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Introduction

I have been both an interim minister and what is called a 
regular installed minister. Without a doubt in mind, I say 
that the interim minister has much more freedom than the 
regular installed minister. A regular installed minister or 
pastor is focal to a congregation. For both the congregation 
itself and the community of which that congregation 
belongs, the regular installed minister is the person 
everyone sees as central, as basic, as crucial to the life of the 
congregation. Often, for better or worse, the congregation 
is defined by who is the regular installed minister.

When a congregation has a regular installed minister, it is 
seen as having a stability it does not have when there is no regular 
installed minister in place. An interim minister is deliberately 
transitory, one who will go when the regular installed minister 
comes. Precisely because of that temporary status, the interim 
minister has more freedom than any regular installed minister. 
The stability, centrality, and focus that belong to a regular 
installed minister ultimately limit the pastor’s freedom. A 
temporary pastor, as the interim is, knows time is limited and 
thereby can act promptly, decisively, and clearly in situations.
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A regular installed minister or pastor has the luxury of 
time and can wait out situations. The ultimate waiting out is 
waiting for a tough member to die so that change can come 
about. But to deal with explosive situations, the waiting out 
may only make the situations worse, and dealing efficiently 
and promptly in such situations usually has significant side 
effects. The most common is that people leave the church 
as a result of having chosen sides, and the pastor’s side was 
not chosen by these people. Thus, many regular installed 
ministers instead let issues slide and thereby let them fester. 
An interim can deal promptly and effectively with these 
situations because the binds on the regular installed pastor 
are not there. The interim will be gone, but the interim will 
be able to clean up the mess before the regular installed 
minister is in place.

I would suggest the most important role for an interim is 
to be able to take on the messes lingering in a congregation 
and clean them up. An interim is put in position to make 
it possible for the church to move from its previous pastor 
to its new pastor. And the new pastor will not be a clone 
or exact duplicate of the pastor previously there. Thus, the 
interim has to make it possible for change to come about 
in the interim time, or the new pastor is not going to last.

To be honest, every regular installed pastor leaves messes 
behind that need to be cleaned up before the new pastor 
is in place. The alternative is the regular installed pastor 
becoming an unintentional interim. The minister will have 
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to do interim work and thereby not function as a regular 
installed pastor. Worse, by doing that unintentional interim 
work, the so-called regular installed minister will not last 
long. Therefore, the interim who takes the job seriously will 
indeed clean up those messes, no matter what it takes. And 
that is freedom, pure and simple.

I have served as an interim minister voluntarily and 
involuntarily. In other words, I am now an interim minister 
because I want to be an interim minister. However, in one 
church I served as that regular installed pastor, I wound up 
doing the work of the interim minister. In that church I 
was the unintentional interim. And after a while, because I 
was supposed to be the regular installed pastor, it got to me. 
I had enough and left. Ironically, in God’s good time and 
at God’s calling, I came back to that time and found myself 
being led into interim ministry. Now I am deliberately 
cleaning up messes in churches, thus making it possible for 
the next minister to function fully in a stable environment.

For the sake of this book, I have defined twelve freedoms 
an interim minister has and how they function. These are 
freedoms I personally know and can relate to. There may 
be other freedoms an interim has, but I am convinced these 
are basic to the role of an effective interim. Each chapter 
will deal in depth with each of these freedoms.

These freedoms an interim pastor or minister have, in 
no particular order (though for convenience I will present 
them sequentially in chapters), are speech, worship, to 
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act, to disagree, to override or veto, to heal, to explain, to 
terminate, to change, to experiment, to leave, and to hope. 
How important each freedom will be is determined by 
the need of the church the interim minister is serving. At 
certain churches, not all of these will be emphasized, while 
at other churches, others will be emphasized. An interim 
has to be committed to freedom in order to function well in 
a church in transition. One should not be an interim unless 
one can work in an environment where freedom is central.

As I have put together this book, I have discovered that 
in considering the interim’s freedoms, I have also explored 
ministry from an interim’s perspective how an interim 
sees ministry. The freedoms of an interim have a lot to say 
about ministry in general and installed or regular ministries 
in particular.
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1

The Freedom of Speech

Of course, every pastor or minister has freedom of 
speech when it comes to the pulpit. But the real question 
is, how many clergy actually say to the congregation what 
they really want to say? I am willing to say that only a few 
do. We even have a term for it—prophetic preaching, or in 
the old days, hellfire-and-damnation preaching. Nowadays, 
most preachers are very diplomatic in their preaching. Yes, 
we talk about sin and all of that, but in general, abstract, 
nonpersonal ways. Heaven forbid the preacher became too 
specific, or that preacher would not last long!

