
THE PASTOR EMERITUS/EMERITA

Introduction 

The term “Pastor Emeritus” (male) or Pastor Emerita (female) is used by a local church of the 
United Church of Christ to honor a person whose lengthy ministry in that local church has been one 
of distinguished service. The designation recognizes an individual’s retirement from that particular 
local church and from active ordained ministry. Conferring this status is an act of a local church and 
is an honor that the church may wish to consider following the pastor’s departure.   

Before Conferring  

It is important to know what the title means. The word “Emeritus/a” has to do with being retired 
from active service while retaining one’s title as an honor. The retaining of title is offered because 
of merit earned during the time of active service. The honor is never an automatic one but rather is 
a recognition of exceptional service.  

When someone is a pastor emeritus or a pastor emerita, that person and the local church need to be 
aware of several important facts.  

First, the person is receiving this very special honor because of the merit of service rendered. The 
previous ministry distinguished itself over a long period of time, usually a minimum of ten years. 
Both the person honored and the local church need to have a sense of the specifics of the 
exceptional service that warrants the awarding of this honor. 

Second, the person and the local church need to know that the person so honored has retired from 
active ministry and is no longer the pastor of that local church. This is a very tender point that must 
be made absolutely clear. When someone has served a local church with distinction over a long 
period of time, it can be difficult for both the person and the local church to sever functional ties. 
When ignored or resisted, painful moments of confusion and resentment can surface and 
consequently undercut cherished memories and on-going relationships. It is for these reasons that 
PLL suggests that this honor not be considered until the pastor has been retired for a considerable 
period of time, preferably after the interim period has been completed and a new pastor has begun 
her/his ministry.  

Third, it is very helpful for a local church to have written guidelines regarding the title pastor 
emeritus/a. The guidelines will not outline “roles and functions” because the title is an honorary 
one rather than a functional one. Rather, the guidelines will reflect on responsibilities of both the 
pastor emeritus/a and the church members. Clarity is essential before the recognition is conferred in 
order to avoid unnecessary awkwardness.  



The following are suggestive of responsibilities involved in this honorary title:  

1. The pastor emeritus/a and members are to hold in regard the health and vitality of the
pastoral office and to do that by treating the present pastor (interim pastor or called pastor)
as the pastor of that local church.

2. The local church may wish to include the name of the pastor emeritus/a on church
stationary, the church web site, and other settings where such listing is appropriate.

3. The local church may wish to invite the retired pastor to play a specific role in particular
church celebrations (such as anniversaries.)

4. The local church will seek to inquire about and be concerned for the ongoing health and
happiness of the pastor emeritus/a and will maintain contact to ensure ongoing concern and
support.

A Suggested Process for this Designation 

The initiative for conferring this honor customarily begins with the church governing board. The 
resolution is then presented to a meeting of the congregation for their approval. Following that 
action, a date is set for the presentation.  

  

It is customary--and particularly meaningful—for who represent the United Church of Christ as a 
denomination to be invited to participate in the conferring of this honor.  




