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Foreword – Maja Whitaker

Dr Maja Whitaker is Lecturer in Practical Theology at Laidlaw College. She recently moved from Te Tihi-o-Maru Timaru to Ōtautahi Christchurch with her husband and young family.

• • •

The invitation to read Moving On was remarkably serendipitous for me, providing as it did the opportunity to reflect on our family’s own recent transition out of a decade of pastoring. We had embarked on a new adventure in a new city, and the sheer busyness of that shift (with four children in tow) had meant that we hadn’t intentionally paused to properly reflect on what was going on in our own hearts. As pastors we are accustomed to attending to others’ griefs and shepherding them through their transitions, but when it comes to our own, we are (or at least I am!) more in the habit of barrelling on full steam ahead, too busy with the future to deal with the past. I knew that I had to let the dream of ministry in that location die, but I didn’t know that I had to grieve it intentionally and prayerfully.

This is where Silvia’s work, and the contributions that she has gathered, are so helpful. The contributors in this volume come from an array of cultural contexts and share from both theory and deep experience. They have given me both permission to slow, reflect and grieve, and language with which to do so. In particular, my western impetus to close that chapter and move on to the next has been gently rebuked by the reminder from more communal cultures to both celebrate and preserve our bonds with that which has passed.

For myself, the transition out of a previous ministry context had been coming for some time, gradually building with both discontent at what was and glimpses of anticipation about what might be. There was a lengthy lead-in to prepare the church, the family and the practicalities. We held a growing sense of excitement about the future, but at the same time a growing sense of exhaustion. We had a few connections with fellow pastors who were also leaving ministry positions for a range of reasons. They all echoed the sentiment that “it feels exactly as good as you think it’s going to” when the weight of pastoral responsibility comes off – and, for us it did… for a short time at least. The mental load of the shift soon consumed any sense of lightness, and for some months it concealed the deep wrench and loss that lay beneath.

For us, pastoring was less a job and more a way of life that our whole family was involved in – perhaps too involved in at times. My personal sense of identity was enmeshed with pastoral roles and expectations, but the identity challenge brought about by the transition was also felt by the whole family. Who are we now? Children who have grown up in the church, living at the centre of church life, are often nested in loving relationships – a whole complement of aunties, uncles, grandparents, brothers and sisters. They too have experienced the relational challenges as people join and leave the church, making room in their hearts and in their homes for the parade of strangers made welcome. This break is a whole new positioning of their identity in community, and they need to be allowed to mourn that. However, it also brings a welcome relief as the weight comes off the parents and family time opens up again.

Our weeks are no longer shaped around church events, groups and meetings, and the new sense of relational space is refreshing, but also destabilising. Friendships that were once so scaffolded by that structure need to be renegotiated. Relationships that were enmeshed with pastoral responsibilities need to be untangled, and it is no easy process to discern which relationships you wish to carry on in your new context (as far as it depends on you). In some cases, working this out is a smooth mutual process. In others, you find yourself cut off or clung to in ways that you hadn’t expected.

Looking back over a decade of ministry with these people in that place, it feels like watching a movie roll of highlights and lowlights. There is much joy, but there are also many experiences that leave you cause for grief: rejection, unfulfilled dreams, disappointment, potential untapped. It’s not uncommon to find that you carry greater vision for a person’s life, greater faith for how they could flourish in both being and vocation. Of course that vision can easily slip into paternalism, but there’s a sense that you can see what could be. And with leaving that ministry space behind, I have felt some anger at God at what I felt He didn’t do – even anger at others for how they didn’t cooperate with what I thought God wanted to do in and through them. Most of all, however, there are profound doubts about whether you were sufficient, and regret for those many times when you most obviously were not.

We feel a profound sense of gratitude for the enormous privilege that it has been to shepherd other followers of Christ and to lead them, week after week, into worship. Truly this is a high calling, whatever the rest of society says about it. In many ways, our own moving on has been characterised by an ease for which I am grateful. The decision and the process was mutually discerned, and for myself there was a clear sense of call to a new expression of ministry, with job security in that.

For many others the process is much more fraught. One may feel pushed out, or directly asked to leave, and the relational fall-out is heart-breaking. Ministries are downscaled and even fresh church plants can ‘fail.’ Despite the messiness of these situations, I retain a firm conviction that God is always calling us – perhaps not to pastoral ministry or to any official role, but instead to rest or retreat, either as a midway point to something new or as a final landing place.

This sense of calling can empower us to embrace the flexibility required to allow our story to take a dramatically different turn. When you’ve poured your life into a people, responding to what you are necessarily convinced is a divine mandate, it should be no surprise that laying this down either willingly or under compulsion is no simple process. It requires attentive listening to our own hearts and the ongoing support of both friends and the wider church. Moving On offers both a gentle and substantial resource in aid of this.


Introductions
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Grief in Ministry Transitions

“Whether the ministry was a good experience or not, you grow with people, and leaving weighs heavily on you. It hurts. The grief is very real in leaving a ministry. It seems to go with us, and it affects our thinking about other ministry experiences. I think why it’s hard, why it’s a painful, why it’s heavy, and why it doesn’t leave us, is because ministry is what we are called for. It is our job description to be a Minister of Word and Sacrament. Our heart and soul is committed to it. We give it everything.”

The Moderator of the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand,1 Fakaofo Kaio, is describing the grief of ministry transitions. This grief has a lot in common with other forms of grief, but it is also distinctive. For Fakaofo this is because of the personal, spiritual and emotional investment that ministers make in their work: “we give it everything.”

Any ending of a ministry involves a unique and complex mix of grief for all involved. The pastoral relationship ends, and all that it was must be reworked and re-storied as it moves from present reality into memory. Grieving our endings takes time, but often we rush on into the next thing. It takes friendship and support, just as we leave our community. It takes honesty, but few people want to hear it. The vulnerability of grieving can conflict with ministers’ self-understanding as the one who cares for everyone else.

