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Abstract

Leadership succession is a persistent vulnerability for African parachurch organisations whose
ministry continuity depends on fragile structures, donor confidence, and relational trust.
Drawing on qualitative research within FOCUS Zimbabwe, this article argues that succession
is not only an administrative matter but a theological practice of stewardship. The study used
a qualitative single-case design within an interpretive paradigm, purposively engaging fifteen
participants from leadership, staff, board, apprentice, partner, and supporter categories
through semi-structured open-ended interviews. Data were examined through thematic
analysis and then interpreted through practical theology and contextual hermeneutics. It reads
the organisation’s experience of mission drift, weakened governance, and loss of institutional
memory through Osmer’s practical theological approach and West’s contextual Bible reading.
In dialogue with Moses-Joshua, Paul-Timothy, and Acts 6, it proposes succession as a
communal, mentored, and Spirit-attentive process directed toward missional renewal.

Keywords: contextual hermeneutics; FOCUS Zimbabwe; leadership succession; parachurch
governance; practical theology

Introduction

Despite the rapid expansion of African Christianity in the twenty-first century, leadership
continuity in parachurch organisations remains fragile, as is evidenced in FOCUS Zimbabwe.
The expansion of Christian communities across sub-Saharan Africa is not merely numerical;
it is also institutional, educational, entrepreneurial, and missional. The Pew Research Center’'s
projection that sub-Saharan Africa would contain hundreds of millions of Christians by the
middle of the century has often been cited as evidence of the shifting centre of global
Christianity (Pew Research Center, 2015). Yet numerical vitality does not automatically secure
institutional depth. Churches, student movements, mission agencies, and parachurch
organisations must continually ask whether their patterns of leadership formation are
adequate to the mission they confess.

The question is particularly important for student movements. The Fellowship of Christian
Union Students in Zimbabwe (FOCUS Zimbabwe), affiliated with the International Fellowship
of Evangelical Students, has historically served university and college students through
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evangelism, Bible study, discipleship, leadership formation, and graduate witness. Its
significance lies not only in campus ministry but also in the formation of graduates who enter
churches, professions, families, and public life. Just like any other Christian organisation, when
an organisation like FOCUS experiences turbulence in leadership transition, the
consequences move beyond internal administration. They touch discipleship, theological
identity, staff morale, student confidence, donor trust, and the wider ecology of Christian
witness.

This article takes leadership succession in FOCUS Zimbabwe as a case through which to
reflect on a wider challenge facing African parachurch organisations. The issue is not that
leadership change occurs. Change is inevitable in any living organisation. The problem arises
when transitions are treated as emergency replacements rather than as deliberate processes
of communal discernment, apprenticeship, accountability, and theological continuity. In such
circumstances, the organisation may remain active while becoming less clear about the
mission that gave rise to it. Greer and Horst (2014) describe this tendency as mission drift,
which refers to a gradual movement away from an organisation’s founding purpose, often
through choices that appear reasonable in isolation but cumulatively weaken the
organisation’s distinctive vocation.

The central claim of this article is that succession failure becomes a theological problem when
Christian organisations detach leadership transition from the convictions that should shape
their common life. This does not deny the importance of governance, human resources,
finance, policy, or strategic planning. Rather, it insists that these practices are not theologically
neutral in a Christian ministry. They either serve the organisation’s vocation or they undermine
it. In FOCUS Zimbabwe, the evidence suggests that repeated and insufficiently prepared
transitions contributed to institutional memory loss, uncertainty in strategy, weakened morale,
and concern that the movement had moved from relational discipleship toward event-driven
survival. The task, therefore, is not only to improve management but to recover a theological
imagination for succession.

Three assumptions guide this argument. First, FOCUS Zimbabwe is treated as an instructive
single case rather than as a statistical representation of all African parachurch organisations.
Its significance lies in the depth with which it reveals how leadership transition can affect a
ministry whose identity depends on discipleship, Scripture engagement, and relational trust.
Second, participant perceptions are treated as valid qualitative evidence of lived
organisational experience, but not as exhaustive proof of every institutional process or motive.
Third, the article assumes that succession in Christian ministry is never merely a technical
matter. Because leadership mediates memory, authority, doctrine, relationships, and mission,
the way a Christian organisation prepares and transfers leadership has theological
significance.

