
 

ABSTRACT 

INTERIM MINISTRY: AN INTENTIONAL SUPPORT FOR MANAGING 

PASTORAL TRANSITIONS AMONG ENGLISH-SPEAKING CONGREGATIONS IN 

THE CENTRAL DISTRICT COUNCIL OF THE ASSEMBLIES OF GOD OF 

MALAYSIA 

by Chee Keong Cheong   

This research aims to explore interim ministry as an intentional support for 

managing pastoral transitions among English-speaking congregations in the Central 

District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. Four reasons prompted this 

research; the reality of pastoral transitions, the lack of an intentional strategy, a felt need 

for effective transitions, and a conviction that interim ministry could be a viable support 

for managing pastoral transitions in the Central District Council. This project utilized two 

instruments, namely a 30-question survey questionnaire and a semi-structured interview. 

It sought to answer three key questions: 1) what were the experiences of pastoral 

transitions; 2) what were the practices of managing pastoral transitions and perceptions of 

interim ministry; and 3) what other factors should inform an interim ministry strategy?  

The review of literature focused on biblical perspectives of pastoral transitions, theology 

of the church and pastoral ministry, change management theories and interim ministry. 

The framework of an interim ministry was undergirded by four concepts, namely the 

interim period, interim people (church in transition), interim plan (‘five developmental 

tasks’), and the interim pastor. The findings suggest that an interim ministry strategy 

could be developed as an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions in the 

Central District Council. 
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CHAPTER 1 

NATURE OF the PROJECT 

Overview of the Chapter 

“Life is change. Change is growth. Growth is painful” (Sweetser v). A change of 

pastoral leadership more often than not ushers in a time of transition in a congregation. It 

can affect the congregation’s immediate health and long-term mission. Norman 

Shawchuck and Roger Heuser argue that churches, like organizations, “are born, grow, 

age, and die. At each stage of development, from inception to maturity, certain challenges 

must be overcome if the congregation is to survive” (159).  

 

Change, then, is not a question of ‘if’ but rather ‘when’ it happens. Some are 

sudden, others occur over long periods; some are planned for, and others surprise us; 

some are happy and some are painful. Most people can accept change as part and parcel 

of life, but having to go through transitions caused by leadership issues is not a situation 

welcomed by most. However, the provision of good support and guidance during pastoral 

transitions can make these situations easier to navigate.  

This chapter gives readers a bird’s-eye view of the nature and purpose of this 

research topic. It begins with three ministry experiences that led me to this study. It then 

proceeds to outline a brief description of the problem, purpose statement, and research 

questions for developing an interim ministry strategy to manage pastoral transitions in the 

CDC of the AG Malaysia context. Other important components such as the rationale, 

framework and resources for this study are mentioned together with the technical aspects 

of mixed methods research. Lastly, a summary of this project is mentioned to allow for 

better understanding of its relevance and application.  
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Autobiographical Introduction 

 During my 30 years of fulltime Christian ministry, I have witnessed both good 

and bad pastoral transitions, as well as having gone through some difficult transitions 

personally. And while God has been faithful in keeping me steadfast despite the hazards 

of growing a Christian ministry, I’ve always wondered if some of those painful 

experiences could have been avoided if the church or denomination had been more 

intentional in their efforts to help pastors, church leaders and congregations in their 

leadership transitions. From the beginning of my ministry in 1982 until today, various 

ministry experiences have helped shape me into who and what I am today. Looking back, 

I can see at least three experiences that have been instrumental in changing and shaping 

the way I think about managing pastoral transitions.  

  The first is a conviction about the call of God to go where He leads. For me, every 

change in ministry revolved around the central idea of the divine call. A firm conviction 

and clarity about God’s call is closely tied to transitions. For me, the call involved “going 

forth to bear fruit that will last” (John 15:16). The imperative ‘go’ implied a purpose as 

well as a mobile ministry. So it was from 1985-1995 that I got involved in evangelism, 

church planting, discipleship, pastoral ministry and the occasional interim pastoral 

leadership role. During those years of fruitful labor in East Malaysia, one experience left 

a mark in my heart. The church overseers seemed to be more interested in the work 

(doing well) than in the welfare of the mission worker (being well). The lack of pastoral 

care during my first three years of church planting did not mean that the church was not 

concerned for me, just that it was not quite enough. If we are not careful, anyone can get 

caught up in the pull and push of this result- and performance-oriented world. For many, 
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it seems acceptable so long as you do not go beyond the point of ignoring apparent needs, 

causing pain and hurt or buying into a royal leadership model of control. In most annual 

pastors’ conferences that I’ve attended, the focus has always been about acquiring skills, 

church growth principles and ministry performance. On the other hand, the needs of 

pastors and leaders are often left to self-help, a ‘chance’ meeting with someone who cares 

along the hallway, or a supernatural encounter. Eventually it leads to discouragement, 

despair and departure. If not for the call of God within, many would have thrown in the 

towel long ago. Hence, the wellbeing of the church and that of Christian leaders and 

pastors remains a major concern (‘puzzle’) in managing pastoral transitions today.  

  There is an urgent need to adopt a more proactive approach to pastoral transitions. 

The nurturing of the younger emerging pastors must not be done at the cost of neglecting 

to provide holistic care for the wellbeing of senior leaders and pastors in the church 

today.  In my opinion, the challenge of pastoral transitions can be viewed from five (5) 

different perspectives: re-formation, re-thinking, re-tooling, re-alignment and re-

assignment. This proactive view and strategic response can inspire faith and growth 

instead of anxiety and frustration. Pastoral transitions should not be viewed negatively. 

Instead, they should be perceived as God-given opportunities for consolidation, growth 

and advancement. 

 A second experience that affirmed the need for an intentional and strategic 

response to pastoral transitions is rest or the Sabbath; the absence of which will lead to 

burnout. It may well explain why pastoral transitions happen. Without proper rest, the 

risk of pastoral and congregational breakdowns increases. But who and what do we have 

in place to allow for adequate rest and restoration? Do we have any proven procedures, 
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policies and personnel to guide leaders and congregations through critical moments of 

stress? Maybe an interim ministry could serve to provide a Sabbath for tired pastors. My 

own experience has brought me to a season of prayer, contemplation, reading and 

researching; even to the point of actually searching for existing pastor recovery centers 

for tired ministers. There are hardly any locally, but many exist in the United States. 

Finally, the search led to a frightening discovery, a dark chapter in my life – burnout. 

God opened the door for me to take a much needed ‘break’ from ministry, doing 

something other than Christian ministry in a foreign land. I experienced care, healing and 

support from unexpected people and in unexpected places and situations. College study 

was enriching, renewal hit the city and my family, and a part-time job at a local restaurant 

allowed me to fulfill my role as ‘husband and father’ to my family. Meanwhile, at the 

back of my mind, I thought about the congregation that I left under the care of the 

‘mother church’ (which was a popular model for leadership changes in the 80’s).  I 

wondered if there was a better way to manage pastoral transitions, for sustainability and 

growth – a win-win situation for all!  

 Thirdly, a balanced view and understanding God’s providence and the freedom of 

choice is a huge source of consolation during times of pastoral transitions. Once again, I 

learned it the hard way. After 18 wonderful months of ‘rest’ and release, I was excited to 

get involved in helping pastors and congregations with their own transitions. Then, I was 

invited to join a local Bible college. I thought that such an arrangement would be a good 

starting place to bring about changes in Christian ministry, but it did not materialize. It 

was like ‘here we go again,’ another setback. God’s sovereignty or human choice! I 

learned that He is not a micromanaging God!  What happened did not deter me from 
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pursuing God’s purpose. Then there was an invitation to serve in my denominational 

headquarters. My passion was ignited to think that this would certainly be the place for 

helping pastors and churches in need, especially in transitional work. Although I served 

for less than a year, it was a worthwhile experience. It seemed that programs remained a 

key strategy to ministering to pastors’ and congregational needs. However, personal 

interactions and conversations with pastors and church leaders helped me to understand 

the need to manage pastoral leadership transitions.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

  Although the denomination has grown substantially, an intentional strategy for 

managing pastoral transitions is found wanting.  Firstly, there seems to be a lack of an 

effective strategy to help churches through pastoral transitions. Much of what is practiced 

revolves around last minute ‘ad hoc’ solutions. Churches going through a change in 

pastoral leadership or congregations that are without pastors should not be left in the web 

of unresolved hurt or the cycle of incompetent replacements because of poor recruitment 

processes and the lack of intentional support.  

  Secondly, a change of pastoral leadership more often than not ushers in a time of 

transition for a congregation and can affect the congregation’s immediate health and 

long-term mission. Pastoral transitions can be traumatic experiences if not managed well. 

According to William Bridges, transitional issues such as the emotional and relational 

impact caused by changes can be difficult:  

Change and transition are two different things change is situational, whereas 

transition involves a three-stage psychological reorientation process when they 

come to terms with the changes. It begins with an ending, whereby people learn to 

let go of their old reality/attitudes. Then they move into a time or state of dying 



Cheong 6 

 

out to the old reality/behaviors called the neutral zone. Only after going through 

these two phases can they begin over again the third phase with a new purpose, 

new energy, new hope, new outlook and new image of themselves. (2) 

 

The potential of mobilizing these ‘senior ministers’ to assist in pastoral transitions 

remains untapped. Another urgent topic of discussion is emerging leaders to take up the 

reins of pastoral leadership. Should these and other circumstances be a cause of concern 

for AG churches in Malaysia to be prepared to face a period of pastoral transition? If yes, 

could interim ministry, with trained transitional pastors, be of help to congregations 

facing pastoral transition? In short, there is an urgent need to respond biblically and 

strategically to manage pastoral transitions well.  

 

Purpose of the Project 

What can be done to address the specific challenges of pastoral transitions in the 

Central District Council (CDC) of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? This paper set out 

to explore interim ministry as a way forward in coping with pastoral transitions. The 

purpose of this study was to explore an interim ministry strategy by identifying 

experiences, practices, perceptions and other influencing factors related to managing 

pastoral transitions among English-speaking congregations in the Central District Council 

of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia through surveys and interviews with pastors, 

selected denominational and church leaders who have experienced pastoral transitions in 

the last ten years (2005-2015). 
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Research Questions 

I designed my research questions to identify the key experiences and actual 

practices of managing pastoral transitions, and perceptions and other influencing factors 

that could inform an interim ministry strategy. The three (3) key research questions are: 

1) What were the experiences of pastoral transitions within the Central District Council 

of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia?  

2) What were the practices of managing pastoral transitions and perceptions of interim 

ministry within the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia?  

3)  What other factors should inform an interim ministry strategy in the Central District 

Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? 

 

Rationale for the Project 

  This dissertation grew out of a concern regarding the lack of intentional strategies 

to help churches without pastors and those about to experience a change in pastoral 

leadership in the CDC. For churches that are affected, the effects of the transition (both 

positive and negative) and the uncertainty faced by the congregation are often an 

experience that remains hushed up and settled within their own ranks. There seems to be 

some awareness about the issues faced by the leaving pastor and the grieving 

congregation. This is not to say that pastoral transitions are negative, but there is certainly 

a need to find better alternatives and solutions in managing these challenges promptly 

and effectively. Therefore, a more informed understanding at the leadership level, of the 

serious implications of this problem, is required. It would include a willingness to explore 

and implement it. It may also include the need for specialized training and the 
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mobilization of trained personnel. The intentional interim ministry model, pastoral 

transitions and other strategic ways of assistance ought to be studied and made available. 

  Another reason for this research was to inspire faith and action in considering an 

interim strategy for bringing renewal and growth in churches affected by pastoral 

transitions. It would guard against attitudes and belief systems of doubt, denial and defeat 

that have deterred leaders from proactive action. The defeatist confession that “nothing 

much can be done,” the protectionist mentality that enjoins, “Let’s not rock the boat,” the 

bureaucratic rules that bind many to a “status quo” mind-set, and the self-centred “care-

less” attitudes have resulted in lack of human and divine engagement with the issue of 

changes in pastoral leadership. Every Christian leader ought to tap into the abundant 

grace of God in handling leadership issues. I hope that an intentional interim strategy can 

be developed to suit local needs. The success or failure in any given situation hinges on 

good choices based on sound advice and the guidance of God. These principles, when 

undergirded by the right attitudes, acquired skills and adaptability to change, can 

empower better decisions and assist in managing pastoral transitions more effectively. 

Hopefully, this research will not remain in the archives section, but will be a sharpened 

tool in the hands of leaders. 

  A third reason concerns a change I hope to see happen pertaining to pastoral 

transitions in my context. People need to see pastoral transtions as normative in the life of 

the church, and be prepared to manage them properly. A paradigm shift needs to be 

introduced tactfully at the leadership and congregational level. The realities of pastoral 

transitions and how they are managed can have an indirect impact on the testimony of the 

Christian community and the church’s witness in society. As George Barna puts it, 
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changes will affect the way we live, the way we do business and even our faith practices 

(18, 32). The same is true in managing pastoral transitions in the church. The need to 

evaluate, embrace and engage with the internal structural changes during pastoral 

transitions is as important as adapting to external societal changes for survival. The 

opportunities and impact of such changes should not be undermined. Even as church 

members move on, move up and move out in life and community, pastors also do the 

same. In the midst of such changes, the church must not sit and wait passively. Is the 

church supposed to sit and wait passively in the midst of such changes? 

 Fourthly, there was also a felt need among older ministers to have some kind of a 

transition plan and provide guidance in ensuring smooth leadership succession in some 

churches. This was due to the increasing number of ministers that are approaching the 

age of retirement in Malaysia. There was more openness now in talking about the matter. 

However, a more thorough review on previous solutions, improving on them or 

developing newer and more innovative models of intervention to engage leadership 

transitions without compromising our roots in Scriptures needs to be in place. In recent 

years, there is a growing concern over the substantial number of lead pastors reaching the 

age of retirement (60 years old). The lack of capable successors has been and always will 

be there, especially with the increasing demands of pastoral work and the changing 

congregational culture today. This project set out to explore the idea of developing 

interim ministry as a support in managing pastoral transitions in the Central District 

Council, bringing renewal and growth in God’s kingdom. 
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Definition of Key Terms  

Some of the terms that are unique to this study include: 1) AG, EXCO, General 

Council, CDC, Central District, sovereign and dependent churches; 2) senior pastor, 

Church Board; and 3) transition, interim period, interim plan, and interim pastor.  

Firstly, AG refers to the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. EXCO denotes the 

Executive Committee of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. General Council refers to 

all up-to-date official members (individuals and churches) of the AG. CDC is the short 

form for the Central District Council. The Central District covers the central 

geographical region of West Malaysia, comprising Selangor, Kuala Lumpur and 

Putrajaya. Next, the Constitution of the AG Malaysia describes ‘Sovereign Churches’ and 

‘Dependent Churches’ as follows:  

Sovereign Churches are “Churches…that have been set in order by the General 

Council. They may choose their own pastor provided they are ministers holding 

up-to-date credentials with the General Council (Article XIII A, 14) 

 

Dependent Churches are “Churches…which are still in a formative state shall be 

under the supervision of the General Council… They shall have the advice and 

godly counsel of the Executive Committee, and shall be aided in the securing of 

church properties and pastoral care until…their sovereignty. (Article XIII B, 14)  

 

In short, sovereign Churches are self-supporting, self-propagating and self-governing, 

whereas dependent churches are under the supervision of the General Council.  

Secondly, senior pastors are the main pastors or lead pastors of the local church. 

They are mostly fulltime employees of their respective congregations and as such do not 

answer to external ecclesiastical authorities. However, they are accountable to be in good 

standing with the AG’s guidelines. AG Churches hold to the biblical offices of pastor and 

deacon. Consequently, all sovereign AG churches have a church board or a board of 
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deacons. For most AG churches, the board assumes much of the administrative work of 

the church leadership. Webster’s dictionary defines transition as “a passage from one 

state, stage, subject or place to another.”  

The interim period (usually between 6-24 months) in a church is the time between 

the resignation of a Pastor and the call and appointment of his successor. To Loren Mead, 

“the period between pastors is a time of growth and development that can lead to a much 

stronger congregation – if the time is taken to do the work well” (47). The “five 

developmental tasks” designed by Mead is referred to as the interim plan in this study. 

Hence, the term interim pastor refers to the individual who assumes a temporary 

leadership role in a local church between senior pastorates. 

 

Delimitations 

  Several delimitations were placed on this study. First, the time: the duration of 

this research was limited to a year from approval of the dissertation proposal. Second, the 

place: the geographical area covered AG churches in the Central District of Peninsular 

Malaysia, i.e. Selangor and Wilayah Persekutuan. The Central District is the most 

advanced and populated area of Malaysia, and has the most number of AG churches. 

Though it is a progressive district, it has also become a place of great need; ranging from 

socio-economic, political and religious challenges, to the ecclesiastical needs of effective 

leadership, congregational health and growth. This project focused on interim ministry as 

a support for managing pastoral transitions in context. Thirdly, the people: this research 

addressed the results found within the Assemblies of God denomination respondents – 

denominational leaders, pastors and selected church leaders in the Central District.  
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  Fourthly, with regard to the pastor and churches: this study focused on pastors 

and churches that have experienced some form of pastoral transition. Cultural factors 

were considered since pastors and congregations are primarily from Malaysian Chinese 

and Indian backgrounds. This research was conducted in English among English-

speaking congregations only. Fifthly, the type and size: this research surveyed all AG 

churches in the District, but focused mainly on small- and medium-sized churches 

impacted by this phenomenon. This research hoped to discover any existing interim 

ministries. This study focused on answering the key research question of interim ministry 

as an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions. 

 

Review of Relevant Literature  

  A thorough review of selected prior research pertinent to this study is found in 

Chapter 2.  The review of literature covered the biblical foundations of pastoral 

transitions and interim ministry; ecclesiology, pastoral theology and change management 

theories of organizational development and church health. Meanwhile, it is sufficient to 

point out some quick observations. Firstly, within my limited knowledge, the various 

principles, questions and the research done related to interim ministry remains an area 

that has not been widely researched in Malaysia (but not so in the United States). 

Secondly, a review of relevant leadership practices involving change management, such 

as the family systems theory and adaptive leadership, would shed more light on managing 

pastoral transitions. However, the resources will have to come from work done in and 

from a biblical perspective. Thirdly, a search for biblical and theological foundations on 

this topic is requisite. For example, Joshua 1:1-8 provides a biblical narrative that forms a 
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basis for managing pastoral transitions. God commanded Joshua to carry on the work that 

Moses left behind. The charge was not given at the avoidance of grief over the loss of the 

greatest leader of Israel, Moses. Instead, God assured Joshua of His presence and that the 

promise He made to Abraham and Moses can become a reality if he chooses to act 

accordingly. The book of Joshua tells of a healthy leadership transition from Moses’ 

leadership to Joshua’s, resulting in the advancement of God’s promise and the welfare of 

the people of God. They now possess the Law and the Land as God’s people. I hope the 

conclusions and recommendations of the study will be received as one viable way to 

manage pastoral transitions. Transitional pastors may be an answer while praying and 

searching for the next permanent pastor! The New Testament metaphors used to illustrate 

the nature and purpose of the church and the various pastoral terms served as the 

theological foundation for this study.  

  Fourthly, based on the limited resources locally pertaining to interim ministry, it 

seems that the bulk of prior research addressed the reasons for pastoral change, and 

impact on the congregation and the interim. There are various specialized interim 

ministries (in the US) that have written resources and practiced intentional interim 

ministry as a strategy for managing pastoral transitions. What was missing (the gap) and 

challenging was to find out its relevance within the context of the Central District 

Council of the Assemblies of God, which does not operate on an appointment system. 

There are different perspectives and practices in managing pastoral transitions and I 

sought to propose interim ministry as an intentional support.  
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Analytic Framework 

The analytical framework for this study consists of three R’s: review, resources, 

and results (refer to Figure 2 below). These elements linked the thesis to the data analysis 

by summarizing what is known about the phenomena. Interim ministry, as an intentional 

support for managing pastoral transitions in the CDC, were shaped and informed by these 

three broad areas of information. First, prior literature and research from the biblical, 

theological and change management theories about this study were examined. Second, 

data on experiences, practices, perceptions and other key factors were collected from the 

field; guided strictly by the three research questions. Lastly, the findings and knowledge 

gleaned from this and prior research can serve as a way forward to inform and shape an 

interim ministry strategy. Existing theories and interim practices focused on a 

combination of biblical, theological and change management theories for managing 

pastoral transitions.  
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Interim ministry can be a workable biblical response; it is not a new concept, has 

biblical precedent and, if properly understood and administered, can prove to be a good 

way forward in managing pastoral leadership transitions. Moses had Joshua, Elijah had 

Elisha, and Paul had Timothy. John the Baptist prepared and got out of the way. Jesus’ 

intentional training of the Twelve is generally regarded as a proven transition plan and 

discipleship model during that 3-year interim period. Titus was left in Crete to put the 

church in order (Titus 1:5).  In other words, interim ministry as a support for managing 

pastoral transitions has its roots in Scripture. This study was also undergirded by a robust 

theology of the church as the ‘Body of Christ,’ a fitting illustration of the congregation in 

transition and action for Christ in this world. The church is to be viewed both as an 

organizational and an organism living out God’s mission today. Next, Kurt Lewin’s 

change theory was viewed by Mead as a strategic approach to managing transitions: 

Organizations are in a state of organized compromise, where the forces for change 

and the forces against change are in dynamic but not stable equilibrium. There are 

three stages one must go through to bring change into an organization. One must 

‘unfreeze’ the equilibrium. Then one must install the change. Then one must 

‘refreeze’ into a new homeostasis that includes the change. Change agents need to 

do careful diagnosis of the equilibrium, identify the proponents of change and 

opponents to change, and analyzing the forces involved. (Mead Location 3524-

43)    

 

Ronald Heifetz. Alexander Grashow, and Marty Linsky’s adaptive leadership and Edwin 

Friedman’s family systems theories form the remaining part of this framework. The “five 

developmental tasks” of an interim plan, developed by Loren Mead in 1976, and which 

stood out as the backbone of most existing interim ministries in the US could serve as 

part of an interim strategy in the CDC. The model was built on the biblical conviction of 

the interim period as a Sabbath; a time of rest and review for the congregation regarded 

as a critical period which must not be rushed. It also incorporates the allocation of time, 
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resources and personnel to turn the interim period into a productive time of change and 

transformation. Often, an informed understanding of the church’s past and present 

circumstances in a leadership transition can be overlooked in favour of rash or ‘quick fix’ 

decisions. Interim ministry, which involves administering changes through guidance, 

recommendation and a selection process, may be difficult and too time consuming for 

some, but the end result could be life changing for the church. Below is the data 

collection plan. 

 

Data Collection Method 

  The process of collecting data included identifying the participants, obtaining 

permission, considering the types of information, design protocols or instruments, and 

collecting the data. Data collection involved a survey and semi-structured interviews with 

selected participants. Surveys questionnaires were sent by post and emailed to all 

participants. Semi- structured interviews were conducted face-to-face.  

 

Participants 

  Participants in this study were selected from the data supplied and the use of 

criterion sampling, which ensured that all participants experienced the phenomenon being 

studied. The study collected data from a survey and interviews conducted during a set 

period of time. Selected pastors, denominational and church leaders were recruited from 

the CDC only. An official letter was mailed to selected participants seeking their consent. 

Survey questionnaires and interview questions to solicit an objective response to the 
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various components of this proposed model were designed accordingly. The findings 

received were then analyzed, studied and tabulated. 

 

Type of Research 

  I used a qualitative research approach, utilizing survey and interview methods 

with an interpretative approach in order to gain understanding and add meaning to my 

research topic. Data collection and analysis, as well as the findings were generally 

descriptive in nature.  

 

Data Collection 

  The process of collecting qualitative data includes identifying the participants, 

obtaining permission, considering the types of information, design protocols or 

instruments, and collecting the data. Data collection involved a survey questionnaire and 

semi-structured interviews with selected participants.  Survey questionnaires were sent by 

post and email to all participants. Since the official approval to commence the research 

project came in April 2015, I completed all data collection within 6 months as the due 

date for the submission of data analysis was October 2015. Given the limited time frame, 

an approximate duration of 2-3 months was allocated for an initial random sampling and 

survey of pastors and selected church leaders who had experienced pastoral transitions in 

the last 10 years. Any subsequent data on were collected during the next 2-3 months. 
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Data Analysis 

The data collected were recorded and copied; with the copies coded, stored, 

transcribed, reviewed and edited for accuracy. The data were analyzed using document 

analysis to find the common themes using different color codes.  

 

Generalizability 

  There is a possibility that the CDC of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia may use 

this information as a resource to help congregations during times of pastoral transitions. 

Other AG pastors from outside this district or other language groups who see this as a 

viable model may be interested in researching further based on this study. 

 

Review of the Chapter 

The title of this research is, “Interim Ministry: An Intentional Support for 

Managing Pastoral Transitions among English-Speaking Congregations in the Central 

District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia.” Pastoral transitions are normal 

and a part of Christian ministry but, if they are not managed well, can be disastrous for 

many, particularly the congregation and the incoming leader. Dr. William Bridges, an 

intentional interim minister, says, “Failure to identify and get ready for endings and 

losses is the largest difficulty for people in transition” (253). There is too much at stake 

not to do something about this phenomena. Leaders also need to see it as an opportune 

time and make the most of the interim period for church development.  

The purpose of this study was to explore interim ministry as a possible support for 

managing pastoral transitions among English-speaking congregations in the Central 
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District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. A qualitative approach involving 

two instruments, a survey and semi-structured interviews, was used to identify 

experiences, practices, perceptions and other factors related to pastoral transitions and 

interim ministry with selected pastors, denominational and church leaders who have 

experienced pastoral transitions in the last ten years (2005-2015).  

Biblical, theological and relevant leadership perspectives formed the basic 

analytical framework for this research. The data collected were tabulated and analyzed 

and presented in Chapter 4. Hopefully, the results of this research will pave the way for 

the effective management of pastoral transitions in the Central District Council of the 

Assemblies of God of Malaysia and beyond. A review of prior research to ascertain the 

different conversations about interim ministry and pastoral transitions will be conducted 

in more detail in the next chapter  (Chapter 2). 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE 

Overview of the Chapter 

The literature review in this chapter contains the biblical, theological and 

theoretical perspectives for developing an intentional interim ministry in managing 

pastoral transitions. The background of this ministry was mentioned briefly to allow for 

better understanding of its relevance and application in the future. Biblical, theological 

and relevant leadership perspectives were examined to put together an effective biblical 

model of intentional interim ministry in managing pastoral transitions in Malaysia. It was 

used as a reference and support for future ministry intervention. 

There are three parts to this chapter. Part One surveys the various conversations 

about interim ministry. Key organizational leadership theories such as adaptive 

leadership and family systems will be discussed to ascertain that effective principles of 

interim ministry are both biblically and theologically grounded. Part Two gives a biblical 

perspective, a bird’s eye view of the reality and types of primary leader transitions in the 

history of God’s people, namely Israel and the early church. Various terminologies and 

metaphors used in the Bible to describe their role and function as primary leaders will 

also be expounded upon. The main focus is on the primary leaders and how their 

selection and shared experience of having to leave their leadership roles (for whatever 

reasons), thrusting their followers into a time of change and transition, can be viewed as 

an insight for interim ministry. The acceptance that leadership transitions are normative 

and not a new phenomenon, whether in Scripture or in today’s life, will open the door for 

reflection and proactive action. Special attention will be given to three distinct biblical 
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examples of interim or transitional leaders. With the reality of transitions identified and 

accepted as normative, through the biblical images and examples surveyed, the task of 

framing ministry intervention according to biblical principles becomes more apparent, 

leading to the development of an interim ministry to manage pastoral transitions 

effectively.  

Part Three deals with the theological perspectives and leadership theories related 

to the church, congregational development and pastoral leadership. Since the recipient of 

interim ministry is none other than the church of Jesus Christ, and its intention is to build 

her up to serve God’s mission, a sound and robust understanding of ekklesia is a must. 

Jesus declares that He is the head (Eph. 1:22) and builder (Matt 16:18) of the church. 

Biblical ecclesiology deals with the unique identity, relational nature and missional 

purpose of God’s community.  In fact, there are multiple ecclesiologies. In describing the 

various ecumenical, historical and global perspectives of ecclesiology, Karkkinen draws 

an interesting distinction between the major confessional traditions such as Eastern 

Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism, Lutheranism and the Reformation groups, which are 

respectively hierarchical, and the more participative or fellowship-of-believers models of 

the Free-church (congregational with emphasis on the separation of church and state) (8, 

15). According to Paul Minear, there are at least ninety-six images of the church in the 

New Testament; out of which 36 are minor, while the rest are categorized under the 

people of God, the new creation, the fellowship of faith, and the Body of Christ (268-9). 

While biblical images may not be interpreted adequately, the communication impact 

ought to be appreciated. John Driver argues that images inspire imagination and that most 

of the biblical metaphors are people-images that convey the missionary nature of the 
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church (21).  The interim pastors’ work and their unique relationship with congregations 

in transition require a good dose of pastoral theology. A biblical philosophy of pastoral 

ministry undergirds transitional work as a spiritual task and helps in discerning the 

various types of processes and strategies suitable for this ministry’s intervention. Key 

organizational leadership theories are discussed to ascertain that effective principles of 

interim ministry are both biblically and theologically grounded.  

