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INTRODUCTION

Pastor Pete

Pastor Pete! Pastor Pete! It’s Pastor Pete!” The chorus of exclamations
came from the mouths of half a dozen children, their faces pressed to the
glass of our living-room window. These voices—excited and clamorous—
entered my gut with a feeling of poignant loss. I knew that I would never
hear myself addressed that way again—“Pastor.”

Jan and I had left our Maryland congregation a year previous to the
children’s chorus and had returned for a few days to complete arrangements
to sell our house and move our belongings to another city across the
continent. There I would be addressed as “Professor.” Together we had been
pastor to this congregation for nearly thirty years. We had said our good-
byes, many of them heart-wrenching. We didn’t think we could handle any
more emotion. Nobody knew we were back. We were trying to get in and
out of town as inconspicuously as possible.

But we were discovered by the children. They were out trick-or-treating
while we were at work in our living room getting ready for the arrival of the
moving van in the morning. We had forgotten it was Halloween and had left
our drapes open as we made our preparations. Masked and costumed, their
noses pressed against the glass, they were unrecognizable as the children I
had baptized, children of parents I had married, children whose
grandparents I had buried over a span of three decades. But they recognized
me: “Pastor…Pastor Pete.”

 

I have no idea who started it, but many years before some of the young
people in the congregation had begun calling me Pastor Pete. The usage
soon filtered down to the children. Nobody had ever called me Pastor
before. But as the years went on, I became accustomed to it and found that I
rather liked it. Pastor.

Ours was an informal congregation, and, except for the children and
youth, most of the people in it were older than I and addressed me by my



given name, Eugene. Which was just fine by me. Somewhere along the way
while growing up I developed a rather severe case of anticlericalism. I had
little liking for professionalism in matters of religion. If I detected even a
whiff of pomposity, I walked away. But Pastor, unlike Reverend or Doctor
or Minister, especially when used by the youth and children, wasn’t tainted
with professionalism, at least to my ear. Pastor sounded more relational
than functional, more affectionate than authoritarian.

 

This book is the story of my formation as a pastor and how the vocation of
pastor formed me. I had never planned to be a pastor, never was aware of
any inclination to be a pastor, never “knew what I was going to be when I
grew up.” And then—at the time it seemed to arrive abruptly—there it was:
Pastor.

I can’t imagine now not being a pastor. I was a pastor long before I
knew I was a pastor; I just never had a name for it. Once the name arrived,
all kinds of things, seemingly random experiences and memories, gradually
began to take a form that was congruent with who I was becoming, like
finding a glove that fit my hand perfectly—a calling, a fusion of all the
pieces of my life, a vocation: Pastor.

But it took a while.
I grew up in a Christian family and embraced the way of Jesus at an

early age. Christian was a term that seemed as natural to me as my own
name. Pastors were part of the landscape but never a significant part of it. In
the small-town Montana world in which I was reared, they always seemed
marginal to the actual business of living. The one pastor I respected in my
growing-up years arrived too late to overcome the accumulation of
indifference that in effect placed pastors on the margins of my life. I didn’t
take them seriously.

I took scripture seriously. I took Jesus seriously. I took church seriously.
I took prayer seriously. But not pastors. For the most part, pastors seemed
tangential to all that. In our congregation we had preachers and reverends,
brothers and sisters, deeper-life teachers and evangelists, missionaries and
revivalists and faith healers. But no “pastors.” By the time I entered
adolescence, putting together fragments of overheard conversations among
the adults, I concluded that “pastors” basically came to kill elk with their
Winchester 30.06 rifles and catch rainbow trout on dry flies. They came and



went regularly from our church. Two years was the usual tenure—three at
most. They arrived and left like migrating geese. Some headed north to
Canada in the spring where the conditions for adventure were congenial,
others south to Mexico in the fall for the winter warmth and solace of sun
and sand. Nearly everything of what they talked, preached, and taught had
happened someplace else. And it was always glamorous—remarkable
miracles and visions. And conversions. As an adolescent, I envied the
people who could tell stories of their dramatic conversions from lives of
drink and drugs and assorted debaucheries. They were so much more
interesting. I grew up in a church culture that made an art form of
Damascus Road stories. Whenever I heard the stories—and I heard them
frequently—I felt so ordinary, so left out. But that didn’t last long. After a
while all the stories started sounding alike and took on a patina of banality.