Methodologically, the article brings empirical findings from a qualitative study of FOCUS
Zimbabwe into conversation with practical theology and contextual hermeneutics. Osmer’s
(2008) four tasks of practical theology provide the organising questions: What is going on?
Why is it going on? What ought to be going on? How might the community respond? West'’s
(2014, 2021) account of Contextual Bible Study sharpens this framework by refusing to
separate the reading of Scripture from the reading of concrete social location. The result is a
contextual-hermeneutical reading in which the experience of FOCUS Zimbabwe is interpreted
alongside biblical narratives of leadership transition, particularly Moses-Joshua, Paul-Timothy,
and Acts 6.

The article proceeds in five movements. It first clarifies the research basis for the article. It
then describes the empirical problem of succession, mission drift, and governance weakness
in FOCUS Zimbabwe. Third, it explains the contextual-hermeneutical framework. Fourth, it
reads key biblical texts in dialogue with the organisation’s experience. Finally, it proposes a
model of missional renewal grounded in four interrelated practices: biblical-theological
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stewardship, structured succession planning, relational mentorship, and spiritual and
organisational accountability.

Method

This article reports on a qualitative single-case study that examined the interplay between
leadership change and ministry effectiveness in FOCUS Zimbabwe. The study was located
within an interpretive paradigm because the research question concerned the meanings,
perceptions, anxieties, and hopes of people who had lived through leadership transitions.
FOCUS Zimbabwe was treated as a single instrumental case. The case-study approach was
appropriate because it enabled focused attention to a contemporary organisational
phenomenon within its real-life context while also allowing the case to illuminate wider
guestions concerning parachurch leadership in African settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake,
1995; Yin, 2018).

Participants were selected purposively because the study required information-rich accounts
from people who had direct knowledge of FOCUS Zimbabwe’s leadership structures, ministry
practice, and transition history. Inclusion criteria were that participants had to be adults aged
eighteen years or older, self-identify as Christians, have current or former involvement with
FOCUS Zimbabwe as leaders, staff, board members, apprentices, supporters, or ministry
workers, and be willing to provide informed consent. Participants were excluded where they
lacked sufficient organisational involvement to speak to leadership transition, were unable to
communicate proficiently in English or the organisation’s main working language, or were
unwilling to participate voluntarily. The final sample of fifteen included two former national
directors, three current regional directors, two board members, three ministry supporters,
three campus directors, and two campus apprentices. This composition was deliberately
cross-role so that succession could be examined from strategic, governance, staff, supporter,
and frontline ministry perspectives.

The sample size was considered adequate for a qualitative single-case study because the aim
was focused, the participants were specific to the phenomenon, the study was theory-
informed, and the analysis compared responses across organisational roles. In this sense, the
study relied on information-rich participation rather than numerical representativeness. The
findings are therefore not presented as statistically generalisable claims, but as analytically
transferable insights from a bounded case whose experience may illuminate similar African
parachurch contexts.

Data were collected between November 2024 and February 2025 through semi-structured,
open-ended questions administered digitally through Google Sheets and supplemented by
interview interaction where clarification was required. The questions explored experiences of
leadership change, perceived effects on ministry effectiveness, governance concerns, staff
engagement, financial stability, institutional memory, and opportunities for renewal. This
method allowed participants to describe transition in their own language while still enabling
comparison across recurring themes.

The study also drew on relevant secondary material, including literature on leadership
succession, nonprofit and parachurch governance, mission drift, practical theology, and
biblical leadership transition. Where organisational realities are discussed in this article, they
are grounded primarily in participant responses and thematic synthesis rather than in claims
about confidential internal documents. This distinction matters for scholarly accuracy and for
ethical restraint.

The analysis was conducted manually through iterative thematic analysis. Responses were
first read repeatedly for familiarisation. Significant phrases were then highlighted and coded
inductively in Google Sheets. Related codes were grouped into preliminary themes, including
unplanned succession, mission drift, governance weakness, institutional memory loss, staff
morale, stakeholder communication, and theological renewal. These themes were reviewed
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against the research questions, compared across participant roles, and then interpreted
through practical theology and contextual hermeneutics. The process was therefore primarily
inductive in its initial coding but dialogical in its interpretation, because the empirical themes
were placed in conversation with Osmer’s practical theological tasks, West’'s contextual Bible
reading, and biblical succession narratives.

