
Leaving Well

I’ve been reading a very challenging book 
by Ed Friedman called, Generation to 
Generation - Family Process in Church 
and Synagogue. In particular, I found 
Chapter 10 particularly relevant; Leaving 
and Entering a Congregational Family, 
given that Kath and I, last year, left the 
congregation we had served in for nearly 
two decades. Reading the chapter not 
only made me reflect on our ‘good 
leaving’, guided as we and our leadership 
team also were, by Tim Dyer’s Leaving 
Well , it also provided prompts to reflect 
on a previous leaving that wasn’t so 
good. I want to tell the tale of those two 
stories and reference both Friedman’s 
Generation to Generation and Tim’s 
Leaving Well, as a way of putting some 
flesh to the bones of the good wisdom 
and practices in both.
Leaving a church is a hard thing to do – it 
is a difficult process, filled with difficult 
emotions. But leaving a church well, 
is important to both the church you’re 
leaving, and yourself.
In his paper Leaving Well Tim Dyer 
identifies a number of steps to take in 
leaving a church well. Leaving well allows 
you to communicate that you care about 
the people you are leaving, and opens the 
door for healthy interactions in the future. 

Tim Dyer’s six steps to leaving well
1. Don’t just walk away without considering the transition, your people, and 

your own self care. – Dyer recommends involving a mentor or counsellor 
in your journey to leaving; give consideration to the timing of your 
announcement, as well as how you will announce it, and prioritise leaving 
well.

2. Keep Working, complete tasks well, and tidy up loose ends – it is important 
for a pastor to be committed to leaving the church in the best possible 
shape. This means completing projects, fulfilling commitments, or where 
this is not possible, ensure a proper handover of any outstanding work, 
including clarifying expectations.

3. Affirm important relationships – it’s important to give time to meet with the 
key people in your life who will be affected by your leaving. This time can be 
used to name and understand any unresolved issues.

4. Allow yourself time to grieve – saying goodbye involves real grieving. It’s 
important to allow yourself adequate time for you and those to whom 
you’re saying goodbye to process this grief. Be aware of the emotions 
around grief and how they might affect your and those around you. It 
can be helpful to work through this with a counsellor to bring closure to a 
situation.

5. A farewell – a public farewell gives an opportunity for people to 
acknowledge your contribution, and say goodbye publicly. Even in difficult 
situations it’s still important to publicly say goodbye, but in a gracious way, 
aiming to build up those you’re leaving, rather than hurt, pay back, or justify 
yourself.

6. Really leave – if you have closed well, you are free to really leave. 
Acknowledge that your role in that community has changed – if you return, 
your role will be one of visitor, not member or leader.

Taking the time to leave well is important to gaining closure, dealing with 
the emotions of grief, and to celebrate the contribution you’ve made to the 
community you’re leaving. 
For a more detailed look at Tim Dyer’s steps to leaving well, check out his paper 
Leaving Well from the John Mark Ministries.

Our vision is to ‘REACH THE CITY, REACH THE WORLD’ 
with the Gospel of Jesus.
CONNECT to God through trusting in Jesus’ death on 
the cross for your sins, and connect to church.
GROW in your relationship with Jesus and others 
following him, especially through a Growth Group.
SERVE Jesus and others according to their needs, 
especially a Ministry Team.
This MINISTRY PAPER is written to help you think 
about how to leave your church well.

Resources
“Generation to Generation - Family Process in 
Church and Synagogu” Ed Friedman
“Leaving Well” Tim Dyer - johnmark.net.au



A Bad Leaving Story
I want to begin the story of the bad leaving 
by owning my own spiritual and emotional 
immaturity at the time. Thinking about the 
situation again after so many years through 
the lens of Generation to Generation, has 
helped me to see this with a clarity I found 
personally confronting. I’m not going to 
detail the ins and outs of the problems and 
the personalities involved, except to say 
that at one level I believe they had more 
to do with our church reaching a size that 
demanded a different style of organisation, 
that the leadership and particularly myself 
were ill equipped to understand, let alone 
facilitate.
The bad leaving involved a church-plant, 
largely composed of ministry minded, 25-30 
plus adults with young families. They were 
committed to discipleship and mission and 
grew not only through transfer by also by 
conversion. On our first Sunday, we had 
thirty-three attendees in a hall that could 
hold six-hundred; on the second week we 
only managed thirteen. What I call an ‘Irish’ 