Ministers are professional experts on grief. Holding others through endings, dying and bereavement is a core part of the job. However, attending to our own grief and transitions is easier said than done. It helps when we apply what we know about grief to ourselves and our own families. Grieving well releases fresh energy and joy, to be available to new communities and contexts. Grieving releases us more fully into God’s life-long call, through different seasons and expressions of ministry.

Ministry is not just a job. It is understood by those who do it as a divine calling. It can be far easier for us to hear the voice of God in a call to a new beginning than in the ending and the leaving. Does the ending deny the validity of the call? ‘Did God change his mind?’ ‘Did I fail my call?’ The theological and discernment questions around ending and leaving are difficult, especially when a minister comes to the decision that she can no longer stay. Grief plays a major role in these questions, not just for the minister herself but for her spouse and family.

This book reflects upon the experience of the pastor as he or she works through the process of ‘moving on’ from a ministry. It explores the complex and compound nature of grief, especially when a ministry has been conflicted and when the decision to leave was difficult. It offers a wealth of experiences from a breadth of cultural contexts, from nearly 40 contributors. The grief of ministry transitions is addressed in prayer and liturgy. There are tools and resources as well as discussion about church processes and polity related to endings such as resignations and retirement.

Moving On includes both lay and ordained ministry. While most contributors are ordained ministers there is also discussion of the role of church elders and employed staff. It challenges the church to be a good employer and to realise that the endings matter as much as the beginnings.

Transitions are, by definition, transitory, while a book is permanent. These stories capture a moment in time for the contributors; many are painful moments characterised by discomfort and uncertainty and a reaching out to God for healing and peace. Please be aware that for each of these contributors, life continues; they may now be in a very different place, and more transitions will come.

Our stories are our own. I have tried to avoid blame or any cause for offence in relation to the events and experiences described here. People are not named unless they have contributed directly to the book.2 The names of places and parishes from the past in contributor’s stories are replaced with a random initial, other than in the brief introductions prior to each chapter.

Moving On: Grief in Ministry Transitions emerged in conversation and relationship. Most chapters are based on interviews. It is a work of pastoral theology, starting from the assumption that as we attend to our own life experience, including the hard stuff, we encounter Christ. Chapters have an uneven texture, with my own voice appearing and disappearing as I have sought to reveal the conversational nature of this work and at the same time enable each person’s words to ring true. The book is well sprinkled with the wonderful poetry of Ana Lisa de Jong, which she has offered with amazing insight and generosity.




1 At the time of writing, in 2021.

2 A notable exception is the name of Rev. Perema Leasi, QSM, whose passing in 2019 is honoured and reflected on. Some contributors have chosen to name their partners and children. Any other people named are published authors.




Layers: a Cross-Cultural Conversation

Shrek: Ogres are like onions.

Donkey: They stink?

Shrek: Yes. No!

Donkey: They make you cry?

Shrek: No.

Donkey: If you leave them out in the sun, they turn brown and start sprouting little white hairs?

Shrek: No! Onions have layers. Ogres have layers.

Donkey: Oh, you both have layers. Oh. You know, not everybody likes onions. Cake! Everybody loves cake! Cakes have layers.

Shrek: I don’t care what everyone likes! Ogres are not like cakes.

Donkey: You know what else everybody likes? Parfaits! Have you ever met a person, you say, “Let’s get some parfait,” they say, “Hell no, I don’t like no parfait?”? Parfaits are delicious!

Shrek: No! You dense, irritating, miniature beast of burden! Ogres are like onions! End of story! Bye-bye!

This moment from the movie ‘Shrek’ has rather worked its way into our culture as a container for complexity. Human experience, like onions, has layers, and the delightful contrast between ogre and donkey suggests the diversity of human responding to pain. The contributors to Moving On speak of the layers of their experience of ministry transitions.

Some layers are shared and foundational: the raw emotion of loss, the hunger for connection and human community. The chapters ring with courage in speaking from the heart, from the hope that this vulnerability enables others to reflect with courageous honesty on their own stories.

Culture adds complex layers to human experience. Many of those contributing to this book are part of the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand, and they represent the cultural diversity of this church which includes Māori, Pacific, European, Asian and African ethnicities. Hearing people from cultures different from our own enriches us, and also reveals what we do not see because we take things for granted. Fundamental relationships are viewed and felt differently. The Western view of ‘professional’ ministers who come, do a job, and leave, is not shared by communal cultures such as Cook Islands and Māori, where ministers and congregations share a continuing belonging.

Those who have crossed cultures and nations in their response to God’s call on their lives bring a distinct layer of grieving for another place and way of doing things, even while fully committing to their new context. Ministry is never in isolation from culture, marriage, and families, both nuclear and extended. Even within this country, major changes, such as leaving the military, create a culture-clash.

These contributions share the conviction that God is part of the conversation, and the assumption that the Bible is a central layer in ministry. Each of the interviews and articles reveal ongoing dynamic relating with God, ‘who was and is and is to come’ (Revelation 4:8). Contributors reflect on past calling, present hearing and look forward confidently to God’s presence in the future. The pain, even trauma and heartbreak, in these stories, can be profoundly confronting but yet is held within this conversation with the living Christ.

Contributors explore layers within the Bible and expect scripture to inform experience. Across our diverse cultures the Bible resonates in both common and unexpected ways. Henry Mbambo expresses his dislocation from family in terms of the grief of exiled Israelites for “the songs of Zion” (Psalm 137:3). Sarah Beisly describes the immediacy of Gospel stories in a Kolkata back alley. Fele Nokise re-examines culture and theology in the light of human pain. The prayer liturgies in Section Four invite spiritual and emotional connection with scripture stories and metaphors, expecting the Spirit of Christ to be present and alive in the points of contact between ancient text and contemporary situations.