The researchers’ relationship to FOCUS Zimbabwe required reflexive caution. The study
benefited from insider-adjacent access to people who understood the movement’s history and
language, but such proximity also created the risk of assuming shared meanings or over-
identifying with particular organisational interpretations. To reduce this risk, the analysis used
role-based pseudonyms, cross-role comparison, verbatim illustrative statements, repeated
review of themes, and an audit trail of coding decisions in the working spreadsheet.
Trustworthiness was further strengthened through thick description, ethical anonymisation,
attention to negative and qualifying evidence, and explicit acknowledgement of the study’s
limitations. The study did not include documentary triangulation through board minutes, HR
policies, transition memos, or internal evaluation reports; consequently, claims about
organisational practice are framed as participant-based qualitative interpretation rather than
as a complete institutional audit.

The Empirical Context: Succession, Drift and Governance in FOCUS Zimbabwe

The empirical evidence presents a movement that has carried a significant ministry inheritance
but has also experienced repeated vulnerability at points of leadership transition. Since 2000,
participants and organisational memory identify six national leadership transitions, a pattern
that respondents associated with cumulative strain in relational trust, staff formation, donor
confidence, campus presence, and theological continuity. This article does not treat the
number of transitions as self-explanatory evidence of failure. Rather, the significance lies in
the participants’ repeated claim that transitions were often insufficiently planned, unevenly
communicated, and weakly connected to mentoring and handover.

Findings and Discussion

Unplanned Succession and Institutional Memory Loss

Participants identified the absence of sufficiently formalised, transparent, and consistently
practised succession planning as a central concern. Transitions were often experienced as
reactive. Leaders stepped into responsibility with limited handover, inadequate orientation,
and few documented pathways for transferring institutional knowledge. Such transitions
disrupted operational continuity and created a pattern in which new leaders had to learn the
organisation while simultaneously trying to lead it. Recent nonprofit studies similarly show that
boards and executive teams often approach leadership transition with inadequate preparation,
even though continuity depends on intentional succession cultures and shared governance
responsibility (Besel et al., 2021; Geib & Boenigk, 2022; Johnson, 2022; Stewart et al., 2021).

Institutional memory is not merely archival information. In parachurch ministry it includes
relationships with campus leaders, local churches, alumni, donors, partner organisations, and
regional networks. It also includes the unwritten wisdom by which staff learn how to nurture
student Bible study, guide leadership teams, respond to conflict, disciple emerging leaders,
and sustain ministry under financial pressure. When transition is abrupt, this tacit knowledge
becomes fragile. The organisation may retain its name and structures while losing some of
the habits that made the ministry recognisably itself.

Mission Drift and the Pressure of Survival

A second theme concerned mission drift. Participants perceived a gradual movement from
sustained, relational, campus-based discipleship toward programme activity, public events,
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and institutional survival. This shift should be interpreted carefully. As one staff member stated,
‘we became busy but not deep,’” a concern that resonates with Paul’'s emphasis on entrusting
the ‘good deposit’ (2 Timothy 2:2). Events, conferences, and fundraising are not inherently
opposed to mission. Indeed, they may serve the ministry when they deepen discipleship and
build community. The concern arises when these activities displace the slower and less visible
work of forming students in Scripture, prayer, witness, character, and vocational faithfulness.

The language of drift is helpful because it captures the gradual nature of the problem. Christian
organisations do not usually abandon their mission through one dramatic decision. They drift
when urgent demands crowd out formative practices, when financial anxiety determines
priorities, when new leaders inherit roles without being formed in the movement’s theological
DNA, and when the organisation lacks shared criteria for distinguishing activity from
faithfulness. In FOCUS Zimbabwe, succession instability appears to have intensified this
vulnerability. New leaders sometimes introduced fresh initiatives without sufficient continuity
with previous work, while staff and supporters experienced uncertainty about the movement’s
direction.

Governance Weakness and Personalised Leadership

The third theme concerned governance. Participants described role confusion between board
and executive leadership, uneven communication, limited stakeholder participation, and
inadequate use of policies where policies existed. The problem was not necessarily the
absence of well-intentioned people. Rather, it was the weakness of a shared governance
culture able to hold succession as a matter of prayerful accountability, strategic foresight, and
communal trust.

