity 

School in Deerfield, Illinois.  

Following seminary, Brandenburg accepted a role as a student ministries 

pastor in his hometown. He served in that role for a short time before choosing to plant a 

church in California. He served at the church in California for eight years and credits that 

experience with helping him to develop as a pastor and leader, although Brandenburg’s 

                                                
6 An observation made by elders. Andy Seidel and Tommy Shelton, personal conversation 

with author, Dallas, TX, 24 July 2009 at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas. 
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time in California ended during a time of conflict with church leadership that ultimately 

led to the church choosing to look for a different senior pastor.  

Brandenburg accepted the role of senior pastor at Grace Community Church 

in Tyler, Texas, in 1990 and led that church during a time of extraordinary growth. 

Brandenburg’s ministry philosophy and leadership skills were further sharpened at Grace 

and through his board involvement with Mercy Ships and Pine Cove Christian Camps. 

While at Grace, Brandenburg’s passion for outreach grew as Grace planted 

several churches around the Tyler area using a unique style that allowed these church 

planters to collaborate with him weekly on messages and strategy.  

Brandenburg’s passion for mentoring young teaching pastors and missional 

ministry would ultimately lead him to leave Grace Community Church after fourteen 

years to become the senior pastor at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas in 2004. Its 

proximity to Dallas Theological Seminary, as well as to Dallas neighborhoods  where 

many refugees and immigrants live, seemed to provide a perfect context for 

Brandenburg’s passions in ministry.  

Pastoral Transition 

Although the transition in senior leadership was only one of the changes at 

FBCD, it was undoubtedly the most significant in that it served as the catalyst for many 

of the other transitions FBCD would experience between 2004 and 2009. The elders’ role 

in that process is an important indicator of their strategy and involvement throughout 

FBCD’s history. 

In 2004, Bill Counts approached the elders and indicated his plan for 

retirement in three years. He was in his early seventies at that time and believed the 

church needed someone younger to “carry it to the next level.”7  
                                                

7 These were Bill Counts’ words, recalled by Bruce Long, conversation with author, Dallas, 
TX, 21 September 2009 at a restaurant near his office in Dallas, TX. The following details of the search 
process draw primarily from this conversation.  
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Counts’ retirement was not initiated by the elders. In fact, Bruce Long 

indicated that most elders thought that Counts would remain the pastor until his death.8 

After Counts’ announcement to the elders, they formed a search committee of 

three elders, three staff members, and three laypersons. They also began to host focus 

groups to ask any interested congregation members, “What do we want out of a pastor? 

What would you like to see change? What would you not like to change?” This data-

gathering process took around four months.  

Near the end of the focus group process, one of the businessmen at FBCD 

made the elders aware of a headhunter in California. Although the headhunter’s agency 

did not specialize in pastoral searches, he had recently led his church through a successful 

search and agreed to assist FBCD. After visiting with the elders about the results of the 

focus groups and the desire of the elders, the headhunter screened out more than half of 

the first 300 résumés FBCD had received.  

The elders took a couple of years to listen to and prioritize the hundred or so 

candidates, and they narrowed the list to four. Those four candidates and their wives were 

flown in to meet with staff and elders, but none of them generated much excitement in 

either body.  

After an exhaustive search with no results, Sammy Davenport mentioned a 

pastor he knew in Tyler named Gary Brandenburg.9 

Counts, Davenport, and Darla Skinner10 drove to Tyler to meet with 

Brandenburg face to face and returned excited about his potential fit as the senior pastor 

                                                
8 Long went on to say “I think we [as elders] had our heads in the sand. The longer he stayed, 

or any older pastor stays, there is a tendency to get cemented in to older ideas and to not bring in newer 
ideas. All of the sudden the avant-garde church becomes the traditional church. That’s not always bad, but 
is not as aggressive as our church believes it should be.” Bruce Long, conversation with author, Dallas, TX, 
21 September 2009. 

9 At one point, Brandenburg had attempted to hire Davenport to be the worship leader at 
Grace Community Church in Tyler. Ironically, one of FBCD’s most difficult staff transitions after 
Brandenburg’s arrival was Davenport’s.  
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at FBCD. Brandenburg and his wife, Jana, were called in for a formal interview with 

elders and staff at FBCD, and he became a pastor shortly thereafter.  

The elders, urged by Counts, elected to bring Brandenburg onto the staff at 

FBCD before Counts fully transitioned off staff. Brandenburg was named the senior 

pastor while Counts remained on staff as “pastor emeritus.”11  

It was during this transition period that the differences between Counts and 

Brandenburg were most clearly visible.  

Not long into this arrangement, Counts took an opportunity to move with his 

wife to Central Texas, which completed the personnel aspect of the pastoral transition.  

Building Transition 

In one sense, this case study will show that the elders at FBCD are dependent 

on the strong leadership of a senior pastor. However, the lack of a senior pastor for the 

future did not stop the elders from leading the church forward in at least one critical area.  

From 1993 until 2004, FBCD occupied a renovated office complex near Park 

Lane and Meadow Street in Dallas. Although the building was functional as a worship 

space, it was not optimal. The auditorium was long and narrow. It was also set apart from 

the children’s ministry area by a large outdoor courtyard. The courtyard was fantastic for 

fellowship during nice weather, but the building lacked space for people to gather 

indoors.  

The renovated office complex was functional, but not inviting. Nor was it in a 

place that was convenient or visible.  

                                                                                                                                            
10 Darla Skinner served as the church administrator at FBCD and had a critical role in most 

significant decisions within the church, from Brandenburg’s hiring to the design of FBCD’s new facility.  

11 Counts’ requests were to have a space to sit and study, and to be in and out of the office at 
his own leisure. As a result, he occupied a cubicle near the main entrance to the offices. This would later 
become a point of great tension for some staff who believed the office arrangement was an affront to 
Counts’ history with the church.  
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For some time, the elders had  had their eye on a movie theater near North 

Central Expressway and Park Lane in Dallas, which they hoped to buy at some point. 

After Bill Counts announced his intention to retire but before Gary Brandenburg 

officially started as senior pastor, the building became available for purchase. The elders, 

led by real estate developer and then-Elder Chairman Reagan Dixon, moved forward with 

the sale of their existing building and the purchase of the UA Cinema through a 

stewardship campaign.  

This provided an interesting dynamic for the incoming senior pastor. 

Brandenburg recalled, “I came on staff in October, but in September I was already trying 

to raise $12 million to buy a building.”12  

FBCD bought, gutted and completely remodeled the UA Cinema building into 

the facility it uses today. 

Although the elders were involved in the negotiations and discussions 

concerning the purchase of the UA Cinema building, the design and remodeling process 

was primarily the responsibility of the church administrator, Darla Skinner, who managed 

it from inception to completion.13  

The Barnabas Project 

The Barnabas Project was a critical ministry of FBCD during Bill Counts’ 

tenure as senior pastor. It was a one-week experience that allowed participants to 

confront pain and hurt in their past in an attempt to find healing in non-traditional ways.  

                                                
12 Recounted during Andy Seidel and Brad Smith, “Large Church Pastors Cohort,” (class 

lecture for DM506, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, TX, 28 July 2009). 

13 Although Gary Brandenburg was not a part of the initial design or vision for the new 
building at FBCD, the building was completely consistent with his vision. In fact, he often tells a story 
about standing with Skinner as he looked over the UA Cinema building for the first time. As Skinner 
unfolded the plans for the remodel, Brandenburg told her, “I have seen this building before.” Some years 
earlier he had unfolded a vision for the elders at Grace Community Church in Tyler of a building 
staggeringly like the UA Cinema building.  
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Many people at FBCD during Counts’ years saw The Barnabas Project as the 

heart and soul of FBCD’s ministry. Its emphasis on grace and healing, combined with the 

success stories that were told around FBCD, made it one of FBCD’s most celebrated 

ministries.  

Early in Gary Brandenburg’s tenure as senior pastor at FBCD, it became clear 

to him that The Barnabas Project was not congruent with the direction he felt the church 

should go. During a meeting with the project’s director, Brandenburg mentioned two 

concerns he had about it.  

First, Brandenburg was concerned about some of the methods of The 

Barnabas Project. Participants’ experience depended heavily on role plays such as 

“rolling up in a fetal position, hitting a pillow that symbolized a parent, or screaming all 

kinds of horrible cuss words.”14 Brandenburg told the director that those methods seemed 

incongruent with the type of person FBCD was hoping to develop.  

