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Presbytery of the Alleghenies 
Church Development Committee Manual 

Rev 1/10/2020 
 

Introduction 
 

This manual of the Church Development Committee of the Presbytery of the Alleghenies is intended to 
set forth the policies and procedures of that committee and is primarily intended for Ruling Elders and 
Teaching Elders to use as a guide in establishing and maintaining the vibrant health of their churches. It 
is to be used as a supplement and a guide to implementing the Book of Order of the Evangelical 
Presbyterian Church. 
 
The core work of the Church Development Committee (CDC) is to promote the health of local 
churches so they can be fruitful and successful in their respective ministries, to engage viable but not 
healthy churches in a partnership of revitalization, to enter into a process of discernment with non-
viable churches to determine future viability, to assist churches and church networks in church planting, 
and to assist in the training and implementation of healthy transitional ministries in the churches. The 
CDC works in these different areas to promote the health of our churches:  
 

A. Assimilating Congregations 
B. Church Health, Vitality, and Revitalization 
C. Church Viability 
D. Church Planting 
E. Transitional Pastoral Ministry 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EPC Mission:   
The EPC exists to carry out the Great Commission of Jesus as a denomination of 
Presbyterian, Reformed, Evangelical, and Missional congregations. 
 
EPC Vision:  
To the glory of God, the EPC family aspires to embody and proclaim Jesus’ love as 
a global movement of congregations engaged together in God’s mission through 
transformation, multiplication, and effective biblical leadership. 
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A. Assimilating Congregations 
 
The CDC is charged with assimilating existing congregations that have requested membership in the 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church (EPC) through the Presbytery of the Alleghenies (POA). These 
congregations will be led by the CDC in a process of preparation for reception that includes an 
introduction to the Eight–Step Process and a familiarization of the POA Elder-Exam Handbook that 
prepares Ruling Elders for examination, overseen by the CDC, prior to reception.  In addition to 
preparation for examination and reception, the work of the CDC is intended to help these churches to 
re-calibrate their efforts from leaving a denomination to congregational vitality and obedience to the 
Great Commission. 

 
EIGHT STEP PROCESS FOR RECEIVING CHURCHES 
                                                                                                                                             
The Presbytery of the Alleghenies was created in September 2011 from churches in the East and 
Midwest Presbyteries of the EPC. Since our inception we have grown significantly and we anticipate 
the growth to continue. Most of this growth has come from churches leaving other denominations. As 
such, we are quite aware that leaving a denomination is difficult logistically, emotionally and 
financially. We will pray that God provides comfort and clarity and unity in your discernment process. 
 
Accommodating our significant growth has been challenging and we have made many 
adjustments in how we process interested churches more efficiently, while remaining thorough 
and true to becoming the kind of presbytery we envisioned at our inception – missionally-minded, 
vital and networked in ministry, and intentional in church planting. At the same time, we want to 
be an encouragement and support for churches desiring to enter the POA. 
 
We have carefully evaluated our practices and procedures and have developed an 8-step process 
that we believe provides the best approach for everyone. Below is an outline of the process of 
joining the EPC and the philosophy behind that process. 
 
STEP 1: A congregation enters into a time of discernment and through prayer, discussion and study 
regarding the future, and the church decides if entry into the EPC is desired. This often begins at the 
level of a Governing Body (e.g. the Session) and then expands to the Congregation. Early in this 
process you must contact either the Chairperson of the POA Church Development Committee, the 
Presbytery Church Development Coordinator, or the Stated Clerk of the POA. Should you need a 
representative of the POA to come to your church to answer questions and share insight into the EPC 
(either at the Governing Body level or the Congregational level) we will gladly arrange for someone to 
meet with you. This can be done at any time during the process. Also, you can gain information from 
the POA website www.epcalleghenies.org or the EPC website www.epc.org. We also invite your church 
leadership to join us at Presbytery Meetings to observe our fellowship. Ministers and churches seeking 
to be received by the POA should allow for up to 12 months for the receiving process. Please know that 
it is not EPC policy to initiate conversations with non-EPC churches that are considering changing 

http://www.epcalleghenies.org/
http://www.epc.org/
http://www.epc.org/
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denominations. We only respond to official invitations from Governing Bodies (e.g. Sessions) seeking a 
conversation. 
 
The POA needs ample time to process and invest in ministers and churches adequately (including 
looking at missional mindset and church vitality). At the same time, the process for churches seeking 
dismissal from other reformed bodies can vary significantly. In addition, churches seeking dismissal 
approach the process in a variety of ways. In many cases, the decision of where the church wants to 
seek to go is not clear to the church leaders until they are well along in the dismissal process. This 
process can often take up to 9 months and is often done in an amicable manner between the church and 
the dismissing body, but in some cases, the dismissal process creates strife in the relationship between 
the church and the dismissing body. 
 
STEP 2: At some point in the discernment process, churches must call a congregational meeting to vote 
to seek admission into the EPC. It cannot be just a Governing Body vote. If the vote carries, the church 
must complete the Petition to be Received (obtained from the POA Stated Clerk) and submit the 
completed application to the Stated Clerk. This is the official beginning of the reception process. In 
special circumstances (to be determined by the POA Leadership Team), transitional membership may 
be helpful. The process for transitional membership will be discussed on an as-needed basis. 

 
STEP 3: The church Session begins a course of study preparing for the Elder Exam. A curriculum is 
given to the Church Leaders to guide this study which is usually led by your Pastor. Normally a 
twelve session study, the “POA Elder Exam Handbook” can be found under the “Resource” page of 
the POA website – www.epcalleghenies.org. 
 
The EPC is Presbyterian/Reformed and Confessional. We truly mean this in the EPC. These are not 
just words. The historical means of achieving these distinctives is the Westminster Confession of 
Faith. Scripture provides the primary basis of our denomination. The Westminster Confession guides 
us in our understanding of Scripture. The EPC has identified Essentials of our Faith, which every 
pastor and church must embrace without exception. It will not be compromised. The course of study 
allows Elders to understand our beliefs and it prepares Elders to take the Ordination Vows of the EPC. 
Almost every church that has completed these times of study has told us that this has been one of the 
richest times of Christian growth they have ever experienced. 
 
STEP 4: A congregation must send leaders of the church to a Church Revitalization Seminar. This is a 
one day seminar that allows a church to examine itself, reset its goals and develop a plan of obedience 
to the Great Commission of the Lord. The POA will conduct these Seminars two or three times a year. 
A church must have at least 50% of Session attend this important seminar. 
 
The other fundamental of the EPC is that we are a Missional Church. This simply means we seek to 
share our faith with our communities and our world. This means that we are “outward focused” 
churches and not “inward focused.” In other words, we want to help churches be healthy and Christ 
centered. We have discovered that the process of departing from other denominations can be very 
painful and requires a church to be very inner focused for a length of time. Our goal is to help 
churches heal from this process and once again focus on the future. This church vitality seminar is the 

http://www.epcalleghenies.org/
http://www.epcalleghenies.org/
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first step to refocus the congregation. Churches have discovered that this can bring great renewal to 
their congregation. 
 