More specifically, weak governance in this case refers to role ambiguity, uneven
communication, inconsistent policy implementation, limited consultation of stakeholders, and
uncertainty about where executive authority ended and board oversight began. Participants
described situations in which board and executive responsibilities overlapped, operational
decisions were sometimes influenced by people outside clearly defined management
channels, and communication about transition was not always timely or sufficiently
transparent. These patterns affected succession practically by delaying handover, weakening
staff confidence, and leaving new leaders to inherit expectations that had not been clearly
documented or publicly interpreted.

This finding resonates with wider African ecclesial and parachurch experience. Matshobane
and Masango’s (2020) study of pastoral succession in African independent Pentecostal
churches shows how founder-centred or long-term personalised leadership can make
succession especially difficult when transition practices are not institutionalised. Recent
Zimbabwean and African ecclesial studies also underline that church and ministry governance
must be contextual, participatory, empowering, and accountable if it is to serve mission rather
than reinforce exclusion or personalised authority (Masengwe & Magwidi, 2021; Nanthambwe,
2025; Tagwirei, 2023; White & Pondani, 2022). The FOCUS Zimbabwe case is not identical
to a founder-led church, yet it shares a related vulnerability. For instance, when leadership
identity is carried too heavily by particular personalities, transition can become relationally
charged and institutionally destabilising. Governance that lacks transparency may
inadvertently communicate that leadership belongs to a few rather than to the community
before God.

The empirical picture is therefore not simply one of organisational weakness. It is a picture of
a ministry whose transitions have exposed theological and institutional questions that had not
been sufficiently worked through. What is leadership for? Who discerns a call to lead? How is
the mission entrusted across generations? How do structures protect rather than suffocate the
work of the Spirit? How does an organisation honour relational authority without becoming
hostage to personalised leadership? These questions require practical theology.
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A Contextual-Hermeneutical Framework

Osmer’s (2008) practical theology provides a structured and disciplined way of moving from
empirical description to theological interpretation and concrete response. His descriptive-
empirical task asks what is going on. In this article, the answer is given through the experience
of unplanned transition, mission drift, weakened morale, financial insecurity, and governance
strain. The interpretive task asks why this is happening. Organisational theory points to the
dangers of weak succession planning, loss of tacit knowledge, role ambiguity, and
underdeveloped governance (Geib & Boenigk, 2022; Stewart et al., 2021). The normative task
asks what ought to be going on. Here theological reflection and Scripture become
indispensable. The pragmatic task asks how the community might respond in faithful practice.

Osmer’s framework is useful because it resists two temptations. The first is managerial
reductionism, which treats succession only as a policy problem. The second is devotional
reductionism, which quotes biblical texts without listening carefully to organisational reality.
Practical theology requires disciplined attention to both. It asks how Christian communities
may participate more faithfully in God’s mission within the constraints, histories, and wounds
of their actual contexts.

West's contextual Bible reading deepens this approach. Contextual Bible Study emerged in
South Africa as a practice of reading Scripture with communities whose life questions matter
for interpretation. West (2014, 2021) emphasises the interaction between trained biblical
scholarship and ordinary readers, and between the world of the text and the world in front of
the text. Such reading does not mean that the community controls Scripture. It means that
Scripture is encountered in relation to the concrete questions of a community seeking
transformation. The Bible is not used as a decorative proof text after the real analysis has
been completed; it participates in discerning what faithful practice should become.

For FOCUS Zimbabwe, this means reading biblical succession narratives in the presence of
the organisation’s own story. The Moses-Joshua transition, the Pauline entrustment to
Timothy, and the communal selection in Acts 6 are not abstract leadership examples detached
from context. They are scriptural witnesses that expose and reframe FOCUS Zimbabwe’s
guestions concerning preparation, mentorship, public legitimacy, communal discernment, and
mission continuity. The interpretive movement is therefore dialogical. The experience of the
organisation sharpens the questions brought to the texts, while the texts challenge the
organisation’s assumptions about leadership, ownership, and succession.

Reading Succession Theologically

Moses - Joshua: Succession as Stewardship Rather than Possession

The transition from Moses to Joshua offers a theological grammar for succession as
stewardship. Moses does not treat leadership as a personal possession to be retained until
collapse. He recognises the need for continuity, prays for a leader who will shepherd the
congregation, and participates in Joshua’s public commissioning (Num. 27:15-23; Deut. 31:1-
8). Joshua’s leadership is then confirmed through divine assurance and communal recognition
(Josh. 1:1-9). The narrative contains elements that are strikingly relevant to organisational
transition: preparation, public legitimacy, shared memory, courage, obedience, and continuity
of mission.