 The purpose of this study was to develop an intentional interim ministry by 

identifying experiences, practices of pastoral transitions, perceptions and other key 

factors that would inform an interim strategy of managing pastoral transitions in the 

Central District of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. This was done through a survey 

and semi-structured interviews with pastors, denominational and church leaders who 

have experienced some form of pastoral transition in the last ten years. This research 

sought to understand what is actually happening, i.e. how interim ministry is currently 

practiced, to propose a better way of managing pastoral transitions. Hopefully, sharing 

the results of this research with the district and key participants will help in training and 

supporting pastors and congregations in their future initiatives. Churches will also have a 

better understanding, awareness and appreciation of intentional interim ministry as a 

viable strategic plan in managing pastoral transitions and that developing intentional 

interim ministry is a viable option to support pastors and congregations in their journey to 

transit positively and build bridges for a greater future. A quick overview of the history, 

vision and purpose of the denomination would provide a background to my ministry 

context, which is further expanded upon in Chapter 3. 
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The Assemblies of God of Malaysia 

The Assemblies of God of Malaysia is relatively young in its organization. The 

General Council began in 1957 to address a specific need: the acquisition of land.  

Known as the Assemblies of God of Malaysia and Singapore, it became the Assemblies 

of God Malaysia in the early sixties and, in 1966, the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. In 

1968, it was incorporated under the Trustees (Incorporation) Ordinances, 1952. From 

1957 to 1964, no national ministers served as members of the General Council Executive 

committee. The ministerial force on the field comprised missionaries from America and 

England and paid ministers from Hong Kong until after the first BIM (Bible Institute of 

Malaya) graduation. Since 1968, the leadership has taken the demands of administrative 

concerns more seriously. In spite of the burden of organization, evidence of vital spiritual 

leadership exists (Robert Hunt, Lee Kam Hing, and John Roxborogh 269). 

With regards to her vision, the Assemblies of God of Malaysia is a cooperative 

Pentecostal fellowship committed to: Win the lost; make disciples; plant churches; care 

for the poor; reach all nations; by equipping believers for the work of the ministry 

through our Bible schools and local churches in the power of the Holy Spirit. The 

fellowship seeks to achieve the above goals and objectives by focusing on spiritual, 

equipping, operational and financial strategies. Under the operational strategy, the 

Executive Committee is overall responsible to cast, concretize and align the members to 

the vision. The district and regional leaders provide feedback regarding the needs and 

concerns of the field, with the local pastors catching and sharing the vision to the 

grassroots (http://www.ag.org.my/about.php). Interim ministry can come under the 

purview of this operational strategy.  

http://www.ag.org.my/about.php
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Description of Literature Surveyed 

Limited Resources 

Resources for developing intentional interim ministry in the Malaysian context 

are scarce. There are an abundance of books, resources, seminars, training and online 

materials on a wide range of church-related needs such as worship, leadership training, 

preaching, small groups, church growth, missions and evangelism, administration, 

pastoral care, Christian education and social concern, but intentional interim ministry 

resources are limited. Since it is a specialized ministry linked primarily with mainline 

denominations within the US and Canada, most of the materials are only available from 

the respective interim ministry networks and institutes. There is hardly anything in the 

local context. One may encounter some information and advice here and there, during 

informal conversations with those who have gone through pastoral transitions, but such 

information is usually skewed negatively rather than positively. Most resources are from 

an American context and linked to denominational structures and affiliations. Alban 

Institute, which was founded in 1976, is the one main resource center. Since Alban 

Institute’s closure in early 2014, Duke Divinity School has continued the legacy of Alban 

books and electronic publications; now known as Alban at Duke Divinity School (Odom 

33). Some denominations in the United States and Canada have developed policies and 

handbooks to assist pastors and congregations through the process of pastoral transitions. 

This study, on the other hand, looked forward to discovering the possibilities for similar 

developments in Malaysia. Promotional videos such as Transitional Pastoral Ministry by 

the Baptist and Interim Pastors Ministries (IPM) are also available for foundational and 

advance training of interim pastors. Other related ministries, such as Stephen Ministries, 
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work with congregations to develop lay pastoral ministries and Chicago’s Center for 

Parish Development brings revitalization skills to pastors, lay-leaders and executives. 

Since this study concerns practical ministry, the selection of the literature 

reviewed was kept within the scope of the leadership dimensions of interim ministry, 

with a strong emphasis on key biblical-theological themes. Many of the contributors 

concerning interim ministry are seasoned pastors and practitioners who espoused 

knowledge and skills on the best practices of organizational development, family 

systems, skills and effective methodologies. Most are former senior ministers and have 

served as interim pastors for more than 15-20 congregations, and almost all are found in 

the United States, while some are in Canada and Australia. These books, articles and 

training materials focused primarily on tasks and processes. This combination of pastoral 

experience, knowledge in organizational leadership, discernment of context and other 

related skills cautions us that interim ministry is not meant for the novice. It calls forth 

adaptable men and women who have the mind, the heart and hands to work with the 

people and the systems.  According to Geert Hofstede’s survey of cultural dimensions 

that impact leadership values and practices, Malaysia scored very high (100) on the 

power distance dimension. This means that a hierarchical order of leadership is valued 

and centralization is popular, but challenges to leadership are not welcomed (Hofstede 

Centre). However, in an interim ministry context, most prefer their leaders to be humble, 

modest and dignified, modeling servant leadership regardless of whether the church is 

governed by a senior pastor, pastor and church board, elders, or congregational. Some 

considerations need to be made with respect to the indigenous principle practiced since 

the prohibition of missionaries after the nation’s independence in 1957.  
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Primary Conversations about Interim Ministry 

Interim Period as a Critical Time 

As the pioneer of interim ministry, Loren Mead laid the foundation for interim ministry. 

In Change of Pastor: And How It Affects Change in the Congregation, he describes the 

transitional period and what to expect throughout the transitional process as, “a time of 

growth and development that can lead to a much stronger congregation, if the time is 

taken to do the work well” (47). The interim period is a fertile time in their history to 

embrace change. The temptation to rush through the transition period is real. In their 

desperation to get the next pastor in, some churches failed to capitalize on the time for 

realignment and reassignment. Others have waited too long, resulting in a loss of 

momentum. An interim can help. Just as pastors have benefited from Sabbaticals, 

congregations in transition can expect similar positive outcomes. Human participation 

and divine intervention are needed for balance. 

Warren Schultz uses three primary words that are commonly associated with the 

interim period in a congregation: change, transition and transformation. He defines, “the 

interim period is a time of change, transition and transformation,” and distinguished 

“between change (what happens), transition (the process of dealing with change) and 

transformation (the new shape which emerges after the change)” (Roger S. Nicholson 

121). See figure 2 below. 

 

 

Figure 2 

Transition Change Transformation 
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The above definition seems to resemble Kurt Lewin’s three-stage ‘Unfreeze (preparing 

for change), Change (process of transition) and Refreeze’ (changes accepted as new 

norm) change model. To Loren Mead, the time of unfreezing takes place when a pastor 

leaves the church (Mead, Location 1170).  

 

Interim Ministry Coined and Uses “Five Developmental Tasks” Plan 

Almost all interim ministries make use of organizational development in 

managing pastoral transitions. There are at least four (4) primary conversations 

concerning interim ministry, namely developmental tasks, biblical roots, family systems 

theory and adaptive leadership. In 1976, Loren Mead, the founder of Alban Institute 

developed his paradigm of “five developmental tasks,” which remains the backbone of 

most interim ministry training today.  

The congregation must come to terms with their history, including times of 

termination, conflict, and grief as well as growth. They should discover a new 

identity, asking, “Who are we? What are our core values? What’s our purpose?” 

The interim time allows for changes in leadership, helping people develop skills 

or reworking personnel policies. They also need to rediscover and renew linkages 

with the local church’s denominational heritage. The last step is committing to 

new directions in ministry by preparing for a new pastor, putting together a 

contract and settling finances, building support systems, setting out clear 

expectations and having plans for the future. (45-61) 

 

These five developmental tasks are the process issues that occur throughout the 

seven sequential steps in pastoral transitions. They can happen anytime from the 

beginning of the termination phase when a pastor leaves or during the time when the 

church chooses its path. It can happen at the fifth step of decision-making, or at the 

installation of the new pastor and the start-up of a new beginning (Mead 16).  Most 



Cheong 29 

 

current training is focused on equipping interim pastors with the five process tasks that 

the interim minister should address: 

First, the interim must enter the emotional and organizational life of the church 

connecting with lay leaders and pew sitters. The second is analyzing the system 

by figuring out the folkways, how things are done, where the de facto leadership 

lies. Then, the interim connects with the community and denomination accessing 

resources and looking for ministry opportunities. Fourth, the interim discerns his 

or her priorities for the work ahead. Lastly, as the interim evaluates and adjusts 

the ministry tasks accordingly. (Norman Bendroth 24) 

 

His two other books, The Once and Future Church and Transforming Congregations for 

the Future, highlight interim ministry involving future church development, especially on 

discovering the mission of the church and how God can do something new and different. 

 

Interim Period Conceived from Biblical Roots 

Secondly, the interim period has its roots in the Bible. Philip G. Porcher argues in 

What you can expect from an Interim Pastor that, although interim ministry is a relatively 

new understanding, the use of the interim period has sound biblical and theological roots. 

As we study the history of the ancient Hebrew people, the life and ministry of Christ and 

the formation of the early church, we find that times for going apart, for withdrawal, rest, 

renewal, regrouping and then beginning again were very much in evidence. The Christian 

concept of death and resurrection speaks powerfully to periods in our lives when, 

individually or collectively, we need to say “good-bye” to the old and “welcome” the 

new (in all phases of our life). “The interim period is a time of grieving and letting go of 

what has been and then renewing our faith, beginning to open ourselves to a new future” 

(Porcher 2).  Congregations may need to deal with some common emotional transitional 

experiences such as relief/anger over the pastor’s leaving, guilt over some aspects of the 

past, insecurity about the present and the future, recognition of the reality of the situation, 
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awareness of the need for some help, hope for the future, and excitement about a new 

pastor (Alan Gripe 9). 

 

Interim Ministry Contained the Emotional Impact of Pastoral Transitions 

Thirdly, interim ministry incorporates the family systems theory to deal more 

fully with the impact of pastoral transitions on the church. In his landmark book, 

Generation to Generation, Friedman talks about a family systems approach that involves 

more than the pastoral aspect of things, but also things that the leader and the church 

must come to terms with: 

The nature of the separation can influence the lasting effects of all our previous 

years of effort. The major benefit of a family systems approach to separation is 

that it will enable objectivity in the selection of a new partner. (252)  

He described the four interconnecting elements in a strategy for separation that minimizes 

pathological residue as, “regulating our own emotional reactivity to others; permitting 

emotional reactivity in others; non-anxiously being apart of the transition process; and 

staying in touch after we have left” (257). This is because family systems theory 

understands families as emotional systems impacted by the level of anxiety within the 

system and by the level of differentiation between its members. A change in one person’s 

functioning is followed by changes in other members that can be anticipated. The theory 

was widely applied to organizations and its description fits what many churches 

understand by the phrase; “We are the Body of Christ” (Elizabeth Ann Jordan 77). One 

family therapist highlights the fact that the concept of family therapy is based on the 

belief that the family is an interactional unit in which all members influence each other. 

Individual grief must be treated within the total family network (J. William Worden 149).  

In that sense, interim ministry becomes a ‘body ministry’ instead of being individual-

centered. Besides family systems theory, interim ministry benefited greatly from the 
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adaptive leadership strategies for effective interventions. There is a need to understand 

transitional work as adaptive challenges and to learn how to mobilize people towards 

adaptive challenges. 

 

Interim Ministry Confronts Pastoral Transitions as Adaptive Challenges 

Thus, Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky’s seminal work on adaptive leadership 

became an important part of the process of helping interim ministers lead more 

effectively in pastoral transitions: 

Adaptive leadership is the practice of mobilizing people to tackle tough 

challenges and thrive. Adaptive challenges can only be addressed through 

changes in peoples’ priorities, beliefs, habits and loyalties. They are problems that 

experts cannot solve. Sustaining changes requires the people with the problem to 

internalize the change itself. (14, 19) 

 

In Chapter nine, they point out the seven steps or practices of effective interventions. 

Effective interim leaders need to learn to get to the balcony, determine the ripeness of the 

issue in the system, ask, “Who am I in this picture,” think hard about the framing, hold 

steady, analyze the factions that emerge, and keep the work at the center of people’s 

attention (125-30). 

Interim ministry exists to assist pastors and churches in their critical time of 

pastoral transitions. It is based on the belief that the use of the interim period is rooted in 

Scripture. While congregations share common transitional experiences, the interim period 

is  an opportune time for positive development. Thus, the interim ministry’s five 

developmental tasks was birthed and used as the primary paradigm and practice for 

managing pastoral transitions. Interim pastors will follow the five developmental tasks, 

and adopt insights from family systems theory and the adaptive leadership model. The 

above theories and strategies of interim ministry represent the fundamental framework of 
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intentional interim ministry. However, there are other prominent voices that may not 

exactly fit in as pioneers, but remain somewhat authoritative in the field of interim 

ministry. 

 

Key Conversations about the Interim Pastor 

The Interim’s Role: Temporal but Highly Intense 

Interim pastors are also known as temporary shepherds. Nicholson’s book, 

Temporary Shepherds, answered various questions about how to conduct interim 

ministry. The shepherd must know the way. Having a clear outline of the process of 

transitional ministry helps to minimize the anxiety involved. He must know how to lead 

the congregation through the three (3) stages associated with the interim period. Warren 

Schultz uses three primary words that are commonly associated with the interim period in 

a congregation: change, transition and transformation, defining that “the interim period is 

a time of change, transition and transformation,” and distinguishing “between change 

(what happens), transition (the process of dealing with change) and transformation (the 

new shape which emerges after the change)” (Nicholson 121). This definition follows 

after Kurt Lewin’s three-stage force analysis model; “Unfreeze, introduce change, and 

Refreeze.” Loren Mead sees the time of unfreezing as taking place when a pastor leaves 

the church (Location 1170). Besides the main task of congregational development, 

Gilbert Rendle, in his book, Leading Change in the Congregation, describes the role of 

transitional leaders as, “they are to be faithful to the journey, to the challenge, the 

experimentation, the trials and error of ministry in a culture of change. They are to be 

responsive to where the trip would take them” (10-11). 
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The Interim’s Focus: Church’s Transformation 

To visualize what a transitional journey looks like, William Bridges explains the 

process of transition, development and renewal of the church from an organizational 

theory perspective. The church, like any organization, goes through a life cycle. The 

organizational life cycle opens a window of understanding concerning some of the larger 

significances of many specific transitions. To understand transition from this perspective, 

it helps to have a map of the organization’s life cycle that is comparable to the human 

development theories that clarify the path an individual follows through human 

childhood, adolescence and adulthood. Organizational renewal happens by changing 

specific practices or cultural values and, through that, takes the organization back to the 

start of its life cycle. Renewal or the recovery of the youthful vigor that the organization 

had earlier in its life cycle is wired into the organizational life cycle. What should be 

done is not closing in (6b), but the path of renewal (6a)–as shown in the figure 3. 

 

Figure 3 
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The figure suggests that renewal involves finding ways to recapture the energy of the first 

three phases of the organizational life cycle (Bridges 24). 

 

The Interim’s Knowledge: People and Processes 

William Daehnert describes interim ministry as beyond preaching, teaching, 

pastoral care and leadership development. He aligns with David Sawyer who prefers to 

view the developmental process differently, in terms of its structures, symptoms, and 

narratives, and he outlined five tasks beginning with, “joining the system, analyzing the 

system, connecting with the denomination, focusing and assuming responsibility, exiting 

and evaluating” (Daehnert 180). The word “system” is used to refer to the church as a 

living human organism consisting of stories, contexts, connectedness and structures. 

Hence, the emphasis might be more on the relational than mechanistic aspects of the 

tasks. Interims may need to cultivate three systems skills for vision and response:   

The first skill is the ability to see process as well as content. Content is defined as 

the issue on which a conflict is focused— the “apparent” problem. Process is 

defined as the structure of relationship beneath the conflict—the “underlying” 

problem. The second skill is seeing parallels at different levels of the system. 

When a strange pattern of behavior shows up, system’s thinking suggests that the 

same pattern is likely to be found at another level of the system as well. The third 

skill is responding with playfulness rather than seriousness. Playfulness is defined 

as chosen behavior characterized by surprise, humor, or reversal, and intended to 

continue a relationship without being controlled or controlling. Playfulness moves 

the system forward. (Nicholson Location 734-64) 

 

Peter L. Steinke’s Healthy Congregations offers a systems approach and William 

Avery’s Revitalizing Congregations contains keys to renewal as well as ideas for 

assisting churches with pastoral changes and conflict management. According to Carolyn 

Weese and J. Russell Crabtree, transformation is not about systems, but people - God’s 

people:  
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Transformation is not a function of information, but of exploration with trust. 

People must find enough strength in their relationship with God and their trust of 

one another to be able to talk openly, pray, confess, and seek grace and healing if 

they are to develop excellence in a leadership transition. (Location 324)  

In summary, the role of the interim pastor is pivotal and requires maturity, 

knowledge and skill. Interim ministry makes use of different organizational strategies to 

manage pastoral transitions, which have been practiced mostly within denominational 

churches in the United States since the 1970s. It began with a conviction that pastoral 

transitions are critical moments in the history of the church. Interim periods should be 

utilized to bring positive change. Change, transition and transformation are three different 

stages of church development. Mead’s popular “developmental tasks” was supported by 

other intervention theories and practices. 

 

 

Discussions on Pastoral Transitions 

Understanding the Levels of Change 

Other works, whose major thesis may not be in interim ministry, also provide 

knowledge and a wealth of significant related materials. Interim ministry is about 

bringing change, and there are three levels of change as espoused by Lyle E. Schaller, 

referring to them as effective strategies in reviewing the system or structure of a church 

within the context of interim ministry: 

The process of change is always preceded by a problem, issue or situation that 

needs to be solved. The change is the planned action that is to be taken in order to 

combat the issue. There are multiple levels of change that can be adopted when 

faced with an issue. The first level of change involves adjusting or making slight 

alterations to the system currently in use. The second level of change involves 

more thorough action; and would resemble the revamping or overhauling of a 

system or program. The third level of change involves the most drastic level of 

change; creating a new system, completely abandoning the principles of the old 

system to create something entirely new. (90 – 92)  

 



Cheong 36 

 

In a pastoral transition, the church may choose to adopt the third approach by creating a 

completely new system for their outdated personnel or financial policies.  

 

Understanding Generational Differences in Churches 

Family theory may help in dealing with the grief of letting go of the past, but 

occasionally, the problem lies much deeper with the congregation. Perhaps William 

Strauss and Neil Howe’s seminal work on generational theory, published in 1991, could 

shed more light on congregational ministry. Interim ministers can benefit from gaining 

insight on the needs of various generations in a congregation by identifying generational 

differences as possible causes for certain difficulties within the church and others.  

Generational theory spans all ages and suggests that there are differences in age-

related groups of people due to a cyclical pattern driven by changing values and 

attitudes of each new generation. Not only will society change in each period, the 

characteristics common to each generation mean that they will view even similar 

circumstances differently. (Allen, Catterton and Ross 143-44)  

 

 

 

Understanding ‘Leadership is an Art’ 

The passion to bring change ought to be matched with biblical leadership qualities 

and practices. Managing transitions requires a deep work of change. Organizational 

theories and skills can be learnt, outdated church systems can be amended, 

intergenerational differences can be addressed through education, but the tension of 

different definitions and models of leadership is a dilemma to some. Interim pastors, as 

the change agent, must be open to change themselves. Careful consideration needs to be 

given to Max De Pree’s description that Leadership is an Art in moving organizations 

and churches forward as a key biblical guide for effective interim leadership. His 
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leadership experiences, based on biblical principles on how to manifest leadership 

qualities by looking at the history, leadership and a vision for the church, and based on 

his central idea of participative leadership, will empower the congregation in taking 

ownership of managing transitions. Though leadership may mean different things to 

different people, emerging or existing Christian leaders must not sway from the biblical 

perspective of leadership. There are also many similarities between De Pree’s 

understanding of leadership as an art with the biblical teachings on servant-hood and 

stewardship as well as participative leadership and a sense of ownership. Both the Old 

and New Testament emphasized the principle of koinonia, i.e. partnership or 

participation, as key to the life and growth of the people. This is central to De Pree’s 

participative model of leadership that stressed the importance of the building of covenant 

relationships. His five steps to building quality relationships that are fundamental to the 

practice of participative management are an excellent guide to any interim leader who 

values good principles and wants to see greater empowerment and effectiveness. They 

are: respect people; understand that beliefs precede policy and practice; agree on the right 

to work; understand the respective role and relationship of contractual agreements and 

covenants; and understand that relationships count more than structure (De Pree 22). 

 

Helping People to Move Up 

Part of the goal of interim ministry is to help people to come out of the old and 

enter into the new. I regard Gerard Egan’s model of “a problem management approach to 

helping” as an excellent tool for interim ministers in helping churches look forward to a 

great future. As a professor of psychology and organizational studies, he states that the 
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goals of helping must be based on the needs of the clients (congregation), that “helping is 

about collaborative effort and constructive change for the purpose of problem 

management, opportunity development and helping clients to become more effective at 

managing their lives” (7-8, 19). This three-fold strategy, to review the problem situations 

and unused opportunities, develop a preferred scenario, and choose the best strategies to 

get there, can be integrated well with interim ministry. Basically, the client is guided 

through the process of diagnosis and analysis to discover untapped ways of managing the 

problem through listening and visualizing how the scenario would be like when the 

problem is dealt with. 

 

Interim’s Challenge of Resolving Conflicts 

Managing conflicts occupies a specialized part of interim ministry. In training 

church leaders to help people to recover from conflicts, John Ng recommends seven steps 

to recovery using the acronym, R.E.C.O.V.E.R:  

Firstly, the principle of reflecting on the issue; seeing its key points, emotional 

content as well as taking a step back to reevaluate motives and actions. Step two 

involves expressing our thoughts and views calmly; taking timing, emotional 

tension and active listening into account. Step three is to check our perception and 

way of listening honestly; giving each party a chance to express opinions and 

taking active interest in those opinions. The fourth step is overcoming our 

emotions and “hot buttons” constructively. The fifth step is to verify our 

expectations and act on the next steps realistically. How people view a conflict 

and how each person expects it to resolve are different. Step six is to engage our 

learning and support group positively. Learning from one’s mistakes is an oft 

quoted statement that finds its truth apparent here. Support from friends and 

family also help a person to recover. The last and final step is to refresh yourself 

genuinely with new relationships and new work. Conflict recovery is never an 

easy or short process and it’s important that the self be restored in order for a 

person to become productive as well as grow once again. (Ng 257-267)  

 



Cheong 39 

 

The above steps tend to be less client-centered as they focus on the mediator’s self-care. 

Conflict management in interim work does not only involve treating the problem, but can 

also manifest itself in a preventative manner. Hence, it becomes imperative to know the 

causes of conflicts and how each one can be avoided or best addressed. Conflicts occur 

for a variety of reasons, among them being resource competition, clashing roles, 

responsibilities, ideas as well as goals. There are also times when the personalities and 

characters of two different people simply do not allow them to mix. In a statement by 

Shawchuck in his book, Managing the Congregation, he cited five different reasons for 

the brewing or occurrence of conflicts. They are emotions, personalities, sinful nature, 

opinions and misunderstandings. Understanding the causes of conflicts allows for 

preventative measures as well as for providing a better perspective on how to solve a 

conflict after it has cropped up. 

 

Nor Forgetting to Cultivate Support for Pastors 

Lest one is accused of being pastor-centered, Wes Roberts is an excellent 

reference that outlines practical ways the congregation can help encourage their minister.  

Although for some congregations it may come a bit too late, it remains a worthwhile 

investment to help the church help the pastor; creating a healthy pastorate. The 

suggestions covered the areas of loving the pastor, caring for his life and family, and 

ministry at the local church. The last chapter on “Who can help us care for our pastors?” 

outlined forty one (41) such pastor recovery centers in America, considered to be 

valuable for critical pastoral and congregational issues (Wes 141-64). 
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The Task of Getting Back on Track in God’s Mission 

Interim work involves helping the church in transition to get back on track in her 

mission. It solicits commitment. Arthur F. Glasser’s teachings on “God’s mission to 

God’s people for God’s kingdom in God’s world, as found in God’s Word” are the best 

commitments says Gerald H. Anderson, director emeritus of Overseas Ministries Study 

(Glasser 25).  Even though pastoral change should not be viewed as an attack from the 

enemy directly, the church must not underestimate the effect of the pastor’s absence. If 

the church does not receive help on time, serious damage to the church’s mission can be 

observed during this period of transition. The role of the shepherd should not be 

undermined. According to Stanley H. Skreslet, the crowning image in the gospel of John 

about the work of the disciples is that of a shepherd. The shepherd’s role has an inherent 

missionary aspect, especially in the dialogue that took place in John 21:15-17 (cf Acts 20, 

1Peter 5:4); which ended with Peter’s restoration to Christ and his call to become a 

shepherd, with the responsibility to care for Jesus’ sheep (Skreslet 156-57). Earlier, Jesus 

mentioned about other sheep aside from the Jews. It is vital to help the churches in 

pastoral transition to re-focus back on her primary mission.  

There are other equally important works, such as Jim Herrington, Mike Bonem, 

and James H. Furr’s Leading Congregational Change: A Practical Guide for The 

Transformational Journey; Dean R. Hoge and Jacqueline E. Wenger’s book on Pastors 

in Transition and Margaret Wheatley’s Finding Our Way: Leadership for an Uncertain 

Time. Alan Gripe’s The Interim Pastor’s Manual is a handbook developed for the 

Presbyterian Church that outlined five major tasks of the interim. In her book, 

Transitional Ministry: A Time of Opportunity, Molly Dale Smith introduces a wider 
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perspective about change and writes to prepare churches for significant changes in the 

congregation caused by natural disasters as well as a loss of a pastor. In finding and 

preparing for a new incoming permanent pastor, Dan Southerland proposes steps to 

leading the church through change based on the Book of Nehemiah. Though published in 

1999, the idea of preparing, defining, planting, sharing and implementing vision remains 

valid and relevant to create a new future for the church. Aside from that, working through 

some of the exercises and questions provides a learning experience on how to deal with 

opposition as well (35).  

Meanwhile, there are dissertations, discussions papers, articles, electronic 

publications and websites (e.g. https://alban.org; www.abc-usa.org; www.cccusa.com) 

available for a basic search for better tools and methods to conduct interim ministry. 

However, most of the initial and primary resources for interim ministry are housed in 

Alban at Duke Divinity School (since 2014). The Interim Ministry Network (IMN) 

continues to provide training, referrals, standards and credentialing, publications and 

consulting to help congregations manage pastoral transitions positively, whereas other 

interim networks like Transitional Pastor Ministry (TPM) “provides congregations an 

opportunity to assess strengths and weaknesses, mend broken fences, renew their vision, 

set growth goals and pray.” (LifeWay at lifeway.com/tp.) As mentioned, the various 

conversations concerning the development of interim ministry are mostly generated by a 

group of seasoned pastors and church leaders who feel called and are deeply concerned 

with the plight of churches in transition; hoping to help them make to the most of the 

interim period for the growth of the church. They are usually trained and equipped with 

the necessary resources to help the church manage pastoral transitions positively.  

http://www.abc-usa.org/
http://www.cccusa.com/
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Biblical Foundations 

Introduction 

It can be said that most churches go through pastoral transition. Webster 

dictionary defines transition as “a passage from one state, stage, subject or place to 

another.” A transitional pastor assists the church during the passing of leadership from 

one pastor to another. An interim pastor is called for a specific purpose and period of 

time to lead a congregation during the in-between times of installed pastoral leadership. 

Several questions surfaced about the biblical, theological and leadership materials 

for managing pastoral transitions during the course of this project. Firstly, the question 

concerning Scripture: What does the Bible say about leadership transitions and interim 

ministry? Which part of Scripture can be drawn upon to formulate a biblical basis for 

leading and managing pastoral transitions? Secondly, the question of theology: What is 

the church? How does the view of the church as a spiritual living organism (Body of 

Christ) as well as an organization (Building) affect the way we manage pastoral 

transitions? How is interim ministry similar to that of pastoral ministry? What principles 

of pastoral ministry are applicable to interim ministry? What are the major distinguishing 

traits that an interim pastor would need to possess in order to be effective in a temporary 

church context? Ecclesiology, divine leadership, pastoral theology and the work of the 

Holy Spirit will be explained together with the various organizational and family system 

theories to imagine what interim ministry is, why it is important and how this ministry 

can make sense to those wanting to manage pastoral transitions.  