Secondly, Brandenburg had concerns about the alignment of the ministry with 

FBCD’s small-group ministry. The Barnabas Project generated its own small groups, 

which were unrelated to the overall small group ministry at FBCD. The result was two 

small group ministries headed in different directions.  

After the conversation, the director of The Barnabas Project immediately 

resigned. The Barnabas Project was discontinued a short time later.  

The Counseling Center 

If The Barnabas Project represented one piece of the DNA at FBCD, The 

Counseling Center represented the other side of the helix.  

                                                
14 This recollection was also a part of Gary Brandenburg, “Large Church Pastors Cohort,” 

(class lecture for DM 506, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, TX, 28 July 2009). 
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The Counseling Center was led by Billy Grammer, and provided professional 

psychological counseling as a ministry to hurting people. FBCD closed The Counseling 

Center soon after Brandenburg became senior pastor. 

Senior Staff Transitions 

The changing vision for FBCD in the hands of new leadership led to a 

different vision for staff at FBCD. The direction in which the staff would lead was 

changing as well as the way in which the staff would be led. 

Counts’ laid-back leadership style did not mix well with Brandenburg’s 

hands-on leadership style. Brandenburg recounts sitting in meetings with staff during 

which Counts would walk in, sit down and listen for a while, and then leave without ever 

saying a word.15 

Brandenburg’s new leadership vision and style did not sit well with some staff 

members, and they resigned almost immediately. Other senior staff members attempted 

to change to fit in, but resigned later.16 At various points throughout the transition, it 

became clear to Brandenburg and the elders that some senior staff members were no 

longer a good fit for the ministry of FBCD, and those positions were terminated.  

Only one of the people on the staff team when Brandenburg was named senior 

pastor still remains a full-time staff member at FBCD as of this writing.  

Brandenburg asserts that the transition among the staff was only exacerbated 

by the longevity of Counts. He told a Doctor of Ministry class at Dallas Seminary, “The 

longer the predecessor was there, the more agreement there is among staff concerning the 
                                                

15 This story was not recounted by Gary in such a way that disparaged Bill Counts, but rather 
in a way that illustrated the distinction between the two leadership styles. The reflection was made during a 
Andy Seidel and Brad Smith, “Large Church Pastors Cohort” (class lecture for DM506, Dallas Theological 
Seminary, Dallas, TX, 28 July 2009).  

16 Sammy Davenport, the worship leader of twenty-five years who recommended Gary 
Brandenburg for the position at FBCD, remained on staff after Brandenburg arrived, but resigned after four 
years. According to all the elders and staff members consulted in the preparation of this case study, that 
resignation was in light of Davenport’s differences with Brandenburg’s leadership style and vision.  
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direction you’re going … [at FBCD] some of them were locked into a therapeutic model 

and felt as though it was the only way to do church.”17  

The elders were involved with Brandenburg and Executive Pastor Tommy 

Shelton throughout the course of each program and staff transition. They were available 

for consultation with Brandenburg and Shelton throughout the process, and were invited 

to several meetings with them as they talked through transition with staff members. 

However, in the minds of the elders as well as in Brandenburg’s and Shelton’s, the two 

pastors were the primary ones responsible for leading the staff, even in terminating staff 

who were no longer a good fit for the FBCD team.   

One elder, Andy Seidel, did mention that the elders may not have been 

proactive enough in the initial stages of transition. He said, “We as elders may have 

missed an opportunity to notify the staff and tell them, ‘The new guy who is coming in, 

we have a lot of confidence in. We chose him. He is not Bill Counts. He is different. 

Your job as staff members is to figure out how you can help him be successful in this 

church.’”18 

Elder Selection 

Bruce Long, current elder chairman, says the most important thing the elders 

have done to maintain unity during his years at FBCD is, “We get the right people on the 

board.”19 The elder selection process at FBCD is a multiple-step, thorough approach.  

The first step when the elders seek to fill a vacancy on the elder board is the 

compilation of possible candidates. The elders seek out names of potential elders from 

                                                
17 Andy Seidel and Brad Smith, “Large Church Pastors Cohort” (class lecture for DM506, 

Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, TX, 28 July 2009). 

18 Andy Seidel is the Director of the Center for Christian Leadership. Andy Seidel and Brad 
Smith, “Large Church Pastors Cohort” (class lecture for DM506, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, TX, 
28 July 2009). 

19 Bruce Long, personal conversation with author, Dallas, TX, 21 September 2009. 



70 

 

current elders, staff, small group leaders, and compile a list of all potential candidates. 

The elders then discuss those candidates and generate a list of those who they feel are 

qualified.20 This usually narrows the field considerably.  

The elders approach the qualified candidates and give them a packet of 

materials that describe the qualifications of an elder and the model of governance at 

FBCD. They encourage each candidate to look over the materials and pray with his 

spouse about whether he is qualified and interested in becoming an elder at FBCD.  

Once the candidates indicate their willingness to serve as an elder, their names 

are published in the FBCD bulletin for three or four Sundays. Congregants are asked to 

contact a current elder if they know of any reason that a candidate should not be invited 

to serve in that capacity. If the elders receive no negative feedback, they invite the 

candidate to become an elder.  

Elder Governance 

One of the critical pieces of transition early in Gary Brandenburg’s tenure as 

senior pastor was spearheaded by Tommy Shelton. Shelton was an elder when 

Brandenburg was hired, working for a nonprofit mission agency called East/West 

Ministries in a management role. Soon after Brandenburg joined the FBCD team, he 

hired Shelton to serve as the executive pastor while remaining an elder.21 

An early piece of Shelton’s work at FBCD included a codification of its elder 

governance model. Under Shelton’s leadership, the church composed and adopted an 

                                                
20 During a personal conversation on September 21, 2009, Gary Brandenburg described a 

“Leadership Compass” that the board often uses to consider new elders at this point in the process. The 
elders look first at the candidate’s character in light of characteristics of elders mandated in 1 Timothy and 
Titus. Then the elders consider the candidate’s leadership abilities, asking, “Can this person take 
initiative?” Next, the elders evaluate a candidate’s pastoral abilities, looking for a heart of compassion. 
Finally, they evaluate the candidate based on his ability to teach others and whether he himself is teachable. 
Gary Brandenburg, conversation with author, Dallas, TX, 21 September 2009. 

21 Of the nine elders at FBCD, a maximum of two are allowed to be staff members. See the 
board governance policies in Appendix A. 
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elder policy manual, which clarified the board’s responsibility to govern itself, the senior 

pastor, and the relationship between the board and the senior pastor. This policy manual 

drew heavily on the model of board governance proposed by John Carver in which the 

board “controls what needs to be controlled, yet sets free what can be free.”22  

In the Carver model, the board sets the overall value and direction for the 

organization, but does not concern itself with the day-to-day execution by the staff. 

Carver writes, “The board as an official body (as opposed to individual members) is well 

advised to limit its role to owner only.”23 In this model, the board “passes power to [the 

CEO and staff] and expects them to use it as assertively and creatively as they dare.”24 

“The CEO is the only staff member to whom the board gives directions.”25  

In the case of FBCD, the board of elders designs policies that govern both the 

board and the senior pastor. The senior pastor is responsible for the hiring, firing, and 

leadership of paid and unpaid staff. He is also responsible for the operations of the 

church, its programs and activities. The corporate board of elders, or individual members 

of that corporate board, agree to serve as consultants in those decisions while leaving the 

responsibility for those decisions up to the senior pastor. Thus, Brandenburg is 

empowered by the elders to lead the church according to any reasonable interpretation of 

the elder-established policies that govern him. 

The Carver model necessitates that the board’s authority is vested in the board 

as a body, not simply in its individual members. Carver advocates for a simple majority 

in policy drafting and implementation, though FBCD has adopted a “two-man rule.” The 

two-man rule is one of the important ways FBCD has changed its model in the past 
                                                

22 John Carver, Boards that Make a Difference, 2nd Edition (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 
1997), 32. 

23 Ibid., 15.  

24 Ibid., 200. 

25 Ibid., 88. 
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several years. Until the adoption of the elder policy manual in 2006, FBCD’s elders 

required that their decisions be unanimous. Now, it takes two elders to stop the board 

from moving forward on any decision. 

Bruce Long was clear that the move to a two-man rule was not because the 

system was broken at FBCD. “The old way, [consensus] worked for us because we made 

it work. If one of us wasn’t in agreement, we talked and prayed it out.”26 The two-man 

rule was adopted on Brandenburg’s recommendation as a compromise, so that the elders 

could maintain a consensus without a lone dissenter slowing down the process.  