Read alongside the FOCUS Zimbabwe data, the Moses-Joshua narrative challenges ad hoc
succession. It suggests that leadership transition should be anticipated before crisis arrives. It
also distinguishes stewardship from control. Moses’ greatness is not diminished by preparing
Joshua,; rather, his faithfulness is shown precisely in his willingness to hand on the mission. In
theological terms, the mission does not belong to Moses, Joshua, the board, staff, donors, or
any generation of students. It belongs to God. Leaders therefore hold authority as trust, not

property.
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One participant’s description of transition as a process in which “leaders step in before they
have been properly handed the story” captures the empirical problem that the Moses-Joshua
narrative helps to interpret. The issue was not only that posts changed hands, but that
memory, legitimacy, and pastoral confidence were not always transferred with sufficient
intentionality. Read dialogically, the biblical text exposes the practical cost of ad hoc transition,
while the FOCUS Zimbabwe experience shows why public commissioning, handover, and
preparation are not ceremonial extras but theological acts of stewardship.

This reading is not a call for naive replication of an ancient narrative. FOCUS Zimbabwe does
not appoint leaders in the wilderness, nor does it occupy the same redemptive-historical
location as Israel. Nevertheless, the narrative offers a normative pattern: succession requires
intentional preparation, visible affirmation, and continuity in the mission of God. The absence
of such practices in a Christian organisation is more than a technical weakness. It reveals an
impoverished understanding of authority.

Paul - Timothy: Succession as Guarding and Entrusting the Deposit

The Pauline language of entrustment speaks directly to mission drift. In 2 Timothy, Paul
exhorts Timothy to guard the good deposit through the Holy Spirit and to entrust what he has
heard to faithful people who will be able to teach others also (2 Timothy 1:14; 2:2). The
movement is generational and relational. Paul does not merely transfer a job description. He
hands on a pattern of teaching, suffering, courage, faithfulness, and mission. The “deposit” is
not organisational nostalgia; it is the apostolic faith and way of life entrusted for faithful
transmission.

FOCUS Zimbabwe’s concern about the movement from relational discipleship to event-
centred activity can be read in this light. Student ministry cannot be sustained simply through
programmes, however well organised. It depends on formed people who can form others. If
leadership transition does not include deliberate theological and relational formation, the
movement’s vocabulary may remain evangelical while its habits become thinner. The Pauline
model therefore places mentorship at the centre of succession. Emerging leaders must be
entrusted not only with tasks but with the theological imagination, pastoral instincts, and
discipleship practices that constitute the movement’s identity.

Participants’ concern that the movement had become “busy but not deep” gives this Pauline
language concrete force. The statement does not reject programmes or events; rather, it
names the fear that activity can continue after formative discipleship has thinned. In dialogue
with 2 Timothy, this concern suggests that succession must ask not only whether the next
leader can run structures, but whether the next generation has received the “deposit” of biblical
conviction, relational discipleship, and mission-shaped endurance.

This is particularly important in African parachurch settings where staff often work with limited
resources and where leadership pipelines may be informal. Mentorship cannot be left to
personality chemistry or occasional encouragement. It must become a structured
organisational practice without becoming mechanistic. Apprenticeship, supervised
responsibility, reflective evaluation, and intergenerational learning are not merely helpful
techniques. They are ways in which the community guards the good deposit.

Acts 6: Succession, Discernment and Accountable Governance

Acts 6:1-7 does not narrate succession in the narrow sense of replacing a chief executive. It
does, however, describe a leadership crisis in which the early Christian community responds
to conflict, representation, and mission pressure through communal discernment. The
complaint of the Hellenists concerning the neglect of widows could have fractured the
community. The apostles respond by naming the problem, preserving the priority of the word
and prayer, defining qualifications, involving the community in selection, and publicly setting
apart trusted leaders.
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The relevance for FOCUS Zimbabwe lies in the connection between governance and mission.
Acts 6 does not treat administrative arrangements as spiritually secondary. The distribution of
food, the unity of the community, and the integrity of witness are held together. The
community’s practical structures must serve the mission of God. The process also shows that
legitimacy matters. The apostles do hot make a private decision and later request compliance.
They invite communal participation within the boundaries of spiritual and practical qualification.