Are the leadership theories compatible with biblical guidelines, yet relevant for 

managing pastoral transitions in Malaysia? These and other questions reveal an important 
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line of reasoning that is necessary for Christian life and practice. Our beliefs determine 

our practices and our conduct or actions reflect our beliefs. As born-again Christians, we 

are called to be people of the Way as well as people of the Word.  

 

The Reality of Leadership Transitions in Scripture 

All Christian ministries, including interim ministry, are birthed out of needs; but 

they must also be scripturally based. Interim ministry exists for the primary purpose of 

supporting pastoral transitions. Are leadership/pastoral transitions new? What principles 

can we learn from Scripture about leadership transitions? The Bible has numerous 

examples of leadership transitions and how people are changed in the process.  

The stories of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, up to Joseph, Moses, and Joshua, 

judges, kings, and prophets like Elijah and Elisha constitute accounts of transitions from 

one dispensation to another. The passing away of one patriarch or prophet makes way for 

an emerging leader chosen by God to lead the people in a new context. For example, 

God’s people enjoyed the founding years of freedom in Palestine during the period of 

Abraham to Jacob, as compared to the long period of bondage and travel in the 

wilderness under the leadership of Moses. Another example is the divine selection of 

Moses at the burning bush (Exodus 3), and his passing on of the baton of leadership to 

Joshua, his successor (Deut. 20) at the end of his leadership. With the passing away of 

Moses, a new generation of God’s people who grew up in the wilderness with little 

knowledge of their history had to be taught about God, to adapt to a new leader, Joshua, 

as well as to prepare to enter into a new habitation. The historical and prophetical books 

record the coming of the Spirit on the judges to deliver Israel from one crisis after 
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another, Israel’s desire to select their own leader under the prophet Samuel, the 

installation of the first three great kings of Israel, the failures of wicked kings and God’s 

hand upon the good kings during the divided kingdom, the passing on of Elijah’s mantle 

of blessing to Elisha, and the numerous prophecies announced by the fearless prophets 

concerning the coming of a new age and the Messiah. The way the transitions transpired 

had diverse effects on those directly affected as well as key people around. There were 

those who failed to capitalize on those moments of transition and those who succeeded.  

The New Testament records the transitional periods from John the Baptist to the 

Advent of Christ and His training of the Twelve, His Ascension, and the Descent of the 

Spirit on the Early Church. With the apostles’ priority fixed on preaching the gospel, the 

selection of the Seven to serve the widows can be regarded as congregational 

participation in the development process of leadership transition from Jesus to the 

apostles. There was no human interim, but the Holy Spirit is viewed as the One who will 

come along and help them. The growth of the early church led to a time of great 

persecution that resulted in dispersion across Palestine. The rise of emerging leaders in 

ministry, like Philip in Samaria, would have resulted in some kind of informal pastoral 

transitions, after which came the most notable turning point in the early church’s history, 

i.e. the conversion of Saul. The accounts of the conversion of Paul and his call into 

apostolic ministry, his three (3) missionary journeys, and the appointments of Timothy, 

Titus and the elders in various churches across Asia and Europe, contain powerful stories 

of leadership transitions and church development. His epistles contained much teaching 

as well as answers to various questions about worship, morality, Christian life, and 

leadership development.  In Revelation chapters 2-3, the messages to the Seven churches 
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show the imperfect state of the church today. The rebukes and commendations come with 

an exhortation to overcome as we live in-between the times. Pastor Jesus is coming back 

for good! 

According to Sweetser, Jesus encountered three important moments of transition 

in his earthly life. The gospels record an instance when Jesus decided to leave his home 

in Nazareth to go to Jordan to see John the Baptist’s ministry. Jesus was baptized there 

and was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to confront the devil (Matt. 4). This instance 

can be regarded as an interim time during which he was preparing himself for God’s 

mission. Another time of transition took place at His crucifixion, where He completed 

His mission on the cross. The followers of Jesus had just experienced a devastating blow 

to their faith and hope. They saw Him die and it appeared that he was gone forever. Life 

would never be the same. These few days of confusion and anxiety prepared the way for 

the acceptance of the risen Christ who passed from death to life. The two disciples and 

the apostles encountered a new reality (Luke 24).  Transition is a process that involves 

time. We have to be able to embrace the change and be open to a new way of life and 

existence. It took the disciples forty days to catch on. Another transitional moment was 

the interim between the day of Ascension and the day of Pentecost. Jesus ascended and 

the Holy Spirit was poured out upon all who believed (Acts 1-2). Humanly speaking, this 

period may have been one of the most difficult periods of transition for Jesus. He had to 

leave the disciples or they would have remained dependent on Him and would have never 

assumed responsibility for spreading the good news. This was followed by the selection 

of the Seven to serve (Acts 6), the missionary journeys of Paul, punctuated with the 

appointment of elders and deacons all over Asia Minor (Acts 13-19), and the farewell 
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message of Paul at Ephesus (Sweetser 6-7).  This research hopes to uncover biblical 

guidelines gleaned from these leaders’ experiences during their transitions.  

 

Different Eras and Types of Leadership Transitions in the Bible 

At the leadership level, leadership gurus Robert Clinton and Mike Hannah 

identified six (6) leadership eras throughout the Bible. Firstly, the patriarchal era, 

consisting of a family-based leadership model, centered around the covenant (Gen 12:1-

3) from Abraham to the death of Joseph in Egypt, based on birthright (Gen 49:1-10; 22-

26). The idea of divine selection (Acts 7:23, 30, 36) and succession planning takes center 

stage in the pre-kingdom era, which consists of the liberation from Egypt under Moses 

right through the 40-year sojourn in the wilderness and the conquests of Canaan under 

Joshua the successor, leading to the final tribal years under the judges. Israel then enters 

into the third period called the kingdom era, focusing on making a leadership selection to 

execute God’s rule over the nation (Deut. 17:14-15). This era functioned under a nation-

based leadership model under Saul, David, Solomon and the kings who reigned during 

the time of the divided kingdom. Fourthly, a decentralization of leadership took place 

during the post-kingdom era, consisting of a remnant-based leadership model (spiritual 

identification), which focused more on the leadership of the prophets. This 

decentralization continued through the New Testament pre-church era, which is 

spiritually based; highlighting the ministries of John the Baptist and Jesus. Both Jesus and 

John had a clear understanding that their tenure as leaders was only temporal. Jesus 

prayed, ‘the hour has come’ (John 17:1, 4). John says, “He must increase and I must 

decrease” (John 3:29-30; 1:15, 23 c.f. Matt 3:11-13). In Jesus, we find prayerful selection 
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as a priority for leadership transition (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33; Luke 6:12-13; 1Cor 15:3-

4). Finally, we have the NT church leadership era, characterized by pastors/teachers; a 

more decentralized, spiritually-based leadership model of the apostles and leaders who 

followed them (Eph. 4:11). They are to equip the saints for ministry. Ongoing 

discipleship and the mentoring of leaders should be normative in managing leadership 

transitions (2Tim 2:1-2) (Clinton and Hannah, 165-171). 

 

Various Metaphors, Similar Pastoral Functions 

The biblical perspective of interim ministry must be considered in the light of 

primary leadership transitions in both the Old and New Testaments. This is because the 

term ‘pastor’ is rarely used in the Old, as it was a much later development in the New 

Testament (Eph. 4:11). The phrase ‘primary leader’ was selected to refer to other biblical 

terminologies, such as patriarchs, wise men, parents, priests, shepherds, kings, prophets, 

elders, bishops, and overseers, to describe more clearly the role of the interim pastor in 

managing pastoral transitions. This term is also applied to congregations governed by a 

plurality of leadership, namely by eldership or a leadership team led by a chief elder or 

main leader. It is quite similar to the case of the term “Holy Spirit,” which is rarely 

employed in the Old Testament other than in Psalms 51:11 and Isaiah 63:10-11, but there 

are other terms used to described the person and work of the Holy Spirit, such as in 

Genesis 8:1; Exodus 24:15-18; Isaiah 11:2; 33:11; 44:3; and Ezekiel 37:5 (Stanley 

Horton 10).  
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Hence, David J. Atkinson et al. argues that a biblical understanding of interim 

ministry has to be viewed not from a single term (‘pastor’), but other biblical 

terms/images that reflect its role and function:  

Many scholars have noted the elusive and complex nature of pastoral theology 

that makes the discipline hard to define. Throughout history, it is precisely when 

the weight of tradition, critical reasoning, and experiences had come to bear upon 

pastoral theology that it has been most likely to drift from its biblical moorings.  

Therefore, one must begin, continue, and end with the Scriptures in a study of true 

pastoral ministry. However, a brief summary of the biblical data can serve as the 

basis for identifying historic efforts to reproduce that kind of ministry (Atkinson 

and Field 43-44)  

 

What then are some of the key data or themes? The Old and New Testaments use 

different images to define the roles and functions of a pastor, which relate closely to 

interim ministry. To Derek Tidball, the pastors of Israel can be found in the roles of the 

wise men, parents, priest, prophets, and princes/kings. Wise men are like the pastors, 

providing advice and counsel to the people (Judg. 17:6; 21:25). “Law is not going to be 

lost to the priest, nor counsel to the wise men, nor the Word to the prophet” (Jer. 18:18; 

Ezek. 34:1-4). Parents illustrate the pastors’ responsibility of passing on the faith, out of 

their experience and understanding of God personally (Deut. 4:9; 6:7, 20; 11:19; 31:13; 

32:46). The priests connote the pastors’ work in performing the duties of teaching the 

Law, offering sacrifices, pronouncing blessings, maintaining purity, and mediating God’s 

presence (Num. 6:22-27; Deut. 33:10; Ezek. 44:23). The prophets, like the pastor, are 

called of God to speak the Word of God, and to deal with moral issues and ethics (Deut. 

18:20; 1Kings 20:13-14; Jer. 26:2). Lastly, the princes provide leadership, godly counsel, 

and pastoral guidance (1Kings 3:1-15; 4:31; 1Chron 27:32-33; Prov. 1:7; 30:1) (Tidball 

35-37). 
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These five (5) images depicting the pastoral role and functions can be adapted to 

the work of an interim pastor. The only difference is the length of the work. As a sage or 

wise man, an interim is available to give counsel and guidance as and when needed. As a 

parent, the interim minister looks into ways and means to grow the children of God, even 

if it means to discipline for peace and harmony in the family. Next, the interim period, 

like the priestly service is ordered by appointment and schedule. As prophets, the interim 

pastor may be called upon to speak boldly about sin and long-standing issues that have 

held the church back. Like princes and kings, he needs to be obedient to God and be 

attentive to the demands of the people. It is clear that an interim pastor does perform a 

role similar to that of a permanent pastor, except for a fixed transition period, and 

typically focused on preparing the way for the next pastor. To Tidball, this same image 

can be seen and expanded in the New Testament. The new is built upon the old, as it 

reveals the Chief Shepherd, Christ, in all of His wisdom, glory, power and humility (John 

10:11, 14; 1Pet 5:4).  The person and work of the Great Shepherd culminates in His death 

(Heb. 13:20; 1Pet 2:25) and resurrection. The Good Shepherd gave His life for His sheep 

whom he calls to Himself. These “called-out” ones are His church. Christ, as head of the 

church, leads His church (Eph 1:22; 5:23-25) and shepherds it. He calls pastors as under-

shepherds to function and give oversight under His authority (1Pet 5:1-4). The New 

Testament reveals the nature of the church, its members and activities, and also furnishes 

clear teachings about church officers and their functions, with four terms referring to the 

pastoral office: the elder (presbyterous)— a title highlighting their administrative and 

spiritual guidance of the church (Acts 15:6; 1Tim 5:17; Jas 5:14; 1Pet 5:1-4); bishop or 

overseer (episkopos)—which emphasizes guidance, oversight, and church leadership 
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(Acts 20:28; Phil 1:1; 1Tim 3:2-5; Titus 1:7); shepherd or pastor (poimen)—a position 

denoting leadership and authority (Acts 20:28-31; Eph. 4:11) as well as guidance and 

provision (1Pet 5:2-3; 2:25); and lastly, the teacher (didaskalos)—one responsible for 

instruction and exposition (1Cor 12:28-29). The biblical pattern describes a Spirit-filled 

man who gives oversight, shepherding, guidance, teaching and warning—doing all with a 

heart of love, comfort, and compassion (Tidball 24-27).  

 

Three Distinct Biblical Examples of Interim Ministry 

Leadership transitions are real and must be regarded as normative in the lives of 

God’s people. The transitions come about as a result of a change in leadership. Resistance 

to change and adjustments are expected due to the fear of letting go of the past or even a 

fear of the uncertain future. However, when the vacuum of leadership is filled by a new 

leader, usually raised up by God, a sense of stability can be observed in the people. The 

people’s choice to have a king of their own occurred during the time of Samuel the 

prophet. People need to adjust and adapt to a new form of governance. The transition or 

interim period varies according to the events and God’s sovereignty. Divine interventions 

can be expected in the selection of new leaders. A lot more can be learnt about the call, 

pivotal role, functions, images, and characteristics of the leader.  

Various examples of interim ministry can be found in the call and ministry of the 

judges in the Old Testament, whom God raised up to deliver the nation of Israel from 

their multiple cycles of sin and transition. The people did what was right in their own 

eyes because they were without a leader. Esther was appointed at ‘such a time like this’ 

(4:4) to mediate for a people in danger of annihilation. However, the most distinct 
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examples of interim ministry are found in three bible characters. A common theme can be 

observed in the ministries of Moses, John the Baptist and Jesus. They exemplify the role 

and functions of an interim leader; guiding God’s people through their transitions – the 

wilderness experience.  

 

Moses 

According to Leslie Robinson, Moses was an interim leader who dealt with 

change and transition, but not transformation.  

The exodus story illustrates Israel’s 40 years of wandering in the wilderness as a 

time of transition from the end of one experience (slavery) to the beginning of a 

new experience (freedom). In the process of going from Egypt to the Promise 

Land the people were seeking and discovering and clarifying God's will, direction 

and movement in their lives. Moses helped the people become clear about their 

purpose. He helped them to rethink their relationship with God and how that 

would impact their future. He stayed with the people until the permanent leader 

emerged. (235) 

   

In some ways, Moses practiced adaptive leadership. He helped the slaves make the 

transition from their current reality, slavery, to a new and different one, freedom in God. 

Although he was confronted by critics who wanted a quick fix, he was adaptive in getting 

the people to face the uncertainty. Robinson’s explanation fits the five developmental 

tasks of an interim leader. However, nothing is mentioned about the pain that Moses had 

to endure from the stiff-necked people. The work of an interim warrants a distinct call, 

preparation, and the grace of God.  
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John the Baptist 

Secondly, John’s interim role was simply to prepare the way, point to the way 

(Jesus), and then get out of the way. John was an interim leader whose mission was to 

encourage the transition that was required in order to transform the world. He was not the 

light; he only pointed to the light. He came to prepare the way for Jesus. He believed that 

God had given him the responsibility to point people towards Jesus. He moved about in 

the wilderness with a consistent and urgent message. He announced the change that was 

going to take place and introduced the transition that would have to happen for 

transformation to occur. Those who objected to his message of change fought against 

him. They wanted to keep things the way they were (Robinson 235).  Eventually, he got 

out of the way–beheaded! Not many interims are like John, who was fearless in 

announcing the change. Most interims tend to be pastoral and not prophetic in nature. 

Interim leaders need to emulate his wholehearted commitment and devotion to obey 

God’s call as expressed in his life’s motto, “He must increase and I decrease.” (John 6).  

 

Jesus Christ, our Lord 

The third example shows Jesus as the only interim leader who dealt with change, 

transition, and transformation, but the transformation also cost him his life. The Bible 

records two distinct transitional situations in Jesus’ life. It can be traced to his entry into 

ministry after John’s baptism and his exit from ministry at the cross; the first happening 

after defeating the devil in the wilderness and the second after overcoming self at the 

Garden of Gethsemane. In Matthew, early in his ministry, Jesus is led off into the 

wilderness. He spends 40 days and 40 nights in prayer and fasting. He is earnestly 
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seeking, discovering, and clarifying God's will, direction and movement. Jesus is 

confronted by Satan and tempted to go in a direction other than the one ordained by God. 

Jesus emerges from the wilderness, but not before he has clarity about what God is 

calling him to be and to do (Robinson 235-36).  There is a price to pay in doing interim 

ministry: 

A health-based approach to pastoral transition does not deny the dysfunctional 

elements present in the organization. The spiritual work of staying centered and 

focused while holding off negative forces that threaten to harm the church 

requires faith, humility. As churches follow Jesus in the transition process, each 

has its own wilderness and Gethsemane. But there comes the promise that each 

will also have its own “return in the power of the Spirit” and “resurrection into 

new life..(Carolyn Weese and Crabtree Location 526) 

 

It must be noted that contrary to Christians’ wilderness experiences that result in 

the loss of power, Jesus returns from the wilderness full of the Holy Spirit. He is always 

ready because the spiritual discipline of prayer was a regular part of his daily life. In 

Luke 4, he went to the synagogue and read Isaiah 61, declaring that, the Spirit of the Lord 

is upon him to do… “Effective interim ministry involves an empowerment from the Holy 

Spirit and a humble dependence on the Spirit’s guidance. It’s not just about strategies, 

therapies, meetings and skills but prayer, hearing God’s voice and spiritual gifts as well” 

(Robinson 235-36).  Then, Jesus shepherded the people and the Twelve temporarily (3 

years) before completing His mission on the cross, resurrecting, and ascending to heaven. 

According to Weese and Crabtree, there are three principles that can be observed in the 

way Jesus managed his departure or exit. They are: forming and articulating a positive 

vision for the future; moving the expertise from the leader to the people–called creating 

capacity or reproducible ministry (Mark 3:14); and recognizing, acknowledging and 

containing dysfunction (Location 480). 
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Theological Foundations 

Ecclesiology Shapes Interim Ministry 

The foundations and development of interim ministry must be shaped by a proper 

understanding of the nature, purpose, and mission of the church. To Wesley Carr, 

ecclesiology has to be established first before we can turn to establishing a model of 

ministry that is most suited for today. Multiple ecclesiologies exist and one size does not 

fit all. Pastoral ministry is not just a matter of providing care. The complexity of the 

demands on the pastor and the differences deriving from denomination mean that, 

without a biblical model of ministry, pastors can become increasingly confused, 

demoralized, or even turn to blaming others (176-7). Why do we do what we do? In the 

case of interim ministry, this situation can be compounded many times due to the critical 

nature of pastoral transitions. It becomes imperative that both pastors and congregation 

share a biblical view about the church. How would an interim pastor’s view on the 

priesthood of believers affect his work in a congregation that holds to a separation 

between the clergy and laity? What adjustments are needed? Millard Erickson points out 

that real ecclesiology must begin with the essence of the church, for what the church is 

precedes all other discussions. He notes that our increasingly pragmatic culture is 

impatient with discussions about essences (1025).  This section seeks to focus on the 

commonalities of ecclesiology shared by most traditions. What is the church? What is the 

purpose and mission of the church? How should the church be organized and governed? 

Is there a biblical precedent on how members should relate to each other? And what is the 

role of pastors in the local church? What makes the church, the church? To begin with, 

the visible and invisible side of the church needs our attention. 
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Differentiating the Divine and Human Sides of the Church 

David Wells points out that there are two sides to the church–the human (visible) 

and the divine side (invisible).   

The word ‘church’ is always used in the New Testament of people, never of 

buildings or bureaucratic structures.  The church is made up of those believers 

who are gathered at a specific place for worship (1Cor 11:18; 14:19; 28, 35) or are 

scattered everywhere (Romans 16:4; 1Cor 16:1; Galatians 1:2). This is the church 

visible, the church that can be seen locally as it worships and witnesses. It is also 

used more generally of everyone, in all ages and places, in heaven or on earth 

who belongs to Christ.  The writer to the Hebrews spoke of coming to ‘the church 

of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven’ and to ‘the spirits of the righteous 

made perfect’ (Hebrews 12:23).  Certainly Paul, in addition to thinking of the 

church as the local gathering of believers, also thought it encompassed all those, 

in all ages, who made up Christ’s body (Eph. 1:22-23). It is through the whole 

church, in all ages, that God’s wisdom is manifested (Eph. 3:10), and he is to be 

glorified in the whole church (Eph. 3:21; c.f. 5:23-25, 27, 32) now. (Wells 218)   

 

It is evident that the world sees only the visible local church, especially during pastoral 

transitions. To David Fisher, pastoral ministry takes its meaning from ecclesiology:   

The church is the house in which that ministry takes place. The shape of the house 

forms the character of the ministry. Without a clear doctrine of the church, there is 

no real Christian ministry, only imitations. Pastoral ministry, therefore, must 

properly begin with a powerful, even transforming, ecclesiology. (79) 

 

The challenge of realigning the congregation in transition back to ministry remains a key 

task of a transitional pastor. 

 

Facilitating the Gathering of the Saints in His Presence 

Fisher goes on to argue that the transcendence, eternal presence, is the starting 

point of a biblical ecclesiology. ‘Where two or three come together in my name, there am 

I with them’ (Matt. 18:20) was not a Scripture verse to them–it was living reality. They 

knew Christ’s promise that he would “build his church and the gates of hell would not 

prevail” (Matt. 16:18) in a larger and transcendent context (Fisher, 81). 
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How does the world view the theology that God is with His people when the 

church is without a pastor for extended periods? What happens then to the presence of 

God during a pastoral transition? The presence of an interim can provide a sense of 

security, and prepare and shape the congregation (house) for that which lies ahead. It is 

also important to have a bigger picture of the relationship between the church and the 

kingdom. Donald Guthrie points out that the kingdom is both present and future:  

If it is present, it must have a bearing on our understanding of the church. The 

kingdom centers on Christ and not on the disciples or the church. It represents the 

kingly rule of God and the church finds its relationship as a people who have 

allowed the rule of God to dominate their lives and in whom the rule of God can 

be manifested. In short the church is a partial manifestation of God’s kingdom and 

finds its basis in the kingdom as a community awaiting its full realization. (702-5)  

 

The interim period could serve to bring out the best or worst in the church. A biblical 

ecclesiology holds to the teaching that the church is both an organization and a living 

organism. In managing pastoral transitions, we are dealing with both the structure and the 

life of God’s people. 

 

Views the Church as a Living Organism and an Organization  

 Some churches have a strong family culture that tends to lean towards two 

tendencies:  

First, they tend to reward shared history, longevity, pedigree, respect, loyalty, 

local tradition, obedience, insiders, the family unit, children, storytelling, practical 

service, sacrifice, duty, informality, and being together. Whereas, some tend to 

punish any emphasis on effectiveness, discontinuous change, methods, formal 

processes, experts, credentials, measuring, benchmarking, and outsiders. (Weese 

and Crabtree Location 1031-36)  

 

This culture would require an examination of the nature of the church, especially on how 

members should relate to each other. Scripture has much to say about the idea of 
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understanding and accepting diversity in others. It begins with a basic understanding that 

human beings are created in the image of God, each having a God-given uniqueness as 

well as different talents and abilities. Each person is special and regarded as an individual 

in the sight of God. This can be seen in the way God dealt with the patriarchs as well as 

the nation of Israel (Kenneth Gangel 19). 

This nature of the church, referring to individual believers (Rom. 7:4; 6:12; 1Cor 

16:19) in the local church (2Cor 1:2; 1Cor 12:12-27) and the universal church (Eph. 5:25; 

Heb. 13:20) having different gifts and abilities, is best illustrated by the biblical 

metaphors of the church. Firstly the church, as the people of God, emphasizes God’s 

covenant (of grace) relationship with his people, whereby God is not obligated by the 

people, but He is the initiating and determining party (Exod. 6:7; Jer. 30:22; Gal. 6:16; 1 

Pet. 2:9). Secondly, the church as the Body of Christ stresses the reciprocal relationship 

between Christ and His people. Christ’s reign as head implies that all our life and 

nourishment flow from Him. Thirdly, the church as the Bride of Christ underscores that 

God’s relationship with his people is one of unconditional love. He has chosen and 

redeemed us because of his desire for us.  We are objects of his eternal love. Our 

responsibility is to be single-minded in our devotion to God. The fourth metaphor is the 

Building of God. Being rooted in the Old Testament, it refers to God’s presence among 

His people: tabernacle, temple, i.e. God dwells among His people. It stressed the essential 

spiritual character of the church as a creation of the Holy Spirit and Christ’s central place 

as the foundation and cornerstone and our identification with each other as living stones 

in the one temple. Fifthly, the church as the kingdom of God expresses the servant 

character of the church. When the church truly submits to Christ by obeying His word, 
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she becomes the instrument of God’s rule. The sixth image, the family of God, reminds 

us of our high privilege; raised by God’s grace to the glorious states of sons and 

daughters of God, which speaks of the character of our mutual relationship as members 

of the family and challenges us to trust our heavenly Father to meet all our needs. Lastly, 

the church is also the flock of God. It speaks of the complete dependence of the church 

on its head and Lord, the compassion and love that the Lord expresses towards us, and his 

commitment to guide, protect and nourish His people (Gangel 20). 

The main biblical images of the church are all organic: people, body, bride, 

family, and flock. Even the static ‘building/temple’ and ‘kingdom’ images become 

organic ones: “living stones,” a growing building, a temple animated by the Spirit (1Peter 

2:4-6; Eph. 2:19-22). For this topic, the “Body of Christ” represents the most important 

concept of the identity and life of the church as it illustrates the congregation in transition 

and action in the world for Christ, both as the salt and light, to penetrate and preserve 

Christ’s glory. The church as the body of Christ is a living social, spiritual and 

charismatic organism. It is alive. This idea also allows for the use the family systems 

theory in an interim setting. 

 

Vital Signs of a Healthy Church 

According to Howard Snyder, vital churches maintain a healthy balance of 

worship, community and witness. They interact with and depend on each other. This is a 

theological principle.  

That is, worship is central because of who God is. The purpose of worship is 

primarily to glorify God and extend his mission. Community is essential not just 

because people want to enjoy a social experience, but because the Holy Spirit has 

touched their lives, prompting a deep love for and a costly commitment to one 
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another. Witness is essential because the love of God impels people into the 

world, full of love and a passion for justice. Here is an important balance 

grounded in who God is and in what he has done and is doing thorough Jesus 

Christ and through the power and inspiration of the Holy Spirit. And the central 

task of leadership is to build an apostolic, ministering community. God raised up 

leaders to equip God’s people for the work of ministry (Eph. 4:11-12). (Snyder 

and Runyon 89-92) 

 

The underlying statement of this principle is the charismatic nature of the church. 

Every Christian is charismatically gifted. Each person serves Jesus Christ and 

collaborates, or co-labors, with Him in the work of the kingdom. In New Testament 

perspective, all Christian leadership is charismatic (Eph. 4:7-16) and is rooted in 

character, as exhibited by the fruit of the Spirit and the mind of Jesus (Phil. 2:3-13; Gal. 

5:22-25). Leadership gifts vary, but are based on one fundamental principle: building a 

diverse community of disciples who are all engaged in the church’s mission (1Cor. 12:1-

28; Eph. 4:11-12). Wise interim leaders will help each member find a vital place in the 

body of Christ so that the whole body may function in a healthy way. 

 

The Future of the Church 

In writing about the church (in America), Loren Mead highlights a number of 

conversations and feedback that point toward how the future church would be like. Here 

is what he observed:  

A Baptist congregation joins a Lutheran congregation and a Church of God 

congregation in establishing a watch program in neighborhoods where drugs are 

sold; a group of lawyers in a congregation issues an invitation to other lawyers in 

town to discuss forming a guild to start talking about the role of law, faith and 

community life; a group of Christians and non Christians forms a local group to 

build homes for the homeless through Habitat for Humanity. (Location 1598) 

He goes on to describe the changes in mindset of denominations: 

 

A national denominational mission agency decides to focus on providing services 

instead of developing programs; an agency unrelated to any denomination builds 
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a network of thousands of pastors, executives, and lay leaders committed to 

building better congregations and begins to broker knowledge among them; many 

congregations build their own lay seminaries; a group of pastors with the unusual 

role of interim pastor decides to take responsibility for their specialty and form a 

national support group independent of their denominations; and a congregation 

facing the retirement of a pastor invites other congregations into a study of 

community needs of the next decade. (Mead Location 1621) 

 

He says that each is the tip of a possibility being born around us even now. He 

lists five (5) challenges that the church must face concerning the future. They are: to 

transfer the ownership of the church; to find new structures to carry our faith; to discover 

a passionate spirituality; to feed the world’s need for community; and to become an 

apostolic people (Mead Location 3909).  His observations and challenges will have 

significant bearing on the way we conduct interim ministry today. This leads to the 

question of remaining faithful to the biblical teachings about the church and yet relevant 

to the times we’re living in. May God help us to be faithful to His abiding Word! A 

sound ecclesiology will reveal the essentials of the church, bring out the richness of the 

church, make the presence of the church felt, shape the practices of the church and 

develop the congregation’s maturity. 