Although the codification of the Carver model was a new step for the elders at 

FBCD, it was not a radical departure from their former procedures. The model is not 

dissimilar to the model presented by FBCD’s founder, Gene Getz, in his book Elders and 

Leaders.27 Getz has progressed in his ideas since the planting of the church that would 

become FBCD, and many of the recent adoptions of board governance at FBCD mirror 

the progression in Getz’s thinking.  

The governance model at FBCD gave Bill Counts and Gary Brandenburg a 

tremendous amount of latitude within the overarching values established by the elder 

board. Thus, many of the program and staffing transitions over the past five years have 

been Brandenburg’s decisions to make. Though he has acted with the full support of the 

board, it is obvious from the recollections of the various transitions that Brandenburg 

initiated and communicated most of them.  

The board’s willingness to give Brandenburg latitude in direction-setting was 

a privilege enjoyed by Counts as well. At one point in Counts’ tenure, he sought to move 

the church toward a more seeker-sensitive model after attending a conference at Willow 

                                                
26 Bruce Long, conversation with author, Dallas, TX, 21 September 2009. 

27 See, for example, Getz’s recommendation towards a primary point leader who alone reports 
and makes recommendations to the elder body on page 314 of Elders and Leaders. It is also Getz who 
recommended the idea of elder consensus at the point FBCD was planted.  
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Creek Community Church. Bruce Long said, “We weren’t concerned. It was the direction 

Bill felt like we needed to go, and we trusted him.”28  

Brandenburg’s ability to make staffing decisions and program decisions 

without explicit conversation with the board is concerning for some who view the board 

as “weak,” allowing Brandenburg to run the church. FBCD’s current board chairman 

disagrees. “We see it as our responsibility to let the guys who do the business do it, as 

long as they can explain it. Can you imagine if Bill Gates’ board attempted to run 

Microsoft?”29  

Brandenburg agrees, saying, “Our elder model depends on strong elders. Not 

men with strong opinions; not strong man-made, self-made guys; but men of really strong 

character who are not threatened. Who will be able to look at the facts as honestly as 

possible. Who aren't swayed by the opinions of the masses. Guys who will be able to get 

in your face and say ‘I love you, but I think you’re wrong.’”30 

Both Long and Brandenburg agree that the foundational principle in the 

governance model at FBCD is trust. Brandenburg quipped, “Trust is essential. When the 

trust goes, it doesn’t matter what your form of governance is, they’ll find a way to fire 

you.”31 

Summary of Transition at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas 

The pastoral transition at FBCD was a catalyst for unprecedented 

organizational change. In five years, the church said goodbye to its pastor and its worship 

leader, both of whom had served at FBCD for twenty-five years; hired a new senior 

                                                
28 Bruce Long, conversation with author, Dallas, TX, 21 September 2009. 

29 Gary Brandenburg, conversation with author, Dallas, TX, 21 September 2009. 

30 Ibid. 

31 Ibid. 
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pastor; fired or received letters of resignation from all but two of its senior ministry staff; 

relocated its campus; changed ministry vision from an attractional model to a missional 

model; rearticulated its elder governance model; and discontinued two long-standing 

flagship programs.  

At each stage of the transition at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas, three things 

were present which stand out: (1) an unflinching public respect, primarily of the 

incoming senior pastor toward the departing senior pastor, even amid strong changes 

across the board, (2) a grace-based ministry philosophy that allows for significant and 

sweeping changes even to hallmark programs, and (3) a board that is clear about its role 

and desire for unity prior to moving forward. 

Although the transition at FBCD was never smooth, the combination of the 

above three characteristics provided the elder board and new senior pastor the ability to 

move ahead in unity despite an almost complete metamorphosis of the church around 

them. 

Transition at Fellowship Bible Church North 

Change in senior leadership can be one of the most difficult transitions for any 

organization to navigate. Such a change can directly affect relationships, direction, 

power-brokers, culture, and lines of communication. This can cause turbulence to ripple 

through an organization, bringing inevitable change.  

Depending on the vantage point, changes to the senior leadership of an 

organization will be viewed positively or negatively. Those who stand to gain the most 

through the change tend to view it positively, while those who feel that change will create 

a deficit for them tend to view it through other lenses. 
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Churches are not immune to changes in senior leadership. Statistics vary, but 

George Barna’s decade-old statistics on the longevity of senior pastors indicate that the 

average tenure of a senior pastor “dropped to about four years from seven.”32 

The normal process for transition in non-denominational churches begins 

when the senior leader resigns or is relieved of his position for one reason or another. The 

church then convenes a team to search for a new senior leader. This process can take 

months or even years, during which the church lacks the influence of a senior leader.  

Even the most thorough search does not ensure that the transition will be 

successful, no matter how long the previous leader has served. John Cionca writes, 

“Anyone who follows a founding pastor or long-tenured pastor will likely end up an 

interim pastor.”33 In the next paragraph, he writes, “A succession of short-term ministries 

weakens a church’s ability to follow a new pastor.”34  

In late 1999 and early 2000, Gene Getz began the process of transition from 

the role of senior pastor at Fellowship Bible Church North. However, rather than electing 

to transition in a traditional manner, Getz recommended that Fellowship Bible Church 

North take the non-traditional route of an intentional transition to the next senior pastor. 

Getz later wrote regarding his desire for an intentional transition, “The ongoing fruit that 

you’ve given your life to produce depends on your plans for succession. Over the years I 

have believed in what for me is a very important spiritual and psychological guideline: 

When I need the church more than the church needs me, I have stayed too long.”35 

On January 11, 2004, Jeff Jones was installed as the new senior pastor of 

Fellowship Bible Church North.  

                                                
32 George Barna, Today’s Pastors (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1993), 36. 

33 John Cionca, Before You Move (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2004), 76–77. 

34 Ibid., 77. 

35 Gene Getz, Elders and Leaders (Chicago, IL: Moody, 2003), 324. 
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In the years since the transition, much has changed at Fellowship Bible 

Church North, including the name of the church itself. It is now known as Chase Oaks 

Church, and it also has a new location and new direction. From all accounts, the 

congregation continues to grow and has remained relatively healthy throughout the last 

decade. The transition seems to have been successful.  

Reasons for the successful intentional transition from a long-tenured senior 

pastor to a younger successor may be many. However, in order to limit the focus of this 

case study, three primary factors will be examined: an unwavering public respect 

between Getz and Jones, a ministry philosophy that allowed Jones flexibility through the 

transition, and a model of governance that provided clear role distribution as well as 

protection for both the exiting and incoming senior pastors.   

History of Fellowship Bible Church North 

Fellowship Bible Church North and Fellowship Bible Church Dallas share 

original DNA, as well as founding pastor.36 Soon after Fellowship Bible Church of Park 

Cities began, Gene Getz returned to the original Fellowship Bible Church, in 

Richardson.37  

The return was difficult for Getz as well as for the non-staff leadership to 

whom he returned. So, in 1982, Getz planted Fellowship Bible Church North, which 

originally met in a warehouse. Four years into its life, Fellowship Bible Church North 

moved into a facility on Lexington Drive in Plano, where it would thrive until 2007.38 

                                                
36 See the information in the first part of this chapter for a more complete history of these 

churches. 

37 Fellowship Dallas, “Our History,” http://www.fellowshipdallas.org/church-history/. 
(accessed 13 September 2010). 

38 Chase Oaks Church, “Chase Oaks Church History,” http://www.chaseoaks.org/about-
us/history/ (accessed 21 September 2010). 
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Transition from Getz 

In 2000, the 68-year-old Getz began to think about the next phase in his own 

personal ministry as well as the ministry of Fellowship Bible Church North. Rather than 

wait for a traditional transition to take place – by retiring or dying – Getz decided to be 

proactive in pursuing an intentional transition. “I took the initiative, and approached all 

our elders one-on-one to find out who they thought should be my successor. Each one to 

a man named Jeff Jones. Even my own son told me independently that I should keep an 

eye on Jeff as a possible successor.”39  

The growing sentiment that Jones, the Adult Ministry Pastor, might have been 

pegged as Getz’s successor behind the scenes caused many to begin asking Jones 

questions about his role in Fellowship Bible Church North’s future. Getz wrote, “It was 

obvious that many in the congregation were responding in a particular way to Jeff’s 

teaching and leadership in other areas … This positive feedback and the ensuing 

questions put Jeff in a very awkward position. As we talked together about this matter, I 

knew we had to ‘get out front’ of what was happening.”40 

In March of 2000, Jones transitioned into the role of associate pastor, and 

Fellowship Bible Church North announced a seven-year transition plan to the 

congregation. At the end of the seven-year period, the plan was that Jones would become 

the second senior pastor of Fellowship Bible Church North.  