They were good storytellers and accomplished publicists for the gospel.
But they weren’t pastors. Mostly I liked them. But I never respected them.
Outside of the morning our family spent with them each Sunday, none—
there was one significant exception—seemed particularly interested in God.
And I was beginning to get interested in God. But it never occurred to me to
become a pastor.

As my world widened, nothing that I observed and experienced in
pastors caused me to rethink my adolescent assessment. If anything, it
confirmed it: being a pastor is not serious work. Within congregations the
work of pastor seemed like a grab bag of religious miscellany. From among
outsiders, the general attitude I picked up on was, at best, condescension, at
worst, outright disrepute.

Later as a young adult, still attending church most Sundays, I found my
way into a more congenial, at least to me, church culture. It wasn’t as
emotionally interesting as the one I had grown up in. I missed the
melodrama. There was considerably less spontaneity and a much deeper
sense of responsibility. Instead of emotional pleas for special offerings,
supported by desperate stories of suffering and need, these churches had
carefully prepared budgets to which people pledged their annual support.
Spontaneity was elbowed to the sidelines by responsibility. The men and
women in these pulpits were called doctor, head of staff, and minister.
There was considerably less vagrancy. But still nothing that I would later
identify as pastor.



I came across a poem by Denise Levertov in which she uses the phrase
“every step an arrival.” She was giving an account of her development as a
poet. I recognized in her phrase a metaphor for my own formation as a
pastor: every step along the way—becoming the pastor I didn’t know I was
becoming and the person I now am, an essential component that was
silently and slowly being integrated into a coherent life and vocation—an
arrival.

 

There is also this to be said. North American culture does not offer
congenial conditions in which to live vocationally as a pastor. Men and
women who are pastors in America today find that they have entered into a
way of life that is in ruins. The vocation of pastor has been replaced by the
strategies of religious entrepreneurs with business plans. Any kind of
continuity with pastors in times past is virtually nonexistent. We are a
generation that feels as if it is having to start out from scratch to figure out a
way to represent and nurture this richly nuanced and all-involving life of
Christ in a country that “knew not Joseph.”

I love being an American. I love this place in which I have been placed
—it’s language, its history, its energy. But I don’t love “the American way,”
its culture and values. I don’t love the rampant consumerism that treats God
as a product to be marketed. I don’t love the dehumanizing ways that turn
men, women, and children into impersonal roles and causes and statistics. I
don’t love the competitive spirit that treats others as rivals and even as
enemies. The cultural conditions in which I am immersed require, at least
for me, a kind of fierce vigilance to guard my vocation from these cultural
pollutants so dangerously toxic to persons who want to follow Jesus in the
way that he is Jesus. I wanted my life, both my personal and working life,
to be shaped by God and the scriptures and prayer.

 

In the process of realizing my vocational identity as pastor, I couldn’t help
observing that there was a great deal of confusion and dissatisfaction all
around me with pastoral identity. Many pastors, disappointed or
disillusioned with their congregations, defect after a few years and find
more congenial work. And many congregations, disappointed or
disillusioned with their pastors, dismiss them and look for pastors more to



their liking. In the fifty years that I have lived the vocation of pastor, these
defections and dismissals have reached epidemic proportions in every
branch and form of church.

I wonder if at the root of the defection is a cultural assumption that all
leaders are people who “get things done,” and “make things happen.” That
is certainly true of the primary leadership models that seep into our
awareness from the culture—politicians, businessmen, advertisers,
publicists, celebrities, and athletes. But while being a pastor certainly has
some of these components, the pervasive element in our two-thousand-year
pastoral tradition is not someone who “gets things done” but rather the
person placed in the community to pay attention and call attention to “what
is going on right now” between men and women, with one another and with
God—this kingdom of God that is primarily local, relentlessly personal, and
prayerful “without ceasing.”

 

I want to give witness to this way of understanding pastor, a way that can’t
be measured or counted, and often isn’t even noticed. I didn’t notice for a
long time. I would like to provide dignity to this essentially modest and
often obscure way of life in the kingdom of God.