For a parachurch organisation, this suggests that governance should be neither clericalised
nor bureaucratised. It should be spiritually attentive, transparent, and participatory. Boards
have responsibility to guard mission and ensure accountability, but this responsibility is
weakened when decision-making becomes opaque or when stakeholders feel excluded from
matters that shape the ministry’s future. Acts 6 therefore critiques personalised succession
and calls for structures that allow communal trust to be built before, during, and after
leadership transition.

The FOCUS Zimbabwe evidence makes the Acts 6 pattern especially relevant because
governance failures were experienced not only as structural weaknesses but as relational
injuries. When staff, supporters, or frontline workers were uncertain about who held authority,
how decisions were made, or why transitions unfolded as they did, trust was weakened. Acts
6 does not solve such questions by replacing spirituality with bureaucracy. It shows that
prayer, qualification, representation, transparent process, and public accountability belong
together when a community’s mission is under strain.

From Mission Drift to Missional Renewal

From the above discussion, a Four Pillar Model for leadership transition can be proposed:
biblical-theological foundation, structured succession planning, relational mentorship and
apprenticeship, and spiritual and organisational accountability. This model is useful because
it holds together theology and practice. It avoids the mistake of treating succession planning
as a secular import reluctantly added to ministry life. It also avoids the opposite mistake of
invoking spirituality in ways that leave structures unchanged.

Conceptually, the model is best understood as a hybrid contextual-theological governance
framework. It is theological because it begins from the conviction that leadership is
stewardship of God’s mission rather than possession by an individual or faction. It is contextual
because it arises from the lived experience of FOCUS Zimbabwe and is attentive to African
relational cultures, economic vulnerability, and parachurch realities. It is also a governance
framework because it translates theological convictions into practical disciplines: written
succession procedures, mentorship pathways, transparent communication, public
commissioning, and accountable board-executive relations. Its novelty lies in holding these
dimensions together. Rather than importing a corporate succession template into ministry or
treating biblical narratives as detached illustrations, the model brings empirical evidence,
practical theology, contextual Bible reading, and nonprofit governance concerns into one
integrated framework for African parachurch leadership transition.

Table 1: A Four Pillar Model for leadership transition

Adopt a written succession
process with timelines, handover
expectations, and public
commissioning

Leadership is stewardship of
God’s mission, not personal
possession

Abrupt or |nsuff!C|entIy Moses-Joshua
prepared transitions
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Loss of institutional The mission is a deposit to Build mentorship,
. ) P apprenticeship, and theological
memory and drift from | Paul-Timothy be guarded and entrusted . . .
S - orientation into staff
discipleship through formed people
development
. Create a transition
Weak communication Governance serves mission subcommittee with board, staff,
and stakeholder | Acts 6 through communal alumni and student
. discernment and transparent ’ .
mistrust accountabilit representation where
y appropriate
Clarify board and executive
Board-executive role ACtS. 6 and Strl_Jctures should - protect roles, review policies, and
. practical calling, trust, and - .
confusion - communicate transition steps
theology accountability .
consistently

The first pillar is a biblical-theological foundation. Succession should be framed as stewardship
within God’s mission. This theological grounding would change the language of transition in
FOCUS Zimbabwe. Instead of asking only who is available, influential, or acceptable to a small
circle, the community would ask how God’s mission is being stewarded across generations.
Such language does not remove organisational complexity, but it gives the community criteria
by which to interpret it.

The second pillar is structured succession planning. A Christian organisation may believe
deeply in the guidance of the Spirit and still act irresponsibly if it refuses to plan. Planning is
not a denial of dependence on God. It is one form of faithful stewardship. Recent nonprofit
succession literature shows that continuity is strengthened when succession is treated as
shared leadership work involving boards, executives, staff development, and deliberate talent
pipelines rather than as a last-minute search for a replacement (Besel et al., 2021; Geib &
Boenigk, 2022; Johnson, 2022; Stewart et al., 2021). For FOCUS Zimbabwe, structured
planning should include clear timelines, role descriptions, eligibility and character criteria,
handover processes, communication protocols, induction procedures, and contingency plans
for sudden departure. These should not remain dormant documents. They must be known,
reviewed, practised, and evaluated.