STEP 5: A face to face meeting will be held between the church leadership (Pastor(s) and Elders) and 
representatives of the POA. The purpose of this meeting is to allow the POA to have a more personal 
contact with your church and have a mutual time of interaction and encouragement. Many churches 
coming from their former denominations have developed habits of having minimal involvement with 
their Presbytery. This behavior is unacceptable in the POA. We want to provide active fellowship and 
support for our churches and their staff. This meeting is part of this process and allows us to review 
the Elder Training Process and Church Revitalization Seminar. Again, our goal is to help churches 
transition into the EPC as healthy, growing congregations. The Pastor calls the Chairperson of the 
CDC to arrange this meeting when the Elder Training is completed or near completion and the 
Revitalization Seminar has been attended. 
 
STEP 6: Active Elders will be examined by a team from the CDC. This is a three to four hour 
examination and will be scheduled after the time of study. We usually have Examination Days about 
two weeks before every Presbytery meeting. A minimum of 75% of the Active Elders must 
participate in this examination. 
 
STEP 7: At the successful completion of the reception process, a church is received at a Presbytery 
Meeting as a Full Member Church. This is a time of great joy and praise! We encourage the church to 
bring its elders and key leaders to this Presbytery Meeting to share the experience and celebrate this 
time. 
 
STEP 8: The church plans a time for celebration of reception into the EPC and for renewal of the 
ordination of all the Elders. At the church’s request, the POA will send representatives to participate 
in this celebration and to welcome the congregation into the EPC. Regarding the pastor, a POA 
Administrative Commission will be assigned to lead an installation service. 
 
To become part of the EPC is a step a church will take only once and it will take time and diligence but 
we believe that you will find it a most rewarding, an uplifting journey of faith and a blessing to your 
congregation. 
 
Ministers will be examined separately, but often concurrently with the church. Ministers need to 
contact the Chairperson of the POA Ministerial Committee for additional information. 
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B. Church Health, Vitality, and Revitalization 
 
The health of local congregations in the EPC POA is one of the top priorities for the CDC. The work of 
the POA is carried out by individual local congregations and networks of congregations. The 
assessment of the health and vitality of our congregations is an important part of evaluating and 
assessing how well our churches are doing. The process of revitalization is a necessary component in 
the life of all our churches. 
 
It is the goal and the desire of Presbytery that every member congregation be Evangelical, Presbyterian, 
Reformed, Missional, and Vital according to Scriptural principles and our Book of Order. The EPC 
website (https://epc.org/about/values/) contains cogent descriptions of these values. 
 
Churches should intentionally aspire to these five key attributes which may be assessed as given below.  
 
Five Attributes of a Healthy Congregation: 
 

1. Evangelical  
Addressed by the current minister and session exams  
Other things that may be addressed:  

• Does the leadership intentionally develop and equip other leaders from the 
congregation? 

• Is evangelism integrated into other ministry programs/activity? 
 
2. Presbyterian  

We will encourage ruling elder involvement by individual churches at stated meetings and on 
the various committees and commissions. Each church is expected to be involved in a 
ministry network – either based on geography or affinity. Churches could share in or jointly 
accomplish such things as officer training, missions, church planting, collective outreach, etc. 
 

3. Reformed  
Addressed by the current minister and session exams  
Other things that may be addressed  

• What is the ongoing process for vetting and training church officers? 
• How well does the congregation understand the basics of reformed theology? 

 
4. Missional  

Fundamental attributes of the EPC and of the Presbytery of the Alleghenies:  
• planted by God in its own community to effectively reach those around them  
• continually in the process of equipping its members to be missionaries sent by 

God  
• constantly re-examining itself as to whether it is merely doing maintenance of 

existing ministries and members, or whether or not it is effectively doing the 
mission of reaching its own community  

 
Other things that may be addressed:  

https://epc.org/about/values/
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• What ministries has your church intentionally designed and implemented to 
reach lost people in your neighboring communities? What results have you seen 
from those ministries?  

• In terms of expanding the kingdom of God, what hope or dream do you have for 
your church? What plans do you have to move that dream toward reality?  

• How do you develop and deploy disciples into meaningful outreach? 
• In what ways could you see your church being involved in church planting? 

 
5. Vital  

Things that may be addressed: 
• Does your church have a clearly defined vision/mission that is well known by 

both leadership and membership?  
• How does your actual ministry align with your church’s vision/mission?  
• What is the process by which you evaluate ministry effectiveness?  
• What is the role of personal and corporate prayer in your church?  
• How much of your ministry energy (financial, talent, programming, etc.) is 

invested in ministry beyond your congregation?  
• Is your church culture conducive to change when and where needed?  
• Is the minister seen as an effective leader and teacher?  
• Does the leadership deal effectively with conflict and strive to maintain unity in 

the church?  

 
 
Much of the following information on church vitality has been and is being developed by the GO 
Center led by Dr. Ken Priddy. The POA is indebted to Dr. Priddy and Dr. Robert Stauffer of the GO 
Center and the POA for the development of church resources for church vitality and revitalization. See 
https://gocenterinfo.wordpress.com/ for more information. 
 
 
The Church Revitalization Lifecycle: Three Primary Stages  
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Principle: 
In a fallen 
world, 
vitality is 
lost over 
time.  
 
                              

https://gocenterinfo.wordpress.com/
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Incline. Ministry capacity of the church is increasing. Over time, the church is doing more and more 
ministry and the quality of that ministry is better and better. Incline is a strong stage featuring health, 
growth and multiplication. The primary identity of the church in this phase is its vision, or calling from 
God.  
 
Recline. Ministry capacity of the church levels off into plateau. Over time, the church is doing the same 
ministry over and over at more or less the same level of quality. Recline is a tepid, tread water stage 
featuring ministry management by routine, filling in the blanks. Primary identity of the church in this 
phase is its programs.  
 
Decline. Ministry capacity of the church is decreasing. Over time, the church is doing fewer ministries 
and the quality of that ministry is more and more compromised. Decline is a weak stage featuring 
decreases in membership, attendance, giving and overall impact in the community. Primary identity of 
the church in this phase is its structure.  
 
These three stages of church life are further delineated in the following table. 
 
 

 
 

 
INCLINE 

 
RECLINE 

 
DECLINE 

  
ORIENTATION 

 

 
FUTURE 

 
PRESENT 

 
PAST 

 
DRIVE 

 

 
VISION 

 
PROGRAMS 

 
STRUCTURE 

 
FOCUS 

 

 
COMMUNITY 

 
CONGREGATION 

 
CORE 

 
FINANCIAL 
RESOURCES 

 

 
INVEST 

 
 PROVIDE 

 
PRESERVE  

 
LEADERSHIP 

 

 
NEW 

 
ESTABLISHED  

 
INCUMBENT 

 
GROWTH 

 

 
CONVERSION 

 
TRANSFER 

 
NONE 
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Churches on the upside of the life-cycle (Incline and early Recline) are facing moderate revitalization, 
while churches on the downside of the life-cycle (fully developed Recline and Decline) are facing a 
much more severe revitalization process.  
 