Along the way, I want to insist that there is no blueprint on file for
becoming a pastor. In becoming one, I have found that it is a most context-
specific way of life: the pastor’s emotional life, family life, experience in
the faith, and aptitudes worked out in an actual congregation in the
neighborhood in which she or he lives—these people just as they are, in this
place. No copying. No trying to be successful. The ways in which the
vocation of pastor is conceived, develops, and comes to birth is unique to
each pastor.

The only modifier I can think of that might be useful in honoring the
ambiguity and mystery involved in the working life of the pastor is
“maybe.” Anne Tyler a few years ago wrote a novel with the title Saint
Maybe. How about Pastor Maybe? That would serve both as a disclaimer to
expertise (that if we could just copy the right model, we would have it
down) and a ready reminder of the unavoidable ambiguity involved in this
vocation. Pastor Maybe: given the loss of cultural and ecclesiastical
consensus on how to live this life, none of us is sure of what we are doing
much of the time, only maybe.



Witness, I think, is the right word. A witness is never the center but only
the person who points to or names what is going on at the center—in this
case, the action and revelation of God in all the operations of Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit. I have neither authority nor inclination to tell anyone else
how to do this. Those of us who enter into this way of life, this vocation,
this calling, face formidable difficulties both inside and outside
congregations—idolatrous expectations from insiders, a consignment to
irrelevancy by outsiders. So: in light of the widespread misapprehensions
thrown into this melting-pot postmodern culture that is North America,
there may be a place for honest reporting from the field. A society as
thoroughly secularized as ours hardly knows what to do with a life that
develops out of a call from God and is lived out within the conditions of
God’s revelation. But a witness might be useful.

 

William Faulkner was once asked how he went about writing a book. His
answer: “It’s like building a chicken coop in a high wind. You grab any
board or shingle flying by or loose on the ground and nail it down fast.”
Like becoming a pastor.



PART I

TOPO AND KAIROS

I am a pastor. My work has to do with God and souls—immense mysteries
that no one has ever seen at any time. But I carry out this work in conditions
—place and time—that I see and measure wherever I find myself, whatever
time it is. There is no avoiding the conditions. I want to be mindful of the
conditions. I want to be as mindful of the conditions as I am of the holy
mysteries.

Place. But not just any place, not just a location marked on a road map,
but on a topo, a topographic map—with named mountains and rivers,
identified wildflowers and forests, elevation above sea level and annual
rainfall. I do all my work on this ground. I do not levitate. “Surely the LORD

is in this place, and I did not know it.” Get to know this place.
Time. But not just time in general, abstracted to a geometric grid on a

calendar or numbers on a clock face, but what the Greeks named kairos,
pregnancy time, being present to the Presence. I never know what is coming
next; “Watch therefore.”

I don’t want to end up a bureaucrat in the time-management business
for God or a librarian cataloguing timeless truths. Salvation is kicking in the
womb of creation right now, any time now. Pay attention. Be ready: “The
time [kairos] is fulfilled…” Repent. Believe.

Staying alert to these place and time conditions—this topo, this kairos
—of my life as pastor, turned out to be more demanding than I thought it
would be. But Montana gave a grounding for taking in the terrain and
texture of the topo. And John of Patmos showed up in New York City at the
right time; the city was a midwife to assist in the birthing, at my come-to-
term pregnancy, my kairos, as pastor.



1

MONTANA

Sacred Ground and Stories

I live on the edge of what’s left of a massive glacier that began melting ten
thousand years ago. The glacier was four thousand feet thick when the
meltdown began. It is now a mountain lake, named after an Indian tribe, the
Flatheads.

Our Montana home is built on a low cliff of Precambrian rock
overlooking this lake. A path curves down fifty feet or so to a boat dock
where we launch our canoe and kayaks, swim in the summer, and skate in
the winter. Seven miles across the lake to the east, the Mission Range of the
Rocky Mountains begins its gradual rise, which in thirty miles spears the
horizon with ten-thousand-foot alpine peaks on which a few remnants of the
last glacial age stubbornly maintain a precarious existence.