The final layer explored in ‘Moving On’ is the institutional one. Ministry, as discussed in these pages, happens in the context of church and under the authority of the church. Collectively we create this thing called ‘church’ and share responsibility for its healthy functioning. Central to this is our collective ability to be the body of Christ with freedom and grace. As we welcome one another into leadership and release one another from leadership, can we be ruled by the Spirit of peace, act with generosity and speak with truth and love?

Ultimately the whole ‘onion’ (or ‘parfait’!) belongs not to us but to the One who made us, called us and shapes us. We are not our own but Christ’s. This complex layered narrative of loss and love is offered as gift, to the wider church, and to God.

• • •

This Heart – Ana Lisa de Jong


(Living Tree Poetry)1

My heart is like the onion’s skin, 
shedding layers with the breaking. 
My heart is pressed as the garlic bulb 
until it releases its scent.

Yes, my heart is a growing thing 
that pushes beyond its restraints. 
The shell must give yet
a thousand times 
for this heart to expand.




1 Copyright information for this poem, and all of Ana Lisa’s poems reprinted here, is at the conclusion of the book.




My starting point

So what layers of culture and assumptions am I aware of in myself? I am a fifth generation Pākehā New Zealander, from English and Danish pioneers who settled in Aotearoa. My childhood included several major transitions, between Fiji and Kaikohe, Ruatoria, Gisborne and Tonga. In and out of very different cultures, breaking friendships, losing homes, learning to adjust and make new friends and feel at home somewhere new. The hardest was the move from Tonga to Lower Hutt, age 12, combined with my parents’ separation. It took me a long time to figure out how to be a ‘normal’ Kiwi teenager, and to recover from being bullied.

The church was always part of the story, from the Fiji Indian church of my earliest memories, to family camps with the Gisborne Methodists, to worship in the Royal Palace chapel in Nuku’alofa! My teen years were rescued by the Waiwhetu Methodist Church in Lower Hutt, and I went into youth ministry from that strong base. I have been richly blessed by widely diverse experience of church life, worship, fellowship and mission. Through every turning point and new adventure Jesus Christ remains my Rock and my Way. Nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. What fascinates me is how this security is in dynamic tension with life’s ‘trials and tribulations.’ As a pastoral theologian I am drawn into the uncomfortable conversations, toward the points of pain, for I trust the way the Spirit of Jesus gently opens up our pain and pours in light and healing.


Tough Honesty

I have been an ordained Presbyterian minister for over a decade. In that time I have held, and left, three pastoral appointments in parishes in New Zealand, each quite different from the others. Each I have resigned: one to take up another appointment, one was a difficult decision, and one because my army chaplain husband was posted to a new part of the country. Each ending was very different, and each was a significant part of my ministry and personal formation. Each was an experience of grief.

Yet when I went looking through my books on ministry for insights about the grief of ending a ministry, it was not there. I found much in my books on the beginnings of a ministry, the process and dynamics of call, and much on sustaining in ministry, often with an explicitly stated intention of preventing pastors from resigning their ministries. But I found practically nothing on the tasks and challenges of leaving. Why?

One brutally honest answer came in an article about ministry in an Asian context:

“The failed pastor’s family and close relatives undoubtedly will suffer embarrassment, shame, and emotional duress. In an Asian community, becoming a pastor surely calls for a big celebration; but, on the contrary, if one quits the ministry it becomes a major embarrassment.”1

In our culture, too, we celebrate the beginnings with much fanfare, but the endings we are far less comfortable with, especially where there is any hint of ‘failure.’ Some leavings are honoured, e.g. retirement after a long and outwardly successful ministry. Other leavings are far more difficult and wrought with ‘emotional duress,’ even shame.

Church culture (mine at least) is conflict-averse, to the point of non-honesty; awkward silences are the order of the day. As I was ‘moving on’ from a conflicted parish context I was asked by denominational leadership to “end well.” I heard this as an request that I not upset anyone, not say uncomfortable things.

For me, this was contradicted by what my supervisor was saying, and what I knew that God was saying, which was to challenge my need for acceptance and affirmation and my desire to keep the peace. I was devastated to discover how deeply committed I was to the idea that if I tried hard enough everyone would approve of me. God needed to crack that open, and grow me bigger than that. Part of that was dealing with my residual pain from feeling bullied and rejected as a child.

The church, too, can be guilty of bullying and abuse. It grieves me that many who leave ministry do so feeling gutted. To attend to these endings with honesty is to stand with Jesus in a place of persecution. Only Jesus holds the way to healing.

Grief is a strange place. I am no longer in it, though some memories still carry the taste of it. It is a surreal landscape in which things hang awkwardly and loom weirdly. It is pointy and gloomy and cold and lonely. To walk with death and failure is part of our calling, though never a path we choose. The insights of grief theory were, to me, helpful. Any loss takes us on a journey, and the only way out is through. There are no short-cuts, but there are guides and companions through grief. These do not lessen the pain to be felt, but do keep us moving so that we don’t just go around and around.

I hope that this book is a companion for those in ministry, an encouragement to have the hard conversations and to not be afraid to go deep into whatever it is that God is calling us into, even the darkest paths of pain. For Christ is risen; “God’s mercies never come to an end, they are new every morning.” (Lamentations 3:22b-23a).




1 Simon Nagarajan, “Restoration of Pastors Who Left the Ministry in an Honor/Shame-Based Society Like Singapore.” Presbyterian, vol. 45, no. 2 (Fall 2019): 184.




Dedications

To my fabulous husband, Chris, who has been there through it all.

My heart-felt thanks to all those who have contributed to this book. These are not easy conversations, and each person has been courageous in sharing their story.

Special thanks to my dear friend Lynn Ramage. Your painting of the Kahuterawa Stream in Linton is the art work throughout this book. It is a love song to this land, to belonging, to creativity, to friendship – and to God. We treasure the memory of you sitting on the rocks near our home with your feet in the water, using one rock as your easel. We still keenly feel your absence, and also your presence.