Immediately Jones assumed significant leadership of the staff, something Getz 

was willing to almost completely delegate to him. “I had quite a bit of freedom with the 

staff. Gene had no desire to control or second-guess what I was doing,”41 Jones 

                                                
39 Gene Getz, Former Senior Pastor of Fellowship Bible Church North, interview by author, 

Chase Oaks Church, Richardson, TX, 20 August 2010.  

40 Getz, Elders and Leaders, 318. 

41 Jeff Jones, Senior Pastor of Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Richardson, TX, 18 
August 2010. 
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remembers. He related to The Dallas Morning News that “Gene allowed my voice and 

my leadership to emerge.”42 Jones worked primarily on helping the staff through a 

process of alignment which sought to eliminate ministry silos that had developed over the 

twenty-year history of the church, opting instead for ministries aligned around a small 

group ministry model.  

As the first few of years of transition progressed, the lines of leadership 

became increasingly blurry. As Getz, Jones, and the elders continued to observe the 

culture around at Fellowship Bible Church North, it was clear that Jones had become a 

co-pastor in a relatively short time. A full preaching schedule and the symbolic title 

change were the only major pieces Jones lacked, and three years remained in the timeline.  

Mike Cornwall, an elder who was familiar with the office culture at 

Fellowship Bible Church North, approached Getz and expressed concern that the seven-

year transition might be too long. Getz agreed and approached Jones about completing 

the transition almost immediately. As the two discussed their options, they decided to 

complete the transition on January 11, 2004.43  

The baton was handed from Getz to Jones, literally, during a special church 

service on a Friday night. Getz transitioned out of the senior pastor role in January 2004, 

but not out of the church. He and his wife continue to attend the church, and his office at 

the Center for Church Renewal, a parachurch ministry supported primarily by the church, 

shares a building with the church’s administrative offices.  

Shortly after the official handoff, Fellowship Bible Church North began a 

church-wide emphasis around Rick Warren’s book The Purpose-Driven Life. Jones 

credits this initiative as an important piece in completing the transition. “It was a really 
                                                

42 Robin Galiano Russell, “Handoff With Care.” The Dallas Morning News, 22 October, 
2005, http://www.dallasnews.com/sharedcontent/dws/dn/religion/stories/DN-
succession_22rel.State.Edition1.1ef3e50.html (accessed 13 September 2010).  

43 Chase Oaks Church, “Chase Oaks Church History,” http://www.chaseoaks.org/about-
us/history/ (accessed 13 September 2010). 
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big deal for our church because it provided something bigger than the transition to enlist 

the whole church in. It was a huge focusing mechanism with a big tangible ask and a 

sacrificial step.”44  

Before the official handoff, staff members had already been talking about how 

Fellowship Bible Church North might address the critical space issues posed by its land-

locked campus. The church purchased land a mile north of that campus, and on April 15, 

2005, Jones began a churchwide capital campaign called “Imagine.” The main thrust of 

this campaign was to raise $15 million to relocate Fellowship Bible Church North to the 

new property, including a new worship space and new student ministry building. 

As Jones cast vision for the relocation, he began to speak of the process as the 

“replant” of Fellowship Bible Church North, uniquely tying the future of the church to its 

very first days. The “replant” also carried with it a new name; Fellowship Bible Church 

North became Chase Oaks Church in order to reflect its new location on Chase Oaks 

Boulevard. The new campus of Chase Oaks Church was completed and dedicated in 

December 2007. 

Although many factors may be cited as reasons for a pastoral transition widely 

considered successful, three primary themes emerged during the author’s conversation 

with key players in the transition at Fellowship Bible Church North/Chase Oaks: a clear 

governance model, a ministry philosophy that allowed for both consistency and 

flexibility, and an unwavering public respect between Jeff Jones and Gene Getz. 

Governance Model 

Before the transition from Gene Getz to Jeff Jones, the governance model at 

Fellowship Bible Church North went through a large degree of transformation. In the 

original Fellowship Bible Church, Getz developed a strategy of governance in which 

                                                
44 Jeff Jones, Senior Pastor of Chase Oaks Church. interview by author, Richardson, TX, 18 

August, 2010. 



80 

 

small group leaders were overseen by elders. When the number of small groups grew, the 

number of elders grew by necessity. Getz writes of the outcome, “As I recall, the board 

eventually grew to approximately forty-five men.”45  

Having learned from the predictable challenges of a large governing body, 

Getz re-evaluated his philosophy on board governance and opted for a much smaller 

board later in his time at Fellowship Bible Church North.  

Initially, Getz’s plan was to transition the elder board at a pace similar to the 

transition he and Jones were experiencing. Mark Haun, one of the first elders to come on 

the board, described the plan as one in which Jones would bring on new elders two at a 

time, while elders who had served under Getz would begin to age off the board at 75 

years old.46 Although the transition from Getz to Jones happened more quickly than 

originally anticipated, the transition of the elder board stayed on the seven-year track.  

One of the primary reasons for the elder board transition plan was to allow 

older elders to mentor younger elders while providing the context for a subtle shift in 

governance philosophy at Fellowship Bible Church North. This shift allowed the 

church’s governance to be scalable to a growing church. New elders were brought on 

board with the assumption of the newer governance model, which helped smooth both the 

pastoral and elder board transitions. 

In a conversation with the author, Haun attributed much of the success of the 

pastoral transition to a clear governance structure. “You can’t lead the church any further 

or any faster than the elders are willing to lead or than your structure allows them to lead 

… The basic way [Chase Oaks] is run hasn’t changed.”47 In Chase Oaks Church’s 
                                                

45 Getz, Elders and Leaders, 302. 

46 Mark Haun, Elder at Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Plano, TX, 30 August 2010. 
The elders agreed upon the 75-year-old benchmark when they finalized the seven-year transition. They 
believed it was important for younger men to have a chance to lead the church and reasoned that if 75 
provided a good occasion for Getz to transition as senior pastor, it was a good age for elders to voluntarily 
transition off the board as well.  

47 Ibid. 
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governance structure, the church is led primarily through four tiers of leadership: an elder 

board, strategic team, management team, and staff team.48  

Elder Board 

The elder board is the first tier of leadership in the Chase Oaks governance 

model. The elder board is primarily responsible for the “overall spiritual direction and 

guidance of the church to make sure the church is spiritually healthy and moving in the 

right direction.”49 Its responsibility lies in the realm of “overall vision, theology, and 

overall purpose. The elders are attempting to take a 20-30 year look at the overall 

direction of our church.”50  

In Chase Oaks Church’s governance model, the elder board functions only as 

a board. Elders have no individual authority, speaking only as a unified board. Mark 

Haun related to the author, “I do not have any authority as Mark Haun. When I walk out 

of the elder meeting I am the same guy as before I was an elder. Anything that needs to 

be said needs to be said in front of all the guys because they make the call.”51 

The elder board has elected to delegate authority to other tiers within the 

governance model but retains “veto authority”52 over the other tiers. In cases where the 

overall health and guidance of the church are at stake, the Elders retain the authority to 

trump decisions made in other tiers. However, both Jones and Haun were quick to point 

                                                
48 The tier structure was first related to the author by Glen Brechner, interview by author, 

Richardson, TX, 29 July 2009, and reiterated during subsequent meetings with other staff and elders. The 
consistency with which these terms were regularly used and defined is indicative of the clarity and 
consistency of the model. 

49 Mark Haun, Elder at Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Plano, TX, 30 August 2010. 

50 Glen Brechner, Executive Director of Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Richardson, 
TX, 29 July, 2009. 

51 Mark Haun, Elder at Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Plano, TX, 30 August, 2010. 

52 Both Jeff Jones (18 August, 2010) and Mark Haun (30 August, 2010) used the term “veto 
power” to speak of the board’s authority over the other tiers of leadership at Chase Oaks.  
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out that the elder board would only “play that card in extreme circumstances after lots of 

discussion.”53  

During the transition, Gene Getz described his role as an elder as functioning 

on three levels: as someone accountable to the elders, as a fellow elder, and as primary 

leader of the elder board.54 Getz functioned (and Jeff Jones functions) as the chairman of 

the elder board. In addition to the fact that there is no biblical mandate that the chairman 

be someone other than the senior pastor, both Getz and Jones cite a pragmatic reason for 

filling this role: it eliminates multiple meetings and communication challenges. Rather 

than attempting to catch a non-staff church leader up on the details he needs to know so 

he can set the agenda for an elder board meeting, the senior pastor is able to lead in that 

way. Getz wrote, “It [is] illogical for a full-time businessman who works fifty hours a 

week elsewhere to try to lead the church with a group of businessmen (who also have 

full-time vocations) and insist that the full-time pastor report to them with virtually no 

authority to lead them or the church.”55  

Strategic Team 

While the elder board attempts to take a twenty- to thirty-year look at the 

health of Chase Oaks Church, the strategic team is responsible for taking a three- to five-

year look. This team functions with delegated authority from the elder board and attempts 

to set in place systems that will achieve the elder board’s vision in smaller increments.  