My father bought the lakeshore property in 1946. The War had ended.
His meat market was prospering. He wanted to mark this new beginning of
peace and prosperity by building a cabin. I helped him. Mostly I carried
boards.

We began building in the spring of 1948. I was sixteen. Two or three
days a week, I walked after school to his market, picked up a list of supplies
he had prepared, drove his red GMC half-ton truck to the O’Neil Lumber
Yard, and loaded up. Then I drove across town to our home and picked up
my mother, who would have a picnic supper prepared. My ten-year-old
sister and four-year-old brother completed the work crew. Then back to the
market to get my father and drive the fourteen miles to our building site.
When it became too dark to work, we would build a fire on the lakeshore
and eat. By October the cabin was built, complete with an outhouse. My
father boasted to his friends that we even had running water: “Eugene runs
down to the lake with a bucket, and runs back up the hill with the water.”
My mother named it Koinonia House.



None of us knew it at the time, but it wasn’t long before we all
recognized that it had become sacred ground, a place of hospitality and
healing. My parents were generous people. It wasn’t long before people
who had been displaced or fallen on hard times were living there.
Missionaries suffering from fatigue and illness recovered their health. A
fifty-year-old stonemason, the wind knocked out of him by the death of his
wife from cancer, started breathing again. After he left, we discovered he
had built us a fireplace. An out-of-work bachelor lived there one winter, cut
lodgepole pines, and made us a fence. Year in, year out, like so many
autumn leaves, stories accumulated: stories of recuperation, of healing, of
restored faith, of renewed hope.

A hundred years before we arrived, several Indian tribes—Kootenai,
Salish, Kalispell, Flathead—had set up camps in this area. There is some
evidence, left behind by early trappers in this valley, that a meadow two
hundred yards or so back in the hills west of our cabin had been a medicine
site for the Kootenais, a place of visions and healings.

A number of legends out of the Christian Middle Ages preserve stories
of sacred sites where, for instance, the Holy Grail had been kept or the ark
of the covenant had been buried and still retained holy energies—holy
ground, ground soaked in the sacred where conditions were propitious for
cultivating the presence of God. I don’t know what to make of these stories,
but in my adolescence I sometimes wondered if something like that could
be going on in this place. I sometimes wonder still.

 

What I do know is that for sixty-five years now this place has provided a
protected space and time to become who I am. It has been a centering and
deepening place of prayer and meditation, reflection and understanding,
conversation and reading. Here I savored experiences and meetings, making
them my own, attentive as they arranged themselves within me, becoming
me, and I all the while becoming, without my knowing it, a pastor.

A year or two after the completion of the cabin—I was about seventeen
—I began intentionally coming to what I had already started thinking of as
sacred ground for parts of a day, sometimes for overnight, seeking out the
solitary, embracing the quiet, listening, listening, listening. Father, Son,
Holy Spirit. I was not always alone. In those early years my parents and
siblings were often present. Later, while in college, I would bring friends



here on Christmas and spring breaks. And since marriage, my wife and
three children and six grandchildren share the pilgrimage as we come and
go from this place, this holy place.

 

I have often had occasion while walking these hills or kayaking this lake to
reflect on how important place is in living the Christian faith. As I let the
biblical revelation form my imagination, geography—this specifically
Montana, Flathead Valley geography—became as important in orienting me
in “the land of the living” as theology and the Bible did. I was becoming
aware that every detail in the life of salvation that I was becoming familiar
with in the scriptures took shape in named places that, with a good map, I
can still locate: Ur and Haran, Bethel and Peniel, Sinai and Shiloh,
Anathoth and Jerusalem, Nazareth and Bethlehem, Bethany and Emmaus. I
was also learning that every detail in my life of salvation was taking place
on and in a named place: Stanwood and Kalispell to begin with, later
extended to include Seattle and New York City, White Plains and
Baltimore, Bel Air and Pittsburgh, Vancouver and Lakeside. Soil and stone,
latitude and longitude, lakes and mountains, towns and cities keep a life of
faith grounded, rooted, in place. But wherever I went, I always ended up
here. This was the geography of my imagination: the sighting of a pygmy
owl in feathered silence pouncing on a field mouse on Blacktail Mountain,
the emergence through spring snow of the first avalanche lilies in Jack’s
Meadow, surprising a grizzly bear, the iconic beast of these mountains, on
the Garden Wall trail. Holy ground, sacred space.