Since vitality naturally decreases over time, church revitalization needs to be an ongoing process.  
 
It is much better for churches to embrace revitalization early in the life-cycle rather than late, as 
revitalization is much more attainable from a position of strength than a position of weakness.  
 
The best way for a church to enter into or maintain missional vitality is through VISION. Vision is 
achieved by continually seeking to answer four fundamental questions that are concerned with Purpose, 
Objectives, Goals and Structure.   
                                                                                                        

A. Purpose statements answer the question: Whom are we trying to reach? 
 
B. Objective statements answer the question: How are we going to reach them? 
 
C. Goal statements answer the question: When do these things happen? 
 
D. Structure statements answer the question: How do we organize to accomplish the goal? 
 

 Answering questions A through D help to give rise to a church’s vision, vitality and incline. 
 

 
 
 



 

             12 

Church Health and Fruitfulness 
When asked to define church health, some church leaders point to markers of success that are readily 
quantifiable or measurable, such as: 

• The number of ministry programs provided by the church 
• The number of committees working within the church 
• The number of people attending the church  
• The size of the church budget 

Others will point to marks of faithfulness in the church that are less quantifiable but are qualitatively 
spiritual, such as: 

• The church's engagement in spiritual disciplines 
• The church's faithfulness is prayer 
• The church's liturgical excellence 
• The church's theological purity 

 
Both measurable and spiritual qualities are important to the life and health of the church but they may 
not be the best or most biblical way of defining church health.  Within the continuum between success 
and faithfulness there is the biblical model of fruitfulness 
 
 
 
  
Gospel fruitfulness is described in the Scriptures in a multiplicity of ways and particularly in:  
 
Bearing Fruit is the Scriptural essence of vitality:  
 

“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch in me that does not bear 
fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more 
fruit. Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. Abide in me, and I 
in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, 
unless you abide in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in 
him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not 
abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, 
thrown into the fire, and burned. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever 
you wish, and it will be done for you. By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit 
and so prove to be my disciples.” (John 15:1–8 ESV) 

 
Gospel fruitfulness is also described specifically in the Scriptures as: 
 

Bearing Fruit through Ministry with the Poor: 
 

“And from those who seemed to be influential (what they were makes no difference to me; God 
shows no partiality)—those, I say, who seemed influential added nothing to me. On the contrary, 
when they saw that I had been entrusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised, just as Peter had 
been entrusted with the gospel to the circumcised (for he who worked through Peter for his 

SUCCESS        FRUITFULNESS        FAITHFULNESS 
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apostolic ministry to the circumcised worked also through me for mine to the Gentiles), and when 
James and Cephas and John, who seemed to be pillars, perceived the grace that was given to me, 
they gave the right hand of fellowship to Barnabas and me, that we should go to the Gentiles and 
they to the circumcised. Only, they asked us to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager 
to do.” (Galatians 2:6–10 ESV) 

 
Bearing Fruit through the Formation of Godly Character: 
 

“But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of 
the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are 
opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. But if you are led by 
the Spirit, you are not under the law. Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, 
impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, 
divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, 
that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such 
things there is no law. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires.” (Galatians 5:16–24 ESV) 

 

Bearing Fruit through Conversion 
 

“Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. 
And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to 
them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.’” (Matthew 28:16-29) 

 
   
Church Vitality 2.0 Process 
 
The CDC with the assistance of the GO Center as described above has developed a process to come 
alongside churches that seek to enhance their vitality and outreach effectiveness. This process includes 
coaches that are equipped to guide and encourage.  
 
It is helpful to identify a baseline regarding a church’s posture toward outreach and the function and 
attitude of its leadership. This also helps the Church Vitality Coordinator (or one of the coaches) to 
become informed on the general preparedness of church leadership (pastors, session, and key ministry 
leaders) to respond to the process. Knowing where you are is essential for identifying what steps are 
most helpful and how the presbytery can best support those steps. 
 
It is also important for church leadership to have a clear understanding of the expectations regarding 
the Church Vitality 2.0 process so the church can determine if they can commit to participating and 
so they know what to expect from the presbytery. Below is the summary of the 3-Step Process: 
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Step #1 – Church Preparation 
 
Church leadership is presented with this process outline and determines if it is ready to participate. 
 
Church leadership will be sent the “Missional Posture” and the “Ideal Church Leadership” self-
assessment surveys (Attachments 1 and 2 respectively). These surveys should be taken independently 
by each member of the church leadership team. Completed surveys are sent to Church Vitality 
Coordinator to process. This information will serve to 1) help church leadership see where they are 
and 2) help the Church Vitality Coordinator determine which coach is assigned (matching the 
attributes and gifts of the coaches with the church). The results of these two self-assessment surveys 
will be shared with church leadership at an initial meeting. 
 
In a meeting with the assigned coach, church leadership will participate in the Church Lifecycle 
evaluation – a self-assessment of the trending vitality of the church – whether it is inclining (growing in 
ministry capacity and effectiveness), reclining (stagnant in ministry capacity and effectiveness) or 
declining (decreasing in ministry capacity and effectiveness). This is also the time to encourage church 
leadership (and even the entire congregation) to partake in the “50 Days to Vitality” study as a way to 
prepare them spiritually for the process. 
 
This Step #1 – Church Preparation – may require several meetings and take several weeks/months to 
complete, but it is a pivotal part of the process. 
 
As an option, a church may want to attend a G.O. 1 Seminar prior to beginning Step #2 below if a) it 
has never attended a seminar or b) they consider it would be helpful to refresh themselves on the 
principles. 
 
Step #2 – Setting the Stage 
      
Church leadership then chooses individuals to serve as the Vision Team to move forward with the 
process. The assigned coach will present to church leadership the characteristics and responsibilities 
of the Vision Team, which will be the church team that moves the process forward and with whom the 
vitality coach will work. 
 
The first task of the Vision Team will be for each member to choose a small team of folks (3 or 4 per 
team member) to serve as their prayer support. This group (the Prayer Team) will be asked to pray 
for and with the Vision Team. The assigned coach will present to the Vision Team the characteristics 
and responsibilities of the Prayer Team. 
 
Step #3 – Follow-up (with assigned Coach) 
 
Subsequent meetings between the coach and the Vision Team will likely be necessary and helpful. The 
frequency, focus, and format of these follow-up meetings will certainly vary from church to church. 
However, in all cases, emphasis will be on aligning vision, with strategy, with structure for a more 
effective outreach.  
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“The Five Phases of Vitalization” shown below outlines the alignment process for developing more 
fruitful ministry.  
 
Phase 1 – Aligning Perception – Self-Discovery Assessment and Analysis  
Key Questions: 

• What will we discover about ourselves? 
• What will we do in light of what we discover? 