Although an elder serves on the strategic team, it is not simply a committee of 

elders. Rather, the elders delegate their authority for strategy to this team as well as the 

responsibility for the team to fill itself with appropriate leadership. As a result, at the time 

                                                
53 Mark Haun, Elder at Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Plano, TX, 30 August, 2010. 

54 Getz, Elders and Leaders, 255. 

55 Ibid., 259. 
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of the author’s conversation with Glen Brechner, the strategic team comprised an elder, 

three staff members, and selected lay leaders with no other formal leadership role at the 

church. Brechner related that the success of the team was directly related to its ability to 

select its own members. “It is key that the team be filled with visionary thinkers, not just 

people with the right job titles. Otherwise progress gets bogged down.”56  

The strategic team was responsible for the overall strategy around the 

relocation and replant of Chase Oaks Church as well as many other strategies that 

affected the church’s overall goals and direction.  

Management Team 

The strategic team receives delegated authority concerning systems and 

strategies at Chase Oaks Church; the management team receives delegated authority 

concerning personnel and the implementation of those systems.  

The management team is made up primarily of senior-level staff members at 

Chase Oaks, including the team-leads from each department as well as the senior pastor 

and executive pastor. However, as with the strategic team, structure is tied to ability and 

effectiveness rather than simply position.  

The management team has the elder-given authority to hire and fire staff 

members without first seeking elder approval. According to Mark Haun, “The 

management team informs the [elders]; they do not need to ask for permission.”57 When 

asked how the elders would respond in a situation in which they disagreed with the 

decision of the management team, Haun referred to the veto power referenced above, but 

said, “Ultimately, we trust the management team to keep us informed. It would not be a 

                                                
56 Glen Brechner, Executive Director of Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Richardson, 

TX, 20 August 2009. 

57 Mark Haun, Elder at Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Plano, TX, 30 August 2010. 
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surprise to us and because we have made the decision to trust the management team we 

would very rarely second-guess them.”58 

The management team also receives delegated authority to oversee the 

budgeting process at Chase Oaks Church and full authority over the structural 

organization of the overall staff. Although it receives a significant amount of autonomy in 

the exercise of that authority, its charge is to budget and organize in keeping with the 

priorities of the elder board, the first-tier leadership. 

Staff Team 

The staff team at Chase Oaks Church is the fourth tier of leadership, and is 

responsible for the outworking of the elder board’s overall priorities in keeping with the 

direction of the strategic and management teams.  

One of the significant responsibilities Jones undertook during the three-year 

transition was to align the staff in a more simple way. Thus, the ministry staff structure 

was simplified into four primary areas: Worship, Adult Ministry, Students, and Children. 

Each area has a primary point leader and multiple individuals who serve under their 

leadership. 

Gene Getz notes that this organizational decision to “align” allowed for a 

culture in which “all our ministry leaders are headed in the same direction and committed 

to the same core values.”59 

The staff team is responsible for the practical outworking of the elder board’s 

20- to 30-year priorities from year to year.  

                                                
58 Ibid. Haun also described a “non-transient” staff as one of the significant factors in the 

transition from Getz to Jones. On a senior staff level, Chase Oaks has experienced a relatively low turnover 
ratio. Several of the senior-level staff members have long histories at Chase Oaks (Fellowship Bible 
Church North), which have been significant factors in a smooth transition.  

59 Getz, Elders and Leaders, 320. 
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Although Jeff Jones functions as a part of the staff team, this team is the only 

tier of leadership over which he does not directly preside. He has delegated responsibility 

for the leadership of the staff team to Jack Warren, Chase Oaks’ executive pastor. Thus 

Warren is the primary line of communication from the staff team to the management and 

strategic teams, which Jones is a part of. Jones is the primary line of communication from 

the management and strategic team to the elders.  

Ministry Philosophy 

Fellowship Bible Church North was planted as a result of Gene Getz’s re-

examination of ministry philosophy during his time as a professor at Dallas Seminary. 

Getz notes in much of his writing that the challenges of his students against the 

institutional church motivated him to attempt to “demonstrate that it can work in a real-

life setting.”60  

Getz and the host of students who challenged his thinking began to believe 

that the church was stuck and needed a renewal. He believed that “most church-growth 

writers [did] not start with biblical study and exposition to support their positions. Rather 

they start with ‘what works’ and then attempt to integrate Scriptural support into their 

pragmatic system.”61 Getz was determined to find a better way.  

The ultimate outcome of Getz’s study was a theory that distinguished between 

“form” and “function.” Getz argued that a biblical model understands the difference 

between the things that the church is commanded to do (“functions”) and the various 

means by which the church performs those functions (“forms”). The basic challenge with 

the institutional church in Getz’s mind was a confusion of “nonabsolutes” (those things 

that should change) with “absolutes” (things that should not change).”62  
                                                

60 Gene Getz, Sharpening the Focus of the Church (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1984), 12. 

61 Ibid., 22–23. 

62 Ibid., 41. 
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The result of Getz’s thinking with regard to the institutional church was an 

emphasis on freedom of form while retaining function. To put it another way, Fellowship 

Bible Church North was founded on the premise that in order to accomplish its 

responsibility as a church (function), it must continue to change and adapt forms. Form 

should follow function but could be fluid; functions never changed.  

A distinction between form and function was at the very heart of the ministry 

philosophy at Fellowship Bible Church North from its inception. Change in form was 

built into the DNA of the organization, along with a clarity about the things that must 

never change.  

At the point of transition from Gene Getz’s leadership to Jeff Jones’ 

leadership, Fellowship Bible Church North was accustomed to thinking about change in 

terms of form and function. In effect, the congregation was primed to evaluate change in 

a way that allowed it to embrace change in form while holding tight to functional 

stability.  

The ministry philosophy on which Fellowship Bible Church North was 

founded provided Jones with a climate that may have been more malleable than those of 

other organizations. It also provided him language and a framework to articulate the 

things that would not change versus the things that would.  

Mark Haun remembers, “The form and function terms gave Jeff something he 

was able to point back to while also pointing the church forward to the future.”63  

Fellowship Bible Church North’s ministry philosophy became a significant 

rallying point for transition even after the formal transition from Getz to Jones took place, 

perhaps nowhere greater than during the capital campaign for a new facility. On April 10, 

2005, during a sermon in which Jones called the body of Fellowship Bible Church North 

to commit its finances sacrificially toward the next stage of ministry, Getz spoke via 

                                                
63 Mark Haun, Elder at Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Plano, TX, 30 August, 2010. 
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video about the history of the church and explained how change had been an important 

part of the church’s philosophy all along.64 

In talking about the importance of Fellowship Bible Church North’s ministry 

philosophy to his transition, Jones articulated to the author, “It gave me the language to 

go to a lot of the people here and say, ‘We need all of you who helped do this in the first 

generation to help us with the next generation.’”65  

The Relationship Between Getz and Jones 

Perhaps the most significant reason for the success of the pastoral transition at 

Fellowship Bible Church North was an unwavering public respect between Gene Getz 

and Jeff Jones. From the public standpoint, there was virtually no distance between the 

two leaders.  

Getz indicated to the author that he felt a responsibility to own the transition 

in this way. “The primary burden for a successful transition was mine.”66 Getz felt that, as 

the departing senior pastor, he bore the brunt of the responsibility to ensure Jones was 

initially successful.  

To drive home his commitment to honor Jones before, during, and after the 

transition, Getz took a drastic step. “I made a public commitment that I would not talk 

with anyone about the church, period. Not elders, not congregation members, no one. 

Because all it would take, positively or negatively, was a wrong look at the wrong time to 

blow the whole thing up. So, on the couple of occasions someone would call and want to 

meet, I would remind them of their responsibility to talk to Jeff, that I wasn’t talking 

                                                
64 Jeff Jones, Imagine: Life in 3D (unpublished sermon manuscript, Chase Oaks Church, 

Dallas, TX, 8 April 2005). 