I grew up in a church environment that tended to be dismissive of “this
world” in favor of “spiritual things.” By buying this lakefront property and
building this cabin, my father provided me and, as it turned out, many
others, with a rooting and grounding, a sense of thisness and hereness, for
the faith that was maturing in me. He provided a shrine, a sacred place
where “on earth as it is in heaven” could be prayed and practiced. I
wouldn’t have been able to articulate all this at the time, but in retrospect I
recognize that a strong conviction was forming within me that the life of
faith cannot be lived in general or by abstractions. All the great realities that
we can’t touch or see take form on ground that we can touch and see.

Several years later I came across a book by the Scottish pastor, George
Adam Smith: The Historical Geography of the Holy Land. He had spent



several months on horseback and mule crisscrossing Palestine in the late
nineteenth century, describing what seemed to me, from his detailed
reporting, every square foot of that land. His vivid writing put my feet on
the ground where Abraham walked, the fields on which David did battle,
the garden in which Jesus prayed. There were large, fold-out maps that I
studied in detail. I lived in Smith’s book. I think I must have spent as many
months reading and rereading what he wrote as he did writing it. After
those few months my imagination was furnished with a formidable
geographical bulwark against disembodied truths, heaven disconnected
from earth. It became every bit as significant to me as any text on theology
I was to read. That book confirmed for me the emerging perceptions of “on
earth as it is in heaven,” a ladder, so to speak. With Jacob, I knelt on this
holy ground, confessing with him that “God was in this place, but I knew it
not.”

This place and home on the shore of what’s left of the glacier have
provided the very conditions that North American culture has failed to
provide, conditions in which I have been able to realize and live into the
many dimensions that go into forming the vocation of pastor. If I need an
adjective to identify the conditions, I think sacred would do just fine:
sacred space—uncrowded and quiet; sacred canopy—the big sky “telling
the glory of God” sacred ground—rocks and hills, mountains and meadows
marked by the footsteps of my grandparents and parents, my children and
grandchildren, praying and climbing, strolling and wandering—sojourners
all—on our way to what the writer of Hebrews names “a better country.”

I was acquiring a sacred imagination strong enough to reject and resist
the relentlessly secularized and ghettoized one-dimensional caricature that
assigned American pastors to jobs in a workplace that markets religion.
When I looked around me and observed churches in competition with one
another for their share in the religious market, hiring pastors to provide
religious goods and services for a culture of God consumers, I wanted
nothing to do with it. I couldn’t see that either God or place—holy God,
sacred place—was a significant consideration in forming a pastoral identity
in America.

But all the while, this mountain lake, these sacred waters that brought
together all the elements of sacred place and sky, was doing its work in me:

Huge cloud fists assault



The blue exposed bare midriff of sky;
The firmament doubles up in pain.
Lightnings rip and thunders shout,
Mother nature’s children quarrel.
And then, as suddenly as it began,
It’s over. Noah’s heirs, perceptions
Cleansed, look out on a disarmed world
At ease and ozone fragrant. Still waters.
What barometric shift
Rearranged these ferocities
Into a peace-pulsating rainbow
Sign? My enemy turns his other
Cheek; I drop my guard. A mirror
Lake reflects the filtered colors;
Breeze-stirred pine trees quietly sing.

I start with place: this two acres of holy ground perched high and dry on the
edge of what’s left of the melted glacier. Place gathers stories, relationships,
memories. This two acres of sacred landscape in the mountains of Montana
has provided the material conditions for preserving a continuity of story in
the course of living in eighteen residences located variously in five states
and two countries. It has provided a stable location in space and time to
give prayerful, meditative, discerning attention to the ways in which my life
is being written into the comprehensive salvation story. It is the holy ground
from which choke-cherry blossoms scent the spring air and giant ponderosa
pines keep sentinel watch in the forest. It opens out on an immense glacier-
cut horizon against which the invisibilities of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
form a believing imagination where the “inside is larger than the outside.”