It is helpful to look at the contributions of Pentecostal/Charismatic church life as 

described by Michael Harper, an Anglican priest; covering among other things the key 

role of the Holy Spirit in giving life and power to the believers, the active participation of 

the whole church in acts of worship, the release of the laity to service, the importance of 

the local church as a gathering of God’s people to be a corporate expression of Christ’s 

life to the world, the experience of the Charismatic actions of God in the lives of people, 

the restoration of experiential apostolic signs of miracles, healing, prophecy, tongues and 
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so on to the whole church and, finally, the greatest contribution is their ability to instill 

indigenous principles of missions and church growth (Karkkinen 77-8). 

 

The Challenge Ahead of Us 

In summing up, there are at least five (5) challenges that interim ministers need to 

face in helping churches through pastoral transitions today. Firstly, the change of 

mindsets about church. While the gaps between traditional, modern or postmodern 

mindsets are continuously getting wider, the church must recognize that all three 

mindsets are present and alive in congregations today. Secondly, the distinct 

characteristics and attitudes of different generations must be kept in view. Temporary 

shepherds may have to be more innovative in shepherding the builders, who tend toward 

defensiveness, the somewhat resentful silent generation, managing the insecurity and 

ambitions of the boomer generation, Generation X’s suspicion of the church, and finally 

the bemused millennial (Gibbs 228-30).  

Thirdly, interim ministers need to be alert in managing the external forces of 

change that are affecting the congregation. In his other book Church Next, Gibbs 

mentioned Mike Regele  wake-up call of American Christianity to be alerted to the fact 

that church leaders were ministering in a world out of control; characterized by stress and 

uncertainty. He believes that “if we do not understand the forces of change, we will be 

overwhelmed by them” (Gibbs 19).  Something like an economic crisis will affect interim 

work drastically and would involve elements of crisis management.  

A fourth area of concern is the interim’s task of leadership development. There 

are many factors to be considered in the process of leadership development, such as 
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resources, qualifications, spiritual gifting and character. Samuel Chand explained why the 

task of assimilating people into leadership roles is one of the most difficult challenges 

faced; saying that, out of the five groups of people encountered in any organization, 2 

percent are toxic, 25 percent are discouraging, 50 percent are stagnant, 22 percent are 

accepting, and only 2 percent would inspire people to devote their shared energies to 

achieve the seemingly impossible (159-60).  I concur that assimilating people into 

leadership roles is challenging, but it’s not impossible. The degree of difficulty is subject 

to many factors. While Chand’s findings may be accurate in an organizational setting, it 

may not be the case for the people of God. Besides, there is also the leadership factor and 

cultural context. The work of inspiring, recruiting and training leaders in an interim 

setting should be done in consultation with the pastoral search committee to prepare the 

way for the new permanent pastor.  

Lastly, there was the need to challenge the principalities and powers of this world. 

Rodney Clapp’s description sums it all up:   

This is a world system that rewards and promotes novelty over the familiar, 

reservation of options over commitment, an “open” future over an accepted past, 

functional over substantive relationships, what works over doctrine, independence 

over interdependence and quantitative measure of worth over qualitative measures 

of worth. None of this fit well for community. Yet, Christians who desire stronger 

community - groups of persons dedicated to each other for the purpose of serving 

the kingdom of God initiated in Jesus – are by no means totally at loss. (194)  

 

These concerns about the relevance of the church today may benefit the future 

development of this ministry. In any effort to be relevant and effective, the church must 

not be caught in a compromise. While recognizing that the church today is very different 

from the past, we must be faithful and firm in the Word of God. 
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A Model of Interim Ministry 

Change is both desirable and inevitable, but it’s also incredibly hard. There is no 

easy way to help a congregations adjust to change (Ronald J. Snider, Philip N. Olson, and 

Heidi Rolland Unruh 299). For example, how should interim ministry adapt to the 

ongoing economic situation around the nation and the world? Is it sustainable when the 

basic needs of the church are already at risk? Interim ministry is costly as it involves the 

employment of a qualified credentialed interim pastor or transitional consultant. Along 

with the cost, the length of the interim is considered by some as long. The average 

duration is from one (1) to one-and-a-half years; in some cases transitions can last up to 

two years due to difficulties in finding a permanent pastor. A question worth asking the 

local pastors would be: how long do they allow for the work to be completed without 

compromising on the quality and goals of the ministry? How much would they be willing 

to pay an interim pastor? With the growth and challenges in global Christianity, it is 

expected that at times, there is more supply than demand. In the past, we witnessed the 

‘sending’ of missionaries to different countries because of missions. Sadly today, an 

unhealthy trend of relocating various ministries due to the lack of ministry opportunities 

is observed instead. With a robust ecclesiology and eschatology that Christ is building 

His church everywhere, there is always a need for elders, pastors and leaders to shepherd 

God’s people. The need for wise and courageous interim pastors should not be discounted 

as we pursue God’s mission in increasingly restricted and persecuted contexts.  Although 

finance and other factors are important considerations for the establishment and operation 

of an interim ministry strategy, a biblical and theological basis and understanding 

remains the most vital and essential element. 



Cheong 64 

 

A Ministry that Carries Out Paul’s Mandate to Appoint Pastors 

First, the mandate for managing pastoral transitions can be found in Paul’s letters 

to his co-workers in First and Second Timothy, and particularly Titus 1:5. To D.A. 

Carson et al., these three pastoral letters were written specifically ‘to people with pastoral 

responsibility and with the task of appointing pastors’ (359).  From one of his prison 

epistles, and Luke’s accurate record in the Book of Acts, it seems like Paul had great 

interest in the churches he planted. Earlier, he and Barnabas appointed elders in the 

churches they had founded (Acts 14:23) and wrote to the bishops and elders in Philippi 

(Phil. 1:1). Now in Titus 1:5 there is a clear instruction to ‘appoint elders in every town in 

Crete.’ Could this be a command in support for interim ministry?  

It can be observed that God’s plan is for each congregation to be cared for and led 

by a pastor or elders. But what happens if there is a loss of a pastor or elder in a church? I 

believe that these letters can serve as a biblical guide to establish an interim ministry 

during a transition. Gene A. Getz considers the process of appointing elders/overseers in 

each of the Galatian churches, who would carry on the teaching responsibility first 

commanded by Jesus Christ in the Great Commission, as part of the Pauline strategy. 

Both Timothy and Titus were to pass the baton on to the elders in Ephesus and Crete, 

who in turn were to be faithful shepherds who would ‘tend’ or ‘feed’ the flock of God. 

Note Paul’s words to Titus regarding those he was appointing as elders/overseers: “He 

must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can 

encourage others by sound doctrine” (Titus 1:9a) (Gene 193). It is clear that there is 

sufficient biblical basis for this ministry. Although various denominations have different 

policies, guidelines and procedures for setting a church in order and to appoint 
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pastors/elders in a local church, the scriptural basis as mentioned earlier has never been 

questioned. The challenge has been the question of authorization. Does it come from the 

church, the denomination or any authorized Christian organization? From a personal 

perspective, I would seek to move away from the common hierarchal and structural 

approaches to focus on developing an interim ministry strategy aimed at helping churches 

to manage pastoral transitions in a ministry setting. It is a new venture that needs to be 

defined and described more clearly.  

 

A Ministry that Pursues Christ’s Objective of Congregational Transformation 

In developing a theological framework for interim ministry, Nicholson’s 

definition and differentiation of change, transition and transformation is helpful. He 

defined them as follows: “Change is the inevitable movement of life forces; Transition is 

the process by which we deal with the inevitable changes of life (interim); and 

transformation is the new shape that occurs after transition toward which change is 

directed.” (Location 1905-11) To Nicholson, this whole movement of change, transition, 

and transformation is found in the cross and resurrection of Christ. God acts to change the 

wages of sin into forgiveness. The process of transition occurs as Christ laid down his life 

as a ransom for many, ushering in a transformation to new life in His resurrection.  He 

goes on to mention two other biblical examples to support and illustrate this interim or 

interval process.  

Firstly, the transition that is going on in the minds of the two despairing disciples 

on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:13-35 and 48-53. Jesus had to move in to help them 

come to terms with their past, discover a new reality of Christ’s presence, renew their 
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connections with the other disciples, adapt to the change in leadership, and finally, to 

commit to a new future. The change was the plan of God. The transition was guided by 

Jesus himself, a form of pastoral care. The transformation would happen soon on the Day 

of Pentecost. The other example concerns the numerous episodes in Israel’s deliverance 

from Egypt, the sojourn in the wilderness, and their final destination in Canaan under 

Moses. The change was God-orchestrated. Israel welcomed it, but they were not prepared 

for the transition process (Exod. 13:21-22; 14:13-14; 16:2-4; 18:17-19). Israel’s 

transformation was to become an independent nation. “Hence change, transition and 

transformation parallel with death, three days, and resurrection. They also parallel with 

exodus, wilderness and entrance into Canaan” (Nicholson, 1978-90). This summary, of 

what change, transition and transformation entailed, provides a great sense of purpose 

and direction in managing pastoral transitions. 

A number of questions surfaced from the above description. What then is God’s 

plan for a church that is left without a primary leader or pastor? Uncertainty and changes 

are common in pastoral transitions. What’s our vision for the future? Is the congregation 

willing to adapt and go through the process of transition in order to be transformed to 

what He intends the church to be? What are the Christian resources that are available to 

the church at large? Who can we turn to for help and guidance? When we put it within a 

wider context, what are some God-orchestrated changes that the church needs to pay 

attention to for transformation in Malaysia? If God is seen to be actively involved in the 

lives of His people, it makes sense to understand God’s leadership as a first step in 

developing a theology of interim ministry. If we persist in operating in the ways of the 

past, we cannot hope to have new visions of the future. If anxiety grips the church, then 
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the ministry will be affected. The forward movement that defines the very nature of 

leadership must be preserved, but how? At this juncture, James Kouzes and Barry Z. 

Posner’s view may be helpful. They argue that leaders and followers must enter into the 

zone of uncertainty that may first appear frightening, but from which they can emerge 

reenergized and renewed. However, the energy for renewal is fueled by an attitude of 

unlearning and then learning anew (271).   

 

A Ministry that Reflects God as our Pastor 

In his discussion on Old and New Testament pastoral themes, Tidball highlighted 

three (3) descriptions of God as shepherd, as Father, and as Savior in ministering to His 

people (Tidball 31-54).  Although the traditional roles of Christ as prophet, priest and 

king is a valid and biblical model for the pastoral functions of preaching, teaching, 

pastoral care and leadership, the qualities of the interim pastor to love, care, guide and 

deliver the congregation through the interim period are preferred. These pictorial lessons 

can be used to formulate a theology of interim ministry. Firstly, the term God as 

Shepherd, “The Lord is my shepherd” in Psalm 23:1 expresses the pastoral roles of God 

with His people. It brings to light the function and responsibilities of pastoral ministry: 

Many passages, including Gen. 49:24 and Psalms 78:52-53; 70-72; 80:1, 

contribute to the development of this theme. The Old Testament often describes 

Israel as sheep who need a shepherd (Psalms 100:3; Ps 44:22; 119:176; Jer. 23:1 

50:6; 2Sam. 5:2; 7:7; Isa 44:28; Jer. 25:34-38; and Ezek. 34:1-4). The Shepherd 

Himself displays his fatherly care, love, mercy, discipline, compassion, and 

delight towards his people, whom He desires to love and fear Him with a pure 

heart. The image of a shepherd also demonstrates God’s authority and faithfulness 

as well as the necessity and implications of obedience to Him. (Tidball 31-33)  

 

Interim pastors and servant leaders should emulate this image to carry out God’s 

sovereign plan in human history.  
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Secondly, the image of God as Father emphasizes that patience is required and 

pain is involved in pastoral ministry. “The theme of God’s love contributes to the 

shepherd theme: “I have loved you with an everlasting love” (Jer. 31:3). It illustrates 

God’s continual love (Hos. 1:2; 11:1; 13:4; Isa. 43:4-5). God demonstrates His love for 

Israel in vivid imagery with Hosea’s marriage to a harlot (Hos. 1:2).  Although Israel 

spurned His love, God continues loving, as He says in Hosea 11:1; 13:4; Isa. 43:4-5). 

Associated with the love of God is His disciplining of those whom He loves (Prov. 3:11); 

His holding accountable of those whom He loves (Ps 11:7); and His command that men 

love Him in return (Deut. 6:5). Also associated with the divine pastoral concern are the 

profound themes of God’s mercy (i.e. loyal love, Ps.  62:12; Isa. 54:10; 55:3), God’s 

compassion (Ps. 145:10) and God’s delight (1Sam. 15:22).  

Lastly, God as Savior speaks of the object of the ministry and the status of the 

minister. “Surely God is my salvation” (Isa 12:2) depicts God’s nature and power (Tidball 

34-35). On the other hand, the role of the Holy Spirit as the “paraklete” (Greek), 

translated as “Helper, Comforter, Counselor, and One who comes Alongside,” with the 

church must not be neglected (John 14-16).  In developing a model of interim ministry, 

the divine Trinitarian leadership of God as the Father, Jesus as Shepherd and Savior, and 

the Holy Spirit as the ‘Paraklete’ enables the interim pastor to emulate those qualities in 

managing pastoral transitions. God, through His chosen servants, engages with the people 

and they respond in obedience and true worship, resulting in freedom. I believe that 

ministry to others stems from their understanding and experience of God. 
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A Ministry that Empowers Pastoral Continuity 

As mentioned earlier, the theology of interim ministry can be seen in how God 

leads and cares for Israel in their journey to be His people; showing His love and concern 

in leading and caring for the chosen people from the early beginning, through their 

numerous transitions and awaiting the final consummation at the end. All these are 

captured beautifully in the metaphor of the good shepherd by the psalmist David (Psalms 

23). This is a key passage or model for pastoral ministry. It is a useful tool in 

understanding the process that an interim needs to be aware of in managing a 

congregation in transition.  

 Jay E. Adams outlined nine (9) pastoral responsibilities rooted within this 

metaphor of God as the good shepherd who walks with His people each step of the way. 

Firstly, God is concerned for each individual sheep, as implied in the phrase that “the 

Lord is my Shepherd” (v1). This concern is seen in his work of making his people lie 

down and rest, “He makes me to lie down” (v2). He knows how much the people can 

handle and what is too much for them. Thirdly, He provides for their daily sustenance, 

“Green pastures... still waters…(v3).” Renewal, encouragement, guidance and leadership 

are seen in verses 4-5, “He restores my soul...He leads me…” Sixthly, leadership is 

defined in terms of instruction, training and discipline into “paths of righteousness…”, 

which in turn relates to the seventh responsibility of doing all with the goal and 

motivation “for His name’s sake…” The followers can then say, “I will fear no evil…” 

because of the security and protection found in the good shepherd. Last and not least, 

“He is with me…” both in fellowship and loving friendship (Adam 15). This Psalm can 
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be used as a model for part of the interim’s work in leading, feeding and caring for the 

congregation during the transition period. 

Herein lies the biblical framework for the work of an intentional interim during a 

pastoral transition. What happens when a congregation is left for extended period without 

a pastor or a primary leader? It’s not just a matter of who is responsible to fill in the gap 

but, more importantly, what needs to be done to manage the pastoral transition. Hence, a 

trained intentional interim may be good way forward. He or she is not there to fill the gap 

or perform certain pastoral duties, but is knowledgeable to walk with the leaders and 

congregation through this crucial time of transition. Having established the mandate, the 

basis and a basic understanding of divine leadership for interim work, it becomes obvious 

that the setting of this ministry needs to be introduced, i.e. the church.  

Given the opportunity and privilege of having Jesus as “…our good shepherd” 

(Psalm 23:1-7) in the church, the apostle Paul’s teaching that Christ is the “…head of all 

things” (Eph. 1:22); the gospel of Matthew recording His promise and declaration that He 

“…will build His church” (Matt. 16:18); and Peter’s pastoral exhortation that “...when the 

chief shepherd appears” (1Pet. 5:4), a dynamic picture of security, church ownership, 

congregational extension and expansion, and clergy and laity participation in God’s 

mission can be established. In Christ, the church as God’s people can do better together. 

 

Gaps Analysis in Literature 

  So, are there any gaps in the knowledge of the subject? The subject is well 

covered. Four key areas; the interim period, the congregation in transition, the interim 

pastor, and interim ministry itself are well grounded and supported by professional 
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expertise, ongoing academic research, denominational support, fieldwork, congregational 

studies and practice. Use of the social sciences, particularly from the viewpoints of 

organizational leadership, counseling, sociology, and psychology, undergird this 

ministry’s focus and effectiveness.  

  The Alban Institute, the pioneer and a key player in this ministry, had to wind up 

recently (early 2014) due to economic unsustainability. Thankfully, it was absorbed by 

Duke Divinity School. Recent conversations seem to indicate that interim ministry is 

going through its own transition! One phrase going around is “One size does not fit all.” 

Could this be a test of an adaptive work of change within interim ministry networks? If 

so, we can expect a future transformation. What would aid such a transformation?  This 

important question demands an informed answer.  

  Firstly, the professional nature, organizational structure, divinely motivated 

purpose, and mission of this ministry needs no further examination. However, a change 

of focus from being task-orientated to more people-centered might be needed. An 

additional developmental task may be needed to address issues related to the pastoral 

staff and leadership team, especially in multi-site or multi-staff congregations.  Secondly, 

the historical development and contributions of this ministry are notable, but the recent 

slowdown in a fixed cultural context may require a change of perspective gleaned from 

contextual studies. Thirdly, the biblical and theological work on developing the biblical 

basis and model for interim ministry are commendable but more specific themes can be 

drawn from pastoral theology (historical lessons), Paul’s letters (as a church consultant), 

and the Holy Spirit at work in bringing renewal during transitions.  
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 Lastly, I think the single most important gap that needs to be addressed is the 

cultural context. How would the paradigms, perceptions and practices of interim ministry 

as shaped in the United States be applied to the Malaysian context, in particular, the 

Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? Besides the external 

religious restrictions and persecution, one main internal challenge for Malaysian AG 

Churches pertains to a strategy for managing pastoral transitions. Whatever the causes, be 

it retirement, a forced resignation, health related, misconduct, moving on to other 

ministries, or a host of other reasons, a viable intentional response for church health, 

discipleship and growth is to have an intentional interim ministry in place as a resource 

and aid for pastors and congregations.  

 

 

Research Design 

The purpose of this study was to explore the idea of developing an interim 

ministry strategy for managing pastoral transitions in the Central District Council (CDC) 

of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia through a survey and semi-structured interviews 

with pastors and church leaders who have experienced some form of pastoral transitions. 

This research began with the assumption that pastors and churches were in need of 

resources for managing pastoral transitions. Three research questions have been put forth. 

#Research Question 1: What were the experiences of pastoral transitions within the 

Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? This question helps to 

determine the key experiences and critical issues for the development of an interim 

ministry strategy.  It will detail the critical issues encountered during pastoral transitions.  
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This research question helps to ascertain the general feeling and mindset of Malaysian 

pastors about the challenge of pastoral transitions. It helps to identify specific challenges 

and strategies of effective or ineffective interventions. It could help to weigh out the pros 

and cons for having an interim pastor as a resource to manage pastoral transitions.  It 

seeks to find out the local church’s expectations of an interim pastor. Their expectations 

would be evaluated for its practicality and reasonableness. It will provide reasons why an 

interim would be beneficial compared against other methods of handling transitions. It 

seeks to establish the value of prior knowledge and exposure to managing pastoral 

transitions positively.  

#Research Question 2: What were the practices of managing pastoral transitions 

and perceptions of interim ministry within the Central District Council of the Assemblies 

of God of Malaysia?  This question attempts to find out the current practices for 

managing pastoral transitions and perceptions of interim ministry. This research question 

helps to ascertain the use of interim ministry in the Malaysian context and in what ways it 

is practiced. It helps to identify the current practice of managing pastoral transitions such 

as denominational oversight, succession planning, in-house management, or clergy 

nepotism to assess the reasons and any resemblance to the intended model of interim 

ministry. (Clergy nepotism is viewed and practiced by some language groups, especially 

in rural or smaller congregations.  In some cases, it’s a family affair. It will provide 

insight into the rationale for the practice within the different church contexts in 

Malaysia.)  It seeks to understand the perceptions and practices of managing pastoral 

transitions such as: types of pastoral transitions, church governance, the location, the 
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interim pastor, the policies, procedures and processes, financial commitment, legal 

advice, referrals, etc.  

#Research Question 3:  What other factors should inform an interim ministry 

strategy in the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? This 

question seeks to investigate various other factors that will shape the development of this 

ministry intervention. It can be theological, historical, leadership, denominational, 

cultural, structural, or specific contextual factors. It seeks to identify the distinguishing 

traits that an interim pastor would need to possess in order to be effective in a temporary 

church context. It seeks to establish the relationship between character, knowledge, skills, 

training, and exposure in interim ministry and its effect on one’s ability to function 

effectively. It will provide helpful information in preparing a suitable curriculum for the 

equipping of interim pastors in the future. Other factors such as finance and procedures 

may be necessary. 

 

Conclusion: Review of the Chapter 

  This is a specialized ministry. Pastoral transitions are realities in pastoral ministry 

and require strategic responses. There are many reasons why a pastor leaves a church, 

resulting in different pastoral transition situations. The most common are stress-related, 

significant conflict, retirement, disciplinary issues, unexpected death, call to a new 

ministry. or a pastoral vacancy. There are different ways of managing pastoral transitions, 

namely providing preaching supply on Sundays, having a pastor-in-charge with the full 

authority and responsibility of a permanent pastor, the use of part-time resources, and 

succession planning. However, the use of an interim or transitional pastor is the method 
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most widely practiced, at least in the West.  

  This ministry is well researched, developed and used widely as a key resource in 

managing pastoral transitions. Interim ministry was started out of a felt need to help 

congregations in the US, especially denominational churches, to manage pastoral 

transitions effectively. One of the early pioneers is Loren Mead, who also founded Alban 

Institute in the 1970’s as a resource center providing consultation, written materials, 

training, and credentialing for interim pastors. It was established firmly on the biblical 

conviction of the interim period as a Sabbath for the church. The transitional period is 

viewed as a critical period in the history of the church and is not to be rushed. Time, 

resources and personnel (especially an interim pastor) should be allocated to turn it into a 

productive time of change and transformation. This ministry makes use of a number of 

organizational leadership tools to assist it in its developmental tasks, such as grief and 

conflict management, family systems theory, and the adaptive leadership theory.  

  The ministry’s forty years of active existence is a clear testimony of their 

influence and effectiveness.  However, more pastors and churches need to recognise their 

responsibility to manage pastoral transitions well. According to Weese and Crabtree, 

when the church culture does not provide resources for pastoral transitions, the end result 

is that the congregation is left with no alternative but to experience emotional, “organic,” 

and organizational change all at the same time (Weese and Crabtree Location 346). An 

interim ministry plan is one resource to avoid such an impact. Jim Herrington, Mike 

Bonem, and James H. Furr’s book on Leading Congregational Change outlines the art of 

navigating a process of significant change in a congregation (such as a pastoral 

transitions) and a set of leadership skills for church transformation. Rather than plunging 
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in, hoping for the best, and coping with crises as they arise, he asserts the need for a 

strategic plan:  

It is not enough to know that change is needed, or even to have a clear image of 

the church’s future. The challenge is to create a realistic way to get there. But a 

congregation that decides to rest on its laurels is taking the first step toward 

decline. (Herrington 12, 93)  

 

The key focus should be on how to move the church forward. Every congregation knows 

the importance of pastoral care, professional guidance, and intentional support when they 

encounter critical times of pastoral transitions. As such, wisdom should be applied in 

viewing pastoral transitions as opportunities for healing, renewal and growth. 

Congregations need to be given the time, support and guidance to rediscover their 

identity and mission in God without losing their momentum during pastoral transitions. 

No longer should congregations and pastors be left without a plan. Through the 

development of an intentional interim ministry, the gap can be bridged to help 

congregations manage pastoral transitions better.  

Intentional interim ministry is more than just standing in the gap; it involves the 

services of trained seasoned pastors who are ready to respond to the call to serve as 

bridge-builders for the congregations’ future. Molly Dale Smith makes the following 

observation: “Those who fail to plan, plan to fail. Lack of meaningful attention to 

transition is failure to plan” (3).  In any case, the leadership theories of managing pastoral 

transitions have been examined biblically and theologically to present a basis and reason 

for the development of this interim ministry.  
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CHAPTER 3 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE PROJECT 

 

Overview of the Chapter 

 

Nature of the Ministry Research Phenomenon 

Here is a brief background of my research topic. A change of pastoral leadership 

more often than not ushers in a time of transition in a congregation and can affect the 

congregation’s immediate health and long-term mission. Pastoral transitions can be 

traumatic experiences if not managed well. Not only will they divert our attention, but 

also consume large amounts of time, energy and resources. In my capacity as a 

denominational leader over the last 10-12 years, I have observed that pastoral transition is 

a normal part of the life of the church. The risks of leadership overload, congregational 

struggles, and the dangers of decline can be minimized by being more intentional in our 

approach. Unfortunately, this critical time of transition is often left to a passive course of 

delay and inaction, graced only by volunteer help and informal advice, and occasionally 

some form of financial assistance and moral support. I believe that acceptance of the 

realities of pastoral transitions is not enough, and that having an intentional interim plan 

may be closer to God’s character; He spoke order in the midst of chaos. The failure to 

manage pastoral transitions breaks the heart of God, as it is not His desire to see His 

people left without care and guidance. With that in my heart and mind, I have decided to 

find out more about interim ministry as an intentional strategy to manage pastoral 

transitions in the Malaysian context. 
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This research was about interim ministry as an intentional support for managing 

pastoral transitions among English-speaking congregations in the Central District Council 

(CDC) of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. The aim was to identify experiences and 

practices of pastoral transitions, perceptions, and other factors that should inform an 

interim ministry strategy through surveys and semi-structured interviews with selected 

pastors, denominational, and church leaders who have experienced pastoral transitions in 

the last ten years (2005-2015).  The results of this research can be shared with the district 

and key participants, and used to train and support pastors and congregations in their 

future initiatives. Churches will also have a better understanding and appreciation of 

interim ministry as a viable approach to support pastors and congregations in their 

transitional journey.  

 

Research Questions 

So, what can be done about pastoral transitions in Malaysia? How can this 

research project be a catalyst for strategic efforts in managing pastoral transitions more 

effectively? Bearing in mind that qualitative research methods are subjective in nature, 

in-depth, and deal mostly with behaviors and actions, I have tailored my research 

questions to find out key experiences and current practices of managing pastoral 

transitions as well as perceptions and other factors that should inform an interim ministry 

strategy. I hoped that this investigation would lead to the development of an effective 

model of interim ministry by understanding the factors accounting for the behaviors or 

practices, the meanings associated with actions, and the contexts in which these and other 

factors occur. There are three (3) key research questions for this research.  
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Firstly, what were the experiences of pastoral transitions within the Central 

District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? This question helps to determine 

the key experiences and critical issues for the development of an interim ministry model. 

Secondly, what were the practices of managing pastoral transitions and 

perceptions of interim ministry within the Central District Council of the Assemblies of 

God of Malaysia?  This question seeks to find out the perceptions and practices of interim 

ministry in relation to managing pastoral transitions. 

Lastly, what other factors should inform an interim ministry strategy in the 

Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? This question seeks to 

investigate various other factors that would influence the development of interim ministry 

as an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions. 

 

Conceptual Significance of Learning About the Phenomenon 

Five basic assumptions, namely biblical, theological, historical, cultural. and 

theoretical are assumed at the beginning of this study.  

 

Biblical Assumptions 

Firstly, two biblical assumptions for pastoral transitions and interim ministry are 

assumed in this study: 1) primary leadership and/or pastoral transitions vary and they are 

normative in Scripture and Christian leadership today, and 2) the roles of Moses, Jesus, 

and John the Baptist are key paradigms for interim ministry. For example, John was set 

apart by God to prepare the way and then get out of the way so that the next leader can 

lead. 
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Theological Assumptions 

Secondly, God is sovereign. He initiates change for the good of the people and 

helps in the transition and transformation process. (Rom 12:1-2). Another assumption 

that is vital to this study is the theology of the church. Basic Christian teaching affirmed 

the church as an organization and an organism; the church exists primarily for God’s 

mission. The various biblical images about the nature and purpose of the church are to be 

considered. However, the preferred metaphor of church for this study is the body of 

Christ. A pastoral theology that follows the biblical model of a shepherd and servant 

leader is assumed in interim work. 

 

Historical Assumptions 

There is no historical precedence in the local context with regard to interim 

ministry. However, three historical assumptions about the development of an interim 

ministry strategy in the Assemblies of God of Malaysia can be inferred in this study. 

Firstly, all AG churches are encouraged to be self-supporting, self-propagating, and self-

governing from the start.  Secondly, AG does not practice a centralized pastor 

appointment system. For churches that have been set-in-order, pastors are recommended 

by the local church leadership and elected by the local church. This is contrasted with 

dependent churches, whereby the search for the next pastor is done in consultation with 

the denominational leaders and local church leaders. Lastly, the AG of Malaysia does not 

practice an appointment system for pastors and churches. Generally, it is left to the local 

church to manage pastoral transitions according to their respective status, sovereign or 

dependent. 
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Cultural Assumptions 

Four basic cultural assumptions that seem to guide denominational activities in 

the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia can be observed. A 

“corporate fellowship” culture permeates the entire organization. All members or 

adherents relate and participate on a voluntary basis. Secondly, a Pentecostal tradition of 

faith and practice seemed to pervade most denominational activities. The preference for 

spontaneity is important and a distinct characteristic of the way worship is conducted. 