65 Jeff Jones, Senior Pastor of Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Richardson, TX, 18 
August, 2010. 

66 Gene Getz, former Senior Pastor of Fellowship Bible Church North. interview by author, 
Richardson, TX, 20 August 2010. 
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about the church with them, and that was the end of that. Jeff was the only person I would 

talk to about the church and even then I tried to only do that when he invited me into 

something. I didn’t see it as my responsibility.”67 

Jones felt a similar responsibility in his role during the transition. “I was 

extremely clear that as long as Gene Getz was the senior pastor, Gene would drive the 

bus. Although he might let me steer the bus from time to time, until the day the transition 

was complete, he drove the bus, not me. That may have been the most important 

realization I had during the whole transition and the most important advice I could give 

…”68 

The mutual respect between Getz and Jones was not simply a gentlemen’s 

agreement. Mark Haun reiterated that the commitment to mutual respect was very public. 

“Nobody was able to go to either of them, say something negative about the other, and 

have an audience.”69 

An unwavering mutual respect does not mean that Getz and Jones always 

agreed, only that the two were committed to unity publicly. In fact, Getz said, “Has Jeff 

done things differently than I might have in certain circumstances? Sure. But I support 

Jeff and the decisions he makes, period.”70 

Their public respect has continued well beyond the formal transition. Getz 

noted, “Jeff has said – and still says – things on a regular basis to show people that he 

recognizes who I am, what I have done, and that he’s comfortable in my shadow. That’s 

important for the people to see.”71  
                                                

67 Ibid. 

68 Jeff Jones, Senior Pastor of Chase Oaks Church. interview by author, Richardson, TX, 9 
March 2009. 

69 Mark Haun, Elder at Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Plano, TX, 30 August, 2010. 

70 Gene Getz, former Senior Pastor of Fellowship Bible Church North. interview by author, 
Richardson, TX, 20 August 2010. 

71 Ibid. 
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For the first several years after the transition, Jones invited Getz to preach at 

Chase Oaks Church once or twice a year. As the church has continued to change and 

grow, fewer congregants have intimate ties to Getz, so the frequency with which Getz 

preaches has steadily decreased over the years. However, Getz remains a part of Chase 

Oaks and regularly teaches a Bible study there called “Principles to Live By” in 

conjunction with a project he is working on through his parachurch ministry.72  

Summary of Transition at Fellowship Bible Church North 

Although the transition at Fellowship Bible Church North, now Chase Oaks 

Church, has not been easy by any stretch of the imagination, Gene Getz, Jeff Jones, and 

members of formal church leadership each indicate that they are pleased with its success. 

Outside observers agree that the transition has been a success.  

Five years after the formal leadership transition, Chase Oaks is thriving. Jones 

continues in his role as senior pastor, and although some of the church’s changes led to 

the departure of significant leadership families, new faces continue to emerge. Church 

leaders indicate that the Sunday morning attendance has doubled since the transition, 

while the ministry philosophy and organizational structure have proven flexible and 

scalable.73 

What were the factors that allowed Fellowship Bible Church North to 

effectively transition from its successful, long-term, founding leader to a younger leader 

with very little senior pastor experience? The reasons may be many. However, in the 

minds of those who walked through the transition most closely, a clear governance 

structure, flexible ministry philosophy, and unwavering public respect between Gene 

Getz and Jeff Jones were extraordinarily significant.

                                                
72 Renewal Radio, “Home Page,” Renewalradio.org (accessed 30 September 2010). 

73 Glen Brechner, Executive Director of Chase Oaks Church, interview by author, Richardson, 
TX, 20 July 2010. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 
 

The purpose of this applied research project has been to examine three 

selected factors for transition from a long-tenured senior pastor to his successor: public 

respect, ministry flexibility, and governance clarity.  

In order to explore these factors in a qualitative manner, the researcher chose 

to study two Dallas-area churches following the intentional transitions of their long-

tenured senior pastors. Additionally, during the span of study, the researcher was himself 

engaged in the transition from a long-tenured senior pastor’s leadership to the 

researcher’s leadership. Thus the researcher experienced transition through two lenses: 

observation and personal experience. The conclusions of this study will necessarily be the 

result of viewing transition through both lenses simultaneously. 

It is difficult to imagine a more disruptive change for a congregation than the 

transition of a long-tenured senior pastor. Whether the senior pastor conducts an 

intentional transition, in which he and his successor overlap, or a more traditional 

transition, in which an interim period separates the departing and incoming pastors, he 

has served as the figurehead of a congregation for a significant amount of time. He likely 

shepherded the congregation through its most significant times of growth and decline; 

captained its vision and direction for the majority of a congregation’s memory; and was 

likely the one present (to some degree) during milestone moments of many congregants’ 

lives. Though he may not have generated the church’s vision or philosophy, he has 

certainly shaped and nuanced it over his tenure.  
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In many ways, the long-tenured senior pastor represents the heartbeat of a 

local congregation. Thus, a transition of a long-tenured senior pastor can be likened to the 

transplant of a major organ within the human body. However the transplant takes place, it 

represents major surgery for a congregation. Great care must be taken to ensure that the 

congregation is a match for transplant and adequately prepared before the surgery occurs. 

Otherwise, the results can be catastrophic.  

Following qualitative analysis and his own experience, the researcher 

concludes that the three selected factors of public respect, ministry flexibility, and 

governance clarity are critical, both for ensuring that a congregation is a match for 

transition as well as for preparing a congregation to transition from a long-tenured senior 

pastor.  

Public Respect 

A mutual public respect between outgoing and incoming senior pastors may 

be the least obvious factor in pastoral transition. However, it is likely the most tenuous 

and the most important.  

Max De Pree famously said, “The first task of leadership is to define reality.”1 

Whether De Pree’s assertion is complete is the topic for another debate; however, it is 

undeniable that the leader is an essential piece in at least describing reality for the people 

he or she leads.  

Congregations assume, as well they should, that the church’s point-leader has 

a different vantage point and more information than they do. The primary perspective of 

most laypersons is limited to a slice of the church in which they serve. The primary 

information available to the average layperson is the information the point-leader shares 

from the pulpit. Thus, the leader’s words and actions carry tremendous weight, 

                                                
1 Max De Pree, Leadership is an Art (New York: Currency, 2004), 11. 
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particularly during a transition period, in which the congregation is likely seeking 

definition and understanding in a heightened way in order to ease their discomfort.  

Unstable biological systems always seek a stabilizing force. Congregations 

function in much the same way. During a transition, individuals seek information that can 

help them make sense of change, generate categories  and complete missing links. They 

seek to know why transition is happening, what direction change is headed, and how 

threatening transition will be to them personally and to the people they love. Such habits 

are understandable. 

The challenge comes when information concerning the transition is not readily 

available to those individuals. They can’t know every nuance of how transition might 

affect them personally. Nobody knows that. They can’t know the full scope of major and 

minor decisions that are being made, what transition means for the ministry they love, or 

what challenges remain unsolved. Such information would be far too cumbersome and 

laborious to communicate.  

In many respects, during significant transition more than perhaps any other 

time, the only stabilizing force to which a member in the congregation can cling is trust in 

the character and competency of its leaders. Thus the importance of public mutual respect 

between the outgoing and incoming senior pastors.  

The individual member knows he or she is not (and cannot be) privy to every 

piece of information that would help stabilize the congregation during transition. As a 

result, individuals tend to scrupulously analyze each piece of information they do receive 

and to fill in details not communicated according to their own interpretation of what they 

know. Seemingly benign statements that generate any level of fear that either senior 

pastor cannot be trusted will lead members to assume the rest of the story they do not 

know. This is why rumors, gossip, assumptions, and insinuations take on a life of their 

own within a congregation, particularly during transition. 
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The search for a stabilizing factor sheds light on members’ tendency during 

transition to polarize around the leader they believe provides the best chance for stability. 

Many will polarize around the departing senior pastor because he represents their tie to 

the past. Even some of the members who hated him while he was there will hate to see 

him leave because of the stability he represents.  

Other members of the congregation perceive instability with the departing 

senior pastor. They believe it is time for new blood and cannot wait for the transition to 

happen. They may perceive a decline or plateau in the congregation’s growth under the 

departing senior pastor’s leadership and view the incoming senior pastor as providing 

hope for the future.  

Such dynamics provide a dangerous ego trap for leaders who are dealing with 

their own insecurities and uncertainties about transition. Just like the congregation, senior 

leaders run toward stabilizing factors in order to eliminate personal threats. The 

temptation is for leaders to view reality through the distorted lens of those who have 

polarized around them. However, the leader must remember that those individuals only 

represent a fraction of the congregation. If his desire is to lead the whole congregation 

well, he will have to go to extra lengths to lead those who live on the other side of the 

polarity scale.  