 
Phase 2 – Aligning Vision – Who Are We Going to Be?  
Key Questions: 

• How does God want to express Himself through this church in this community at this time? 
• What did God mean by that? (making adjustments) 

 
Phase 3 – Aligning Strategy – How Are We Going to Become? Supporting the Vision 
Key Questions: 

• How do we make contact with those we are trying to reach? 
• How will we develop those we are trying to reach once we’ve made contact? 

 
Phase 4 – Aligning Structure – How Are We Going to Function? Supporting the Strategy  

Key Questions: 
• What are the criteria for decision-making and resource allocation? 
• How does leadership function? 

 
Phase 5 – Aligning People – Mobilizing Servants & Leaders  
Key Questions: 

• How will we get people involved? 
• On whom does the future depend? 
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C. Church Viability 
 
This policy on Church Vitality provides guidance on implementing, and is supplemental to, the EPC 
Book of Order G.21-2.D.2.d (BOG) 
 
It is the goal and the desire of Presbytery that every member congregation be evangelical, reformed, 
missional, vital and healthy according to Scriptural principles and our EPC values, as identified in this 
manual above.  However, the Presbytery recognizes that there may be congregations whose 
circumstances prevent those goals from being realized. In such cases, it is not only right but the duty of 
Presbytery to intervene through its Ministerial or Church Development committees to assist such 
churches toward healthy congregational life. 
 
RATIONALE: 
Although no complaint may have been received, if in the judgment of the CDC a local congregation 
may be having difficulties or appears to be failing in its mission, the committee has the authority to 
investigate and make recommendations to Presbytery.    
 
The following guidelines shall be used by the CDC to implement its task. 
 
Determination of Church Viability 

As a standard, the CDC considers a church to be viable when at least 4 criteria are evidenced. 
 

1. They meet the following criteria: 
• Have at least 30 adult members 
• Have set forth in writing God’s call and vision for their church 
• Have established clear goals for their work for the next 3 years 

2. They provide their own leadership, including elders or elder candidates ready to be ordained 
and installed. 

3. They are fruitful in ministry and in the process of fulfilling their God-given calling.  
4. They are financially self-sustaining. 

 
Conversely, functional viability can be called into question by corporate concerns that include but are 
not limited to these: 

• Lack of vision 
• Lack of effectiveness in carrying out the mission 
• Lack of converts 
• People consistently leaving the church 
• Only an aging population in the church 
• Lack of funds 
• Lack of effective leadership 
• Changing community with cultural distance with the community 
• Lack of outreach to community 
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• Sin in “the camp” 
 

These issues may also be evidenced by personal concerns such as: 
• Internal fighting 
• Territorialism 
• Absence of the “fruit of the Spirit”  (Gal 5) 
• Defensiveness 
• Control struggles 
• Unwillingness to seek help 
• Lack of humility, faith, prayer and spiritual maturity 

 
The above criteria (and others deemed appropriate) shall be used to determine possible “non-viability” 
for a local church or applying group. 
 
The CDC will exercise utmost discernment in making a determination of viability for a local church or 
group, taking into account the inter-relatedness of these criteria and any other extenuating 
circumstances. 
 
Should the Committee determine that minimum viability does not exist, nor is there any realistic 
expectation that it may exist in the future, it shall recommend to Presbytery one of three options:  

• the Presbytery partner with the church to begin a process of revitalization, 
• a local church be reclassified as a mission church or 
• the church be dissolved (BOG 5-9). 

 
A Plan For Partnership and Revitalization 

Upon a determination of possible non-viable status the CDC will enter into conversation with the 
church to conduct an assessment of viability.   
 
Once an assessment has been completed the CDC will determine which of the three options stated 
below is best to pursue.  
 

Option 1: Partnership for Revitalization 
A partnership should normally be conducted over a period of at least one year involving but not limited 
to the following actions: 
 

1. The CDC shall appoint a partnership team of 3-5 persons from the CDC and the local church. 
2. The partnership team will consult with Session and congregation prior to the team’s 

development of a revitalization plan. 
3. The partnership team will make a report of its findings and recommendations to the Session. 

Subsequent to the Session receiving the recommendations, the report will be sent to the Chair of 
the Church Development Committee and Ministerial Committee for review.   
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In some cases, the CDC may determine and recommend to the Presbytery that reclassification is 
necessary for the successful redevelopment of the church.  In such cases the Presbytery will follow 
guidelines established in the BOG, chapter 5. 
 

Option 2: Partnership for Reclassification 
The CDC may make a determination that reclassification as a Mission Church is the best option, in 
which case the CDC will undertake oversight and work with the mission church towards revitalization. 
Reclassification should be viewed by all involved at the congregational and Presbytery levels to be the 
first step toward a renewal of the congregation’s vision, purpose, mission and ministry.  This should 
never be seen as a punitive step.  The local church may view this reclassification as “a step backward” 
or even a sign of failure when, actually, it should be viewed as a step forward, and received in an 
attitude of renewed hope and as an opportunity to correct past miscalculations, misjudgments, 
misunderstandings or mistakes.  The faith, prayers, giving, attitude and cooperation of leadership and 
members are critical ingredients in the revitalization process. 
                                                                                          
The most immediate impact upon a reclassified church is the temporary dissolution of its Session 
and/or Diaconate.  Part of Presbytery’s action to reclassify a local church to mission church status is to 
place all active Ruling Elders and Deacons on inactive status according to BOG 14-2B.6.  Such persons 
are eligible to serve on a newly structured Steering Committee at the approval of the administrative 
team.  Presbytery would also re-designate any pastor(s) of a reclassified church to that of Evangelist(s) 
according BOG 9-5.C.  
 
Upon determination by the CDC, the reclassified church may apply for “local church” status once all 
the appropriate criteria for viability have been met.     
 

Option 3: Dissolution 
Should the CDC determine that a congregation is non-viable and a process of revitalization and/or 
reclassification is either not possible or unable to achieve the necessary revitalization, then the CDC 
will recommend to the POA that the congregation be dissolved, in accordance with the Book of Order, 
G.5-9 and G.8-4. 
 
 
The following documents are provided for churches to consider as additional resources: 
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EIGHT SIGNS YOUR CHURCH MAY BE CLOSING SOON 

By Thom Rainer 
 

There are eight clear signs evident in many churches on the precipice of closing. If a church has four or 
more of these signs present, it is likely in deep trouble. Indeed, it could be closing sooner than almost 
anyone in the church would anticipate.  
 
1. THERE HAS BEEN A NUMERICAL DECLINE FOR FOUR OR MORE YEARS.  
Worship attendance is in a steady decline. Offerings may decline more slowly as the “remnant” gives 
more to keep the church going. There are few or no conversions. Decline is clear and pervasive. 
 
2. THE CHURCH DOES NOT LOOK LIKE THE COMMUNITY IN WHICH IT IS LOCATED.  
The community has changed its ethnic, racial, or socioeconomic makeup, but the church has not. Many 
members are driving from other places to come to the church. The community likely knows little or 
nothing about the church. And the church likely knows little or nothing about the community. 
 
3. THE CONGREGATION IS MOSTLY COMPRISED OF SENIOR ADULTS 
It is just a few years of funerals away from having no one left in the church. 