Korōria ki te Atua, ko ia te Tīmatanga me te Mutunga, te Karanga me te Kāinga.

Glory to God: Beginning and End, Call and Home.

Āe, ahakoa haere ahau i te awaawa o te ātārangi o te mate, kāhore he kino e wehi ai ahau: nō te mea kei tōku taha koe; ko tāu rākau, ko tāu tokotoko, ko ēna hei oranga ngākau mōku.

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff – they comfort me.

Psalm 23:41




1 Bible Society of New Zealand, Paipera Tapu (2012).




A Theology of Transition – Alistair Mackenzie

Alistair Mackenzie is a Baptist pastor, theology lecturer, mission consultant and spiritual director. He is a global pioneer in exploring the theologies of vocation and work.

His book Soul Purpose is a rich resource for vocational discernment (it can be read online or a free copy downloaded from https://www.theologyofwork.org/book/soul-purpose). Chapters 11 and 12 in particular are devoted to discussing ways of navigating through transitions.

I asked Alistair about his experience working with people in vocational transition, and his theology of transition: “Where is God in those moments when we have let go one thing and we’re not sure about the next thing?”

• • •

The way we approach transitions is shaped by a number of factors. Ministry transitions happen for different reasons and these reasons significantly influence what we find ourselves wrestling with in the midst of transition. We need to discern again: ‘Who am I? What are my gifts? What is my calling?’

Self-awareness comes as we ask ourselves hard questions. What prompted this transition? How much of this crisis is self-imposed through my own foolishness? What circumstances beyond my control have overtaken me? Do I sense it is time to move on as a natural result of growth in my maturity or stage of life? Am I realising that this church community requires a different style of leadership as it moves into another phase in its life? Do I leave, or do I learn to operate in a different mode?

To navigate our way through a transition it is helpful to identify as clearly as we can the past, present and future aspects of the issues we find ourselves confronting.

What are you being challenged to let go of as you move forward? What do you not want to lose, and must make sure you take with you? Examining the past helps us to clarify this. Letting go inevitably involves grief. Clarifying what we want to take with us involves some careful evaluating. Not everything we might want to hold on to is good for us. But we must also be careful not to cast aside what will be important for us.

In the present it is important to understand: ‘In the light of what has happened, what am I learning from this? What are my practical circumstances? What emotional state has this left me in?’ Also: ‘What help do I need, to both support me here and now, and to assist me to chart a helpful course ahead?’

Realising it is time to move on is often a very difficult experience of not seeing clearly. We know far more about what we are leaving behind than where we are going. We feel the grief of what we are being forced to let go of, without the compensation of knowing what is ahead. For me this has usually been the case when I have confronted changes; I had a strong intuitive sense of when it was time to go, without seeing what the next thing was. I have rarely transitioned directly into something new.

A Bible message I have found encouraging in the midst of my transitions is Proverbs 3:5-6: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.”

How do we clarify the road ahead? What will shape the way we move through a transition? What pieces need to be in place for you to make those decisions? In my experience, a lot of people look for a clear plan or a particular job, but I’m not sure this is the most helpful way to think about it. In my work mentoring and resourcing people in discernment, I encourage thinking about: ‘What do you know about who you are, what you value, and what you would love to be doing?’

You may have seen somebody doing work that you are attracted to. Or it may be a compelling sense of: ‘These values are really important to me.’ Or a deep longing surfacing from within you. Or perhaps you are starting to grow a clearer understanding of your distinctive strengths and gifts. Amongst all that you don’t yet grasp, what are one or two things that do seem clear to you?

Act on what you know. A good future is more likely to be built around acting on what you can understand rather than feverishly pursuing and worrying about what you don’t understand. That passage from Proverbs 3 encourages us to trust that God is with us. Learn to live according to the glimpses of light you see, one step at a time, rather than feeling overwhelmed by all the unknown.

How do we manage our fears and anxiety about the future? How do we best prepare ourselves for this future? And who are the committed companions we need alongside us as fellow travellers?

I encourage people to recognise that when our circumstances change our faith is challenged too. Is the faith that I have held on to until now sufficient to sustain and orientate me in the midst of these new challenges? What remains the same, that you can hang on to in the midst of transition? And what you are being forced to let go of?

The Bible emphasises the importance of frightening transitions – we don’t take this seriously enough. God is at work in the midst of threatening circumstances and uncertainty. The Bible is a narrative of the people of God continually being thrown into uncomfortable circumstances where they have to rethink their faith, sometimes very seriously. I love the words of Psalm 137:4, “How do we sing the Lord’s song in this foreign land?” This is a recurring refrain in the Psalms and for all of us in the midst of confusing transitions.

The Bible is full of stories about people in transitions that they would never have chosen for themselves. Again and again they are forced by God to rethink who they are and where they are headed. Whether it’s Adam and Eve being kicked out of the garden, or Abraham pushed to leave his homeland, or the people of God led out of captivity in Egypt through the Exodus experience, or later on dragged off into captivity in the Exile. As well as the challenges of suddenly changed circumstances, the Bible also introduces us to a succession of prophets who are raised up to disturb the people of God just when they are getting comfortable with the way things are! If ever there was a book full of resources for transitions, it’s the Bible.

Exodus and exile are particularly relevant for this generation. We experience exodus as a pilgrim people on the move, looking for signs of the presence of God in the wilderness. We experience exile when we feel like marginalised aliens in a place where other people are creating the culture and making the rules. We live in a period of massive cultural change which is impacting on every area of life. It is begging for wise and creative leadership. The disturbing effects of this are felt in church life and leadership. People look to the church for stability only to find themselves threatened by changes there too. In times like this, even the best leaders wonder if they are up to the task.