The departing leader holds a significant amount of history with the 

congregation, along with the requisite credibility. He is wise to lend this credibility to his 

successor. The departing leader will likely be the one who communicates plans for the 

transition on the front end and who leads them through the transition, particularly in the 

initial stages. He will shape the congregation’s initial perspective of the successor as well 

as the amount of personal impact the transition will have on individuals. If he is wise, he 

will use this time to position his successor well and alleviate fear that could bring 

instability.  
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The incoming leader will likely have in mind significant changes he feels will 

benefit the congregation under his watch. The transition is not the time for public 

communication about those changes, as they will inevitably be interpreted as a 

referendum on his predecessor, even if that is not what the successor intends.  

While members of the congregation may be eager to welcome new leadership, 

the successor must realize that his predecessor baptized their children, officiated their 

weddings, and was present during other significant milestones in their lives. The 

transition will include a significant grieving process. Speaking ill of the predecessor does 

not help the church or the new leader.  

The incoming leader will find that he earns credibility by loaning his 

credibility back to the departing leader, who may find himself feeling like a lame duck 

during the transition. The incoming pastor will do well to defer back to the departing 

leader as long as he sits in the first chair. At times while the incoming leader is in the 

second chair, he may need to publicly support a decision that he might oppose in private. 

He will have plenty of time to lead in the future, provided he executes the transition well. 

A significant part of doing so is allowing the exiting leader to depart gracefully.    

The public relationship between the incoming and exiting senior pastors is a 

critical piece in an effective transition. It provides stability for individuals within the 

congregation, and affords both leaders the credibility they need to effectively lead 

through transition and into the future.  

Ministry Flexibility 

Dead Seas of ink have been spilled over the topic of organizational change 

and change management. As mentioned above, it is difficult to imagine a more disruptive 

change for a congregation to manage than the transition of a long-tenured senior pastor.  

It is important for congregations to be able to go into transition with a clear 

understanding of the things that will never change as well as the things that should be 
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expected to change. From the researcher’s observation, overall clarity is more key than 

the particular details of what changes.    

Both Fellowship Bible Church North (Chase Oaks Church) and Fellowship 

Bible Church Dallas were founded on Gene Getz’s ministry philosophy, which clarified 

the difference between form and function. However, it is the researcher’s opinion that 

this philosophy was more clearly articulated to the individual in the congregation at 

Fellowship Bible Church North during Getz’s leadership than it was at Fellowship Dallas 

during Bill Counts’ tenure. This is a critical reason, also in the researcher’s opinion, that 

the transition at Fellowship Bible Church North was a less difficult change than the 

transition at Fellowship Bible Church Dallas. 

As mentioned above, members within congregations seek categories and 

framework to bring stability to the instability that transition necessarily brings. A 

ministry philosophy that codifies the things that are not on the table for change can 

provide a measure of stability when the future of what might change is uncertain. 

Although in Getz’s work, “functions” refer exclusively to biblical mandates, a 

church’s philosophy might codify other things that it deems non-negotiable. For example: 

a church that has built its discipleship process around a particular type of small group 

may need to explicitly clarify on the front end that the small group model will not change 

for the foreseeable future. A church that classifies itself as “seeker-sensitive,” 

“missional,” “attractional,” or “purpose-driven” may need to clarify those definitions in 

order to codify what is essential to the DNA of the church and thus not open to change. 

Churches for which a particular theological framework is important (Dispensationalism, 

Calvinism, Arminianism, Covenant Theology) should be clear about its importance on 

the front end.  

The congregation will rightly assume that anything not explicitly taken off the 

table remains on the table for change. Though this may prove disconcerting for some 

members of the congregation who are attached to certain ministries, it is more important 
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to give a grid so the entire congregation can stabilize itself than it is to console 

individuals about particular ministries.  

Of course, the best time to clarify what could change and what will not change 

is long before transition. When the values and philosophy are clear to the congregation, 

certain questions that could bring instability during pastoral transition do not even need to 

be raised. Further, when categories for change are built into the ministry philosophy, even 

the change of a pastoral transition is made easier.  

The added benefit of a clear ministry philosophy on the front end is that it 

helps find a successor who “fits” with the values and direction of the congregation. It 

gives a departing senior pastor, search committee, or church government certain 

questions to ask as it identifies a successor.  

Clarity of ministry philosophy is a gift that particularly benefits the incoming 

senior pastor. It provides him the ability to speak about changes that do occur within the 

framework of what does not occur. This was seen clearly in the researcher’s experience 

watching Jeff Jones lead Fellowship Bible Church North through a name change, focus 

change, and location change. The clarity of Getz’s philosophy of freedom of form gave 

Jones the ability to leverage the past in pursuit of the future.  

This has been the researcher’s experience through his own transition as well. 

Stories from the history of the church, information from charter members of the church, 

and statements by founders of the church have provided a gold mine for both articulating 

what can never change as well as what must change in order to be faithful to ministry in 

the future.  

The congregation must clearly hear from the lips of the departing senior 

pastor, incoming senior pastor, and any other key leaders exactly what the congregation 

is committed to doing long into the future. Leaders should be as specific as they can 

confidently  be, but no more specific than that. This means leaders should tread carefully 
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before communicating that any particular model, program, system, or ministry area will 

be off limits to change.  

When the ministry philosophy is clear and clearly articulated, it provides 

natural common ground for the outgoing and incoming leaders. Both leaders are able to 

appeal to the same language, the same values, and the same heart, even if they have 

different styles in accomplishing the church’s mission.  

To extend the illustration of a heart transplant, clarity of ministry philosophy 

gives the congregation assurance that the new heart, the incoming pastor, has the same 

blood type as the predecessor. This is essential to an effective transition in ensuring that 

the body does not reject the new heart.  

Governance Model 

Much as with a church’s ministry philosophy, clarity of governance model is 

more important than the specific governance model a church chooses. Although the 

churches in this study all used some form of elder governance, they were nuanced 

differently. Various governance models will necessitate different specific strategies for 

leading through transition. However, the most important thing is for exiting and incoming 

senior pastors, staff and non-staff leaders, and the congregation to all be on the same page 

as to who has authority and responsibility for each decision. 

Just as it is for the other factors, congregational stability is a primary reason 

governance clarity is important. Particularly in healthy churches where a board of lay 

leaders such as elders carries ultimate authority, the governance model provides a level of 

comfort for the congregation that not all leadership is changing. Although the senior 

pastor is most often the figurehead and point-person for the church and typically has 

significant authority simply because he has the microphone, it can provide a degree of 

stability to the congregation to know that the same board that led prior to transition will 

be leading during and after the transition.  
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Transition of senior leaders is often likened to the handoff of a baton during a 

track relay. In an intentional transition, the outgoing senior pastor transfers his 

responsibility to a successor over a period of time, typically not all at once. Preaching 

duties, staff oversight, fiduciary responsibilities, committee leadership, leadership 

training, and churchwide communication are just some of the responsibilities that are 

transferred.  

The outgoing senior pastor, particularly if he is long-tenured, often lacks a 

comprehensive, up-to-date job description that clearly articulates all of what his job 

entails. Much of what he does consists of roles he has assumed over time, sometimes 

unaware that he has even taken them on. Clarity of governance decreases the likelihood 

that essential pieces of leadership will be dropped during the handoff.  

Leadership looks different at various local churches, even under the same 

terminology. Elders function differently at one church than they do at another. Likely, 

some of the leaders involved in the transition (whether pastors or non-staff leadership) 

will have experience in other church contexts as well as in leadership contexts outside the 

local church. The pastoral transition can cause enough discontinuity in the leadership 

system that, in the absence of clarity, leaders default to expectations and assumptions 

based on previous experiences. This can bring terrible confusion about roles, expectations 

and authority to a transition that already has enough opportunities for confusion.  

Non-staff church leaders are notoriously under-trained in leadership in normal 

circumstances, and significant transition only heightens the necessity that they lead well. 

Clarity of the governance model gives such leaders clarity about what they will be called 

on to lead, so they can figure out where they lack experience and knowledge and augment 

their learning.  

It is essential that governance models clarify where authority rests in virtually 

every decision throughout the course of a transition. Everyone involved must know who 

is responsible for theological decisions, philosophical decisions, strategic decisions, 
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timing decisions, structural decisions, financial decisions, staffing decisions, and all the 

other decisions that must be made.  

Further, models must be clear about who will make ultimate decisions 

concerning the transition itself. For whom will the successor work over the course of the 

transition? Who will decide the timing of the transition? To whom will the staff report at 

each point along the way? Each person at the leadership table should be clear on the 

person with whom authority and responsibility rests.  

