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October 6, 2021 
 
Dear One in Christ, 
 
In this extended season of challenges and isolation, I give thanks to God for the beloved community gathered as the 
Gilead Congregational Church. Your faith and your passion for bringing God’s love to the world has given me great 
hope in these first weeks of my ministry among you. 
 
As your Interim Pastor, I am writing to give you a fuller view of our church’s transitional process, leading to a call 
extended to a new settled Pastor in God’s good time. “Conducting a search” requires patience and prayer, and I 
know those qualities abound in the Gilead Church community. 
 
Our transition follows the faithful and transformative work that Pastor Denise Esslinger carried out among you for 
over 22 years. I know that her well-deserved retirement is still felt deeply in your community, and there is plenty of 
room in our transition time to share stories and feelings about her. It also takes place in this time of unprecedented 
pandemic, which has required us to find new ways to carry out ministry and gather so that we neither contract a 
deadly infection nor spread that infection among family and friends. I assure you that you are far from alone among 
our Connecticut churches in meeting these challenges faithfully. In doing so, please continue to extend to each 
other the grace of respecting individual choices and needs. 
 
It is clear to me that our transition needs to consider two factors: maintaining and developing Gilead’s sense of 
community; and, exercising patience and care for the sake of doing our transitional work well. It will take the gifts 
of time, prayer, and unpressured discernment to allow God’s Holy Spirit to reveal to us the Pastor you are seeking. 
 
So, you may ask: How does that work?  
 
Every pastoral search is grounded in an accurate and detailed description of the congregation (what our United 
Church of Christ calls a “setting for ministry”). Our first step in developing that description is a congregational 
self-study. You’ll be happy to know that we have chosen a tool with which you are already familiar: a survey 
conducted by Holy Cow! Consulting. While parts of it are similar to the survey you completed in 2016, we will be 
using a form with special sections designed for a congregation in transition. 
 
Two things to know: we are conducting the survey during this month of October, and it is vital that all currently 
active members of the congregation complete a survey. We are not looking for “one per household,” but “one per 
person.” We understand that some of you are “active at home” due to the pandemic, and we want to be sure you are 
included. Our goal is a little more ambitious than the typical opinion surveyor: we only want 100 percent response. 
Seriously. It is just that important for the work of the Search Committee. 
 



 

 

We will offer gatherings (in person and via Zoom) in November to share the survey’s findings with all who are 
interested. 
 
The other big task happening now is forming a Search Committee. Our By-Laws delegate that task to the Church 
Council. They will be identifying candidates for the committee, keeping in mind the glorious diversity of this 
congregation. The By-laws allow for a committee panel of between seven and 12 members. The Council will seek to 
appoint a committee large enough to represent Gilead’s diverse community, and small enough to be agile and 
effective in its work. 
 
Final selections will take place this fall, and we hope to announce and commission the Search Committee shortly 
after the New Year begins. 
 
I will be working with the Search Committee on their first big task: preparing a “profile” of the congregation. This 
is a description of your unique congregation that ideally does two things: screens out candidates who might not be 
a good fit, and invites in candidates who might be discerning a call to Gilead. This process understandably takes 
discussion, research, more discussion, and review to produce the typical 30-plus page document that is read by 
interested persons. It is appropriate for this phase to take several months. The investment in time will be rewarded 
with a field of candidates who are more likely to be a good “fit” for Gilead. 
 
Further down the road, the Search Committee will be reading many profiles, indicating its interest to a few 
candidates, interviewing several of them, consulting references, and conducting final interviews. When they have 
prayerfully made their final selection, they will hand the process over to the congregation by nominating that 
person as Pastor. That nomination will come with lots of information and opportunities to meet the candidate 
personally before a service of worship. All of these procedures will take place in accordance with your By-laws. 
 
So: look for the Holy Cow! survey this month, and expect our Cow Wranglers to be in touch with you. And, behind 
the scenes, please pray for our Council as they appoint a Search Committee. Their success depends on your 
support. 
 
You can also expect to hear about some of these steps this month in worship from the Advisory Team I have 
convened: Barry MacLachlan, Jon Kimball, Margot Sheehan, and Ginny Miller. They have agreed to be “go-to” 
persons while we form the Search Committee, and they’re glad to hear feedback and take questions, as am I. 
 
This process depends on the good will and faithful trust of all of us, and I want you to know how personally 
grateful I am for your call to serve you during this transitional time. It gives me strength and holy energy to know 
that we are all in this together, for the sake of Christ’s love. 
 
Blessings and peace, 
 
The Rev. Matthew McCaffrey 
INTERIM PASTOR 