The third pillar is relational mentorship and apprenticeship. If the central mission is student
discipleship, leadership formation must be discipleship-shaped. Potential leaders should be
identified early, given supervised responsibility, exposed to the movement’s history, trained in
biblical interpretation and pastoral care, and invited into reflective practice. Mentorship should
include character, competence, theological conviction, and contextual intelligence. In this
sense, succession begins long before a vacancy is announced.

The fourth pillar is spiritual and organisational accountability. Accountability requires
transparent processes, clear boundaries of authority, and practices of prayerful discernment.
It also requires courage to address unhealthy power dynamics. In contexts where respect for
senior leaders can be culturally important, accountability must be framed not as dishonour but
as faithfulness. Leaders are honoured not by leaving their decisions unquestioned, but by
helping them serve the mission entrusted to the community.

These four pillars suggest that missional renewal will require both policy and culture change.
Policy without culture becomes a document ignored in crisis. Culture without policy becomes
dependent on personalities. FOCUS Zimbabwe needs both: written processes that embody
theological convictions, and communal habits that make those processes credible. Renewal
will also require honest memory. The organisation should not merely move on from painful
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transitions; it should learn from them, name where trust was weakened, and rebuild shared
commitment to its core vocation.

Contextual Considerations for Zimbabwean Succession Practice

The proposed model must be interpreted within the social and ecclesial realities of Zimbabwe.
Leadership in many African Christian settings is carried through dense networks of
relationship, respect, seniority, kinship expectation, patronage, and spiritual authority. These
relational textures are not inherently problematic. They can sustain loyalty, mutual care, and
long-term commitment in conditions where formal institutions are fragile. Yet they can also
make succession difficult when respect for senior leaders is confused with silence, when
personal loyalty replaces transparent process, or when disagreement is interpreted as
disloyalty rather than as a contribution to communal discernment. Recent Zimbabwean
theological scholarship similarly warns that governance renewal requires contextual practices
that are inclusive, missional, and accountable rather than merely imported or personality-
driven (Masengwe & Magwidi, 2021; Tagwirei, 2023).

For FOCUS Zimbabwe, contextualisation therefore requires more than adopting a generic
succession policy. A policy may name the correct procedures, but it will not renew the
organisation if staff, board members, students, and alumni continue to experience leadership
change as a contest among personalities. The deeper task is to cultivate a culture in which
authority can be honoured and also held accountable. In African terms, this means recovering
communal wisdom without allowing community language to conceal exclusion. The
organisation needs processes that are relational enough to build trust, formal enough to
prevent manipulation, and theological enough to remind all parties that the mission belongs to
God.

Economic vulnerability also shapes succession. Parachurch organisations often rely on donor
confidence, volunteer labour, uneven staff support, and leaders who carry multiple
responsibilities. In such contexts, a transition can quickly affect fundraising, staff retention,
programme planning, and partnerships with churches and universities. The study findings
concerning financial insecurity and diminished staff engagement during transition must be
read against this background. Succession planning is therefore not a luxury for stable
institutions; it is a protective discipline for ministries whose fragility makes transition especially
consequential.

The comparison between FOCUS Zimbabwe and AFES is used here only as an illustrative
point of reflection, not as a systematic comparative study. The authors’ exposure to AFES
suggests that some IFES-related movements have developed more institutionalised practices
of leadership pipeline formation and transition communication. However, the evidence in this
article does not justify a simple ranking of AFES over FOCUS Zimbabwe or of Western
organisational forms over African ones. The more modest point is that cross-movement
learning can help FOCUS Zimbabwe ask sharper questions about documentation, mentoring,
public communication, and continuity, while FOCUS Zimbabwe’s own experience can
contribute insights about resilience, improvisation, and relational ministry under economic and
institutional pressure.

Contextual hermeneutics helps prevent two errors. The first is cultural romanticism, which
treats African relational patterns as self-evidently sufficient. The second is technocratic
imitation, which imports governance models without asking how they will be received,
inhabited, and theologically interpreted. A Zimbabwean succession theology must hold
together policy and prayer, documentation and discernment, leadership criteria and communal
trust. It should ask not only whether a leader has competence, but whether the process
through which the leader emerges bears witness to the gospel the movement proclaims.