Thirdly, an elected transactional leadership style influenced decision-making, 

communications, and the denomination-members relationships. Lastly, most member 

churches tend to focus on their own unique way of doing ministry in comparison to 

uniformity or standardization. 

 

Theoretical Assumptions 

Lastly, this study assumed three leadership theories. They included Friedman’s 

family systems theory, Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky’s adaptive leadership approach to 

change management, and Kurt Lewin’s strategic theory and approach to change model. 

Loren Mead’s five developmental tasks are regarded as vital and the core components for 

an interim ministry strategy in this study. In short, this research process takes into 

consideration the biblical, theological, cultural, historical, and theoretical assumptions. 

Change is inevitable and needs to be managed as an opportunity for development rather 

that viewed negatively as a crisis alone.  
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Definition of Terms 

The discussion of the design and methodology requires an initial definition of the 

terminology used throughout this study. Some of the terms that are unique to this study 

include: AG, General Council, EXCO, CDC, Central District, sovereign and dependent 

churches, senior pastor, lay leader, Church Board, pastoral transition, interim period, 

interim plan, and interim pastor. 

AG refers to the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. General Council refers to all 

official members (individuals & churches) of the AG. EXCO denotes the Executive 

Committee of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. CDC is the short form for the Central 

District Council. The Central District covers the central geographical region of West 

Malaysia, comprising the states of Selangor, Federal Territories, K.L and Federal 

Territories, Putrajaya.  Sovereign Churches are churches that have been set in order by 

the General Council. They are self-supporting, self-propagating, and self-governing, 

whereas dependent churches are under the supervision of the General Council. Senior 

Pastors are the main pastors or lead pastors of the local church. They are mostly full time 

employees of their respective congregations and, as such, do not answer to external 

ecclesiastical authorities. However, they are accountable to be in good standing with the 

AG’s guidelines.  In the AG, the term lay leader refers to those individuals holding 

various leadership roles who are not in professional full or part-time pastoral ministry in 

the local church. AG Churches hold to the biblical offices of pastor and deacon. 

Consequently, all sovereign AG churches have a church board or a board of deacons. 

For most AG churches, the board assumes much of the administrative work of the church 

leadership.  
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Churches go through pastoral transitions. Webster’s dictionary defines transition 

as “a passage from one state, stage, subject or place to another.” The interim period 

(usually between 6-24 months) in a church is the time between the resignation of a Pastor 

and the call and appointment of his successor. As Nicholson defines it, “The interim 

period is a time of change (what happened), transition (the process of dealing with 

change) and transformation (the new shape which emerges after the change)” (121).  

Hence it echoes the interim guru’s words, that “the period between pastors is a time of 

growth and development that can lead to a much stronger congregation – if the time is 

taken to do the work well” (Mead 47).  The “five developmental tasks” designed by 

Loren Mead are referred to as the interim plan in this study.  

An interim pastor assists the church during the passing of leadership from one 

pastor to another. According to Ministers’ CODE of the Brethren Church in the US, “An 

interim pastor is one called for a specific purpose and period of time to lead a 

congregation during the in-between times of installed pastoral leadership.” Hence, the 

term interim pastor refers to the individual who assumes a temporary leadership role in a 

local church between senior pastorates. He or she is a pastor who assumes the pastoral 

responsibilities during the interim period, who is called for a specific time, and usually 

for a specific purpose while the church is waiting to appoint a permanent minister.   
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Ministry Context 

This study focused on the Assemblies of God churches located in the Central 

District of Peninsular Malaysia.   

Malaysia, the State of Selangor and Kuala Lumpur 

 

The Central District Council (CDC) is located in this region. Selangor is the most 

developed state in Malaysia; it houses the largest seaport and airport; its infrastructure 

and communications facilities are among the best in the region; and there are many 

institutions of higher learning. Located on the west coast of Peninsular Malaysia, 

Selangor occupies some 125,000 sq. km. and has 12 districts, run by their respective 

councils. It has an estimated population of 5.46 million (www.citypopulation).  Kuala 

Lumpur (KL) is the federal capital and most populous city of Malaysia with an estimated 

population of 1.67 million (Dept. of Statistics, Malaysia).  It is the economic, financial 

and cultural city of the country. The city is a cosmopolitan hub of local and international 

cultures. In recent years, the share of foreign residents in the city has increased, 

accounting for about 9% of the total population. Rapid development in the city has led to 

an influx of diverse foreign workers (worldpopulationreview). It also has a sizeable 

population of expatriates and international students. 

As a pluralistic society, Malaysia has its distinctive political, social, and cultural 

characteristics since independence in 1957.  There is the reality of Malay Muslim 

dominance that seeks to define and redefine the areas of social, cultural, and religious 

discourse and life. In the cities, there are other external factors such as multi-cultural, 

multi-lingual, and cosmopolitan contexts that influence the way of life. It is in such a 

mixed Islamic, multicultural, cosmopolitan, and pluralistic context, that the Malaysian 

http://www.citypopulation/
http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/malaysia-population/
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church and, in particular, the AG of Malaysia have learnt to adapt and grow. The task of 

managing pastoral transitions is viewed as a key challenge in a growing denomination. 

 

The Assemblies of God of Malaysia 

The Assemblies of God of Malaysia (formed in 1957) is a cooperative Pentecostal 

fellowship committed to win the lost, make disciples, plant churches, care for the poor, 

and reach all nations by equipping believers for the work of the ministry through their 

Bible schools and local churches in the power of the Holy Spirit. The constitution states,  

“Therefore, be it resolved that we organize ourselves as a co-operative fellowship 

of Pentecostal, Spirit-baptized saints…to be known as the Assemblies of God of 

Malaysia...” (AG Constitution, Preamble, 2) 

 

Their core values are integrity, teamwork, respect for individuals, power of diversity, 

effective communication, community involvement, networking, and relevance. They 

emphasize dependence on the Holy Spirit, the Lordship of Christ, aligning with God’s 

will, prayer and fasting as key spiritual strategies. While Bible schools and training 

programs in local churches are used to prepare people for ministry, conferences and 

rallies are the most common strategies to reach the lost and strengthen the local churches. 

Biennial ministers’ retreats are organized to strengthen AG pastors and church leadership. 

The fellowship counts on three (3) groups of leaders to execute its vision and 

goals, namely the elected executive committee, the regional leaders, and the local pastors. 

All churches are to reflect a financial commitment to the vision of the fellowship (AG 

Website). A look at the statistics shows that to date, there are about 325 AG churches in 

the country, with about 35,000 members and 10,000 adherents. In terms of theological 

context, the Pentecostal tradition is mostly dominant, with some charismatic influences.  



Cheong 87 

 

The Central District Council of the AG Malaysia 

The Central District Council (CDC) is the largest constituent in the AG Malaysia 

with more than 300 credentialed members and 135 churches. (AG 2014-2016 Directory). 

It covers the regions of Kuala Lumpur and the state of Selangor. A District Committee 

comprises nine to twelve ordained officers who are elected at the Biennial General 

Council Meeting to serve a two-year term. They are responsible for supervising, 

coordinating, exhorting, and encouraging the ministers and churches within the district. 

To do so, the district committee meets every two months for its business meetings during 

which interviews for credential applications are conducted and approval of church 

applications expedited. The district committee also makes recommendations on those 

who are eligible to receive ordination credentials to the Executive Committee of the AG. 

In any given calendar year, fellowships and initiatives are planned within the district, to 

encourage and enhance cooperation and fellowship among credentialed members, 

together with the churches they represent (AG Malaysia Homepage). The constitution 

stipulates how AG churches should be governed. There are two (2) types of churches, 

“sovereign” and dependent.  

Sovereign Churches are “Churches…that have been set in order by the General 

Council. They may choose their own pastor provided they are ministers holding 

up-to-date credentials with the General Council. (AG Constitution Revised 2004 

Article XIII A, 14) 

 

Dependent Churches are “Churches…which are still in a formative state shall be 

under the supervision of the General Council… They shall have the advice and 

godly counsel of the Executive Committee, and shall be aided in the securing of 

church properties and pastoral care until…their sovereignty. (AG Constitution 

Revised 2004 Article XIII B, 14) 

 

It is the responsibility and prerogative of “sovereign churches” to manage their own 

affairs and ‘dependent churches’ to be directed by the General Council.  The current 
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denominational policies and practices are primarily advisory and consultative in nature. 

Churches in the district tend to have their own vision. Some churches are more 

program-orientated than others, and others are purpose-driven. They meet in various 

locations. Few have properties of their own while most worship in rented shop-houses, 

office, hotels, homes, and industrial centers. They are characterized by at least one to four 

main language congregations, namely, English, Mandarin, Tamil and Bahasa Malaysia 

(national language). The common events of most congregations are small groups, 

weeknight prayer meetings, Sunday worship services, children, youth, and fellowship 

groups. Ministry activities are geared towards the core values of experiencing God, 

prayer, discipleship and missions. The Bible is regarded as the final authority for belief 

and practice. Although there are different forms of church governments, AG churches 

tend to follow the pastor and deacon form of governance. The fellowship has been 

blessed with a rich heritage of foreign missionary influence, a mature indigenous 

leadership, and good governance policies. However, courage and new ways of doing 

ministry including managing pastoral transitions are needed in this challenging context. 

The current practice of managing pastoral transitions involves providing Sunday pulpit 

supply, the appointment of a denominational leader to be the pastor-in-charge (Dependent 

Churches), or managed internally by the church board (Sovereign Churches). All of this 

is well and good, with both positive and negative stories to tell. In most cases, it is 

maintenance mode until the next pastor comes in, but 'nothing much' is done with the 

congregation. Instead of troubleshooting, this research seeks to explore the possibility of 

turning this interim period into a positive transformative experience to bring about a 

dynamic new beginning in the life of the congregation. Pastoral transitions are critical 
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periods in the history and life of the church. Due consideration should be given to 

develop an interim strategy for managing pastoral transitions positively in AG Malaysia. 

 

Methodology 

I used a qualitative research approach, utilizing survey and interview methods. 

The process of collecting qualitative data included identifying the participants, obtaining 

permission, considering the types of information, design protocols or instruments, and 

collecting the data. These steps should not be taken as linear. Data collection involved a 

survey and semi-structured interviews with selected participants. Interviews were 

conducted face-to-face with the study participants, introspection, reflection on possible 

biases, and the maintenance of field notes. Survey questionnaires were sent by post and 

electronically (email) to selected Assemblies of God credentialed ministers, requesting 

them to answer the questionnaire accordingly. 

 

Participants Sampled 

“Purposive samples select people who have awareness of the situation and meet 

the criteria and attributes that are essential to your research” (Tim Sensing 83).  The 

selection of participants included pastors, denominational leaders, and church leaders 

who have experienced some form of pastoral transition. Participants in this study were 

selected from the data supplied and from the use of criterion sampling, which ensured 

that all participants have experienced the phenomenon of pastoral transition and/or 

interim work. Participants were selected based on an informed consent basis. 
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Instrumentations  

Pastors were contacted by email with information concerning the research and an 

official request for consent to participate in this study. For those who agreed to 

participate, a letter was mailed before the observation and interview date informing them 

of what is expected and the approximate duration of the observation and interview. The 

research proposal was explained and put forth to the participants. Questionnaires to 

solicit an objective response to the various components of this ministry were designed 

accordingly. The findings received were analyzed and tabulated.   

To Sensing, “Researchers of all philosophical shapes and ontological sizes use 

three overarching data collection methods.  These are as follows: (1) In-depth, open-

ended interviews, (2) direct observation, and (3) written documents. Interviews yield 

direct quotations from people about their experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge. 

The data from observations consisted of detailed description of people’s activities, 

behaviors and actions, and the full range of interpersonal interactions and organizational 

processes that are part of observable human experience. Document analysis included 

studying excerpts, quotations, or entire passages from organizational, clinical or program 

records; memoranda and correspondence; official publications and reports; personal 

diaries; and open-ended written responses to questionnaires and surveys” (79). 

The initial contact to invite specific individuals and churches to participate in this 

project was carried out via email correspondence. Once accepted, official instructions and 

letters were sent out. All sampling, whether random or selected surveys, were conducted 

via email. Surveys and interviews were the means of collecting data for this research. 

Questionnaires were prepared accordingly and interviews were carried out discreetly. 
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Variables 

Some key foreseeable variables would be the sample size, the lack of resources 

locally, the time, language, and reasons for pastoral transitions. First, this work was 

restricted by the lack of interim ministry resources in church groups and denominations 

locally. Next, the process of identifying and finding churches that have been through 

pastoral transition was hampered by the lack of networks in such ministry. In view of the 

fact that this was a mixed methods research, the influencing factors, perceptions, 

experiences, and actual practices explored in each case had to be viewed subjectively. 

Another variable concerned the tenure of the predecessor (pastor). Some were longer, 

others were shorter but few were from the founding days. It varied according to the 

pastor, church context, vision, availability of a suitable new pastor, leadership styles, etc.  

One also had to account for the different reasons or causes of pastoral transitions such as 

retirement, a new calling, moral issues, etc. The reasons for a pastor’s departure ushered 

in different dynamics. This research was conducted in English and among English-

speaking congregations only. 

 

Procedure for Data Collection 

The data collected were then recorded and copied, with the copies coded, stored, 

transcribed, reviewed, and edited for accuracy. The data were analyzed using document 

analysis to find the common phrases and themes. 

Face-to-face interviews were used to build a comprehensive description of 

pastors’, church leaders’, and denominational leaders’ perceptions about pastoral 

transitions and interim ministry. The interviews were semi-structured, and initial probes 
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developed around six areas: 1) what the participants perceived and understood interim 

ministry/pastoral transitions to be; 2) important factors that led to the need for interim 

ministry; 3) how the denomination and pastors managed the pastoral transitions; 4) the 

impact of interim ministry on church health; 5) what assisted or could have assisted 

pastors and church leaders to be better equipped in interim ministry and managing 

pastoral transitions; and 6) perceived barriers or bridges to the development of interim 

ministry as an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions.  

 

Procedure for Data Analysis 

Data were gathered through mixed methods design research. I conducted a brief 

statistical survey to determine the AG church demographics. I organized the data and 

evaluated the responses from the questionnaires (Appendix A) and transcribed semi-

structured interview responses (Appendix B) by coding and observing the common 

themes. I established a protocol of analysis for coding those themes. 

 

Generalizability 

Besides completing my doctoral degree in preaching and leadership, this project 

also sought to develop an intentional interim ministry in Malaysia. There is a possibility 

that the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia may use this 

information as a model to offer congregations aid during times of pastoral transition. This 

research to improve pastoral transitions would benefit the practice of ministry by helping 

congregations and pastors experience pastoral transitions in a more positive way. 

However, some possible weaknesses to this study exist. The subjective nature of the 
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responses made them less reliable than objective responses. Pastors or lay leaders with 

extreme experiences, either good or bad, were more likely to respond than others. As in 

all studies, I was dependent on denominational leaders, pastors, and lay leaders to 

respond to the survey and interviews in a balanced manner. Then again, due to the lack of 

proven models of interim ministry locally, people may not have had enough information 

or experience to answer in more depth. In Asia, the issue of confidentiality can be a 

reason people do not respond with complete honesty. 

 

 

Review of the Chapter 

 

This research is about interim ministry as an intentional support for managing 

pastoral transitions among English-speaking congregations in the Central District Council 

of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. Three research questions were designed to 

identify experiences and practices of pastoral transitions, perceptions, and other factors 

that inform an interim ministry strategy through surveys and semi-structured interviews 

with selected pastors, denominational, and church leaders who have experienced pastoral 

transitions in the last ten years (2005-2015). The research process was influenced by the 

conviction that change is inevitable, and pastoral transitions are to be seen as opportune 

times that need to be managed properly. A biblical and theological understanding of 

leading change in God’s church is essential. This study is set within a specific ministry 

context. A mixed quantitative (survey questionnaire) and qualitative (semi-structured 

interviews) research method was used for data collection and analysis. Hopefully, the 

results will usher in openness to interim ministry as an intentional support for managing 

pastoral transitions in CDC. 
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CHAPTER 4 

EVIDENCE FOR THE PROJECT 

Overview of the Chapter 

Churches go through pastoral transitions. A change of pastoral leadership more 

often than not ushers in a time of transition in a congregation and can affect the 

congregation’s immediate health and long-term mission. Pastoral transitions can be 

traumatic experiences for some, especially if not managed well. Not only will they divert 

our attention, but also consume large amounts of time, energy and resources. The risks of 

leadership overload, congregational struggles, and dangers of plateauing or decline may 

exist, but on the other hand, the opportunities for growth can be maximized by being 

more intentional in our approach. I believe that this critical time of transition should not 

be left to a passive course of delay, graced only by volunteer help, informal advice, 

financial assistance and moral support. Having an intentional interim plan ready can be a 

vital source of support to manage pastoral transitions positively. “The period between 

pastors is a time of growth and development that can lead to a much stronger 

congregation–if the time is taken to do the work well” (Mead 47). With that in mind, this 

project sought to identify experiences and practices of managing pastoral transitions and 

perceptions of interim ministry among English-speaking congregations in the Central 

District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia through a survey and interviews 

with credentialed ministers, particularly denominational leaders, pastors, and selected lay 

leaders who have experienced pastoral transitions in the last ten years. The purpose is to 

serve as a catalyst to development of an intentional interim ministry that will assist the 

churches during the passing of leadership from one pastor to another in the future. 
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Profile of Participants 

To date (June 2015), there are one hundred and thirty five (135) AG churches in 

the Central District Council (AG Website), with one hundred (100) English-speaking and 

thirty-five (35) non-English speaking congregations (AG 2014-2016 Directory). 

Participants in this field research are pastors, denominational, and church leaders from 

the English-speaking churches in the Central District Council (CDC).  Information 

provided by respondents helped me to: (1) identify the key experiences and practices of 

managing pastoral transitions among AG churches in the CDC, (2) ascertain the degree of 

comprehension and perception of interim ministry as an intentional support in managing 

pastoral transitions in the CDC, and (3) discover other factors that should inform the 

development of an interim ministry strategy. 

 

Demographic Data & Ministry Profile of Respondents  

(Refer to Table 4.1) 

The survey was sent out to one hundred individuals, 23 women and 77 men, and 

received thirty-seven responses; comprising 21.6% women and 78.4% men. Fifty-nine 

percent (59.5%) of them serve in the state of Selangor and the rest of the 41.5% in the 

city of Kuala Lumpur. All were credentialed pastors (75.7% ordained), serving in 

English-speaking congregations in the CDC, and in fellowship with the Assemblies of 

God of Malaysia for periods of five to forty years. Sixty-two percent (62%) of 

respondents have been with the AG for more than 20 years.  

Their pastoral ministry experience ranged from two to forty years, averaging 20.5 

years. Twenty-one of them (56.7%) have been in pastoral ministry for more than twenty 

years. Twenty-five respondents have pastored more than one church. More than 90% 
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indicated that their primary role in each transition was that of a pastor.  Twenty-one 

pastors indicated in their ministry experience that they have directed between one to five 

pastoral transitions, with two having directed more than five transitions. Fifteen pastors 

indicated that they have served in an interim capacity before. Nine of them have done it 

once, four did it twice and two others have done it more than three times. The above data 

serves to underscore the respondent’s experience and credibility for this project.  

 

TABLE 4.1 

SURVEY RESULTS OF THIRTY-SEVEN AG PASTORS/DENOMINATIONAL 

LEADERS IN THE CDC (Demographic Data and Ministry Profile of Respondents) 

Demographic Data of Respondents        

 

D1: Sex:                  Majority Male - 78.4%  

D2: Credential Category:    Mostly Ordained - 75.7% 

D3: Geographical Area:     Majority Selangor - 59.5%  
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CDC Pastors’ Ministry Profile      

 

DQ1: Years in AG Malaysia (965) 62.1% >20     Av. 26 Years 

DQ2: Years of Pastoral Ministry (759.5)  56.7% >20  20.5 Years 

DQ3: Number of Churches Pastored (101)   2.7 Churches  

DQ4: How Many Years at Each Church? 

DQ4.1: Years at First Church (17/34)    50% below 5yrs 

DQ4.2: Years at Second Church (11/23)    47.8% below 5yrs 

DQ4.3: Years at Third Church (9/17)    53% 6-10yrs 

 

DQ5: Primary Role in Each Transition    93% Indicated Pastor 

 

DQ6: No of Churches Directed (71 by 24 pastors)   3 Each 

DQ7: Number of Churches Interim (37 by 15 pastors)  2.5 Each 
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Analytical Procedure: Decoding Evidence 

Field research occurred at two levels, with a survey questionnaire and semi-

structured interview sessions: (1) a survey of English-speaking pastors and 

denominational leaders in the Central District Council of the AG Malaysia who have 

experienced pastoral transitions, and (2) semi-structured interviews done in person with 

selected AG denominational leaders, pastors, and church deacons who have experienced 

or managed pastoral transitions. A survey questionnaire of thirty questions was sent out 

to 100 selected AG pastors who have experienced pastoral transitions. The second 

instrument was a 40-60 minute personal interview with selected participants who have 

managed pastoral transitions and/or been involved in some form of interim ministry, at a 

mutually agreed upon venue.  Nineteen individuals were invited to participate in this 

interview process, with fourteen positive responses. The participants consist of three 

denominational leaders, six senior pastors, one deacon, and four outreach pastors. These 

interviews, semi-structured in nature, consisted of five to six leading questions.  The data 

collected were copied, recorded and filed accordingly; with the copies of the data coded 

numerically, namely, surveys (ID #001-OR) and interviews (Int #01). The data from the 

interviews were analyzed to find key quotes, common phrases, and themes. 

 

Learning from Evidence: Findings based on the Research Questions 

The evidence or findings derived from this database were a composite sum total 

of experience and perspectives from thirty-seven survey respondents and fourteen 

interviewees.  Tables 1-6 summarize the survey and interview results. The profile of the 

respondents is presented in Table 1. Table 2 brings out the pastoral transition 
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experiences. Tables 3-4 highlight the practices and perceptions of interim ministry , with 

Table 5 describing other influencing factors for interim ministry. Table 6 provides 

common themes and quotes gleaned from the fourteen interviews.  

The first instrument used for data collection was a researcher-designed survey 

questionnaire sent out to 100 selected participants. Out of this group, thirty-seven (37) 

responses to the questionnaire were received. An encouraging fact was that those who 

went through pastoral transitions were willing to share their experiences and thoughts for 

the benefit of the district in the future. One pastor’s statement caught my attention. He 

said, “I feel that this project is timely and needed for the fact that we are an aging 

denomination. The majority of our ministers are now in the range of 50-60 years old. The 

challenge of pastoral transitions will be greater in five to ten years’ time.” (Int#14, 8) 

 

Research Question #1:  Description of Evidence 

(Refer to Tables 4.2 and 4.6) 

What were the experiences of pastoral transitions within the Central District 

Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? There were many, but most were related 

to the effects and outcome of change on people and structure, and the process of adapting 

to it.  

According to the survey, about 38% of the respondents indicated that their 

congregations were somewhat prepared for pastoral transitions, whereas some 27% were 

little or unprepared. Of the fourteen (14) interviews, only one (1) was a planned 

succession. Only 21% of the interviews had a somewhat smooth experience. An 

important influencing factor for managing pastoral transitions is the vision and 

philosophy of the senior pastor (31/37), which reflects the manner in which most AG 



Cheong 101 

 

churches are governed. This is followed by the history of the local church (19/37) and the 

church culture (18/37). Church governance and constitution is ranked fourth (13/37). At 

least seven (7) different pastoral transition issues were highlighted as needing help and 

guidance. They were building stability, communication, the search for a new pastor, 

pastoral care, strategic planning, building relationships, and adapting to leadership 

change. Out of the seven issues, adapting to leadership change, dealing with relationship 

issues, and honest communication stood out as the three key issues.  Fifteen respondents 

indicated that congregations in transition needed time to accept, relate to, and trust the 

new pastor; adapt to his role, vision, style, and personality; as well as relate to the 

outgoing pastor in terms of forgiveness and closure. There were eleven indications that 

relationship issues such as unity, lack of trust, respect, acceptance, commitment, care, 

leadership failures, and comparisons need to be dealt with carefully. Eight responses 

noted the importance of clear and honest communication of expectations and a plan to 

move forward (Refer to Table 2: IEQ3).  

Out of the nine, the most common causes for pastoral transitions were pastoral 

vacancy—without a pastor (19.5%), conflict (18.3%), resignations (14.6%), another call 

(13.4%), troubled church (9.7%), and troubled pastor (9.7%). Only 2.4% were directly 

related to retirement. Various suggestions were also given for a more seamless transition 

such as the need for building trust, preparing the church for change, leaving gracefully, 

having a transition plan, openness to listening and dialogue, and reconciliation. 

One senior pastor of a multilingual congregation said, “It was challenging but 

stressful for the people,” (Int#1, 8) while a pastor of a larger church described it as “a 

difficult time for everyone, disappointed, hurt, broken (not crushed) but our relationship 
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with God is strengthened greatly” (Int#2, 7).  Another pastor found his transition smooth 

and pleasant, with a minor struggle as it was a well-planned and executed transition 

experience (Int#8, 11). Yet another shared his experience as “exciting, open and 

welcoming, stressful along the way but life changing because God was in it” (Int#9, 1). 

The results showed that ten (71.5%) of the fourteen interviewees found their pastoral 

transitions to be negative experiences, with only two finding the experience positive and 

another two as neutral. 

 

TABLE 4.2 

SURVEY RESULTS OF THIRTY-SEVEN AG PASTORS & 

DENOMINATIONAL LEADERS IN THE CDC (Research Question #1) 

Experiences of Concerning Pastoral Transitions   Percentage 

IEQ1: Congregational Preparedness for Pastoral Transitions 38% Somewhat 

Prepared 

 

IEQ2: Three Influencing Factors for Managing Pastoral Transitions:   

 1) Pastor’s Vision & Philosophy:     31/37   

 2) History of Local Church:      19/37   

 3) Local Church Culture:      18/37 
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IEQ3: Summary of Major Issues Needing Guidance 

 

IEQ4: Reasons or Occasion for Pastoral Transition:  
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 IEQ6: Way to make pastoral transition seamless 
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Research Question #2:  Description of Evidence 

 (Refer to Table 4.3 and 4.6) 

 

What were the practices of managing pastoral transitions within the Central 

District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia?  The general practice of 

managing pastoral transitions is somewhat guided by the Constitution & By Laws of the 

Assemblies of God of Malaysia regarding sovereign churches and dependent churches:  

Sovereign Churches are “Churches…that have been set in order by the General 

Council. They may choose their own pastor provided they are ministers holding 

up-to-date credentials with the General Council (AG Constitution Revised 2004 

Article XIII A, 14).” 

 

Dependent Churches are “Churches…which are still in a formative state [and] 

shall be under the supervision of the General Council… They shall have the 

advice and godly counsel of the Executive Committee, and shall be aided in the 

securing of church properties and pastoral care until…their sovereignty.” (AG 

Constitution Revised 2004 Article XIII B, 14) (Dependent churches are 

responsible for the selection of a pastor. The General Council oversees the 

appointment.) 

 

The constitution stipulates how AG churches should be governed, but does not 

specify clear policies and procedures for managing pastoral transitions.  While it is the 

responsibility and prerogative of sovereign churches to manage their own affairs and 

dependent churches to be directed by the General Council, an intentional strategy to 

manage pastoral transitions is found wanting.  Of the fourteen (14) personal interviews, 

ten churches were managed internally by the church board following the “sovereign 

church’ status guidelines and the other four under the ‘dependent church” policy. In 

short, the liberty to explore various possibilities was there as long as they complied with 

the above Article XIII A and B. The transitions were managed mainly by outgoing senior 

pastors, local church boards, and the General Council.  

Another finding revealed “AG as a co-operative fellowship” as an important 



Cheong 106 

 

factor for fellowship and practice within the AG churches in the CDC. This is reflected in 

how the Assemblies of God of Malaysia was organized: “Therefore, be it resolved that 

we organize ourselves as a co-operative fellowship of Pentecostal, Spirit-baptized saints 

from the local Pentecostal Assemblies of like previous faith, to be known as the 

Assemblies of God of Malaysia” (AG Constitution, Preamble 2). 

Such an organizational structure that is based on a “co-operative fellowship” 

provides space for freedom and creativity to be more personal, relational, and contextual 

in the approach to managing pastoral transitions. From the survey, ten (10) respondents 

indicated that they were not aware of any common AG strategy; most were aware of 

some key tasks being performed, while others opted for different methods they believed 

would work. The overall response shows at least three key tasks were performed by the 

EXCO/District to manage pastoral transitions in the CDC. They were mainly advisory 

and consultative, helping the church to find the next pastor, and providing pulpit supply. 