Take this one step further. How many installed pastors 
speak to the congregation or specific people in the 
congregation in ways that need to be spoken? No doubt 
there are some, but they are not in the numbers they 
should be. Irritate people in the congregation, and watch 
everything break loose. Of course, there are ministers who 
are very good at saying what needs to be spoken through the 
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use of cryptic language. They tell stories, updated parables, 
or hypothetical situations, among other types of preaching, 
to say what needs to be said.

In the literary world, this happens regularly in science 
fiction, fantasy, and allegorical writing. With preachers, it is 
the art of hiding the obvious behind the imaginative or the 
mysterious. And the preacher hopes those who need to hear 
get the point. However, that is exactly the problem; those 
who need to hear will not get the point, unless someone is 
blunt and undiplomatic. In other words, some people have 
to be told in no uncertain terms what they are doing is 
wrong or at least a problem for the church.

Very few clergy are willing to do that. It somehow smells 
of being un-Christian or something like that. How can you 
tell the truth in love without hurting someone’s feelings or 
provoking hostility in response? So instead, a situation just 
sits there and gets worse unless someone explodes. Then 
the fire cannot be put out, and like a house after a fire, it 
requires a great deal of reclamation, and it is not the same 
as before the fire.

This is where the interim can and should function. 
An interim being transitory can and should be the person 
who can speak what everyone knows needs to be said and 
said clearly. An interim can preach clearly. Even more, an 
interim can speak the unspeakable, name the unnamable, 
and thus make it possible for people to finally deal with an 
underlying problem in the church.
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Speaking to Toxic People

Sometimes, there are toxic people in the congregation. 
They figuratively poison the congregation. They may be 
and usually are very active people in the congregation. As a 
result, the congregation does not want to confront them or 
even talk about them. These people are creating all types of 
problems in the church, but no one is willing to do anything 
about them.

Enter the interim. The interim has no ties to the 
congregation and is there in the name of Jesus Christ to 
help a congregation move on. And if a person (or persons) 
is holding the church back, the interim needs to talk the 
talk that can finally solve the problem.

It may actually be speaking to that person bluntly, 
frankly, and honestly. Paul from a distance did this with the 
church at Corinth. I wonder if he could have done it if he 
had been on the scene at Corinth for some time. He always 
valued his freedom to not be tied down to a congregation, 
though he started congregations, helped congregations 
from afar, wrote regularly to congregations about how to 
deal with their problems, and sent people to follow up.

An interim is on the scene for a period of time and 
has only a limited amount of time to deal with situations. 
Therefore, an interim can preach clearly. An interim can 
devise situations and devices that force the congregation 
to break the silence and start speaking out about problem 
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people. And yes, there are times the interim will be the full-
scale lightning rod needed to ground the church through 
the fury that is waiting to explode.

By virtue of that transitoriness, an interim can speak to 
people who need to be spoken to. Even more, there are 
times the interim may be the one person who can handle 
the situation once and for all. In the worst-case scenario, 
the interim may be the one who has to ask a person to 
leave the church. Hopefully, the interim will have enough 
skills to do it gracefully and positively for all concerned, but 
there are no guarantees. More about this will be said in the 
chapter on the freedom to terminate.

Yes, there may be side effects like other people being 
hurt because of the problem person being removed; just 
like in surgery, removing a body part creates issues, but 
rather the issues than the destruction of the body. And yes, 
someone has to say the truth and let the words be spoken 
for the healing of the church. Thus, an interim is the best 
positioned to do so.

Openness

If the past pastor has been a problem, the interim should 
allow the people to speak that openly and publicly. They 
need to have the freedom to hear those words from each 
other, and as a result, they are free to deal with whatever it 
takes to ensure such a situation does not happen again. The 



Freedom and InterIm mInIstry

17

interim says the words everyone knows and encourages 
everyone else to say them as well.

Nothing is hidden. Everything is exposed. Problems are 
brought to the light. Remember that Jesus is the light of 
the world. He is also the truth. And the truth shall set you 
free, while dark secrets keep you bound. Problem people 
keep a church bound in the past, tied to the past, staked to 
the past, and enchained until the bonds are broken.

Speaking what needs to be spoken, saying what needs to 
be said, and allowing the words to be heard opens a church 
to a freedom it cannot have if everything is buried, ignored, 
or rationalized. Some people only need to hear the words 
told to them, and they repent. They change. They realize 
what they have done, and they become the Christians they 
were always meant to be.

Instead of a person or persons, the problem that needs to 
be spoken about may be an ongoing situation in the life of 
the church. Let’s face it. There are churches uncomfortable 
with evangelism, children, older adults, neighborhood 
ministries, casual dress, tattoos, college students, or any of a 
number of other matters churches must deal with regularly.

Who if not the interim is going to get a church to talk 
about these issues? Who if not an interim is going to ask 
why these are problems? Who if not the interim is going 
to say out loud that these problems need to be faced? This 
does not mean the interim is going to solve all the church’s 
problems. It does mean the interim gets the church to 
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talk about these issues and thereby makes it possible for a 
regular pastor to follow through on these issues and resolve 
or at least deal successfully with these issues.