 
4. THE FOCUS IS ON THE PAST, NOT THE FUTURE.  
Most conversations are about “the good old days.” Those good old days may have been 25 or more years 
in the past. Often a hero pastor of the past is held as the model to emulate. 
 
5. THE MEMBERS ARE INTENSELY PREFERENCE-DRIVEN.  
They are more concerned about their music style, their programs, their schedules, and their facilities than 
reaching people with the gospel. Their definition of discipleship is “others taking care of my needs.” 
 
6. THE BUDGET IS SEVERELY INWARDLY FOCUSED.  
Most of the funds are expended to keep the lights on and/or to meet the preferences of the members. 
There are few dollars for ministry and missions. And any dollars for missions rarely include the 
involvement of the members in actually sharing the gospel themselves. 
 
7. THERE ARE SACRED COW FACILITIES.  
It might be a parlor or a pulpit. It could be pews instead of chairs. It might be the entirety of the worship 
center or the sanctuary. Members insist on holding tightly to those things God wants us to hold loosely. 
 
8. ANY TYPE OF CHANGE IS MET WITH FIERCE RESISTANCE.  
The members are confronted with the choice to change or die. And though few would articulate it, their 
choice by their actions or lack of actions is the choice to die. 
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FIVE GOOD REASONS A CHURCH SHOULD CLOSE 
By Carey Nieuwhof 

 
1. THE REAL MISSION IS LOST 

Once you begin to lose momentum as a church, it’s so easy to go into survival mode. And part of that is 
understandable. You’re trying to keep the doors open, not lay off staff and preserve the progress you’ve 
made so far. But it’s also easy to lose focus on the mission in that process. And when you do, it gets bad 
quickly. You start to see every new person as someone who can give and serve, rather than as someone 
to serve and introduce to Christ. You start to view every decision through a cost filter. You care far more 
about efficiency than effectiveness. The conversation shifts from how much you can do in Christ to how 
little you can do and survive. The real purpose of everything you do moves from advancing the Gospel 
to keeping an organization on life support. When survival becomes a church’s real mission, you’ve lost 
the mission and the end is near. 

 
2. THE CHURCH CARES MORE ABOUT ITSELF THAN THE PEOPLE IT’S CALLED TO REACH 

It’s a sad day when a church cares more about itself than the people it’s called to reach. So many 
churches are so consumed with the preferences of their members that they have no heart for their non-
members. And yet the church is one of the few organizations on the planet that exists for the sake of its 
non-members. 
When you visit some churches, you’d think Jesus said you should focus on the 99 found sheep and 
ignore the one that’s lost. That’s really how so many churches behave. But think about it this way, if 
everyone in your town or city went to your church except one single person, you’re called to abandon 
everything until that one person is reached. I realize few people believe this, but I have a hard time 
understanding the story any other way. 
Maybe it makes more sense from a family perspective. If you have four kids and only three make it 
home for dinner, no decent parent says “Well, that’s 75%. Good enough.” No, you forget dinner, call the 
police, send out a search party and no one sleeps until the missing child is found. What if Christians 
behaved that way? 
When a church only cares about its members, it’s a good sign it’s lost its soul, and it’s not a bad (or 
surprising) reason it should close. If Christians didn’t rest until every person was reached, more people 
would be reached. 
 

3. ITS MEMBERS HATE THE WORLD 
Many Christians struggle with the world. I get that. Morals are shifting, culture is changing and we are 
quickly moving into a post-Christian world. It’s easy not to like what you see. It’s led a lot of Christians 
in this generation, though, to behave as though they hate the world. 
The history of the Gospel is that God’s not a fan of what he sees, not just in the world, but in our hearts. 
So, what does he do? He loves us. One of the most quoted Bible verses of all time says that God so 
loved the world.  If God so loves the world, Christians really don’t have permission to hate it. You can 
get frustrated with it. You don’t have to agree with everything. But you shouldn’t hate it. 
To make things even more challenging for us personally, remember this: it’s really hard for someone to 
believe you love them if it’s clear you don’t like them. When a church behaves like it hates the world, it 
should never be shocked that the world doesn’t flock to embrace it. 
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4. PRESERVING THE PAST IS MORE ATTRACTIVE THAN EMBRACING THE FUTURE 
When things aren’t going well, it’s easy to think the past is more attractive than the future. Visit a lot of 
churches and you’ll discover they’re looking backward, not forward. When your fondness for what you 
used to do is greater than your passion for what you’re going to do, you’re in trouble. Bottom line? 
When all of your excitement is about the past, you haven’t got much of a future. 

 
5. THE MONEY ISN’T REMOTELY TIED TO THE MISSION 

How churches handle money is often a subject of scrutiny. And for sure, churches are accountable before 
God and people about how we use donated dollars. 
When a church is thriving, money is being poured into life-change. People who don’t know Christ are 
coming to know him. Kids are being nurtured in the love of Christ. The church reaches out into the 
community and makes a difference with tangible needs. But in a church that’s lost its mission, money 
gets mistreated in at least two ways. 
Where funds are low, everything becomes about keeping the lights on, staying open for X more months 
or years, and the drive becomes about preservation, not purpose. 
But not every purposeless church is without money. Many dying churches are actually rich with cash. 
Some have huge endowments, large bank accounts or sit on millions of dollars in real estate. One of the 
great ironies of the early 21st century in Western Church is that churches with money and buildings 
often have no people, and churches with people often have no money and no buildings. 
Wouldn’t it be amazing if churches with buildings but no people gave them to planters with people but 
no buildings? 
It’s happening in a growing number of cases, but what if this became a universal trend? 
Regardless, if you’ve stopped using money to further your real mission, it’s a sign that you should close. 
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D. Church Planting 
 

Introduction 
 
EPC Vision: 
To the glory of God, the EPC family aspires to embody and proclaim Jesus’ love as a global movement 
of congregations engaged together in God’s mission through transformation, multiplication, and 
effective biblical leadership. 
 
As the Presbytery of the Alleghenies, we join our fellow EPC churches as we pursue this vision for our 
life together. We desire for the transformation of our existing churches through church revitalization as 
we seek to multiply the church in this region through church planting. 
 
Throughout the New Testament, churches were planted as new communities encountered the Gospel. In 
the ever-fluctuating fabric of our society, it is wise to continually plant churches among underserved 
and growing communities. 
 
Just as every current EPC was a church plant at its beginning, every church can join in the work of 
planting new churches. Churches can serve as Parents (planting a church), Partners (working with a 
group of churches to plant a church), or Patrons (financially supporting a church plant). 
Denominationally, 55% of EPC churches serve one of those roles, and we seek to increase our 
momentum until every church in the Presbytery of the Alleghenies is actively joining in the opportunity 
of church planting. 
 
This policy seeks to more fully elaborate the roles of Parents, Partners, and Patrons for churches to 
faithfully attend to our calling to plant churches. Moreover, the policy offers a vision and direction for 
potential and current church planters discerning their work in the Presbytery of the Alleghenies. 
 