A theology of transition digs deep into themes of journey and pilgrimage, captivity and exile and exodus. I like Walter Brueggemann’s interpretation of the Psalms: so many of the Psalms give voice to the cries of people in distressing circumstances. The Psalms move from comfortable orientation, through disorientation, and on to reorientation. This is a perfect description of the transition from what was, into a period of upheaval and waiting and uncertainty, and then a reorientation towards new beginnings. The Bible narrative equips the people of God to be prepared to face challenging transitions at different stages of life.

• • •

Transition – Ana Lisa de Jong


(Living Tree Poetry)

An exchange always asks of us
to lose as well as gain.

No object can be picked up
with full hands.

While the new might be a gift,
the old will leave its residue

no matter our willingness
to release.

But at the time of exchange
we will find we are ready

when we understand
the ebb and flow of life.

Nothing that we’ve lived,
either good or painful,

remains the thing it was
when it arrived.

It will have made its mark,
like patterns upon our palms,

and we will carry it with us
deeply inscribed.

And everything yet
that we do or love

will be infused
by the things we’ve left behind.

But with an openness of heart
we will find our embrace

is something stronger
for the moulding of the years.

And now the new works of our hands,
though something freshly made,

will be blessed
by the passages of time.


Section One: 
Grieving Endings and Changes in Ministry
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The Tasks of Grief 1

Grief is our response to loss. Loss happens to you. Grieving is what you do about it. Anything we have loved requires grieving when it is lost, so grief encompasses a wide range of situations. Most of the research and writing about grief and loss relates to the death of a person we love; the terms ‘bereavement’ and ‘mourning’ apply specifically to this. However, an ending of a ministry involves the ending of relationships and roles, and theories and models of grief can assist ministers, and their families, in ending a ministry.

One approach to grief describes it as work to be done, work of heart and mind and soul. Specific challenges can be identified within this work, which can be called the ‘tasks’ of grief. I am an achievement-oriented person, so I am drawn to theories of grief that speak of human agency, achieving things. Tomas Attig writes:

When we grieve, we can and do control our responses to our losses and give direction to our coping. As we address the tasks of grieving, we have many choices about constructive and meaningful things to do and say. The point of choosing to grieve and addressing the tasks is to put together the pieces of our broken lives and to find ways of living purposefully and meaningfully again.2

William Worden proposed four tasks of grief:3


	
To accept the reality of the loss,



	
To work through the pain of grief,



	
To adjust to an environment in which the deceased is missing,



	
To emotionally relocate the deceased and move on with life (and reinvest in new relationships).





I have adapted these for grieving the end of a ministry. I split Worden’s first task of accepting the reality of loss into two. One task relates to the minister’s decision to initiate or accept an ending (inner acceptance). The second relates to the ending of a host of relationships and roles (outer acceptance). The mix of emotions may be unique, but the task of experiencing them is similar to other forms of grieving. Adjusting to the loss requires pastors to come to terms with the ministry that is over, and make it part of their personal narrative in a healthy way. I describe this as the task of ‘telling a grace story of the ministry.’ Worden’s fourth task of ‘relocating’ our emotional energy into new relationships becomes the challenge of reinvesting in a new ministry context (or other work or retirement). For the end of a ministry these tasks may be happening well before the final service, and may continue long afterward.

The tasks for a minister leaving a position are:


	
To fully decide to leave



	
To end many relationships and renegotiate a few



	
To work through the pain of grief



	
To tell a grace story of that ministry



	
To reinvest in a new ministry.





1. To fully decide to leave

The first task in ending a ministry is to move from ambivalence to decision; to get to the point at which the cost of severing roles and relationships becomes outweighed by the benefits of something new. This could be sudden or take many years. There may be a build-up of ‘push’ factors or a new opportunity too good to turn down (a ‘pull factor’). The decision may be solely the minister’s, or there may be a complex process involved. Tokerau Joseph describes it: “You connect the dots and then you make the decision. And sometimes the dots are not always clear. You don’t always see clearly but I have learned that you make the decision and you live with it.”

This culminates on the day the congregation is told that the minister is leaving. Once the news is public there is then a process of the community coming to terms with it, to ‘accept the reality of the loss.’

The process of coming to a decision, or accepting the inevitability of leaving if it is imposed, will include ‘anticipatory grief.’ I remember feeling intense sadness as I led a worship service the Sunday prior to announcing my resignation; I struggled not to weep. By the time of my final service I was more emotionally detached. Anticipatory grief prepares for the loss to come.

There are parallels with the challenge of coming to terms with one’s own physical dying. Elizabeth Kubler Ross famously described this process in terms of denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. As a minister attempts to navigate a way forward that might enable him to stay in a difficult ministry space, this will likely include aspects of negotiation, with spikes of anger and lows of sadness. Where this leads beyond denial of problems to acceptance of an inevitable end to the ministry, this brings the pastor to the point of announcing that she is leaving.

Near the end of his life Moses had to confront the reality that he would die on the wrong side of the Jordon River. How harsh it must have been for him to come so close to achieving the goal which he longed for but could not reach. With his last dregs of strength he climbed up a mountain where he could see across the valley into the promised land (Deuteronomy 34). Before he did, however, he commissioned a new generation of leadership (Deuteronomy 31). He experienced anger, and fear for his people, but was able to speak God’s truth and God’s blessing right to the end. He accepted the reality of loss and enabled his people to re-envisage community life without him.

2. To end many relationships and renegotiate a few

When a person we loved dies we grieve for the lost relationship. But ending a ministry means severing and grieving many relationships, leaving an entire community.

The minister is the one who leaves; the congregation get left behind. This creates an imbalance of power, placing the responsibility for managing the process of ending in the hands of the minister. As their pastor I was the person who was there to support them through difficult times, including their grief; how do I support people through the pain of letting go when I am the one causing the pain?