Although the article focuses on FOCUS Zimbabwe, the argument has wider relevance. Many
African parachurch organisations operate in conditions of financial precarity, high staff
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turnover, limited administrative capacity, and strong relational cultures. These realities can
enrich ministry, but they can also make leadership transitions vulnerable to informality and
personalisation. The lesson from FOCUS Zimbabwe is not that African organisations should
uncritically import corporate succession systems. The lesson is that Christian organisations
need contextually appropriate practices that are theologically grounded, administratively clear,
and communally trusted. This emphasis is consistent with recent work on nonprofit leadership
continuity, church governance, and religion’s public role in participatory accountability across
African contexts (Geib & Boenigk, 2022; Johnson, 2022; Nanthambwe, 2025; Tagwirei, 2023).

The main assumption underlying these implications is that African parachurch organisations
do not need to choose between informal spirituality and imported corporate procedure. Faithful
succession requires a third path: contextually governed, theologically grounded, and
communally trusted transition practice. Such practice honours African relational wisdom while
refusing to let relationships become a substitute for clarity, accountability, and preparation.

First, parachurch boards should treat succession as a standing governance responsibility
rather than an emergency agenda item. This includes regular review of leadership pipelines,
term limits where appropriate, performance and support structures, and clarity about who
makes decisions. Second, organisations should invest in the formation of second-line leaders.
Staff, apprentices, student leaders, and alumni networks are not peripheral to succession;
they are part of the ecology through which mission continuity is sustained. Third, transitions
should be publicly interpreted. Commissioning, prayer, testimony, and communal affirmation
can help the organisation understand leadership change as a moment of faithfulness rather
than merely replacement. Fourth, contextual hermeneutics should be incorporated into
organisational reflection. Reading Scripture with staff, students, board members, and
supporters can help the community discern how biblical witness critiques and renews its
practices.

Theologically, the deepest issue is whether leadership is imagined as possession or trust.
Where leadership is possession, transition becomes threatening. Where leadership is trust,
transition can become an act of worship. This does not make transition painless. It does,
however, make it intelligible within God’s mission.

Conclusion

Leadership succession in FOCUS Zimbabwe reveals the intimate connection between
organisational practice and theological identity. The empirical evidence points to real
vulnerabilities: repeated leadership changes, weakly practised succession planning, loss of
institutional memory, mission drift, governance ambiguity, and diminished trust. Yet the same
evidence also discloses an opportunity. Transition can become a site of missional renewal
when it is read and practised as stewardship of God’s mission across generations.

A contextual-hermeneutical reading helps the organisation avoid both managerial
reductionism and decontextualised biblicism. Osmer’s (2008) practical theology invites careful
movement from description to interpretation, normative discernment, and faithful action.
West's (2014, 2021) contextual Bible reading reminds the community that Scripture is read
most truthfully when the lived questions of the community are brought honestly before the text.
In this dialogue, Moses-Joshua calls FOCUS Zimbabwe to intentional and public succession;
Paul-Timothy calls it to guard and entrust the good deposit through mentorship; and Acts 6
calls it to transparent, participatory, and accountable governance.

The movement from mission drift to missional renewal will not be secured by a single policy
or a single leader. It will require a renewed culture in which succession is planned, leaders are
formed, governance is trusted, and the mission is continually received as gift rather than
possessed as property. For FOCUS Zimbabwe and similar African parachurch organisations,
such renewal is not optional. It is part of the faithfulness required of communities entrusted
with the formation of future Christian leaders.
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The revised argument therefore understands succession as a test of organisational
discipleship. A movement that forms students for faithful withess must also form leaders,
boards, and supporters to practise transition faithfully. In this sense, the proposed model is
not an external managerial add-on. It is a way of asking whether the organisation’s internal
life bears credible withess to the mission it proclaims on campus.

The study is limited by its single-case design, its relatively small purposive sample, and its
reliance on participant perceptions rather than longitudinal observation of several leadership
transitions. These limits do not invalidate the findings, but they require interpretive modesty.
The argument should therefore be read as a contextual theological analysis of one significant
African parachurch case rather than as a statistical generalisation about all student
movements or all Christian organisations in Zimbabwe.

Future research in the same theme could compare succession practices across several
African IFES-related movements, examine how boards actually implement transition policies
over time, and explore the relationship between succession planning, donor confidence, staff
retention, and student discipleship outcomes. Further empirical work could also investigate
how contextual Bible study and practical theology might be used as participatory tools for
board formation, leadership mentoring, and organisational healing after contested transitions.
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