The main concern was to help the church find a new pastor as quickly as possible with 

little direct engagement with the congregation 

Concerning the denominational leaders’ roles, four (4) respondents highlighted 

their role as advisor, whereas another nine (9) included consultancy, guidance, 

endorsement, and oversight as their key roles. Nine (9) respondents saw the responsibility 

of bringing stability and direction as the primary role of the EXCO/District.  With the 

denominational leaders’ role as primarily advisory or consultative in nature, the outgoing 

senior pastor and Church Board took on the central role and authority in directing and 

managing the transition. Nine (9) respondents saw the church board as decision makers 

and a vital link to the members and the AG. Another nine (9) highlighted the church 
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board’s role in influence, godly leadership, pastoral care, and keeping the unity of the 

church to ensure a smooth transition. Eight (8) respondents mentioned their supportive 

role to work together with the interim or the new pastor. Seven (7) respondents saw the 

board as a search committee—to pray and find a suitable pastor to take over. At least two 

cases involved a member of the church board stepping in as an interim or pastor. (Int#2 & 

#6)  They were able to do so with the help of pulpit supply or visiting guest speakers. 

The lay leaders are key influencers who played a critical supportive role in a 

smooth transition through their words, behavior, and continual church ministry.  Fourteen 

(14) respondents highlighted their role as supportive in encouraging congregational 

acceptance, helping the interim to settle down in his role, and attending to pressing issues 

and needs. Ten (10) respondents saw them as lay ministers, caring for those under their 

care. Another ten (10) respondents highlighted their role as key influencers because of 

their direct contact with the grassroots and their opinions mattered to the congregation, 

either positively or negatively. Last but not least, the employed staff ensured that the 

daily church operations are not hindered by any lack of cooperation. There were twenty 

(20) indications that they must be cooperative and supportive to the leadership, interim, 

and the incoming pastor. Eleven (11) indicated that they should be servant leaders, while 

another nine (9) saw them as the bridge between the lay leadership of the church and the 

interim pastor or new pastor. They were expected to be team players, respectful and 

supportive of the change or transitions. Hence, the idea of intentional interim is a fairly 

new concept to most respondents.  The survey also showed the expectations and practices 

of the different leadership roles and functions in managing transitions. The summary can 

be found in Table 3 below. 
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TABLE 4.3 

SURVEY RESULTS OF THIRTY-SEVEN AG PASTORS AND DENOMINATIONAL 

LEADERS IN THE CDC (Research Question #2)   

 

 

PPQ1: Common Strategies/Practices (47)    Ranking 

1.1 No Strategy (4) or Not Aware of Any (5), Hire (1):  (10)    1  

1.2 Finding a New Pastor: (9)            2 

1.3 Consultancy and Advisory: (9)           3 

1.4 Management – Delegation and Direction: (9)         4 

1.5 Pulpit Supply/Ministry: (5)           5 

1.6 Problem Solving: (5)           6 
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PPQ2: Role of EXCO/District Leaders (40)    Ranking 

2.1 As Advisor and Consultant (14)      1 

2.2 As Rescue Team bringing Stability and Problem Solving (9)         2 

2.3 As Support only – Almost Negligible (7)           3 

2.4 As a Resource for Interim and Support (6)           4 

2.5 As Pastoral Search Committee: Finding the Next Pastor (4)          5 

 

PPQ3: Role of Church Board/Deacons (40)    Ranking 

3.1 As Decision Makers and Link to Denomination/Members (9)        1 

3.2 As Key Influencers and Caregivers (9)              2 

3.3 As Managers and Overseers (8)       3 

3.4 As an Anchor and Support to the Interim/New Pastor (8)   4 

3.5 As Pastoral Search Committee (7)      5 

 

PPQ4: Role of Lay Leaders      Ranking 

4.1 As an Important Supportive Role (14)      1 

4.2 As Lay-Ministers - Carry on Serving (10)     2 

4.3 As Key Influencers and Exemplary Leaders (10)    3 

4.4 As Prayer Leaders and Helpful (8)      4 

4.5 As Bridge Builders – Unity (5)       5 

 

PPQ5: Role of Employed Staff (40)     Ranking 

5.1     As Employed Team Players – Respectful & Supportive (20)   1 

5.2     As Exemplary Servant Leaders (11)      2 

5.3 As the Bridge between Lay Leaders and Pastor (9)    3 
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PPQ6: Your Work Done during the transition (above 50%): 

 

 6.1 Weekends Pulpit Supply (33)    89.2%* 

 6.2 Weekday Pulpit Supply (24)     64.8%* 

 6.3 Conduct Lay Leadership Training (15)   40.5% 

 6.4 Pastoral Care (26)      70.3%* 

 6.5 Pastoral Counseling (23)     62.1%* 

 6.6 Conducting Church Ordinances (26)    70.3%* 

 6.7 Officiating of Weddings & Funerals (22)   59.5%* 

 6.8 Overseeing Special Events (19)    51.3%* 

 6.9 Administration (22)      59.5%* 

 6.10 Address Congregational Conflict (21)   56.7%* 

 6.11 Deal with Disciplinary matters (14)    37.8% 

 6.12 Conduct Strategic Planning (16)    43.2% 

 6.13 Lead in Annual Planning Retreats (12)   32.4% 

 6.14 Represent church in inter-church Events (10)  27% 

 6.15 Handle Legal matters (9)     24.3% 

 6.16 Set up a Pastoral Search Committee (10)   27% 

 6.17 Oversee ‘Unfinished Tasks’ (13)    35.1% 

 6.18 Oversee Social and Community Activities (9)  24.3% 

 6.19 Review & Reconnect Church with AG (7)   18.9% 

6.20  Others (3) 
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Perceptions of Interim Ministry in the Central District Council (CDC) 

(Refer to Table 4.4 and 4.6) 

What were the perceptions of interim ministry within the CDC of the AG of 

Malaysia?  The general perception is that interim ministry is a temporary stand-in 

measure in managing pastoral transitions. The idea of an intentional interim is new, but 

not completely foreign to the respondents. Of the fourteen (14) interviews, eleven (11) 

indicated that it was needful and positive. The fifteen (15) statements in IEQ5 showed 

that church leaders possess general knowledge about interim ministry and are open to it.  

Fifty-four percent (54%) agreed that this ministry would increase the probability of a 

better stay for the next pastor. Fifty-one percent (51%) said it would help the church 

discover her identity, her potential and strengthen her ties with the denomination. Almost 

all (91%) agreed that it would prepare the church to accept the new pastor. Eighty-one to 

eighty-nine percent (81-89%) believed that interim ministry could deal with the past and 

the grief, provide stability, and help move the church forward during a transition. It is 

interesting to observe that seventy-one percent (71%) of the respondents disagree that 

healthy churches do not need this ministry. It is an important indicator that healthy 

churches do go through pastoral transitions, and that they too require assistance.  

The above views support the relevance of this ministry as argued in chapter two 

of this project.  Here are some comments made about this ministry. One senior pastor saw 

it as something “new, but needful; it would be helpful if it is done properly by a trained 

interim” (Int#1, 8). However, the choice of a suitable interim is very important. A church 

leader described it as a traumatic experience, “all was peaceful until he came on board,” 

referring to an inexperienced interim (Int#6, 2). Another senior pastor felt it is a good 

idea, but succession planning is a better way forward (Int#8, 7). A denominational leader 
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saw this ministry as ‘timely and needful in view of our aging denomination” (Int#14, 8). 

However, in order for this ministry to be effective, the role and functions of an 

interim pastor were regarded as critical. Seventy-three percent (73%) of the respondents 

held to the view that it requires a special kind of person to perform this ministry. The 

person must have pastoral experience (76%), theological education (54%), gone through 

specialized training (57%), and have interim experience (56.7%). The above findings 

highlighted the respondents’ convictions about the vital role of an interim pastor as one 

knowledgeable and experienced in praxis of interim ministry. An important perception is 

the perceived metaphor of an intentional interim. More than half of the respondents saw 

the role of an interim as a temporary shepherd (62.2%) or a transitional specialist (54%). 

 

TABLE 4.4  

SURVEY RESULTS OF THIRTY-SEVEN AG PASTORS AND DENOMINATIONAL 

LEADERS IN THE CDC (Research Question #2) 

Perceptions of Interim Ministry             Agree/Disagree 

IEQ5: Perceptions of Interim Ministry (15)         

 

IEQ
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IEQ
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5.5

IEQ
5.6

IEQ
5.7

IEQ
5.8

IEQ
5.9

IEQ
5.1
0

IEQ
5.1
1

IEQ
5.1
2

IEQ
5.1
3

IEQ
5.1
4

IEQ
5.1
5
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5.1 Increases probability of better stay for next pastor 54% Agree 

5.2 Helps church to discover identity and potential   51% Agree 

5.3 Prepares church to accept new pastor   91% Agree 

5.4 Strengthens church and denomination bonds  51% Agree  

5.5 Is for unsuccessful pastors    94% Disagree 

5.6 Needed to break destructive patterns   67% Agree 

5.7 Provides stability      89% Agree  

5.8 Deals with past and move forward    81% Agree 

5.9 Church attendance drops during transitions   51% Disagree 

5.10 Helps to deal with grief     84% Agree 

5.11 Healthy churches do not need Interim Ministry  73% Disagree 

5.12 Requires a special type of person   73% Agree 

5.13 Requires pastoral ministry experience    76% Agree 

5.14 Requires specialized training    57% Agree 

5.15 Help church prepare for the next pastor   92% Agree  

 

PPQ7: Role of an Interim (above 50%):  

1) Temporary Shepherd       62.2% 

2) Transition Specialist       54% 

 

 

 7.1 A Team Player (17)      45.9% 

 7.2 A Transformational Leader (3)    8.1% 

 7.3 A Transition Specialist (20)     54%* 

 7.4 A Tenacious Investigator (2)     5.4% 

 7.5 A Temporary Shepherd (23)     62.2%* 

 7.6 Others (2)       5.4% 
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PPQ8: Preference of an Interim (above 50%): 

1) Experienced in Interim Work     56.7% 

2) With Theological Education      54% 

 

 

 8.1 With Theological Education/Training (20)   54%* 

 8.2 Newly Ordained (0)      0%  

 8.3 Retired Active Pastor (14)     37.8% 

 8.4 Experienced in interim ministry (21)    56.7%* 

 8.5 Anyone available (1)      2.7% 

 8.6 Others (5)       13% 

 

Research Question #3:  Description of Evidence 

(Refer to Table 4.5 and 4.6) 

 

What other factors were important to the development of interim ministry?  They 

can be categorized under two broad headings, namely, factors that relate to an intentional 

interim and the principles that relate to interim ministry itself.  

With regard to the interim pastor’s role, four observations are worth noting. 

Firstly, their term of service should not be less than six (6) months and not more than 

twelve (12) months (75.7%). Secondly, all agree that they should be compensated, 

whether full-time or part-time. Only four (4) persons gave a range of as low as RM2000-

00 to RM3000-00, while eleven (11), viewing it as a mutual agreement between the 
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interim and the church, suggest ensuring that the salary is sufficient, meeting the needs 

and following the prevailing market rate.  Twelve (12) others stated the previous pastor’s 

stipend as a guide. A high number of twenty-one (21), i.e. 55.2% recommended 

following a general standard for determining a salary package. They are according to: 1) 

time or working hours (4), 2) size of the church, 3) financial capacity, affordability or 

budget of the church (9); 4) the job scope (2); 5) the pastor’s reasonable expectations; 6) 

the salary scale of the church; and 7) the last drawn salary. Thirdly, there seems to be a 

clear preference (78.1%) that interim pastors are not expected to serve fulltime, but 

weekends are a must. A minimum of three (3) days commitment is required. Lastly, the 

top three topics for preaching during pastoral transitions are: preparation for change 

(53.4%), discipleship and commitment (36.7%), and the power of the Holy Spirit (30%). 

From the interviews, three important things were mentioned and emphasized. 

Firstly, the call or will of God, whether for the pastoral transition itself, the interim, or the 

next pastor. The call concerns God’s guidance. For the interim, it is more than gifting or 

abilities, but the specific geographical place of ministry. This is mentioned as primary by 

all the interviewees. For the church, it is more than the transitions, but also making sense 

of their experiences and questions about the change in leadership. Secondly, there is an 

internal church governance factor. It refers to powers and authority of the outgoing senior 

pastor and the church board guided by their respective constitution and bylaws. There 

were at least seven (7) cases of pastoral transitions that were managed in this manner, but 

without a set model or strategy and pastoral transition policies or procedures to follow. 

Many are left to manage their own decision-making process by coming out with what 

works best. This would include cases that were managed externally by the mother church 
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or the CDC as well. Lastly, there were definite external circumstances such as the 

availability of the candidate, the timing, church culture, the peoples’ mindsets and 

willingness to change, existing systems and structures, the size and health of the church, 

training, lack of successors and resources. Besides the survey, a series of fourteen (14) 

semi-structured interviews were conducted. Table 6 summarized the results of those 

interviews. 

 

TABLE 4.5 

SURVEY RESULTS OF THIRTY-SEVEN AG PASTORS AND DENOMINATIONAL 

LEADERS IN THE CDC (Research Question #3) 

Other Influencing Factors of Interim Ministry  Percentage 

PPQ9: Duration     75.7 % prefer 6-12 Months 

 

 

 9.1 3 Months (24%)  

 9.2 6 Months (32%)  

 9.3 9 Months (11%) 

 9.4 1 Year (32%) 

 

 

 

 

3 months 6 months 9 months 1 year Others No response

32% 24% 

11% 32% 
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PPQ10: Compensation (38) 

 

 
 

 

10.1 Same as previous pastor’s stipend (12).  

Same or close to what the previous pastor was paid (if financially able). 

Depends on the pay of the outgoing pastor. Should be at least 60-70%. 

 

10.2 Other Considerations (11) 

To be worked out between the church and the pastor. Interim salary should 

be what the church is prepared to pay, a mutual agreement depending on 

needs of both sides. (2) Always pay sufficiently for the pastor to live 

comfortably. A fair and acceptable amount that covers all ministry 

expenses and love offering. (2) The prevailing market of a pastor, on 

experience/seniority. Full compensation. Meet all daily necessities. 

 

10.3 Depends on the following standard guidelines (21): 55% 

1) Time commitment/duration (4); 2) size of the congregation; 3) financial 

capacity/status of the church (9); 4) the budget; 5) the job scope of the 

interim pastor (2); 6) the pastor’s reasonable expectations; 7) the salary 

scale of the church; 8) Be compensated according to last drawn salary. (2) 

 

10.4 RM2000-3000 for mid-size church, depend on travelling distances. (4) 
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PPQ11: Weekly Time Commitment (32) 

 

 
 

11.1 Part-Time Flexible Hours (9)–28.1% 

8 hours; Weekly attendance of small group, staff meeting, preaching and 

shepherding; 8-10 working hours; 3 hours daily, 3 times a week; 7 hours, 

1 hour per day; Max. 6 hours; Different parties to work out the plans they 

have come to a common agreement; 12 hours. There should be designated 

times/dates that the interim pastor needs to be in the church office, but 

he/she should also be available when called upon. The designated 

times/dates should be something agreed upon by both the church and the 

interim pastor. But I personally feel that it should be a minimum of 3 days 

a week. 

 

11.2 Part-Time Fixed Days: Weekends and 1-2 Weekdays (8)–25% 

Weekends at Least. Weekend (Fri-Sun) and one other weekday. Sunday 

services and two weekdays. 2-3 days a week. Twice a week. 3 days a 

week. At least 20 hours. 15-20 hours.  

 

11.3 On Call/Ad Hoc (8)–25% 

Depends on the degree and scope of the issues requiring attention. As 

much as possible 1.5 hours a week per member, depending on the issue. 

Depends on context; nature of the issues to be handled; situation/needs. 

Case by case, all depends on the problem at hand. Depending on the size 

of the church. 

 

11.4 Normal Full-time (7) –219% 

If possible full-time as required by the church. 40-50hrs. It should be one 

who carries the pastoral role like that of the permanent pastor. Follow 

normal work schedule. His/her daily office hours. He should be there just 

as fulltime pastor. I think the interim pastor should be available during the 

week and function as a shepherd. 

Part-time flexi hours Part-time fixed days On-call/Ad hoc Full-time

21.9% 
28.1% 

25% 

25% 
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PPQ12: Preaching Series      Ranking 

 

 12.1 Discipleship: 11/30 - 36.7%         3
rd

  

 12.2 Finance/Giving: 10/29 – 34.5%          6
th

  

 12.3 Commitment: 11/30 - 36.7%          3
rd

  

 12.4 Bible Exposition: 11/30 36.7%           7
th

  

 12.5 Preparing for Change: 16/30 53.4%            1
st
  

12.6 The Power of the Holy Spirit: 9/30 30%        2
nd

 & 5
th

  

12.7 Missions and Church Planting: 13/28  - 46.4%   7
th

  

 

PPQ13. Other Comments/Suggestions summarized under the following four areas: 

13.1 The Interim Strategy: Having an intentional interim plan to support 

pastoral transitions is greatly needed in our congregations. This is really a 

good strategy to ensure successful transitions with the try out period. A 

potential pastor who has been identified as the next pastor can be 

employed as an interim pastor on a contract basis. Transitional pastors are 

good for healing of the congregation. There have been conflicts between 

members and the pastor. No right or wrong way, dependent on a lot of 

factors such as maturity of the congregation, size, financial stability, 

magnitude of church issues and reasons why pastors leave the church. 

Prevention is better than cure. 

 

13.2 The Causes of Transition: Congregation and leaders are to pray, fast and 

stand in unity and faith. Beneficial to conduct a more formal Situational or 

Root Cause analysis (if relevant) before moving on to strategic decision 

making (SWOT analysis) as to what issues to address and/or also prevent 
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the recurrence of similar concerns. The output from these analyses will 

also facilitate in the identification of the right candidate to serve as 

interim. There must be some form of structure or policy to perhaps rotate 

the transitioning agents, whether he/she is lay leader or full time pastor. 

 

13.3 The Interim Pastor: The interim should not be seen as taking a side or 

criticizing the issues at hand. He/she should be a person to bring in unity, 

stability, reconciliation and discipleship to the church. Be a good listener 

and empathizer. You have to build trust and connect with the leadership 

and congregation. That takes time and only then can you deal with issues. 

Interim should not take too long so the church can resume her ministries 

as soon as possible. Above all, a specific calling in interim ministry with 

purpose and commitment is necessary.  

 

13.4 The Interim’s Work: Delegation of responsibilities. There should be a 

specific tenure agreed and made known to all parties. The specialist should 

focus on making the transition as seamless as possible. While he can be a 

candidate, as an interim specialist he should not come in with that agenda 

that. It may result in conflict of interest. Start with the end in mind, work 

towards exiting. 

 

TABLE 4.6 

INTERVIEW RESULTS OF FOURTEEN AG PASTORS IN THE CDC  

1.  Common Causes or Reasons for Transitions: 

 

 
 

 

35% 

6% 
29% 

24% 

6% 

Common Causes or Reasons 

Resignation Retirement Calling Troubled Succession
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#1.  Long Serving SP Resigns 

#2.  Troubled 

#3.  Resigned 

#4.  Resigned 

#5.  Long Serving SP resigns 

#6.  Long Serving SP resigns 

#7.  Three Cases: Retire, Change of Ministry, Resigns 

#8.  Planned Succession 

#9.  Change of Ministry 

#10. Troubled 

#11. Accept another Call 

#12. Various Cases – Troubled 

#13. Two cases: Change of Ministry, Accepts another Call 

#14. Various Cases: Troubled 

 

2.  Practices & Strategies (Internally as Sovereign Church (SV) or Externally as 

Dependent Church (DC) 

 

 
#1.   Internally by Church Board (CB): Two potential candidates to interim for six 

months each. 

#2.  Internally by Church Board (CB): Chairman stepped in as interim for a while and 

was elected as acting SP while searching for a suitable pastor, failed succession as 

CB disagreed about candidate, then hired outside but left, and finally Chairman 

re-elected as SP  

#3.  Externally by Mother Church (MC) with CDC as advisory: SP of the MC served 

as part-time interim while looking for a permanent pastor. New pastor accepted 

appointment on condition that his congregation be merged with the new one. 

Agreement to merge by consensus was reached by all parties involved. 

#4.  Externally by Mother Church (MC) with the SP directing the transition as Interim 

and Coach until new pastor settleed in. 

#5.  Externally by MC sending an interim to address problems 

#6.  Internally by Church Board (CB) with CDC as advisor and providing an interim 

(EXCO officer) for pulpit and chairing of meetings, once a month while searching 

for a permanent pastor. After 3 years, an in-house itinerant became the interim (6 

months) but brought much trouble. Search ended when a permanent pastor was 

identified and appointed (divinely orchestrated) to heal this broken church. 

#7.  Provision as per AG Constitution Guidelines: 1) Internally as Sovereign Church 

(SV) by Church Board (CB), it’s their prerogative and responsibility. AG ready to 

help upon written request, usually in specific needs; 2) Externally as Dependent 

Church (DC) under Mother Church Program, with SP/CB of mother church as 

• Interim by potential candidates (1) 

• Managed/Interim by Church Board (9) 
Internally (Sovereign 

Church) 

•  

Externally (Dependent 
Church) 

• Managed/Interim by Mother Church 

with CDC Support (4) 
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direct overseers and the AG/CDC as Advisory and help when requested (similar 

to no.1 except the AG can intervene if needed; 3) Externally as Dependent Church 

(DC) under General Council, direct oversight and supervision. All by written 

consent or request, weighed out by the EXCO and Districts. (DSP) 

#8.  Internally by outgoing Senior Pastor (SP) and Church Board with an appointed 

‘Church Advisor’ as consultant over the entire process. The AG merely received 

the final report and endorsed the candidate accordingly. It was a planned 

transition (3 years), leading to a leadership succession of a bi-vocational senior 

pastor.  

#9.  Externally by Mother Church (MC) with the MC’s SP or HM Director directing 

the entire process, liaising with the outreach on an as-needed basis, acting as 

interim while searching for a permanent pastor, providing pulpit supply with local 

leaders managing day to day operations. Reports to AG once completed. 

#10. Internally by Church Board with CDC providing advice and interim (3yrs), with 

in house interim (6mths) appointed before a new permanent pastor was found. 

(Same case as #6) 

#11. Internally by outgoing Senior Pastor (SP) and Church Board but unable to find a 

replacement in time. The CB continued on the pastoral search with the consent of 

the assistant pastor as an interim, ending up with the interim as the next pastor. 

#12. As per AG Constitution Guidelines—same as #7 but emphasized on following the 

church constitution and being more relational in dealing with the past. (DL) 

#13. Internally by the outgoing Senior Pastor (SP) and the Church Board (CB) with 

CDC as support and conducting the official installation. As new SP, managed 

three outreaches internally, following similar approach but served as interim until 

new permanent pastors were sourced. 

#14. As per AG Constitution Guidelines—same as #7 but need to act as mediator at 

times in the problem solving, more flexible and open to networking. (EXCO) 

 

3.  Experiences of Interim Pastor/Ministry 

 

 
 

Difficult 
21% 

Stressful 
29% 

Challenging 
29% 

Smooth 
21% 

Experiences 
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#1.  It was challenging for me, stressful for the people, a learning experience for the 

CB but wiser nonetheless. 

#2.  It was a difficult time for everyone, disappointed, hurt, broken (not crushed) but a 

strengthened relationship with God. 

#3.  It was a new experience, filled with apprehension, questions and challenges but 

hopeful. 

#4.  It was a not an easy decision, challenging but excited and encouraged 

#5.  It was hard going, unpleasant, distrust, unhappiness and reactions but 

perseverance and honesty prevailed. 

#6.  It was peaceful for a while, heart breaking towards the end - stressful, 

disappointing, hurt, ‘feeling like orphans’, neglected, abandoned & punished, 

almost gave up hope if not for God’s intervention—a relief. 

#7.  It was a clinical and pastoral experience, carried out the responsibility as a team 

with care and diligence.  

#8.  It was smooth and pleasant experience with a minor struggle otherwise it was a 

well-planned and executed transition experience. 

#9.  It was exciting, open and welcoming, stressful along the way but life changing 

because God was in it. 

#10. It was expected, challenging but assured of restoration   

#11.  It was challenging, intimidating and uncertain but openness and willingness to 

adapt to change made the difference 

#12. It was tiring, trying but enjoyable and fulfilling to be able to contribute 

#13. It was stressful and stretching but He is faithful. 

#14. It was needful work, enlightening, but a privilege and honor to serve for the 

wellbeing of churches and ministers in the fellowship. 

 

4.  AG – EXCO/CDC’s Role and Involvement 

Note: Selected AG Officers were present for all official installations of SPs in 

sovereign churches. In some “Dependent Church” cases, they help to chair their AGM. 

 

 
 

50% 

29% 

21% 

EXCO/CDC Role and Involvement 

None Advisory Interim
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#1.  Sovereign Church: None, SV church just informed AG of the changes.  

#2.  Sovereign Church: None, helped to facilitate SP’s credential application but 

process was difficult. Reported changes. 

#3.  Dependent Church under CDC: District provided an EXCO member to help as 

“interim”—preach and chair committee meetings only.  

#4.  Dependent Church under MC: The SP was DSP, who also doubled up as interim 

#5.  Dependent Church under MC: None, outreach was de-registered earlier. 

#6.  Sovereign Church: Served as Advisory and provided an EXCO to help as 

‘interim’—preached and chaired monthly board meetings. 

#7.  As per AG Constitution & By-Laws for all AG churches 

#8.  Sovereign Church: None, Endorsement after SP was appointed (Succession) 

#9.   Dependent Church under MC: None, informal fellowship by CDC officers 

#10.  Sovereign Church: Upon request, as in #6, including chairing of AGM 

#11. Sovereign Church: None, helped in granting of credentials 

#12.  As per AG Constitution & By-Laws for all AG churches—as instructed or 

requested, consultative, directed transitions personally according to AG 

and interim. 

#13.  Dependent Church under MC: None in 1
st
 outreach, consultative in 2

nd 
outreach 

#14. As per AG Constitution & By-Laws for all AG churches  

 

 

5. Perceptions of Interim Pastor/Ministry 

 

 

#1.  New but needful & helpful option if done properly, trained. 

#2.  Good idea, gives leaders more time to select new pastor, help to deal with hurts, 

provide leadership training in pastoral care. 

#3.  Generally positive, helps to stabilize and care for church. 

#4.  Vital and the CDC should initiate it. 

Negative Positive Much Needed
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#5.  It is important to facilitate smooth transition. 

#6.  Was responsible for all the trouble. If experienced and properly trained, good 

idea.  

#7.  Good idea, intentional, option for retiring pastors to serve, but restricted by the 

AG Constitution and lack of resources and guidelines. Can be used as support. 

#8.  Not ideal if succession plan as the AG IP has no time and does not know the 

church well. Good if trained and focused. 

#9.  Necessary, especially experienced and trained. 

#10. Be committed. Come in to help not add problems. 

#11. Needful to have a smooth transition 2nd to transition plan. 

#12. Much needed but need right people and training 

#13. Much needed but must be trained and experience. 

#14. Timely and needed especially when many ministers are reaching retirement (next 

5 years) 

 

6.  Other Key Influencing Factors 

#1.  Indecisiveness: Church Board's Decision can make or break, History, Church 

culture/mindsets. 

#2.  No Consensus: Church Board’s Decision, Constitutional ruling vote in a SP, 

Leadership Actions/Style. 

#3.  Faith & Reason: willingness to attempt the new: Mother church playing the 

Interim role with CDC as advisory and new idea of merging the two smaller 

congregations as one bigger & stronger church. Consensus. 

#4.  SP’s Role: SP continues to provide direction & a good transition plan & 

mentoring interim, family supportive, the husband A&P model. 

#5.  Management Principles: Problem solving skills, poor and high-handed MC 

management & inexperience interim. 

#6.  Perseverance & Hard Work: unable to find a suitable pastor, leading to long 

transitions (3-4 years), is not helpful. It was a lot of hard work, prayers, help 

around and God's sovereign hand that finally made the day. 

#7.  Policies and Procedures: Need to adhere to AG constitution, resourceful, need 

other personnel and time. 

#8.  Paradigm Shift: use planned succession, timing and church's health 

#9.  Role of Mother Church: to direct, care, divine guidance, mentors’ support and 

perseverance. 

#10. Spiritual Dynamics: Prayer, hear God’s voice, God's hand and providence despite 

of human sin & error. 

#11. Availability and Faith: Candidate's availability and willingness to rise up in times 

of need. 

#12. Existing Systems: Constitution, leadership styles, personality & relational issues 

#13. God's Call and Circumstances: meeting the need & timing. 

#14. Strategic Response: urgent and needed, thinking, workable strategy, experience 

interim pastors, training & resource. 
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7. Other Comments 

#1.  Even group of wise leaders make mistakes. 

#2.  Firm with what you believe, that it is the right decision even if it is not popular or 

restricted. 

#3.  Merging can do more. 

#4.  A good and supportive mentor during transition is invaluable. 

#5.  Inexperience interims exist and are dangerous as they bring more harm than good. 

#6.  Suggest AG or get a church to adopt church temporarily during the transition. 

#7.  Intentional, Intensive, and Involved. 