Besides ensuring that leadership responsibilities are not inadvertently missed 

over the course of a transition, clarity of governance also insulates transitioning pastors 

from conflict over difficult decisions that arise during the transition. When it is clear, for 

example, that an elder board will negotiate the terms of the departing pastor’s 

compensation package, or whether or not he will continue to attend the church after 

transitioning out of the senior pastor role, the incoming senior pastor is able to avoid 

conversations which would be awkward at best and explosive at worst. The exiting senior 

pastor has the same insulation when there is clarity that the board of elders will set the 

incoming senior pastor’s salary and benefits.  

Aside from the stability mentioned above, the congregation benefits from a 

clear governance model in that concerns, suggestions, or questions can be properly 

directed. The staff benefits from knowing who is “in charge” at all times. And the board 

prevents itself from overstepping or understepping over the course of transition.  

Transition of a key senior leader may be a good time for non-staff church 

leadership to re-evaluate its governance model. This happened at Fellowship Bible 

Church Dallas, as well as at the church where the researcher transitioned. In both cases, 

the re-evaluation of the governance model during the transition reinforced the hypothesis, 

since leaders had enough clarity to know with whom the ability to transition governance 

models was vested. It also provided the context for leadership to keep the governance 

model on the front burner of conversation, thus eliminating dangerous assumptions.    
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Codependence of Hypothesis Areas 

One byproduct of the research that the researcher had not expected was the 

codependence of hypothesis areas. Not only are public respect, ministry philosophy, and 

governance clarity critical factors for effective pastoral transition, they are also 

interdependent. The presence of one serves to strengthen the other two.  

When governance is clear, a ministry philosophy that clarifies what may and 

may not change is bolstered. Clear governance prevents the assurance of negotiable and 

non-negotiable pieces of the church structure from being simply lip service. When the 

congregation knows with whom authority and responsibility rests, the assurance that “the 

elders are committed to” a particular thing carries more weight. If the elders are 

committed to upholding a philosophical tradition, for example, and also carry the 

responsibility and authority for determining the philosophical direction for the church, 

congregational confidence is strengthened.  

Clear governance also has a significant impact on the incoming and outgoing 

senior pastors’ ability to have mutual public respect. When lines of authority are clearly 

defined, there is less need for leaders to fight out conflict in public. Since the 

congregation as a whole is unlikely to carry authority, conflict between the outgoing and 

incoming senior pastors does not need to be played out in that arena. Instead, incoming 

and outgoing pastors can disagree in private or in an appropriate venue, while 

maintaining unity in front of the congregation.  

A ministry philosophy that clearly differentiates between form and function 

has a positive effect on church leadership’s ability to be clear. A clear ministry 

philosophy can save governing individuals or bodies from wasting time debating issues 

that are already settled. Instead, leaders are able to spend time deciding who will make 

decisions in areas that may, or even must, change.  

When ministry philosophy is clear, there is a greater chance that the incoming 

and outgoing pastor will be able to maintain a public respect for one another. Particularly 
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when the clear ministry philosophy is codified before the successor is selected, it ensures 

(and even necessitates) common ground between the leaders. Even when the incoming 

and outgoing senior pastors have private conflict, their relationship can remain publicly 

positive without duplicity; they simply choose to emphasize the areas on which they 

clearly agree.  

Mutual respect between the incoming and outgoing senior pastors benefits the 

church’s ministry philosophy – the thing(s) to which the church is committed. When 

pastors publicly lend credibility to one another, the church is free to pursue its mission, 

vision, and values without being distracted by conflict. Further, the congregation is free 

to trust that even though significant transition is in the future, both leaders are committed 

to what is best for the church as a whole.  

Finally, mutual respect between the predecessor and successor frees 

leadership to lead on offense rather than on defense. Public conflict between figureheads 

will almost inevitably seep into other levels of leadership. When fear and distrust are put 

into the system, governance will become less clear as leaders without vested authority try 

to take responsibility to protect the congregation from an untrustworthy leader. When that 

happens, clarity of governance is impossible.  

Suggestions for Further Study 

As with most research undertakings, this research analysis has profited the 

researcher by both answering his original research question and also opening the door to 

further research. The author sees the need for research in the following areas.  

1. A quantitative examination of personality types and leadership styles with respect 

to predecessors, successors and their ability to transition effectively. 

2. The qualitative study of pastoral transitions in other cultural expressions of 

church: critical factors in successful pastoral transition of churches outside the 
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Dallas/Fort Worth Metroplex, of other socioeconomic backgrounds, of other 

ethnic heritage, and outside North America. 

3. Quantitative research concerning the role of church staff (other than senior 

pastors) in affecting a successful transition.  

4. The transition of a staff: case studies on effective strategies for leading a staff 

through transition of the senior pastor.  

5. The role of specific philosophies on transition: a quantitative analysis of 

intentional pastoral transitions in churches with a centralized (church-based) 

ministry philosophy in contrast to churches with a decentralized (outreach-

focused or missional) ministry philosophy.  

6. Qualitative research concerning the introduction of specific change as it relates to 

incoming senior pastors. Is change best initiated gradually or abruptly? At what 

point during a transition should the introduction of change take place?  

7. Transition in churches of diverse governance models. Selected factors in 

congregational churches, pastor-led churches, and churches with decentralized 

governance models.  

8. The identification of a successor: qualitative research into the departing pastor’s 

role in identifying his successor. 

9. Qualitative research concerning intentional transition in smaller church contexts.  

10. The duration of transition: How long must the three factors identified in this study 

persist after the official transition occurs? At what point is a transition considered 

“complete”?  

A Final Word 

Although pastoral transitions are necessarily disruptive, they are inevitable. 

No pastor will lead his church forever. As a result, pastors and other leaders owe it to the 
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churches they temporarily lead to ensure that transition minimizes disruption in order to 

keep the church focused on the mission to which it is called.  

In unhealthy church cultures, where DNA and direction need to be changed, a 

more traditional transition may be the most beneficial. A clear break between the past and 

the future may be what a congregation needs in order to recalibrate, revise, and re-

evaluate its purpose and mission. An interim between senior pastors may give a 

congregation the chance to heal and clarify exactly where it would like to go prior to 

calling another senior leader. An unhealthy church can actually benefit from the 

instability caused by a transition by seeking stabilizing factors which provide a healthier 

equilibrium than the church had in the past. 

In healthy church cultures, intentional transitions can be incredibly effective 

in preserving momentum, direction, and values while minimizing congregational 

instability. Whether the departing leader seeks to retire or simply move to another area of 

ministry, some foresight and planning can minimize the dip in momentum, attendance, 

and effectiveness that often accompanies transition.  

Intentional transitions are not easy, particularly for the departing senior pastor. 

Rather than the congregation experiencing the angst and stress of a transitional time, it is 

normally the departing senior pastor who shoulders the load. As much as a departing 

senior pastor may have attempted to prevent himself from finding his identity, security, 

or worth in his ministry position, it can be excruciating to turn loose something to which 

he has devoted, in many cases, the best years of his life. The very thing the departing 

senior pastor was hoping for in an intentional transition – the minimizing of 

congregational stress and instability – might be the thing that hurts him most deeply. 

When the congregation moves on quickly, it is a credit to the departing senior pastor’s 

leadership, not a slight to him. 

The incoming senior pastor, on the other hand, is often stepping into 

uncharted territory. The excitement and desire to lead can cause him to move too quickly, 
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promise too much, and have heightened discontent with the state of the church he is 

preparing to lead. Humility, patience, and a long-term outlook will be imperative to his 

success.  

Non-staff church leaders are called to lead well in a number of areas. They 

often accomplish this with limited time and energy to devote to church work. Since 

intentional transitions happen relatively infrequently, it would be tempting for boards to 

wait until too late before considering their role in such a transition. This would be a grave 

mistake. Though this leadership role is infrequent, the stakes are incredibly high. The 

degree to which non-staff church leaders lead well during transition will directly affect 

the number of transitions they are called on to lead over the course of their leadership.  

This research project has argued that wise churches pay attention to the public 

relationship between departing and incoming pastors; clear ministry philosophy; and a 

clear governance model in order to accomplish an effective transition. Above all, pastors 

and non-church leadership must lead at an extraordinarily high level during transition for 

more reasons than simply the ease of transition. Transitions must go well for the sake of 

the mission, and not just the mission of the local church. Transitions must go well as a 

reflection of unity of the Body of Christ and the supremacy of the Message the Church 

exists to proclaim.  
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