Revival! We moved to smaller premises and 
by year’s end we had grown to fifty.  By the 
end of year four we had moved another 
three times and grown to around two 
hundred, with a morning and an evening 
service. 
By the end of year five the cracks were well 
and truly showing. I was manifesting signs 
of burn out and was given three months 
off that turned into four. The situation 
continued to deteriorate and I felt I was 
unable to function. I was offered another 
job by the denomination and it looked 
like a life-line. It solved my employment 
problem, but the unhealth of the leadership 
remained undiagnosed and undealt with. 
As a consequence, the leaving itself was 
unhealthy. Relationships at the leadership 
level were broken. The congregation knew 
little or no details about the tensions, 
although they no doubt felt it. We thought 
we were protecting the congregation by our 
secrets, but secrets are disastrous within 
any relationship system as Ed Friedman 
describes so well.  Secrets divide and 
privilege and shape reality profoundly even 

when they are not seen. Secrets are the 
emotional equivalent of Black holes in an 
emotional system. Because the issue was 
not brought out into the open, the situation 
repeated itself before it was finally dealt with 
appropriately.
As I look back twenty or more years, I realise 
the Lord has used this to shape me in some 
very significant ways. I imagine it has shaped 
all who were involved and no doubt mostly 
for his glory and our good. But the emotional 
effects linger; I remember one day, ten years 
after I left, suddenly I felt a lightening of my 
heart. It wasn’t until that moment that I 
realised I had been burdened. Given all of 
what happened, it could have been worse 
than it was. It just wasn’t as healthy as it 
could have been.
The actual leaving was strained and 
awkward. We shared morning tea on our last 
day, but we weren’t just saying farewell to 
a congregation, we were turning our backs 
on pain and disappointment. Let’s move 
forward to a good leaving twenty years later.

Leaving Well

A Good Leaving
This was a leaving (2017) that incorporated 
people who were part of a church plant in 
1999 and an overplant in 2010. The church 
was united, harmonious and loving. The 
leaders knew the previous year that we 
were leaving but not where (nor did we, 
although we had hopes) and the staff was 
informed about three months prior to the 
public announcement at church, which was 
three months before we physically left the 
congregation. 
My mentor told us that we were the ones 
who needed to manage our own leaving 
well. This seemed counter-intuitive, given we 
were surrounded by people who loved and 
cared for us. That was the problem, in caring 
too much either in sorrow or in trying to 
manage other’s anxiety, it is hard for people 
to listen well. I’ve seen the same process 
at work with people who have a terminal 
disease, often the one who is ‘leaving’ must 
be the one to manage their leaving, well. 
The dying often end up comforting the 
‘comforters’.
We specified to our Session what we would 
like as a farewell; one combined service 
followed by a lunch. We also indicated 
that we would love it if people had the 
opportunity to reflect on our time together 
and write a short note that would be 

collected as a keepsake. In the end we had a 
wonderful, rich, tearful and loving time.
After the congregational announcement, 
we thought we would have three months 
to have cups of coffee and dinners saying 
good-bye and remembering God’s work in 
our lives together. Those plans were derailed 
by three or four funerals of older members 
of the congregation (it was almost as if 
they wanted to make sure that someone 
who knew them would bury them). This 
meant that the idea of spending significant 
time with as many people as possible was 
drastically reduced. 
I took the Session through what to expect 
in a vacancy and outlined a model process 
for calling another minister.  Because 
most ministers have long ministries and 
our churches are populated by non-
Presbyterians, it’s important to have as clear 
a process laid out before them as possible. 
I wanted the Session to ‘think’ themselves 
into the situation of being vacant so that 
they could lead the congregation with less 
anxiety. At no point, having announced that I 
was leaving, did I suggest or recommend any 
particular person.
Having made the announcement I was 
amazed at how quickly, there were ‘private’ 
conversations taking place about what 
would happen after we left. While this was 

awkward, it was important I accepted it as 
part of the reality of our leaving. This was 
how they began to practice leading without 
me, thinking of someone else in my spot 
and it helped me do some of that self-same 
imagining as well.
While we managed to get around to a great 
many people I wanted to make sure I said 
something personal to everyone. I set 
myself the task of writing a personal note 
to everyone in the congregation, adult and 
child. I made sure I included some of our 
history together as well as a prayer for them.
Part of my farewell was that my last term of 
preaching reflected the gospel emphases 
of my teaching over our time together. I 
appreciated reminding the church family 
of what we had done together and what to 
keep on doing.
On the last Sunday church was full and 
we were able to thank God for so much 
and celebrate his work in our lives. We had 
speeches immediately after church so our 
lunch was relaxed and joyful and a delight. At 
the end of my speech I said that I would no 
longer carry the privilege and responsibility 
of being their pastor, I no longer had that 
role. I wanted to make it clear that while 
friendship and love might continue, the 
responsibility had been laid down for 
another to take it up.