Planting congregations: Parents, Partners, Patrons 
 
A Parent Church will take the initiative to plant a new church in concert with Presbytery’s CDC 
which will inform the Parent Church if there are other plans to plant a church in the same general area 
and coordinate efforts. Under the CDC’s guidance, the Parent Church will draft and approve a written 
strategy for the new church plant, then add pastoral staff or change the call of present pastoral staff, for 
the purpose of church planting. When the written strategy is approved by the Parent Church’s Session 
and submitted to the CDC for information, the CDC will appoint a CDC member liaison/coach to assist 
the process. The Parent Church will have authority over the development of the new church plant until 
the Session, CDC and church plant agree that it is time to petition Presbytery to receive the church 
plant as a mission or local church. The CDC will continue to support the new church plant in the 
training of potential new church officers and in organizing according to the EPC Book of Order.  
 
Partner Churches work together as a group within Presbytery to plant a new church in concert with 
the CDC, in a manner similar to a Parent Church initiative. One major difference is that the Partner 
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Churches will establish an Oversight Committee comprised of leaders from each of the partnering 
churches, which will have authority over the development of the new church plant, until the Oversight 
Team and CDC agree that it is time to petition Presbytery to receive the new church as a mission or 
local church, according to the EPC Book of Order. The church plant may apply to Presbytery through 
the CDC for financial assistance as stated in the CDC policy. 
 
A Patron Church gives support to one or more new church plant projects. Consistent with the 
Presbyterian system all such church plants are partnership projects with Presbytery through the CDC. 
The Patron support may be financial, material, and/or acts of significant encouragement. Serving as a 
Patron is great learning stage that can help a congregation grow to becoming a Partner or Parent in the 
future. 
 
Every church in the Presbytery of the Alleghenies should submit an annual update to the CDC to show 
how they are a Patron, Partner, or Parent. When churches begin serving as Parents or Partners, they 
should specify their explicit commitment to the church planting endeavor and submit the commitment 
to the CDC. The CDC will serve to provide encouragement and accountability to churches, to church 
plants and their parents/partners. 
 

The Church Planter 
 
When a prospective church planter feels led of the Lord to begin a church plant, his/her first step is to 
connect with the CDC chairperson or the head of the CDC’s church planting team. If the work is to be 
started in an area that does not conflict with another EPC work, the CDC may give the perspective 
church planter permission to begin his/her investigation of becoming a church planter. The CDC/church 
planting team will appoint a coach for the prospective church planter to assist taking the next steps.  

The prospective church planter and the CDC will work in partnership as the work progresses to 
determine when the work will move to mission church and/or local church status.  

Church Planter Assessment 

Teaching Elders called by a church for the purpose of church planting shall immediately undergo a 
CDC-endorsed church planter assessment process to ascertain his/her skills, knowledge, attitude, 
gifting and experience as a church planter. They should have favorably completed this assessment 
process with documented results, made available to the CDC prior to being considered as a church 
planter. When the Teaching Elder (whether an Evangelist or on the staff of a Parent church for the 
purpose of being their church planter) has successfully completed an assessment, then the planter must 
attend a church planters’ boot camp that is approved by the CDC. After the assessment center and the 
boot camp have been successfully completed, and the church strategy has been approved by the CDC, 
the Teaching Elder may be called as Evangelist/Organizing Pastor to begin the work. Exceptions to the 
requirement for a church planter assessment may be granted by the CDC based on prior experiences. 
Funds are available for those who have been approved by the CDC and are successfully accepted into 
the assessment process. Funds are also available for boot camp to those who have successfully 
completed the assessment process.  
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A potential church planter who is not yet an ordained TE in the EPC will work with the CDC and the 
Ministerial Committee (MC) to develop a working agreement that allows for the church planter to 
begin while aligning with the EPC Book of Government. 

The Core Team 
Steps to take for all Core Teams (whether formed before the Planter arrives or formed by the 
Planter) 

• To become a Mission Church 
o A mission church exists when the goal of organization of a congregation is being 

pursued under the oversight of presbytery, a mother church, or a combination of both. 
When possible, a mother or sister church nearby may hold members on its roll as 
affiliate members until the day of the congregation’s organization. A church shall 
continue as a mission church until it is deemed by the nurturing body or bodies to be 
ready to stand on its own. 

o All necessary dimensions of nurture shall be brought to bear upon the mission church 
situation with the objective of bringing it to the capability of being self-sustaining. 
             

• To become a Full Member/Local Church 
o When a mission church had demonstrated itself to be self-sustaining, the leadership may 

petition the CDC to become a local church. Self-sustainability is contextually 
determined in cooperation with the mission church, its nurturing body/bodies, and the 
CDC/plant team. In order to be approved by the CDC/plant team, the mission church 
must demonstrate health in three dimensions of sustainability: 

 The establishment of eldership & membership 
 Missionality in corporate worship, discipleship, and community outreach 
 Finances 

 

The CDC's role/responsibility throughout the process 
 
Assessing and hiring the Church Planter 

The CDC/church plant team will work with the Parent/Partner Churches, or the Core Team, in 
cooperation with the POA Ministerial Committee to ensure the church planter goes through a POA-
endorsed assessment/boot camp. The CDC/church plant team is also responsible to discern whether or 
not to endorse the church planter for the particular church planting work to which they are sensing 
God’s call. 

Supporting the Plant along the way  

• Planter 
• Appoint a coach through the CDC/church plant team. If the coach is unable to commit to 

monthly conversations with the Planter, the CDC will replace the coach with another. 



 

             25 

• Pay for/supplement coaching/cohorts offered through the EPC’s National Church 
Planting Team (if part of a Parent/Partner planting effort, the parent/partner church(es) 
should cover as much as able.) 

• Core Team 
• The CDC/church plant team-appointed coach is available to guide the team as a whole 

through the steps of the development process (see above Steps to take for all Core 
Teams). 

Property Issues  

Legally binding contracts involving real estate or financial obligations shall not be entered into by the 
EPC group, mission church, or local church receiving sustentation, the Evangelist/Organizing Pastor or 
any individual acting on behalf of the group/mission, without the explicit approval of the CDC.  

Financial Assistance  

Based on the availability of funds, financial assistance from the Presbytery may be obtained for new 
church plants and churches in a revitalization process when the work is deemed viable by and 
consistent with presbytery objectives, as presented in the "Criteria for Allocation of Funds."  

Criteria for Allocation of Funds  
 
The CDC has budgeted money to help fund new POA church plants when the work is deemed viable 
and consistent with the CDC objectives. All assistance is for one year and must be re-applied for by the 
Fall of every year. The Session or provisional government will apply in writing with report being made 
of progress toward goals stated the year before. Requests for financial assistance will be made to 
Presbytery through the CDC/church plant team and will be for one year at a time (see Appendix B). 
Requests must be in writing to the CDC Chairman and must be accompanied by a mission statement 
and specific annual goals. All requests must be made by the Fall in order to be included in budgetary 
process for the next year. Exceptions may be considered only if funds are available.  
 
