
P-03  Guidelines for the Relations of Ministers to Their Former Congregations 
 

Note:  superseded by P-37 and P-38 
 

The Committee on Ministry recognizes that there are sometimes potentially difficult situations            
involving the relationship of a minister to his/her former congregations. (When we speak of ministers, we                
refer not only to pastors, associate pastors, and assistant pastors, we also include interims, stated supplies,                
and session moderators.)  The Book of Order provides guidance about the matter (G-2.0905) 
 

“After the dissolution of the pastoral relationship, former pastors and associate  
pastors shall not provide their pastoral services to members of their former 
congregation without the invitation of the moderator of session.” 

 
By making it clear to a congregation that he/she will no longer be available to provide pastoral                 

services, a former pastor helps a congregation in its transition to new pastoral leadership. While it is                 
advisable to keep contacts with a former congregation to a minimum, especially in the first year, under no                  
circumstances should a former pastor participate in any way with the function of the Pastor Nominating                
Committee. 
 
I. When the pastor moves to another community. 

a. During the first year, it is advisable to refrain from all pastoral contact. However, until a new                 
pastor is called, it is permissible to accept the invitation of the Moderator or the Clerk of Session                  
in the absence of the Moderator of the Session to officiate/participate in weddings and funerals,               
and the sacraments. If an associate or interim is present, worship leadership for these worship               
events should be shared. 

b. Services planned prior to the announcement of departure (such as a wedding, homecoming,             
church anniversary) may proceed as planned but with caution. The Session must still issue an               
invitation and plans should be shared with the congregation making clear the exceptional nature              
of this participation. 

c. After the installation of the new pastor, the former pastor may be invited by the new pastor to                  
assist in funerals, weddings, and the sacraments although the acceptance of such invitations             
should be carefully considered. Before accepting an invitation, a former pastor is advised to              
seek the counsel of another pastor or of Presbytery staff.  

d. At all times, the former pastor shall remain sensitive to the possible tensions that can arise from                 
his/her presence in the former parish. The former pastor should make every effort to be               
supportive of his/her successor. The former pastor should encourage persons who might            
contact him/her with concerns about his/her successor to address them to their new pastor or the                
Session or the Committee on Ministry.  
 

II.  When the Pastor remains in the same community. 
When former pastors and their families live in the same community, either following retirement or in                

the case of a change of vocation/calling, the potential for tension is greatly increased. The constant                
presence can be an unhealthy reminder of a pastoral relationship that no longer exists. It increases the                 
temptation to live in the past, or to bring issues and complaints to the former pastor. Therefore special                  
guidelines need to be followed. 
 

a. If there are options for church membership and participation in another congregation, it is              
strongly recommended that the former pastor and his/her family become active in the work and               
worship of another congregation. Remaining in the same congregation can lead to tensions and              
difficulties that no one intends, but nevertheless cannot be avoided. 

b. If there are not other options for church membership and participation in another congregation,              
clergy and families are encouraged to seek alternate worship opportunities especially during the             
first few months after the new pastor and family arrives. 

c. A former pastor and his/her family can be most helpful to his/her successor and family as they                 
strive to be accepted in their new situation. A former pastor and his/her family can also be the                  
most difficult problem a successor and family must face. A former pastor and family should be                
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sensitive to the new pastor and family, encouraging them and helping them in any way, even if                 
that means physically withdrawing from the congregation for a period of time. 

d. A former pastor should refrain from pastoral functions and not accept any position of leadership               
in his/her former church including teaching, nor attend meetings of the Session, Deacons, or any               
committees unless invited by the Session and moderator of Session. Except under extraordinary             
circumstances, such invitations should not be extended or accepted. 

e. A former pastor should not officiate at any sacraments, weddings, funerals, or other functions              
involving members of his/her former church unless invited by the Session and moderator of              
Session. Except under extraordinary circumstances, such invitations should not be extended or            
accepted. 

f. An invitation to officiate or perform pastoral functions in a former church is an opportunity to                
demonstrate support and loyalty to a successor. Former pastors should offer to assist rather              
than officiate when asked. A former pastor should avoid any functions or requests that will               
isolate or exclude the successor from the people God has called him/her to serve. 

e. Before accepting any invitations a former pastor is advised to seek the counsel of another pastor                
or of Presbytery staff. 

f. A former pastor should avoid formal or informal participation in or comment on the work of the                 
Pastor Nominating committee. 

 
It is the responsibility of the pastor who is leaving a congregation to make clear to the Session and the                    
congregation the above guidelines. The Committee on Ministry’s liaison with the congregation will see that               
these guidelines are made clear to the pastor and congregation.  
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