In the situation where a minister resigns, rather than retiring or being called to another position, the ending is odd. The best advice I received was from a wise older minister: “Don’t expect anyone to talk to you about it,” he said. This was harsh but accurate. From the moment I resigned it became the elephant in every room. In a moment of exasperation I complained to one of the elders, a competent professional man, that no one had said anything to me about me leaving. He simply replied, “I don’t know what to say.” The fact is, we Kiwis are lousy at difficult conversations. It takes a rare parishioner to ask their minister why she is leaving and really want to hear the answer. It’s too hard. It’s too personal. It feels like maybe God is leaving, or God has let us down, and the less said the better.

What does it mean to truly ‘end well’? In his advice to ministers, Steven Moore writes, “the first lesson in ending well is to be generous in your praise, quick to offer a blessing, and thorough in your expressions of appreciation to those you leave behind.”4 This indeed is my experience. But it is not all my experience. What does ‘ending well’ look like when the praise and thanks are hard to find? There is a tension between ‘going quietly’ and saying what needs to be said. Ending relationships well requires honesty as well as blessing, but only as much honesty as people can receive ‘well.’

People say “Stay in touch.” It may be a genuine desire for ongoing relationship, or it may be them struggling to come to terms with the reality of the ending – ‘denial’ in classic grief terms. Some relationships may continue and evolve into a mutual friendships, but fewer than I had expected. Even close colleagues seemed to quickly adjust to my absence. I had to learn to not be surprised when people don’t ‘stay in touch.’ It is not easy to forge a post-ministry friendship. The power dynamic between ministers and parishioners gets in the way. For some there is a sense that one ‘shouldn’t’ continue a relationship, that it violates an unwritten ethical code. Each time I have left a ministry there have been a few people that I genuinely wanted to stay in my life. But who is responsible for initiating contact? If we meet, where? Going to visit them in their home feels too much the same as when it was a pastoral visit. I try to put the onus on others to call me if they would like to meet up, but they say they don’t want to bother me. It’s complicated.

Some denominations insist on a ‘clean’ ending of a ministry; leave and don’t come back to visit for at least a year. Clergy (and their spouses) who remain involved in congregation can undermine a new ministry appointment.

The grief of saying goodbye is beautifully portrayed in Acts 20:36-38, as the elders of the church in Ephesus face the reality of a final parting with Paul. These verses describe the strong emotion and closeness of ‘grieving well’ together. There was “a great deal of weeping by everyone,” hugs and kisses, and all they walked together down to the wharf to wave him off. For his part, Paul enabled healthy grieving by making space for it, setting up a meeting to say goodbye properly. His words in Acts 20 echo Moses’ final messages at the end of Deuteronomy. He speaks from the heart, sharing his own emotions. He warns them of trouble to come; “be on guard” (Acts 20:28). He does not ‘beat about the bush’ but is clear about the “chains and afflictions” that await him (Acts 20:23). Paul places the grief of parting within the context of who he knows himself to be in Christ: “I count my life of no value to myself, so that I may finish my course and the ministry I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24). Paul invested himself fully in each local community he ministered in, but his core identity and calling was broader than any one community or place.

3. To work through the pain of grief

Grief can be an emotional black hole. It sucks in energy, leaving us less able to care for others, even struggling to care for ourselves. It is also very physical and can make us sick. Grief is unique and varied, but there are also common themes: I’d put sadness, fatigue, anxiety and anger in the top four.

Grief is a process of adjusting, as Margaret Holloway puts it:

The person and the old life have gone, and a new existence must replace it. The process of grappling with this new life is … the real ‘work’ of grief, characterised by both disorganisation, as the bereaved person struggles to adjust and make changes necessary to survive without the person who has died, but also periods of depression and sometimes despair.5

The ending of a ministry is a form of dying, especially when it leaves future ministry uncertain. Grieving for a role, a community and a home involves the work of ‘review,’ remembering relationships, being reminded of what has been lost, and allowing oneself to feel the “raw pain of grief.”6

Not everything that pretends to help really does help. Any addiction we are prone to will assert that it is the answer to the pain of grief. I had to notice when I was drinking too much wine, or playing too much solitaire on the computer. Addictions and bad habits may be costly, on our own wellbeing as well as on the people around us.

Because grief has such a wide range and variety of symptoms, and can last for a long time, it can be easy to not recognise our distress as grief. It can be a major factor in physical illness and fatigue, in emotions as varied as frustration, irritability, guilt, loneliness, lost-ness or insecurity as well as the obvious sadness. Thoughts can get stuck in loops that go around and around. Grief can come out as social withdrawal or hyper-functioning, or looking for intimacy in the wrong places. It can lead us into solitude or prayer, or make these more difficult. Recognising and attending to these with courage and honesty is the task of grieving.

One theory talks about grief as a ‘dual process.’7 On one hand we are doing the emotional work of feeling the loss. One the other hand we are adjusting to a new environment, trying to figure out who we are without the person who has died or the role we no longer hold.

For ministers who begin a new ministry appointment immediately after finishing their previous one, there is little time or recognition for grief. This dual process can be acute and unbalanced. The danger is that the demands of a new job and community may override a minister’s emotional needs. There is a price to be paid for ignoring grief; suppressed grief can show up as illness, compassion fatigue and a cumulative ‘brown-out’ lack of passion or joy.8

It is also important to note the effects of the end of a ministry on the pastor’s spouse and family. Traumatic grief is notoriously tough on marriages. Marsha Frame studied the effects of moving towns on (male) clergy and their wives. She found that many ministers had support systems which gave them resilience, but their wives had less support and were most likely to suffer negative consequences. “Many research results which focused on relocating spouses found them to have lower well-being than their husbands … manifest in depression, sadness, loneliness and alienation.”9 Supporting one’s spouse through grief requires patience, care and encouragement, just when capacity for these is diminished.