The Church Planting team of the POA CDC, in addition to the material in this section of the CDC 
Manual, provides more detail and resources for church planting in their Church Planting Manual. 
 

Resources in the POA Church Planting Manual 

1). Bibliography 
2). Who’s On First? Core Team or Church Planter 
3). Annual Report Form for Church Plants 
4). Risk Abatement Matrix 
5). Beaver Valley Partner Church Agreement 
6). Forms to petition for status as a Mission Church & Full Member Church 
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E. Transitional Pastoral Ministry 
 
The POA believes there is a special time in the life of a church during which particular and intentional 
care must be afforded. This time occurs after a permanent pastor leaves the church and before a new 
permanent pastor is called and installed. For that reason, the term transitional is used, rather than 
interim, to denote that this time is not one of a holding pattern (interim) but is a time of significant 
development and planning for church vitality.  

Part 1 - The Case for a Transitional Pastor 
 
The period in which a church does not have a permanent pastor in the life of the church is extremely 
important for a number of reasons. Three questions of transitional ministry for a church in this time of 
transition are: 

1. WHY engage a transitional pastor? 
2. WHO should our transitional pastors be and how do they interact with presbyteries, presbytery 

committees, sessions, and congregations?  
3. HOW does the work of the transitional pastor move a church toward greater health in the 

transitional process? 
 

WHY?    Many churches are not prepared for the future: 
Most American churches are in serious recline or decline. Thom Rainer of Church Answers uses the 
figure that 86% of American churches fall into that category. In addition, Rainer notes that between 
150-200 churches in America close each week.  
Most American churches are unengaged from evangelistic efforts. In the EPC there is slightly more 
than 1 adult profession of faith per church per year.  
It is also true that between 45-50% of our current pastors in leadership will retire in the next 5-7 
years. Congregations will be facing transitional periods in greater numbers than ever before.   
As presbyteries and as a denomination, we believe it is our responsibility to prepare well for this 
historic shift. We clearly need to look for opportunities to inject church health principles into the life 
of our congregations at every opportunity.  Pastoral transition offers such an opportunity. We can no 
longer afford to merely maintain the status quo. 

Pastoral Transition is a natural “pause” in routine:  
When the natural rhythms of church life are altered congregations are encouraged to pause and take 
a deep spiritual breath. This pause can be a very important time for a church to take a long hard 
look at its overall health. In this time the congregation can assess who they are, where they are 
going, how to think strategically about how to get there, and outline a healthy process for searching 
for and calling their next pastor.  

Pastoral Transition can be a God-given time to revitalize: 
We believe that the transitional period is a valuable time for critical church health principles to be 
introduced into the life of the church. This is why we use the term “Transitional Pastor” rather than 
“Interim Pastor”.  Interim Pastor implies that the transitional period is a matter of time until the new 
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pastor is identified. Transitional Pastor implies that it is a matter of a process that a church 
experiences, that leads to a healthy search process for a new pastor. It is a process informed by 
answering questions like: “Who are we?  Where are we going? How will we get there?  And who is 
best qualified to help us get there as the senior leader?” 

WHO?    Taking advantage of this opportunity requires special skills and a special calling:  
As a presbytery we think it critically important to have trained leadership who are uniquely called 
and qualified to lead our churches through these important periods of transition. This is why we have 
committed to equipping Pastors who have the specialized skills, calling, and leadership skills to 
facilitate this time of examination and shift.  
A Transitional Pastor will lead the congregation through 5 areas of examination and improvement:  

1. Coming to terms with the history of the church. 
2. Discovering a new identity. 
3. Facilitating shifts of power. 
4. Rethinking denominational ties. 
5. Building commitment to new leadership and a new future. 

10 advantages of a skilled and trained transitional pastor: 
Clarity: 

1. “Fresh eyes” allow your church to see itself clearly. 
2. Fresh leadership to clarify roles and hold staff and lay leadership accountable. 

Stability: 
3. Consistency in the pulpit contributes to congregational stability. 
4. Equipping and empowering the session of the church to reach its full potential as shepherds 

of the flock. 
Improvement: 

5. Empowering the congregation to discover God’s vision for its particular mission.  
6. Discovering, naming, and addressing systemic dysfunction and sin that need repentance. 
7. Diffusing any negative emotions of the congregation in transition so that the new pastor 

will not have to do so.  
Progress: 

8. Clear understanding of mission and purpose allows the pastoral search team to discern the 
gifts and experience needed for a pastor that best suits the congregation. 

9. Mature and stable leadership allows the pastoral search team the time to be thorough. 
Intentional preparation for the congregation to receive the new pastor well. 

 

HOW?     The Work of Transitional Ministry 
The Transitional Ministry Process has three basic stages: 
 

1. Stage One: Self- assessment –Discovering who we are including leadership health and 
congregational health. 
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2. Stage Two: Establishing vision and strategy – Discovering where God has called us to go, 
how to get started and beginning the five phases of vitalization:  1) Aligning perception, 2) 
Aligning vision, 3) Aligning strategy, 4) Aligning structure, and 5) Aligning people. 

 
3. Stage Three:  

a. The pastoral search process – Discovering who will lead as the next pastor. 
b. Entrenching the new vision through continuing the phases of vitalization. This also 

involves development of the Great Commission Matrix, The Leadership Ladder, and the 
Life Cycles assessment.  

 
We hope you see that this is a critical time in the life of the church!  There is a unique and amazing 
opportunity to introduce strong church health principles into the life of the congregations in a time 
when they are uniquely open to encouragement and guidance from the presbytery.  
 
In the Presbytery of the Alleghenies we believe in these principles so strongly that we require a 
congregation in pastoral transition to employ a transitional pastor unless they receive a written 
exception from the presbytery leadership team.  
 
Part 2 – Phases for Pastoral Transition in the EPC Presbytery of the Alleghenies  
 
 

Preliminary Phase: Initiation (and Finding a Transitional Pastor) 
 

1. The Presbytery Ministerial Committee Chair is informed by a Ruling Elder of Session from a 
congregation that a lead pastor has requested dissolution of the call.  



 

             29 

2. The Presbytery’s Church Development Committee and Ministerial Committees assign a 
representative to visit the congregation and explain why a Transitional Pastor (TP) is both 
necessary and helpful. In addition, they explain the Presbytery of the Alleghenies (POA) policy 
that a congregation must have a Transitional Pastor unless a written waver is given by the 
Presbytery Leadership Team. 

3. The Presbytery provides initial assessment to determine the health of the church and who might 
be the best to serve the church as Transitional Pastor. 

4. The Presbytery provides a list of Transitional Pastor candidates for the church to consider and 
interview. 

5. Upon the Session’s selection of a Transitional Pastor, a specific and detailed contract is agreed 
upon between the Session and the Transitional Pastor that is signed by both parties. 

Phase 1: Self-Assessment 
1. Upon arrival, the TP leads the congregation through PHASE ONE - a self–assessment of the life 

and ministry of the church, using various tools available through the TP training. (A thorough 
SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis is a significant part of this 
process.)  