#8.  Why are the older SPs not transitioning? Human desire to hold on, lacking 

strategic ability, future security or something else? 

#9.   Know local church's history, listen and allow others to make mistakes, delegate. 

#10. Don't change the vision and structure. 

#11. It's the work of the Spirit 

#12. Always refer to the church constitution or church practice 

#13. Open and ready for change 

#14. Learn to network, share resources 
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Summary of Major Findings 

Six (6) key observations emerged from the survey and interviews. The following 

are the emergent significant evidence that would lend support to this project.   

1. Firstly, pastoral transitions that took place in the CDC during the last ten years 

were mostly unplanned transitions. Of the fourteen interviews, only one was a 

planned succession.  

2. The interim period was difficult and stressful, especially for the church in 

transition. Ninety percent (90%) of AG churches in the CDC that went through 

pastoral transitions experienced a time of uncertainty, questioning, hurt, pain, 

status quo, and decline. They want stability, continuity, and direction to move 

forward. Only 21% of the interviews had a somewhat smooth experience. 

3. Pastoral transitions in “Sovereign Churches” are managed internally, whereas 

“Dependent Churches” are taken care of by the General Council (AG Constitution 

Article XIII A & B, 14). Of the fourteen interviews, ten were managed by the 

church board whereas four (4) externally by the District.  However, 50% were 

unaware of any common AG strategy except that of advising. 

4. A form of part-time interim work involving giving advice, finding the next pastor, 

and Sunday preaching was identified as a current key practice of interim ministry. 

5. The prominent role and authority rest with the senior pastor and the local church 

board in administering pastoral transitions. With these come the responsibilities of 

appropriate response and a felt need for support from the CDC. 

6. There was a positive perception that interim ministry was needful and would be a 

valuable strategy for managing pastoral transitions, including healthy churches. 
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The role of an interim was perceived to be temporary but vital to an interim 

strategy and an interim should not be a novice. 

 

Review of the Chapter 

 

A Brief Summary of Survey 

The Central District Council of the Assemblies of God pastors and leaders were 

passionate and committed to managing pastoral transitions. There was a felt need for 

better strategies and resources in managing pastoral transitions. This is true when the 

responsibility and stress of managing pastoral transitions seem to rest heavily on senior 

pastors and the local church leaders. A strategic response is pivotal to a smooth and 

productive transition. Even though interim ministry is new to the AG ministers in 

general, it is not foreign to some. There was an openness and receptivity about the unique 

and varied roles of interim ministry as an intentional support in managing pastoral 

transitions. However, careful consideration seems to be the general feedback. The current 

denominational policies and church practices are primarily advisory and consultative in 

nature, attending mainly to Sunday preaching, short-term planning, and focused on 

finding a new pastor. Critical congregational issues tend to be left to the local church 

leadership and the new pastor to resolve, which could be addressed by an interim pastor. 

The survey has provided significant evidence of an awareness of a need for 

improvements or a new paradigm of managing pastoral transitions in the Central District 

Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. 
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A Brief Summary of Semi-Structured Interviews 

The focus of the interviews was two-fold: to elicit their experiences with pastoral 

transitions and their perceptions of the role of an interim pastor. The data attained from 

the interviews concerning the experience of managing pastoral transitions revealed a deep 

passion, commitment, and sacrifice by the pastors and church leaders. All sovereign 

churches managed their pastoral transitions internally. The outgoing senior pastor and the 

church board played a key role as both the overseers and interim during the period. Aside 

from the denominational guidelines (AG Constitution Article XIII A & B, 14), their 

approach is contextual, lacking a clear and specific strategy, and their main concern was 

to get in the next pastor as quickly as possible. This is especially true with dependent 

churches. The CDC tends to depend heavily on hiring new pastors externally to help 

dependent churches.  

Results about the perceptions of interim ministry showed a general openness to 

the interim ministry as an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions. There are 

the beginnings of the recognition for awareness, recruitment, and training for this 

specialized ministry. The role and qualifications of an interim pastor were regarded as 

critical to managing pastoral transitions well. The above findings highlighted the need for 

improvement, and an awareness that a relevant interim ministry for managing pastoral 

transitions may work in the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of 

Malaysia. 
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CHAPTER 5 

LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT 

 

Overview of the Chapter 

This final chapter is a report and discussion about interim ministry as an 

intentional support for managing pastoral transitions among English-speaking 

congregations in the Central District Council (CDC) of the Assemblies of God of 

Malaysia. Interim ministry exists to assist pastors and churches in their critical time of 

pastoral transitions (Chap 2, 8). This learning report starts out by taking a brief look back 

to the rationale, purpose of this project, methodology, a scan of previous research, the 

research questions, a summary of the main findings, and an evaluation of the study. This 

chapter seeks to point forward to ministry implications and recommendations for future 

direction and consideration. The primary focus is on the meaning arising from the key 

findings, implications and future actions. A review of the chapter and a brief 

autobiographical reflection will serve as the conclusion to this chapter. 

What prompted this research? At least four reasons were outlined as the 

motivation for this project: the reality that pastoral transitions were normative; the lack of 

an intentional strategy to manage pastoral transitions in the CDC of the Assemblies of 

God of Malaysia; a felt need among older ministers to have a smooth pastoral transition; 

and a conviction that interim ministry could be a viable biblical response to managing 

pastoral transitions more effectively (Dissert Chapter One 7-9).  This study set out to 

investigate the challenge of pastoral transitions in the CDC of the Assemblies of God of 

Malaysia. The purpose of this research was to explore the concept of interim ministry as 

an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions in this constituency through 
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surveys and interviews with pastors and deacons who have experienced pastoral 

transitions in the last ten years (2005-2015).  In applying basic qualitative research 

methods, two instruments, i.e. 30-question survey questionnaire and six (6) open-ended, 

semi-structured interview questions were used to discover the participants’ responses to 

three research questions.  

A review of previous research revealed contributions from four key disciplines: 

firstly, biblical studies about the reality and types of leadership transitions in the history 

of Israel and the early church; next, theological perspectives of the church and pastoral 

ministry; thirdly, change management theories related to organizational development and 

church health; and lastly, the practice of interim ministry as a model for managing 

pastoral transitions. This project emphasized the importance of a theological framework 

for interim ministry that included biblical examples of change in leadership, the nature 

(as an organization and a living organism) and mission of the church, pastoral ministry 

and how strategic planning can be used in leading change. At least four key concepts 

about interim ministry were identified and explained, namely the interim period, the 

interim people (the church in transition), the interim plan (“five developmental tasks,” 

family systems, adaptive leadership), and the interim pastor. The “five developmental 

tasks” of an interim plan, developed by Loren Mead (founder of Alban Institute) in 1976, 

stood out as the backbone of most existing interim ministries in the US and could serve as 

part of an interim strategy in the CDC. The model was built on the biblical conviction of 

the interim period as a Sabbath, a time of rest and review for the congregation. The 

transitional period was also regarded as a critical period in the history of the church and 

must not be rushed. “When change involves real and potential loss, people hold on to 
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what they have and resist change” (Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky 22). Time, resources, 

and personnel should be allocated to turn it into a productive time of change and 

transformation. The period between pastors is a critical time of growth and development 

that can lead to a much stronger congregation (Mead 2005 47). The “Body of Christ,” as 

a key concept of the identity and life of the church, illustrates the congregation in 

transition and action in the world for Christ. According to Nicholson, they “often have 

what might be called hidden agendas, serious issues of the past which have not been 

resolved” (Location 480). Hence, the aim of this research was to find out if such an 

interim plan was applicable in the AG Malaysia context. Within the specific context of 

the CDC, an interim strategy remains to be explored more fully. 

This research project sought to answer three key questions: 

1. What were the experiences of pastoral transitions within the Central District Council 

of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? 

2. What were the practices of managing pastoral transitions and perceptions of interim 

ministry within the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia?   

3. What other factors should inform an interim ministry strategy in the Central District 

Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia? 

The study has identified common experiences, current practices of managing 

pastoral transitions, perceptions, and key influencing factors of interim ministry in the 

CDC of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. The following section summarizes the main 

findings of each question of this research project. The overall findings are broadly related 

with prior research. 
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Summary of Major Findings 

The main empirical findings were summarized within the empirical chapter, i.e. 

Chapter 4 Evidence for the Project. The research yielded at least six (6) major findings.  

Firstly, pastoral transitions that took place in the CDC during the last ten years 

were mostly unexpected and unplanned transitions. Of the fourteen interviews, only one 

was a planned succession. Secondly, the interim period was difficult and stressful, 

especially for the church in transition. Ninety percent (90%) of AG churches in the CDC 

that went through pastoral transitions experienced a time of uncertainty, questioning, 

hurt, pain, status quo, and decline. They wanted stability, continuity, and direction to 

move forward. Three (3) of the interviewees indicated it was a somewhat smooth 

experience. Thirdly, pastoral transitions in “sovereign churches” were managed 

internally, whereas “dependent churches” were cared for by the General Council (AG 

Constitution Article XIII A & B, 14). Of the fourteen interviews, ten were managed by 

the church board and four externally by the District.  However, 50% were unaware of any 

common AG strategy except that of advising. Fourthly, a form of part-time interim work 

involving giving advice, finding the next pastor, and Sunday preaching was identified as 

a current key practice of interim ministry. Fifthly, the prominent role and authority rest 

with the senior pastor and the local church board in administering pastoral transitions. 

With these come the responsibilities of appropriate response and a felt need for support 

from the CDC. Lastly, there was a positive perception that interim ministry was needful 

and would be a valuable strategy for managing pastoral transitions, including healthy 

churches. The role of an interim was perceived to be temporary but vital to an interim 

strategy and an interim should not be a novice (Dissert Chap 4 126). 
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Meaning of Findings Based on Research Question One 

What were the experiences of pastoral transitions within the CDC of the Assemblies of 

God of Malaysia? What do they mean? 

 

This section summarized the findings and meanings to the study’s three research 

questions. What I found from research question one suggests that the interim period is 

indeed a critical time in the history of the church that needs to be managed properly, as 

espoused by the prominent proponents and practitioners of interim ministry networks 

such as Loren Mead, Roger Nicholson, and others. My findings indicated that the 

experiences of pastoral transitions were difficult, unexpected, unplanned, and stressful. It 

had a huge impact on the congregation and the leadership, especially in adapting to the 

changes. The following five (5) findings explain and support the above suggestion. 

Firstly, congregational preparedness for pastoral transitions was generally poor 

(65%). About 38% of the respondents indicated that their congregations were somewhat 

prepared for pastoral transitions, whereas some 27% were little or unprepared. Nine out 

of fourteen interviewees described the transitional period as difficult and stressful. 

Though no specific reasons were measured for the lack of preparedness, this finding does 

suggest that there is a need to be more informed and prepared to face the adaptive nature 

of change, transition and transformation. A strategic plan to educate and prepare pastors 

and churches for positive pastoral transitions would be helpful.  

Secondly, there was a need and an expectation for denominational help. My 

findings indicated seven (7) major pastoral transition issues needing denominational help. 

They were building stability, the search for a new pastor, strategic planning, pastoral 

care, communication of expectations (15.4%), building relationships (21.2%), and 

adapting to the new pastor (28.8%); the latter three being the most important. These 
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issues seemed to reflect some of the “five developmental tasks” espoused by Loren 

Mead. The results could serve as points of evaluation or suggestions to the CDC for 

improvements. It is not so much as who they can turn to for help, but rather what kind of 

assistance could be offered to pastors and churches in transition. These expectations 

could serve to inform a strategic response for managing pastoral transitions. Could a 

group of interim pastors be recruited and trained to strengthen this process? 

Thirdly, there was no one main cause for pastoral transition. The most common 

causes for pastoral transitions were pastoral vacancy, i.e. without a pastor (19.5%), 

conflict (18.3%), resignations (14.6%), another call (13.4%), troubled church (9.7%), and 

troubled pastor (9.7%).  This finding suggests that these diverse causes of pastoral 

transitions would best be viewed as adaptive challenges. “An adaptive challenge is one 

that requires us to change our values, attitudes, or habits of behavior” (Bendroth Location 

402).  

Fourthly, there seemed to be a good awareness about the challenges of pastoral 

transitions. Among the items described were challenges such as building trust, preparing 

the church for change, leaving gracefully, having a transition plan, dialogue and 

reconciliation. This finding could mean that there is some level of understanding and 

experience of pastoral transitions among some AG pastors and churches in the CDC that 

can be tapped into.  

And lastly, the interim period was stressful, especially for the church in 

transition: one pastor said, “…it was challenging but stressful for the people” (Int#1, 8); 

“…a difficult time for everyone, disappointed, hurt, broken (not crushed) but our 

relationship with God is strengthened greatly” (Int#2, 7).  Yet another shared his 
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experience as “exciting, open and welcoming, stressful along the way but life changing 

because God was in it” (Int#9, 1). 

The above findings and explanations affirmed that the interim period is indeed a 

critical time for the church. The pastoral transitions that happened were mostly 

unexpected, unplanned and stressful. These factors could be interrelated with the 

unpredictable elements of timing, the diverse causes of change in pastoral leadership and 

the challenge of adaptive leadership. It could also be crisis-orientated, whereby the 

available resources and preparation for it was difficult. Congregational culture and 

behavior should not be counted out, and external support may be inadequate. According 

to Loren Mead, the pioneer in intentional interim ministry, time needs to be taken to 

transition well (47). The results also suggest that this transformative season in the life of 

the church could be managed by applying Heiftez’s adaptive challenge principles, which 

involved “mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (Heiftez 14, 19).  In 

some ways, the above experiences were also reflections of Alan Gripe’s description that 

the most common transitional experiences are relief/anger over the pastor leaving, guilt 

over some aspects of the past, insecurity about the present and the future, recognition of 

the reality of the situation, awareness of the need for some help, hope for the future, and 

excitement about a new pastor (9). 
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Meaning of Findings Based on Research Question Two 

What were the practices of Managing Pastoral Transitions and Perceptions of Interim 

Ministry? What do they each mean? 

With regard to the practices of managing pastoral transitions, my findings seemed 

to run counter to the prior literature view of intentional interim as a specialized ministry 

(Chapter 2). My findings suggest two constitutional rulings and a loose form of part-time 

interim that were used as a general guide for managing pastoral transitions in the CDC. 

There was no intentional interim strategy for managing pastoral transitions that was 

observable. No specific reasons were found. The findings suggest a need for a strategic 

response, be it part time or fulltime interims, in managing pastoral transitions in the 

Central District Council. William Bridges suggests four interim options or approaches to 

filling pastoral leadership. They are: pulpit guests, an interim preacher, a traditional 

interim pastor, and an intentional interim minister (Location 145). The current CDC 

practice seemed to fit the traditional interim, which is often a part time role and includes 

preaching along with some pastoral care responsibilities (Location 160).  Here is what I 

have found, the meaning, and explanation thereof.  

Firstly, two rules, Article XIII, A & B in the AG Constitution, were widely used 

and followed as a guide in managing pastoral transitions in the CDC. Apart from it, 

there were no other specific written policies or guidelines. All fourteen interviewees 

(100%) indicated a reference to the above two “Articles.” The latter merely stipulates 

how they should be governed.  This finding suggests a certain element of flexibility and 

subjective-ness within a general rule. On one hand, “sovereign churches” can manage 

their own pastoral transitions while “dependent churches” receive oversight from the 

denomination; however, strategic intervention was found wanting. Governing bodies and 
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local churches should be guided by the stated process and wisdom of the EXCO, but an 

intentional action plan could be a good resource. 

Secondly, pastoral transitions were managed mostly by senior pastors, local 

church board and the EXCO. Of the fourteen interviews, ten churches were managed 

internally by the outgoing pastors and/or church boards, while four were supervised by 

the Central District Committee. The interview findings highlighted the involvement of 

denominational leaders as primarily consultative and the senior pastor and church board 

as responsible for managing the transition directly, in comparison to the more supportive 

role of the lay leaders and employed staff. At least two cases involved a church board 

member having to step in as an interim pastor (Int#2 & #6). My findings showed the 

above three groups of leaders as the major perceived influences in managing pastoral 

transitions in the CDC. As in Chapter 2 of this study, the interim period is a critical time, 

and would require attention, resources, and personnel to manage it. This would mean that 

the people empowered with the task and authority under Article XIII A & B to manage 

the pastoral transitions should ideally know how to do it. What tools could we then place 

in their hands to do the tasks? A strategic plan of action would help the personnel lead 

change, save time, and avoid the hassle of having to use a ‘trial and error’ approach.  

Thirdly, giving advice, finding the next pastor, and Sunday preaching were 

identified as the current practices of interim ministry in the District.  From the survey, 27 

out of the 37 respondents indicated that there were three key interim tasks being 

performed. They were advisory, finding the next pastor, and providing pulpit supply. The 

major concern was about helping the church find the next pastor as quickly as possible 

with little direct engagement with the congregation. What I found was a part-time interim 
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ministry that served as a guide for managing pastoral transitions in the CDC. It was 

voluntary in nature, carried out by various denominational leaders with the liberty to 

engage other endorsed AG pastors for help, especially for Sunday preaching. This finding 

also revealed a preoccupation with the challenge of finding the next pastor for the church 

quickly. “Adaptation takes time.” (Heifetz,Grashow, and Linsky 16). This temptation to 

rush the transition can be avoided by using Friedman’s family systems approach so that a 

suitable pastor could be identified without overlooking the felt needs of the congregation: 

The nature of the separation can influence the lasting effects of all our previous 

years of effort. The major benefit of a family systems approach to separation is 

that it will enable more objectivity in the selection of a new partner. It would be 

helpful if the leader and the congregation can come to terms with the nature of the 

separation (transitions) that will enable more objectivity in the selection of a new 

pastor. (252)  

 

This approach tend to be more congruent with the biblical view of the church as a family 

and it helps an interim to navigate wisely through the range of emotions at work during 

pastoral transitions. 

In summary, my findings suggest that two constitutional rulings were used to 

manage pastoral transitions in the CDC. There was no interim strategy for congregational 

development during the transitional period. The ruling allowed the “sovereign church” to 

manage it internally while the “dependent church” would manage it externally, via a 

“mother church” or the EXCO. Part-time interim work such as advice, pastoral search, 

and pulpit supply was a common current practice, available upon request to the 

denomination. The “sovereign church” has the freedom to manage their own pastoral 

transitions as the leadership deems fit. These findings suggest the practice of a blend of 

autonomous and central governance in managing pastoral transitions in the Central 

District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. 
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In addition to the above findings about the practices of pastoral transitions, the 

following are the meanings of the perceptions of interim ministry discovered within the 

CDC of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia.  

Firstly, there was a positive perception that interim ministry was needful and 

could be a valuable strategy for managing pastoral transitions in the CDC, including 

healthy churches.  From the interviews, eleven out of the fourteen perceived interim 

ministry as positive and needed. One denominational leader described interim ministry as 

“timely and needful in view of our aging denomination” (Int#14, 8). From the survey 

question IEQ5 involving 37 respondents, five benefits were noted: 1) to help prepare for 

the next pastor (35/37); 2) to prepare the church to accept the next pastor (31/37); 3) to 

provide stability (33/37); 4) to deal with grief (32/37) and 5) with the past (31/37) (Chap 

Four: Table 4). My findings suggest that interim ministry was perceived to be valuable to 

the church in transition. It was noted that 94% of the 37 respondents disagreed that 

interim ministry was for unsuccessful pastors. Even healthy churches go through pastoral 

transitions and, like any other church, could benefit from this ministry.  

Secondly, there was a perception that the role of an interim is temporal but vital 

and the interim must not be a novice. “One senior pastor saw it as needful and helpful but 

must be done properly by a trained interim” (Int#1, 8). The choice of a suitable interim is 

very important. A church leader described his interim period as a traumatic experience, 

“all was peaceful until the interim came on board,” referring to an inexperienced interim 

(Int#6, 2). My findings suggest that an interim’s experience, qualification, and training 

are essential. From the survey, among the criteria mentioned were pastoral experience 

(76%), theological education (54%), specialized training (57%), and interim experience 
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(56.7%). The interim’s role is perceived to be temporal. The most popular perceived 

metaphor of an intentional interim is that of a temporary shepherd (62.2%). This evidence 

echoed Nicholson’s voice about the crucial role an interim plays in dealing with pastoral 

transitions from his book, Temporary Shepherd.  What I have found was contrary to my 

assumption that interim ministry may not be well received by CDC. Instead I found 

openness and optimism that it would work for CDC. My findings also showed that 

though interim ministry is temporary, it involved actions that could have positive effects 

on dealing with the past, bringing stability, and finding the next pastor. 

 

Meaning of Findings Based on Research Question Three 

What other factors should inform an interim ministry strategy in the CDC of the 

Assemblies of God of Malaysia?  

What other factors were found to be important to the respondents with regard to a 

development of an interim strategy in the Central District? My findings suggest that 

administrative policies, internal church culture, and availability of external resources 

were three key factors that should inform an interim strategy in the CDC. One may say 

that these are contextual factors. They were mostly related to the working relationship 

between the interim and the church. External available resources could be resolved by 

being connected through networking and cooperation among churches, denomination and 

other Christian groups. This evidence suggests a need or desire for improvements in 

managing pastoral transitions in the Central District Council.  

Firstly, there were at least four operational expectations that need to be in place 

for the development of intentional interim ministry. The four (4) expectations that were 

highlighted as important to this agreement were the qualifications of the interim, duration 
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of the interim period, working hours commitment, and the interim’s compensation. My 

findings seemed to point to a need for a memorandum of understanding or conditions of 

employment to be established between the interim and the church to manage pastoral 

transitions. Secondly, interim work was strongly influenced by internal church culture 

such as the senior pastor’s vision, history of the church, governance and constitution 

(73.1%). The most important factor for managing pastoral transitions was the vision and 

philosophy of the senior pastor (31/37), followed by the history of the local church 

(19/37), church culture (18/37), church governance and constitution (13/37). This finding 

shows how most AG churches were organized and governed, i.e. the influence of the 

senior pastor and church board. This could imply a need to help pastors and church 

leaders handle pastoral transitions more effectively by being sensitive to the previous 

leadership culture.  In his book Healthy Congregations: A Systems Approach, Peter L. 

Steinke calls on leaders to evaluate their church situations in terms of “clergy-focused 

congregation” or “mission-focused congregation.” He says that, “excessive focus on 

clergy encourages dependency like a parent-child relationship whereas a clear focus on 

identity and destiny tend to emphasize stewardship, responsibility and interdependence” 

(Location 842-60).  

Lastly, in addition to agreements, the internal church culture, and governance, the 

external circumstances such as resources, the availability of pastors and time to find the 

next pastor were regarded as other key influencing factors. The desire for strategic action 

in helping churches through pastoral transitions has many implications, which will be 

discussed in the next section. 
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Ministry Implications of the Findings 

 

This study offers suggestive evidence for the development of interim ministry as 

an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions in the Central District Council of 

the Assemblies of God of Malaysia.  It also supports the theory that pastoral transitions 

were normative in the history and life of any local church. Pastors and churches should 

make use of the periods of transition for renewal, strategic planning, and development for 

the future. An interim strategy would emphasize the interim period as a critical and 

opportune time for church development. This section will outline four (4) key 

implications according to the research questions.  

 

Implications of Pastoral Transition Experiences 

Firstly, a change in ministry philosophy may be implied. Pastoral transition is a 

reality and needs to be viewed as a critical time in the life of the church that needs care 

and strategic intervention. It is a crisis filled with opportunities for health and growth. 

Such a change in perspective should lead to certain implications for the church. 

Experienced persons may need to be trained and be mobilized to deal with past hurts and 

losses, present congregational concerns and care, as well as provide direction and 

stability for the future of the church.  Being sensitive to the external multicultural settings 

that exist in Malaysia that could influence the interim ministry process is another 

implication for consideration.  For example, interim pastors may have to learn to adapt to 

a more hierarchical order of leadership that is dominant in most clan/family culture.  This 

leadership style can be found in some language congregations as compared with multi-

lingual congregations in which a team or collaborative form of leadership is preferred. A 
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young interim wanting to gain acceptance in a hierarchal setting would need to exhibit a 

strong leadership style where followers expect to be told what to do and the ideal leader 

is expected to be in-charge.  He or she would need all the denominational support and 

wisdom to manage the inherent inequalities where centralization is popular and 

challenges to the leadership and changes are not well received. On the other hand, the 

challenge of collaborative efforts can be expected in a more individualistic culture of the 

English-speaking congregation. A consensus approach can be time consuming and would 

require an interim to adopt a listening posture. Hence, those who want to get involved in 

interim ministry in Malaysia need to be versatile to engage the differing cultures.  

Key resources such as Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky’s adaptive leadership and 

Friedman’s family systems theories would be excellent tools for understanding 

multicultural intergenerational elements and congregational development. For example, 

Friedman’s ten (10) rules of family life (e.g. emotional distance, loss and replacement, 

chronic conditions, pain and responsibility, etc.) could be used to understand the family 

or emotional process of personal and congregational families in the church. It can help to 

provide a matrix for deciding which information is significant in a pastoral transition 

situation (40-64). Trainers and resources may be needed to equip others for the interim 

work. Denominational policy change would be implied in any adoption of a new strategy. 

The stressful experiences may point to a need to review existing policies for more 

effective ways of handling pastoral transitions in the District. An interim leadership 

development program would help, such as the one developed and used by Loren Mead 

for training interim pastors:     

The congregation must come to terms with their history, including times of 

termination, conflict, and grief as well as growth. They should discover a new 
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identity, asking, “Who are we? What are our core values? What’s our purpose?” 

The interim time allows for changes in leadership, helping people develop skills 

or reworking personnel policies. They also need to rediscover and renew linkages 

with the local church’s denominational heritage. The last step is committing to 

new directions in ministry by preparing for a new pastor, putting together a 

contract and settling finances, building support systems, setting out clear 

expectations and having plans for the future. (45-61)  

 

The above five church developmental tasks would serve as a foundational step forward 

that can then be contextualized to fit the local context. 

 

Implications of Pastoral Transitions Practices 

Secondly, an interim ministry strategy could serve to strengthen existing policies 

and practices of managing pastoral transitions in the CDC. My findings suggest evidence 

that two rulings and a part-time interim of managing pastoral transitions that is practiced 

in the CDC could be improved. These two (2) constitutional guidelines seem to allow for 

local churches to develop to a point of full autonomy or sovereign status, whereby they 

can elect their own pastor and conduct the business operations of the church.  In short, the 

calling of a pastor is very much in the hands of the local congregation. The current ad-

hoc practice of volunteer part-time interim work may not be the most effective model. 

Other resources and processes to help churches in transitions and to encourage pastors to 

get involved in interim ministry (whether intentional or unintentional) would be needed 

beyond existing policies and practices. One key change would be the development and 

implementation of a remuneration guideline for interims, whereby local congregations 

need to be aware of their responsibility in this interim process. An interim strategy in this 

study should serve to complement the two constitutional rulings, and strengthen the 

existing part-time interim work.  
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Implications of Interim Ministry Perceptions 

Thirdly, the five perceived benefits of interim ministry could be translated into 

future goals for interim work within the district. My findings suggest evidence of the 

value of interim ministry for congregational development other than policies and 

guidelines. This positive perception of interim ministry was attributed to five perceived 

benefits to the congregation in transition. Mead’s first and last developmental tasks could 

be used to prepare the church for and to accept the next pastor; interims should be trained 

to provide congregational stability; pastoral counseling skills should be employed to deal 

with hurts and grief; and lastly, dealing with past challenges as well as applying practical 

wisdom. The study appears to support the argument for a change in the way interim work 

is done in the CDC. While advising, providing pulpit supply and helping the church to 

find the next pastor are vital, congregational needs and development would be best met 

when a suitable intentional interim is engaged to lead the church through the pastoral 

transition.  

 

Implications of Other Influencing Factors 

Fourthly, on the surface, the findings seemed to suggest a need to review and 

establish certain policies for the administration of an interim ministry. The “sovereign 

church” should not only have the freedom to manage their pastoral transitions, but also 

have access to more strategic denominational help. The same can be said of “dependent 

churches.” The existing denominational policies of managing pastoral transitions were 

found to be influenced by four key factors, i.e. three governing bodies, church 

organizational culture, the lack of clear guidelines for interim work, and external support. 
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Firstly, if senior pastors, church board, and EXCO were to remain as the decision-making 

bodies, they should know what to do. Secondly, interims should be astute and sensitive to 

the vision of the church, how the church is being governed, their constitution, and 

understand the church’s culture. The key influence of the senior pastor would imply a 

need for interims and the next pastor to be sensitive to the previous leadership culture. 

Wisdom is needed to tackle the challenge of comparison with the previous pastor’s 

leadership style and personality. Thirdly, a working agreement ought to be drafted for 

effective interim work. Lastly, steps need to be taken to understand change, build 

resources, people, and network with external partners to facilitate cooperation in an 

interim ministry strategy. Dr. William Bridges, an interim minister, says, “Failure to 

identify and get ready for endings and losses is the largest difficulty for people in 

transition” (253). 