One cannot write a book on grief and ministry without bringing Job into it. The book of Job stands as the ultimate chronicle of loss and crisis of meaning. The visceral experiences it describes mark the terrain of grief:


	
sadness: “my eyes have grown dim from grief” (Job 17:7)



	
restlessness: “I cannot relax or be still; I have no rest, for trouble comes” (Job 3:26)



	
suicidality: “[I] wait for death but it does not come. [I] search for it” (Job 3:21)



	
overwhelm: my grief “would outweigh the sand of the seas!” (Job 6:3)



	
spiritual pain: “my spirit is broken” (Job 17:1)



	
isolation: “all of my best friends despite me” (Job 19:19)



	
hopelessness: “my eye will never again see anything good” (Job 7:3)



	
fatigue: “I have buried my strength in the dust” (Job 16:15)





Central to the grief process of Job is emotional honesty: “I will not restrain my mouth. I will speak in the anguish of my spirit; I will complain in the bitterness of my soul.” (Job 7:11). Through his pain Job continues to be in relationship with God; God is both subject and audience for Job’s grief, perhaps even therapist. The central theme of the book of Job is the capacity to hold on to the goodness of God “God is wise and all-powerful,” (Job 9:4) in the place of human suffering; “even if He kills me I will hope in Him” (Job 13:15). The ‘Why?!’ question which saturates the book of Job finds no answer in human ethics. In the end Job’s moral framework of rights and wrongs falls into silence and repentance in the presence of the living God (Job 42:6). God is God, loss is loss, and grief can come to an end.

4. To tell a grace story of that ministry

We used to think that the goal of grieving is to relinquish old attachments, to ‘let go.’ This has been challenged by more recent grief theories, and from non-Western cultures for whom a continuing bond with a deceased person is considered both normal and desirable. The goal of grief is no longer seen as letting go of that relationship, but of transforming it, continuing a sense of connection in a new way, in their physical absence.10

Perhaps those of us in ministry never truly ‘leave’ a church where we have pastored. Maybe we leave part of ourselves behind and carry that community with us in some form. The way we grieve determines the form we carry it in, and we do this by the stories we tell. A narrative perspective suggests that “the stories we tell ourselves not only speak of the lives we live, but in fact ‘author’ them. Stories are not mirrors of reality; they constitute, map, and shape our lives over time.”11 People who leave a church with unresolved grief may carry a story of bitterness, regret, blame or failure.

It is interesting reading Paul’s letters with this in mind. There are moments when Paul expresses real hurt and anger, such as at the end of 2 Timothy when he writes about two people in particular whom he feels betrayed by (2 Timothy 4:10, 14). Paul then declares in a sweeping statement that “everyone deserted me” (2 Timothy 4:16). Given the list of names in verse 21, clearly not everyone did desert him, but his personal narrative includes the devastating experience of feeling utterly abandoned. But through this, Paul’s close spiritual relationship with Jesus leads him into trust in Christ’s bigger story, in which Paul sees himself as “being poured out as an offering” (2 Timothy 4:6). Complaint finds its true home in redemptive suffering.

The grief task of ‘emotionally relocating’ what we have lost is a process of re-working our internal relationship with it, once the external relationship is over.12 Where there is anger or guilt, the task is to invite Christ into the story; to keep telling the story until the narrative changes in God’s perspective into one of grace. Forgiveness, of both self and other, is neither quick nor easy. It demands a determination to forgive and to bless, even in the face of abuse or rejection. It requires support, and excellent godly competent listening. I would go so far as to say that for we mortals it is “impossible, but with God all things are possible.” (Matthew 19:26, NIV).

5. To reinvest in a new ministry

Grieving releases the energy trapped in tangled ambivalence of the past, freeing us to connect in new ways with new people. Henry Cloud describes this as ‘metabolising’ past experiences, as we metabolise the food we have eaten in order to release the energy from the nutrients. It is a process, often an emotional one, but it leads forward into the new.

When you feel grief, you are saying, “I am looking this reality right in the face and dealing with it, the reality that this (whatever this is) is over. Finished. Grief also means I am getting ready for what is next, because I am finishing what is over.” … So if your last experience has been properly metabolised, you are ready. You have learned, made the changes necessary, added whatever you need, and are wiser and more prepared. Facing your grief, working it through, and letting it equip you is a significant part of a good necessary ending.13


OEBPS/navtoc.xhtml


    

    Table of Contents





    

    		

        Title

    



    		

        Table of Contents

    



    		

        Foreword – Maja Whitaker

    



    		

        Introductions

        

        		

            Grief in Ministry Transitions

        



        		

            Layers: a Cross-Cultural Conversation

            

            		

                This Heart – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        		

            My starting point

        



        		

            Tough Honesty

        



        		

            Dedications

        



        		

            A Theology of Transition – Alistair Mackenzie

            

            		

                Transition – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        



    



    		

        Section One:  Grieving Endings and Changes in Ministry

        

        		

            The Tasks of Grief

            

            		

                1. To fully decide to leave

            



            		

                2. To end many relationships and renegotiate a few

            



            		

                3. To work through the pain of grief

            



            		

                4. To tell a grace story of that ministry

            



            		

                5. To reinvest in a new ministry

            



            		

                The Work of Grief – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        		

            Fire, Cloud and Calling – Fakaofo Kaio

        



        		

            Your Loss is Our Loss – Tokerau Joseph

        



        		

            Never Forgotten: Death in Active Ministry  – Caroline Mareko, Uili Teó and Mana Leasi-Paese

            

            		

                Caroline Mareko

            



            		

                Uili Teó

            



            		

                Mana Fa’ailo Leasi-Paese

            



            



        



        		

            Internally Displaced: a Spouse’s Perspective  – Jenny Flett

        



        		

            A Lay Leaders’ Perspective  – Alan and Elizabeth Purdie

        



        		

            Farewells Never Happen – Hone Te Rire

        



        		

            A Journey with Endings and New Beginnings  – Robyn McPhail

        



        		

            Rejection and Colonial Mentality – Joohong Kim

        



        		