Call the interim the designated talker of the 
congregation, if you like. The interim has the freedom to 
talk about what is causing problems in the congregation 
or for the congregation. Whether it is demographics or 
changing times, the interim keeps up with the times and 
with the faith and can speak comprehensively about how 
they impact the church.

The knowledge an interim has is thereby passed on to 
the congregation that needs it. The interim speaks, and the 
congregation hears. The interim may do this one-on-one 
in casual conversation, or it may happen in very formal 
forums called specifically to discuss the issue. The interim 
may speak to leaders in the congregation and thereby 
encourage them to act officially. Or the interim may speak 
to a congregation in preaching about such an issue, and 
thereby let someone who hears follow through.

In other words, there are many ways an interim can 
influence, help, and/or free a church by speaking out. 
The interim sees the issue and speaks out to those who 
need to hear and those who are able to make a difference. 
Preaching is more than just what is said from the pulpit, 
but anyone who discounts the pulpit for preaching does not 
understand the church or human nature.
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Preaching

Consider preaching. The best interim ministers use 
preaching to speak to the congregation in the name of Jesus 
Christ, and that means to the congregation specifically. I 
have known all types of preaching techniques used from 
the pulpit or, for that matter, moving out of the pulpit while 
preaching. The techniques are just that, techniques to help 
the word be heard. What works for one preacher may not 
work for another. By the same token, some techniques will 
only work in certain churches, but not in others. But a 
preacher being honest and true is heard by a congregation, 
regardless of the technique used.

If we really believe the Bible is the word of God, and 
I do, then the interim can allow the word of God to be 
spoken to the congregation in ways that help them through 
times of transition. One way is for the interim to find and 
use passages in Scripture that deal with transitions and 
allow them to speak. For example, churches in transition 
are uneasy, even fearful. A great text I have used early in 
my interim positions is the first nine verses of chapter 1 
of Joshua. After all, Joshua was afraid. He felt he was no 
Moses, whom he succeeded, and he knew he really needed 
God’s assurance in a new situation. Thus, God says to 
Joshua, “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will 
not fail you or forsake you” (1:5). God then uses a line that 
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is stated three times in the remaining verses: “Be strong and 
courageous” (1:6, 7, 9). Indeed, to finish this text, the point 
is clear: “Be strong and courageous; do not be frightened 
or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever 
you go” (1:9).

Then and only then (1:10) does Joshua go into action. 
I point out to churches in transition that they too need to 
be strong and courageous. They need not be afraid. God 
is with them. I understand their fears, their insecurities, 
their unease, and their doubts at such a time, and that is 
why God has sent me there. God, through me as interim, 
is working to lead them onward into a new future, like 
Joshua led the people beyond Moses. I am leading them 
beyond their previous pastor into a new tomorrow under 
God’s guidance.

This text I use as a sermon, but I also refer to it in 
conversations, and I can see it being used in Sunday school 
classes or as a devotion to beginning church board meetings. 
It is a text that demands to be spoken to the people by the 
interim, and I do so speak it. There are other texts as well 
that interims can and have used to speak to the situation. 
The interim has the freedom to find and use those texts.

If the pastor more specifically follows the lectionary, 
there are numerous texts useful to speak freely to the fears, 
doubts, insecurities, and unease that permeate a time of 
transition. Advent texts on waiting for the Lord, to cite 
one example, are great to define the need for patience at 
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such moments and the fact that the Lord is in charge of 
the time we are waiting. A good, creative interim will easily 
find many texts helpful to the interim process, and then 
will speak them to the congregation in whatever setting 
makes sense.

In Conclusion

I have only begun to mine the idea of how the freedom 
of speech the interim has works. The interim can explain 
to the church what is needed. The interim can eloquently 
explain what the congregation is dealing with. The interim 
can become the voice of the congregation as it seeks to 
define its future. The interim has the freedom to speak the 
words that need to be spoken.

And the interim allows others the freedom to speak, 
making sure their voices are heard and not stifled. By 
providing voices to the otherwise voiceless, the church 
hears all its people, and in doing so makes the church truly 
live in Jesus Christ for all people. The church is given a 
voice through the interim, and that freedom to provide a 
voice makes a church live in all people.

Of course, that freedom to speak must be taken 
responsibly. If it is not, it will fail the church, even ultimately 
lose the church. In other words, no interim should live for 
sarcasm, viciousness, mean-spiritedness, nastiness, and 
other types of speech that continually, regularly, constantly 
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put people down. This freedom to speak is a tool, and like 
all tools must be used responsibly. Yet used wisely under 
God’s guidance and after prayerful consideration, it is a gift 
to the church in a time of transition. It opens the future for 
the church in Jesus Christ.