 

Evaluation of the Study 

This study revolves around the English-speaking pastors within the Central 

District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. It detailed their responses to 

interim ministry as an intentional support in managing pastoral transitions. Though the 

findings reflect more precisely the situation with the English-speaking pastors, they 

nevertheless may yield useful applications on managing pastoral transitions for all AG 

churches too, particularly AG churches experiencing pastoral transitions. However, 

certain limitations and unexpected observations encountered in this study needs to be 

mentioned. 
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Limitations (generalizability) 

I should stress that my study has been primarily concerned with exploring the 

concept of interim ministry as an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions in 

the CDC of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. I have deliberately avoided discussing 

other models of managing pastoral transitions, such as internal succession planning and 

hiring of an external successor.  This analysis concentrated on identifying experiences, 

practices, perceptions, and influencing factors related to interim ministry and pastoral 

transitions as encountered among English-speaking congregations in the Central District 

Council. The findings of my study were limited to selected AG credentialed pastors and 

church board members who have experienced or managed pastoral transitions in the last 

ten years (2005-2015).  A total of one hundred survey questionnaires were sent out, with 

thirty-seven respondents (37%). Another fourteen semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with selected pastors and church leaders who have managed pastoral 

transitions.  A number of factors could inform an interim strategy, but I have addressed 

only those that were relevant to this research. 

 

Unexpected Observation 

I went into this study with the assumption that interim ministry was not widely 

practiced in the CDC of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia, and would probably be 

poorly received. However, the findings of my study showed a positive perception of 

interim ministry and that a form of the part-time interim was practiced by the 

denominational leaders. Unfortunately, the nature of my data does not allow me to 

determine their effectiveness.  
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Future Directions for the Study 

This research project focused on an investigation of interim ministry as an 

intentional support for managing pastoral transitions among English-speaking 

congregations in the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. This 

study, to identify experiences, practices, perceptions, and other influencing factors related 

to pastoral transitions and interim ministry, was limited in some aspects. Further study is 

recommended for the following four (4) areas related to interim ministry.   

Firstly, a profiling exercise of transitional AG churches and pastors could be 

conducted to ascertain the challenges, level of interests, participation, and possible 

recruitment of pastors and leaders for interim ministry training in the Central District 

Council. It can be opened to other districts. The development of an interim ministry 

leadership profile would open a way for long-term strategic planning to manage pastoral 

transitions.  

Secondly, a more detailed study is needed for the drafting of a standard operating 

procedure (S.O.P.) to run this ministry. In his book A Change of Pastors, Loren Mead 

outlined a roadmap for interim work. There are seven stages: “termination, direction, 

self-study, search (for the ‘right’ pastor), decision, installation, and start up” (Location 

317). These seven (7) procedures could serve as a template in developing a S.O.P. for the 

Central District Council.  Other relevant policies and plans for the implementation and 

administration of interim ministry as an intentional support for managing pastoral 

transitions in the Central District Council could be studied. Further research might be 

needed to develop a reasonable compensation scale for interim pastors according to the 

findings of this research.  
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Thirdly, a more extensive work should be done to develop a curriculum suited for 

an effective interim ministry training program to equip potential interim pastors and 

unintentional interims at the basic, intermediate, and advanced levels with the five 

developmental tasks to serve in actual interim ministry intervention in the future. It could 

also be open to all pastors as the above training would be useful for small churches with 

family systems issues. 

Lastly, in managing pastoral transitions, AG Malaysia as a ‘cooperative 

fellowship’ tends to leave the final decision of a called pastor in the hands of the local 

congregation. This pattern has both strengths and weaknesses. It empowers every local 

church, especially the sovereign church, providing the opportunity to appoint a pastor 

without the concern of outside interference. At the same time, it puts added pressure upon 

the local congregation and leaders to manage their pastoral transition by properly vetting 

any pastoral candidates. There is a need to help local congregations engage and manage 

pastoral transitions more effectively. 
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Conclusion of the Study 

In closing, the three primary words that were commonly associated with the 

interim period in a congregation in transition, namely—change (what happened), 

transition (the process of dealing with change), and transformation (the new shape that 

emerges after the change)” (Nicholson 121) —were found to be relevant in the Central 

District Council. Findings indicate that the above phenomenon is an on-going occurrence 

in the Central District Council. Change in pastoral leadership has been taking place with 

a variety of practices and processes resulting in differing outcomes. Results showed that a 

large number were unplanned and stressful pastoral transitions. These and other findings 

seemed to point to a need for a strategic plan. Could an interim strategy be an alternative 

support for managing pastoral transitions in Central District Council then? Results 

suggest that Mead’s “five development and process tasks” could be relevant.  

Lastly, I’ve learnt much from this research project. Besides acquiring a broad and 

deeper knowledge from prior research, my perceptions and mindsets have been 

challenged by the various interactions with the pastors out there. The various responses, 

answers, and faith stories from the surveys and interviews have inspired faith, hope and 

love. A sense of appreciation rises up for the pastors’ dedication, quiet understanding, 

sacrifices, love and commitment to the church, the Body of Christ. Pastoral transitions in 

the District may be challenging, but God is seen to be actively at work. A final word of 

thanks and appreciation goes to my dissertation mentor and all my esteemed respondents 

for your invaluable input into this research project. 
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Review of the Chapter 

The goal of this research—to identify key experiences and practices of pastoral 

transitions, perceptions, and other influencing factors of interim ministry—has been met 

as they have been outlined. The aims of this research have also been discussed and 

related to the intention of developing an interim strategy for managing pastoral transitions 

in the Central District Council of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. 

In this chapter, a learning report of the research project has been given. The 

findings as well as the implications and recommendations for developing an interim 

strategy for managing pastoral transitions in the Central District Council of the 

Assemblies of God of Malaysia were also presented.  

In short, interim ministry as an intentional support for managing pastoral 

transitions is found to be viable and can contribute towards smoother pastoral transitions 

and church development. The key components in this recommendation of an interim 

strategy are the realities of pastoral transitions, the view of the interim period as critical, 

the five developmental and process tasks of the interim plan, workable interim policies, 

and the vital roles of leadership and interims. It is essential that all the basic principles for 

interim ministry and pastoral transitions should be clearly understood by the governing 

bodies concerned. 

 

 

 

 



Cheong 154 

 

APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A - DISSERTATION MATRIX 

APPENDIX A - DISSERTATION MATRIX:  CHEE KEONG, CHEONG (SIMON) 

INTERIM MINISTRY: An INTENTIONAL SUPPORT for MANAGING PASTORAL TRANSITIONS among 

the ENGLISH-SPEAKING CONGREGATIONS in the CENTRAL DISTRICT COUNCIL (CDC) of  

the ASSEMBLIES OF GOD OF MALAYSIA 
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Chapter 
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Research  

Purpose 

 

The purpose of this research was to explore the concept of interim ministry as 

an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions among English-

speaking Congregations in the CDC of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. 
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Research 

Questions 

RQ#1: EXPERIENCES RQ#2: PRACTICES & 

PERCEPTIONS 

RQ#3: INFLUENCING 

FACTORS 

What were the experiences 

of pastoral transitions 
within the Central District 

of the AG of Malaysia? 

What were the practices 

of managing pastoral 
transitions and 

perceptions of interim 

ministry within the 
Central District of the 

AG of Malaysia?   

What other factors 

should inform an interim 
ministry strategy in the 

Central District of the 

AG of Malaysia? 
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Research 

Aim & 

Rationale 

To identify the different 
pastoral transition 

experiences in CDC. What 

was being experienced? 

Is there an interim 
strategy to manage 

pastoral transitions? 

What do they know 
about the practice of 

interim ministry? 

To identify other factors 
related to interim 

ministry. What should be 

included in an interim 
plan?   

 
 

Who else is 

puzzled? 

 

What are 

they 

doing? 
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Theories 

supporting 

Research 

Review of Literature:  

1. Biblical Perspectives of the reality and types of leadership of pastoral 
transitions in the history of Israel & the early church. 

2. Theology of the Church–nature & purpose 

3. Interim Ministry Network/Materials–Loren Mead, the founder of Alban 
Institute developed his paradigm of ‘five developmental tasks,’ 

4. Leadership Theories on Leading Change Family Systems Theory by Edwin  

H. Friedman Adaptive and Leadership by Ronald Heiftez 

 

 
 

In light of 

puzzle-

ments, 

what is 

proposed? 
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Present-

Tense 

Descriptio

n of the 

Problem 

 

Pastoral transitions should be managed. The interim period is an opportune time for 
church development. There seems to be a lack of an intentional strategy to manage 

pastoral transitions in the Central District of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. 

There is also a felt need among older ministers to facilitate smooth pastoral 
transitions. An analysis of experiences, practices and perceptions about pastoral 

transitions and interim ministry would serve to inform the development of interim 

ministry as an intentional support for managing pastoral transitions in the Central 
District of the AG Malaysia. 

 

RQ#1: EXPERIENCES RQ#2: PRACTICES & 

PERCEPTIONS 

RQ#3: INFLUENCING 

FACTORS 

 

 

How will I 

verify? 

Data 

collection 

discussion; 

Methodo-

logy 
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Data 

Collection 

Methods 

Literature review 

A 30-question Survey 

A 6-question semi-
structured interview 

Survey and Semi-

structured interviews 
Survey and Semi-

structured interviews 
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Steps of 

Data 

Analysis 

Analysis of the survey & 

the interviews. 

Record, transcribe, & 

analyze the interviews 
Charts & graphs of survey 

& interview results 

Analysis of the survey & 

the interviews. 

Record, transcribe, & 

analyze the interviews 
Charts & graphs of 

survey & interview 

results 

Analysis of the survey & 

the interviews. 

Record, transcribe, & 

analyze interviews 
Charts & graphs of 

survey & interview 

results 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Pastoral transitions in 
the Central District were 

mostly unexpected or 
unplanned.  

 The interim period was 
difficult and stressful, 

 Pastoral transitions in 
‘sovereign churches’ 

were managed 
internally, and 

“dependent churches” 

were supervised by the 

 Three major governing 
bodies were involved in 

administering pastoral 
transitions; the senior 

pastor, local church 

board and the EXCO.  
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Chapter 

5 

8 Major 

Findings, 

Interpreta-

tion of 

Data 

especially for the church 

in transition. 90% of 
CDC churches that went 

through transitions 

experienced a time of 
uncertainty, questioning, 

hurt, pain, status quo, 

and decline.  

 They wanted stability, 

continuity, and direction 

to move on.  

 There was an awareness 

of pastoral transitions 
challenges and 

expectations strategic 

denomination help.  

EXCO (Article XIII A 

& B, 14).  

 A part-time interim 

work involving giving 

advice, finding the next 
pastor, and Sunday 

preaching was a key 

current practice. 

 There was a positive 

perception of interim 
ministry to be needful 

and valuable, including 

healthy churches.  

 The role of an interim 

was perceived to be 
vital and an interim 

should not be a novice. 

 Interim work was 

influenced by internal 
church culture such as 

the senior pastor’s 

vision, history of the 
church, governance & 

constitution. 

 

 An agreement for 

interim ministry was 
perceived to be 

important. 

 External factors such 
as availability of 

pastors and time were 
regarded as key. 
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Learning 

Report 

 

Meaning 
What I found suggests 

interrelatedness between 

the experiences of 
unplanned pastoral 

transitions, the stress on 

the church, the leadership 
challenge of helping the 

congregation to adapting to 

it, and that the interim 
period is a critical time. 

 
Implications of Pastoral 

Transition Experiences 

Firstly, a change in 
philosophy may be needed. 

Pastoral transition needs to 

be viewed as a critical time 
in the life of the church 

that needs care and 

strategic intervention. 

Experienced persons might 

need to be trained and be 

mobilized to deal with past 
hurts and losses, present 

congregational concerns 

and care as well provide 
direction and stability for 

the future of the church. 

 

Meaning 
Firstly, my findings 

suggest that two 

constitutional rulings and 
a part-time interim were 

used for managing 

pastoral transitions. My 
findings also suggest that 

interim ministry was 

valued and that it would 
need the service of a 

qualified interim pastor.  
 

Implications of Pastoral 

Transitions Practices 
Secondly, an interim 

strategy could serve to 

strengthen existing 
policies and practices of 

managing pastoral 

transitions. Research and 

development might be 

needed to take the 

existing policy and 
practice to the next level. 

 

Implications of Interim 
Ministry Perceptions 

Thirdly, the five 

perceived benefits of 
interim ministry could be 

translated into future 

goals for interim work 
within the district. My 

findings suggest 

evidence of the value of 
interim ministry for 

church development. 

 

Meaning 
My findings suggest 

administrative policies, 

internal church culture, 
and external 

circumstances were three 

key factors that would 
influence an interim 

strategy. There was also 

a need for strategic 
action in helping 

churches through 
pastoral transitions. 

 

Implications of Other 
Influencing Factors 

Fourthly, the findings 

seemed to suggest a need 
to review and establish 

certain policies for the 

administration of an 

interim ministry. The 

existing denominational 

policies of managing 
pastoral transitions were 

found to be influenced 

by four key factors, 
namely, three governing 

bodies, church 

organizational culture, 
lack of clear guidelines 

for interim work, and 

external support 

    

 

 

 

Future 

Directions 

 

Further study is recommended for the following four (4) areas related to interim 

ministry: 

Firstly, an organizational profiling exercise involving AG churches and credential 
members could be conducted to ascertain the level of church participation and 

recruitment of potential interim pastors for interim ministry in the Central District. 

Secondly, more detailed study is needed for the setting up of relevant policies, 
guidelines, and agreed processes in the administration of interim ministry as an 

intentional support for managing pastoral transitions in the Central District. 

Thirdly, further work needs to be done to develop an interim ministry training 
program to equip potential interim pastors and leaders. 

Lastly, there is a need to help local congregations engage and manage pastoral 

transitions more effectively. 



Cheong 156 

 

APPENDIX B – SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

A QUESTIONNAIRE FOR ASSEMBLIES OF GOD DENOMINATIONAL 

LEADERS & SELECTED PASTORS WHO HAVE EXPERIENCED AND/OR 

DIRECTED CHURCHES IN PASTORAL TRANSITION 

 

Warm Greetings! I am enrolled as a Doctor of Ministry student at Asbury 

Theological Seminary, Kentucky and I am conducting research on the topic of interim 

ministry as an approach to managing pastoral transitions in the Central District of the 

Assemblies of God of Malaysia. I want to thank the EXCO for giving me the approval to 

conduct this research project and I seek your kind participation. For this survey, I am 

collecting data from Assemblies of God denominational leaders and selected pastors who 

have gone through some form of pastoral transitions in the past 10 years.  The purpose is 

to find out the influencing factors, experiences, perceptions and practices related to 

interim ministry and pastoral transition in order to develop an effective model of interim 

ministry. Thank you for your help and participation in this project. Please note that only 

the data will be used and all identities will be kept anonymous. Thank you. 

 

C.K. Cheong, Simon 

D. Min. Candidate, Asbury Theological Seminary, Kentucky 

 

 

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR MINISTRY EXPERIENCE 

Kindly indicate your current geographical location in the Central District:  

  K. Lumpur   Selangor   Others _________________  

 

1.  How many years you been in the Central district? _______________________ 

2.  How many years have you served in pastoral ministry? ___________________ 

3.  In how many churches have you been a pastor? _________________________ 

4.  How many years at each church? (In years only)  

a.  Church A: ____________ 

b.  Church B: ____________ 

c.  Church C: ____________ 

d. Church D: ____________ 
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5.  Your Primary role (s) for each pastoral transition? 

a. _________________________________________________________________ 

b. _________________________________________________________________ 

c. _________________________________________________________________ 

6.  Number of churches that you have directed in pastoral transition? ______________ 

7.  Number of churches that you have served in as a short-term/interim pastor? ______ 

 

QUESTIONS ABOUT INFLUENCING FACTORS AND EXPERIENCES 

RELATING TO INTERIM WORK & PASTORAL TRANSITIONS 

1. The transitional period can be a little disorientating to the congregation because of 

the fear of the unknown. How well do you feel your congregation is prepared for the 

beginning of your ministry, be it a new pastorate or interim? (Please tick one) 

 a. ______ Exceptionally Prepared    

b. ______ Prepared    

c. ______ Somewhat Prepared    

d. ______ A Little Prepared 

e. ______ Unprepared  

 

2. What are the five (5) key influencing factors that account for the different 

perceptions and practices of managing pastoral transitions in the AG Malaysia?  

a.  _____ Theological: Pentecostal Ecclesiology (Nature of the Church)   

b. _____ Historical: History of the Local Church 

c. _____ Leadership: Pastor’s Vision & Philosophy 

d. _____ Denominational: The Fellowship Ethos 

e. _____ Cultural: “Malaysia Boleh” (Malaysia Can! Or Anything also can) 

f. _____ Structural: Church Governance/Constitution/Organization 

g. _____ Instructional: Lack of Training & Don’t know how 

h. _____ Design: Lack of Strategic Models, Resources & Personnel 

i. _____ Contextual: Local church culture and practice 

j. _____Others, please specify _________________________________________ 

 

3.  Kindly list the major issues that you believe congregations in pastoral transition 

experience and need pastoral guidance in? 

a.  _____________________________________________________________ 

b.  _____________________________________________________________ 

c.  _____________________________________________________________ 
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4. When were you needed to interim as a visiting guest speaker, interim pastor, 

denominational leader in-charge or interim consultant? Indicate by ticking those that 

occurred in your ministry. 

a. _____Unexpected death of a pastor 

b. _____A senior pastor of a multi staff leaves 

c. _____A founding pastor retires 

d. _____A pastor who has served for many years resigns 

e. _____A pastor who has served for many years accepts another call 

f. _____A church is experiencing a significant conflict 

g. _____A church that wants to re-examine her mission 

h. _____When there is a pastoral vacancy 

i. _____A troubled church 

j. _____A troubled pastor 

 

5. Below are statements that you may or may not have heard concerning interim 

ministry. Kindly indicate whether you agree (A) or disagree (D) with each. 

a. ____ Interim ministry increases the probability that the next pastor will have a 

better stay. 

b.  ____ Interim ministry helps churches know their identity and see their potential. 

c.  ____ Interim ministry prepares the church to accept the change that will come 

with a new pastor. 

d.  ____ Interim ministry strengthens the bond between the church and denomination. 

e.  ____ Interim ministry is for pastors who have not been successful in the ministry. 

f. ____ Interim ministry is needed to break destructive patterns of church leadership. 

g.  ____ Interim pastors provide stability during pastoral transitions. 

h.  ____ Interim ministry helps churches let go of the past so they can move forward. 

i.  ____ Congregational membership usually drops during an interim period. 

j.  ____ Interim ministry can help churches deal with the grief when a pastor leaves. 

k.  ____ Healthy congregations usually do not need an interim pastor. 

l.  ____ It requires a special type of person to be effective in interim ministry. 

m. ____ It requires years of experience in ministry to be effective in interim ministry. 

n.  ____ It requires specialized training to be effective in interim ministry. 

o.  ____ Interim ministry can help congregations to prepare for the next pastor. 

 

6. If there is one thing that the previous pastor could have done for you to make your 

pastoral transition seamless, what would that one thing be?  ____________________ 
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QUESTIONS ABOUT PRACTICES AND PERCEPTIONS RELATING TO 

INTERIM MINISTRY AND PASTORAL TRANSITIONS 

 

1.  What do you think are the most appropriate strategies for managing pastoral 

transitions in the Central District of the AG? 

 a. __________________________________________________________________ 

 b. __________________________________________________________________ 

 c. __________________________________________________________________ 

 d. __________________________________________________________________ 

 e. __________________________________________________________________ 

  

2.  What role do you feel the denominational leaders (EXCO/District/Division) play in 

the pastoral transition period? 

a. __________________________________________________________________ 

b. __________________________________________________________________ 

c. __________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.  What role do you feel the Church Board/Deacons or Elders play in the pastoral 

transition period? 

a. __________________________________________________________________ 

b. __________________________________________________________________ 

c. __________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.  What role do you feel the lay leaders (individuals who are not in professional full or 

part-time pastoral ministry in the local church) play in the pastoral transition period? 

a. __________________________________________________________________ 

b. __________________________________________________________________ 

c. __________________________________________________________________ 

 

5.  What role(s) do you feel the employed church staff (Pastoral, Ministerial, 

Administrative) play in the pastoral transition period? 

a. __________________________________________________________________ 

b. __________________________________________________________________ 

c. __________________________________________________________________ 
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6. What did you do or what roles did you play during the interim period/pastoral 

transition? 

a. _____ Pulpit Supply for Sat/Sunday Worship (chair & lead worship, preach, etc.) 

b. _____ Pulpit Supply for Mid-Week Services (lead prayer meetings, Bible study) 

c. _____ Conduct Lay Leadership Training (new leaders for church ministries)  

d. _____ Pastoral Care (small groups/hospital/work/home visits, calls, etc.) 

e. _____ Pastoral Counseling (Marriage, Family, Work, Grief, etc.) 

f. _____ Conducting Church Ordinances (Communion, Water Baptism, etc.) 

g. _____ Officiating Weddings and/or Funerals 

h. _____ Overseeing Special Events/Days (Healing Meetings, Easter, Family Day)   

i. _____ Administration (Board meetings, AGM, Staff, Office Operations, Budget) 

j. _____ Address congregational conflict issues 

k. _____ Deal with disciplinary matters 

l. _____ Conduct a strategic planning process of preparing the church for the future 

m. _____ Lead in Annual Planning Retreats or Camps 

n. _____Represent the church in inter-church denominational, Christian activities 

o. _____ Handle legal matters relating to the church (properties, etc.) 

p. _____ Set up a Pastoral Search Committee to look for a permanent pastor. 

q. _____ Oversee “Unfinished Tasks/Projects” left behind by previous pastor.  

r. _____ Oversee Social and Community ministries and activities. 

s. _____ Review, rediscover and/or reconnect church linkage with the AG.  

t. _____ Others _________________________________________ (please specify) 

 

7.  What do you see as the role(s) of a (short-term) interim pastor? (Please tick one.) 

a.  ____ A Team Player, multiple relationships exists 

b.  ____ A Transformational Leader, close to the congregation actions 

c.  ____ A Transition Specialist, handling a variety of situations and tasks 

d.  ____ A Tenacious Investigator, exposing problems, seeking solutions 

e.  ____ A Temporary Shepherd, caring for the congregation 

 

8. Should you be in a position to help a church to find an interim pastor, do you prefer... 

a.  ____ A pastor with theological education/training in pastoral ministry  

b.  ____ A pastor who is newly ordained 

c.  ____ A retired pastor, but still active doing ministry  

d.  ____ A pastor who has served as an interim pastor 

e.  ____ Anyone available in the denomination  
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9. How much time do you feel is adequate for an interim pastor to complete his tasks of 

properly addressing congregational issues? (Please tick one) 

a.  ____ 3 months 

b.  ____ 6 months 

c.  ____ 9 months 

d.  ____ 1 year 

 

10.  What should be reasonable financial compensation for an interim pastor? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

11.  What weekly time commitment do think would be necessary for an interim pastor to 

deal with congregational issues? 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

12. If you could suggest a sermon series prior to your call to interim, what would they 

be? Rank the following topics according to “your” order of importance from the 

most important to the least: 

 a. _____ Discipleship 

 b. _____ Finance/Giving 

 c. _____ Commitment 

 d. _____ Bible Exposition 

 e.  _____ Preparing for Change 

 f. _____ The Power of the Holy Spirit 

 g. _____ Missions and Church Planting 

 

 

13.  Feel free to make other suggestions related to interim ministry & pastoral transitions. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for your investment in helping our Assembly of God Churches. Please return 

your questionnaire to: Chee Keong, Cheong, Simon 

  112, Jalan USJ 6/1, 47610, Subang Jaya, Selangor 

  012-6044996 sckcheong@gmail.com 

 

mailto:sckcheong@gmail.com
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APPENDIX C – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  

SAMPLE OF SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW WITH SELECTED AG 

MINISTERS & CHURCH LEADERS (Appendix B)  

 

Record/Transcribe/Write           Date: ______________ Duration: _________ 

Name of Participant: ______________________________________________________ 

Ministry Position: ________________________________________________________ 

 

1.  Briefly describe your most recent pastoral transition.  

a.  Where and how long ago was it?  

 

 

 

b.  What were some of the key issues you faced?  

 

 

 

 

2.  If you had it to do over again,  

a. What would you do differently?  

 

 

 

b.  Why?  

 

 

 

 

3.  What role did the Central District play in the pastoral transition?  

a. How did they respond to the pastoral transition?  

 

 

 

 

 

b. What more could have been done to manage the pastoral transition effectively? 
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4.  The following are some statements that you may or may not have heard about the 

interim pastor’s work with congregations in pastoral transition. Which of them do 

you agree with and with which do you disagree? Why? The statements are: 

 

a) An interim pastor is the transitional leader responsible for the pastoral care of the 

church in pastoral transition. He should also be involved in managing matters like 

strategic planning and setting up a team to search for a new pastor. 

Agree    Disagree   Neutral Others: 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

b) Every interim pastor needs to go through specialized training in order to manage 

pastoral transitions effectively. 

Agree   Disagree   Neutral  Others:  

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

c) There is no difference between a pastor and an interim pastor. Each has a gift to 

use in serving the congregation in pastoral transition. 

Agree  Disagree   Neutral  Others:  

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

d) Since interim ministry is temporary in nature, an interim pastor should not offer 

himself or herself as a candidate to be the next permanent pastor.  

Agree   Disagree   Neutral Others:  

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

e) It is best to think of an interim pastor as a ‘temporary shepherd’ who cares for the 

congregation in transition. 

Agree   Disagree   Neutral  Others:  

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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f) Interim ministry works well in centralized denominational structures whereby 

regular ordained pastors are normally posted after they have served their term from 

one location to another. 

Agree   Disagree   Neutral  Others: 

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________ 

g) Interim pastors should also be compensated for their expertise and services rendered 

during the pastoral transitions similar to that of regular pastors. 

Agree   Disagree   Neutral  Others:  

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

h) The main tasks of an interim pastor is to help the church come to terms with what 

happened, rediscover their identity, allow changes in leadership, renew linkages with 

the denomination and commit to new directions in ministry. 

Agree   Disagree   Neutral Others:  

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

5. This question is about your thoughts and feelings on interim ministry and the task of 

managing pastoral transitions. Write down your thoughts on the following questions:  

a. What do you observe about congregational behavior during pastoral transitions in the 

Central District?  

 

c. What do you think about the practice of interim ministry as a strategy to manage 

pastoral transitions positively? What would you very much like to see happen in the 

district? 

 

d. Three words which best describe your feelings about pastoral transitions are … 

 

e. The two words which best describe or explain the meaning of the phrase “interim 

ministry” are …  
 

 

6. Please feel free to make any suggestions for the development of this research. Thank you. 
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APPENDIX D – CONSENT FORM (1) 

LETTER OF CONSENT TO PARTICIPANTS FOR RESEARCH PROJECT 

(adapted from Asbury IRB Approved DMIN Consent Form) 

Date  

Dear _____________  

Greetings in His wonderful Name! I am enrolled as a Doctor of Ministry student at 

Asbury Theological Seminary, Kentucky and I am conducting research on the topic of 

interim ministry as an intentional approach to managing pastoral transitions in the CDC 

of the Assemblies of God of Malaysia. I thank the EXCO for giving me the approval to 

conduct this research project and I seek your kind participation. (Refer to Letter of 

Approval attached.) 

 

For this survey, I am collecting data from Assemblies of God credentialled ministers and 

selected lay leaders who are serving in the Central District. The purpose behind this is to 

find out the influencing factors, experiences, perceptions, and practices related to interim 

ministry and pastoral transitions in order to develop an interim ministry strategy.  

 

I believe interim ministry is a viable approach to managing pastoral transitions and I 

believe the findings from this survey will allow us to better assist congregations as they 

go through transitions. My hope is that churches from the Central District and around the 

country will be helped because you and others like you have taken the time to participate 

in this survey. 

 

I want to assure you that your identity will be kept confidential. The data will be 

collected using a code and all of the surveys will be collated to give an overall view 

rather than identifying any one person. Only the data will be used and all identities will 

be kept confidential. Once the research is completed, in approximately 9-12 months, I 

will destroy the individual surveys and keep the anonymous data electronically for an 

indefinite period of time, at least until my dissertation is written and approved. Thank you 

for your help and participation in this project.  

 

Please know that you can refuse to respond to any or all of the questions on the survey. I 

realize that your participation is entirely voluntary and I appreciate your willingness to 

consider being part of the study. Please note that you are free to withdraw from the study 

at any time without any obligation or consequence. Feel free to call or write me at any 

time if you need any further information. My number is 012-6044 996 and my e-mail is 

sckcheong@gmail.com. If you are willing to assist me in this study, please sign and date 

this letter below to indicate your voluntary participation. God bless you and thank you for 

your kind assistance.  

Sincerely, Rev Simon Cheong 

I volunteer to participate in the study described above and so indicate by my signature 

below:  

Participant’s signature: _________________________________Date:______________ 

Please print your name: ____________________________________________________ 

mailto:sckcheong@gmail.com
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APPENDIX E – CONSENT FORM (2) FROM AG MALAYSIA 
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