            Am I Doing the Right Thing? – Henry Mbambo

        



        		

            Jesus, Man of Sorrows

            

            		

                I Cried – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        



    



    		

        Section Two: Complicated Grief in Ministry Transitions

        

        		

            Exile: Multiple Loss

        



        		

            I Will Sing the Songs of Zion – Henry Mbambo

        



        		

            The Wheat and the Weeds:  Ambivalent Attachment

        



        		

            A Friend But Not a Friend

        



        		

            Forced Exit: Trauma

        



        		

            Faamagaloga: Forgiveness – Mua and Linda Strickson-Pua

            

            		

                Kangaroo Court

            



            		

                Poementary:

            



            		

                Fa’anoanoa, Ngaru, Feau, Grieving

            



            		

                Miti

            



            		

                Poementary:

            



            		

                Fa’atuatuaga Hope

            



            



        



        		

            Grieving Alone: Disenfranchised Grief

        



        		

            That Sense of Being Alone – Don Hall

        



        		

            Crisis of Calling: Meaning and Purpose

        



        		

            I Thought I Was Called – Jill Kayser

            

            		

                Long Shadows – Ana Lisa de Long

            



            



        



        



    



    		

        Section Three: Recovery

        

        		

            The Only Way Out is Through

            

            		

                1. Rest

            



            		

                2. Own it

            



            		

                3. Surrender

            



            		

                4. Get in the Flow

            



            		

                5. Work it Out

            



            



        



        		

            Grief and Gratitude in Two Hands – Lynne Baab

        



        		

            Is Your Concept of Ministry Restricting? – Elsa McInnes

        



        		

            We Want to Hear Your Voice – Hone Te Rire

        



        		

            For All That Has Been – Alister Hendery

        



        		

            Unravelling and Re-ravelling – Steve Taylor

            

            		

                Heart Song – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            		

                The Remains of the Day – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        		

            Being Well: Mission, Trauma and Healing – Sarah Beisly

        



        		

            On the Mat: Grief and Ministry  in the Samoan Church – Fele Nokise

            

            		

                Ministry and Authority

            



            		

                When a minister dies

            



            		

                Pain and Faith

            



            		

                Practical Suggestions

            



            		

                Mat Theology

            



            		

                How Good – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        



    



    		

        Section Four: Praying Goodbye

        

        		

            Liturgies for Grieving

            

            		

                A Process of Healing: Joyce Rupp

            



            		

                Prayer of One Going with Gratitude

            



            		

                Prayer of One Forced to Leave

            



            		

                Prayer of One in Exile

            



            		

                Prayer of One Who Feels Crushed

            



            		

                Prayer of One Changing Roles

            



            		

                Prayer for Moving from Complaint to Trust

            



            		

                Praying Goodbye with Children

            



            		

                Blessing of Closure When Leaving a Congregation or Group – Mary Nilsen

            



            		

                As You Go On Your Way – John Ylvisaker (song)

            



            		

                Holy Spirit, ever seeking – Colin Gibson (song)

            



            		

                May the God of Peace – Jules Riding and Silvia Purdie (song)

            



            		

                The Peace Song – Silvia Purdie (song)

            



            		

                Blessing Song List

            



            



        



        		

            Poems and Psalms by Silvia Purdie

            

            		

                Tipped out

            



            		

                My question on pain

            



            		

                Trauma and Recovery

            



            		

                Psalm 20: “The Answer to My Call”

            



            		

                Psalm 42: “As the deer longs”

            



            		

                Psalm 70:14: “Hope Continually”

            



            		

                A Theology of Ending

            



            



        



        		

            Life Calls For Lament – Malcolm Gordon

            

            		

                A Lament: a prayer to God when we cannot find God  – Malcolm Gordon

            



            		

                Inside Out – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            		

                Except a Grain of Wheat – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        



    



    		

        Section Five: Tools for Moving On

        

        		

            Leaving Well: 10 Tips

            

            		

                What to Say and What Not to Say

            



            		

                Rules for communicating when you are leaving

            



            



        



        		

            Practical Pointers – Andy Piggott

        



        		

            The Role of Presbytery – Steve Jourdain

        



        		

            Releasing the Pastoral Tie – David Coster

        



        		

            The Key Role of Church Elders

        



        		

            Grieving Congregations and Church Decline  – John Daniel

        



        		

            From the Centre to the Edge – Susan Blaikie

        



        		

            Our ‘Vacancy’ Model is Broken  – Richard Dawson

        



        		

            Managing Staff Transitions – Richard Dawson

        



        		

            Youth Ministry Transitions  – Nga Rolston and Gordon Fitch

        



        		

            God Goes and God Stays: Children and Change  – Robin Humphreys

        



        		

            Farewell Gifts

        



        		

            Career Coaching – Josiane McGregor

        



        		

            Debrief and Re-brief – Rachel and Damon Fitzpatrick

        



        		

            Journaling as a Grief Practice – Henry Mbambo

        



        		

            A Bridge from Here to There – John Hornblow

        



        		

            Supervision and ‘Space for Grace’ – John Daniel

            

            		

                Supervision Process

            



            		

                Companionship

            



            		

                Anger

            



            		

                Ethics

            



            



        



        		

            Preparing for Retirement – David Coster

        



        		

            A Retiring Offering – Margaret Garland

        



        		

            A Happy Ending – Anne Thomson

            

            		

                The Risk – Ana Lisa de Jong

            



            



        



        



    



    		

        Moving On: A Conclusion

        

        		

            Book List

            

            		

                Ana Lisa and her Poems

            



            



        



        



    



    		

        Copyright

    



    		

        About the author and this book

    



    		

        Advance Praise for Moving On: Grief in Ministry Transition

    



    



    

    

    Guide



    

    		

        Table of Contents

    



    



    



OEBPS/image2.jpg






OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg
Philip
Garside
Publishing Ltd.






OEBPS/image1.jpg