2. Upon arrival to the congregation, the TP will advocate strongly with the Session for the conduct 
of the GoCenter GO1 Seminar to assist the church, church leadership, and the TP in assessing 
the congregation’s health. 

3. A complete summary of the assessment findings will be documented and reported. 

Phase 2: Establishing Vision 
1. With the assessment phase completed and utilized as a premise, PHASE TWO begins with the 

formation of a Vision Team. This Vision Team is charged with the task of asking and answering 
questions like: “1- who is this congregation trying to reach; 2 - what are the needs of our 
surrounding community; 3 - how can we best connect with and serve the community outside of 
our congregation’s walls?”  

2. On the basis of the answers to the previous questions, the Vision Team develops a first draft of a 
“Church Life and Ministry Vision” and preliminary action strategies, and presents both to the 
Session for review, amending, and approval.   The action strategies will include the five areas of 
transitional ministry as needed: coming to terms with the past, establishing identity, leadership 
transitions, denominational connection, and congregational commitment to the vision. 

3. Following the Session’s approval of a “Church Life and Ministry Vision” and preliminary 
action strategies, an Implementation Team is established to fully determine the detailed plan for 
implementing the “Church Life and Ministry Vision.” (The Implementation Team may include 
members of the Vision Team and others relevant to implementing ministry strategies in the 
congregation). The Implementation Team is charged with the task of asking and answering 
questions like: “1 - given who we are trying to reach, how will we reach them; 2 - what do we 
need to do to make the “Church Life and Ministry Vision”; 3 - how will we build relationships 
with those we are trying to reach?” 
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4. On the basis of the answer to the above questions, the Implementation Team finalizes a detailed 
strategic action plan and timeline, and implements it, seeking Session’s guidance, approvals, 
and financing as needed along the way.  

5. The TP will work with the Vision team and Implementation team to begin the five phases of 
vitalization:  1) Aligning perception, 2) Aligning vision, 3) Aligning strategy, 4) Aligning 
structure, and 5) Aligning people.  

Phase 3: Vitalization and Pastoral search 
1. When the implementation of the “Church Life and Ministry Vision” is well underway, PHASE 

THREE begins with the formation of a Pastoral Search Team according to EPC constitutional 
procedures. The congregation consults with the Presbytery regarding the pastoral search 
process.   

2. Along with the team from the Presbytery, the TP resources the Pastoral Search Team in the 
process of its work, and the Implementation Team in implementing the “Church Life and 
Ministry Vision.”  

3. When the next called pastor is identified, the TP begins the process of outlining the arrival of 
the new leader.  In addition, the TP prepares the congregation for the process and timeline of his 
or her departure.  
 

Part 3 – Training for Transitional Pastoral Ministry 
 

The unique needs of church in a time of transition between permanent pastors require that someone 
serving as a transitional pastor receive specific and special training to be effective in that calling. As 
such, the POA provides teaching and training for pastors who are to fill that role. The EPC and POA 
owe a debt of gratitude to the late Rev. Bob Hopper who served faithfully and effectively as a 
transitional pastor in various challenging situations. Much of what we use in transitional ministry 
training is based on his understanding and performance in his work as a transitional pastor.  
 
Transitional pastor training is covered in detail in the separate EPC POA document “Training for 
Transitional Pastor Ministry.” 

The EPC and the POA provide seminars for those interested in exploring the transitional pastor role and 
training for those who wish to purse the position of transitional pastor. If you are interested in 
transitional pastor opportunities, contact the Chair of the CDC Church Development Committee.   

 

The information below is provided as a summary of the work that must be done in the transitional time 
of a church’s ministry: 

“Five Developmental Tasks for the Interim Period” 
– Loren Mead/Alban Institute 

Research with many different congregations, done by Loren Mead and the Alban Institute indicates that 
many congregations in transition have five basic areas of need. Mead calls these five “developmental 
tasks.” The possibility that healthy leadership will be found in the search for a permanent pastor and 
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that he will be able to minister unimpeded is enhanced by working through these issues. These five 
“developmental tasks” are presented below: 
 
1. Coming to terms with history. Feelings, termination emotions, need to be resolved: loss, grief, 
anger, despair, relief, guilt, panic. Old and debilitating ways of responding to crises need to be 
addressed. The ghosts of pastors past need to be put to rest. A dearly loved immediate past pastor needs 
to be released in the minds and hearts of the congregation. If the past pastor was pressured to leave by 
some in the congregation, healing between “for and against” groups needs to occur. Where the church 
has come from and how it got there needs to be understood, acknowledged, valued and worked 
through, whatever is appropriate. Conflicts of long-standing need to be resolved. Until this happens, a 
congregation is less able to make good decisions about itself. 
 
2. Discovering a new identity. Churches in the interim are no longer defined by their pasts. The pastor 
who defined them in many ways is no longer present with them. They will not stay the same. A new 
identity must develop. While the next permanent pastor will bring vision to the church, the 
congregation must discover what, in general terms, it wishes to become in the future. This is a very 
important time for a church to understand itself well in its search for a new leader. The better the 
church's sense of self-awareness the better they are able to identify the gifts a new pastor should 
possess. To that end, it is highly recommended that the church enter a period of self-assessment. This 
can be done with the assistance of a coach from the presbytery or through a number of self-assessment 
tools, such as a study of the church's life cycle, a SWOT Analysis, a GRACE Analysis, or a survey 
done by Natural Church Development. 
 
3. Facilitating shifts of power. New leadership is necessary, since the “old” pastor was the key 
decision-maker and leader of the past life of the congregation. Some members fade from active service 
when the pastor departs. Others get involved. If the previous pastor was a great influence on the 
congregation, a bold or controversial leader, the more changes in leadership will occur. An interim 
pastor can help in leadership shifts making them positive and appropriate to the changing situation. The 
interim pastor may provide leadership training, giving the new pastor a cadre of people who know the 
when, how and where of church leadership. 
 
4. Rethinking denominational ties. Part of a church’s identity is its connection with the larger church. 
The staff, resources and organization of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church will become clearer to a 
church in transition as it connects more with the denomination in its search process. The Confession, 
the Essentials, the Catechisms and the Book of Order, all of which help define us, should become more 
familiar to the church as it lives through the interim period. Contacts with the presbytery and General 
Assembly office will be made frequently by the Pastoral Search Committee and an appreciation for its 
work will be developed. An interim pastor can help a congregation understand its EPC heritage and 
denominational structure. 
 
5. Building commitment to new leadership and a new future. The church must move from its past 
orientation to a future vision. Pastoral styles differ and strengths vary and the congregation must be 
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open to the individuality of its next pastor. A congregation must be spiritually prepared for its new 
pastor. A commitment to the new pastor must be encouraged, especially when that person is identified 
and called. Shared vision and working relationships can and must develop among the congregation. 
The church must become forward-looking, appreciating the past but rolling up its sleeves to a new and 
exciting ministry in the upcoming days. The interim pastor can engage the congregation in this process.     
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