This is where the bulk of the formative work in my pastoral vocation
either began, was clarified, or came to a fullness. Schools were useful as
background but were never the main thing. Teachers and professors were
significant but not at the center. Friends and books made their mark but
only as voices in a larger conversation. This place is the holy ground—my
Midian burning bush, my Horeb cave, my Patmos island—that has kept me
grounded and to which I have repeatedly returned. I have lived sixty years
of my adult life in cities and suburbs in other places, but most of those years
I returned for at least a month, sometimes more, once for twelve months—



an entire sabbatical year—to clarify and deepen my pastoral vocation on
this sacred ground. And even when I was not here physically, the
internalized space grounded me. And it is from this place that I am now
writing my witness.



2

NEW YORK

Pastor John of Patmos

After a long period of gestation, the actual birthing of my pastoral vocation
took place over a three-year period from 1959 to 1962 in and around New
York City. The birthing center was at the intersection of two jobs, one as
assistant professor at the New York City seminary from which I had
graduated two years earlier, the second as associate pastor at a Presbyterian
congregation in White Plains, just north of the city.

The seminary that trained me had a single focus, defined as a total
immersion in the English Bible, the biblical revelation in our mother
tongue. This immersion was not just individual but corporate, incarnated in
students and professors who lived and prayed, studied and conversed in a
twelve-story building on East Forty-ninth Street. It was a small school of
seventy or so students that I realize now in retrospect formed a unique
minority ethos. Daily life at the seminary comprised common prayer in the
chapel, common meals in the refectory, common play in the requisite
volleyball game on the roof after lunch each day. Classroom lectures and
library reading were held together in this intricate relational network of
common life. All of this took place on a quiet side street bordering the
maelstrom of noisy, jostling, harried, secular, cutthroat, competitive New
York City.

I had only the vaguest of ideas of why I was there and certainly nothing
that I would recognize as a pastoral vocation. I didn’t know it at the time,
but what I absorbed in my subconscious, which eventually surfaced years
later, was a developing conviction that the most effective strategy for
change, for revolution—at least on the large scale that the kingdom of God
involves—comes from a minority working from the margins. I could not
have articulated it then, but my seminary experience later germinated into
the embrace of a vocational identity as necessarily minority, that a minority
people working from the margins has the best chance of being a community



capable of penetrating the noncommunity, the mob, the depersonalized,
function-defined crowd that is the sociological norm of America.

 

I had no idea then of how my years of study and community at the seminary
would be worked out vocationally. The only real surprise academically was
that in the process of a thorough saturation in the English Bible, I
discovered a taste for Greek and Hebrew. When I graduated—the year was
1957—I was as vocationally vague as when I had arrived three years earlier.
One of my professors took care of that by sending me off to Johns Hopkins
University in Baltimore to do graduate study in Semitic languages with his
old professor, William Albright, with the suggestion that I might return and
teach with him in the field of Old Testament.

I did return, bringing Jan with me. We met and were married during the
years in Baltimore. And I did teach. My assigned courses were Greek and
Hebrew. The seminary was paying me what they could get by with, but it
wasn’t enough for us to get by with. So I added another job, this one as the
associate pastor in the Presbyterian Church in White Plains, fully expecting
it to be temporary. I thought of it as something of an off-the-cuff job. I did it
for the money and only for the money, for I had no intention at the time of
being a pastor. I assumed, in a rather desultory way, that I would be a
professor. The church, a thirty-minute commute by train from the seminary,
provided us with housing. Two days a week, Tuesday and Thursday, I was
in the seminary classroom at 235 East Forty-ninth Street, teaching students
Greek declensions and Hebrew syntax. Four days a week I worked out of an
eighteenth-century stone church building at 39 North Broadway in White
Plains. Monday was set apart as Sabbath. There I spent my time in prayer,
conversation, and companionship with saints and sinners as they followed
Jesus, many of them by fits and starts, as together we picked our way
through the wasteland of American culture.

But the most significant thing at the time was that Jan and I were
learning how to be married. We had been married the previous year while
still in Baltimore, but the conditions there had been such that we hardly had
time to be married. We lived in a dark basement apartment with sewage
problems. Jan was plunged into her first year of teaching a crowded
classroom of thirty-nine first graders from a rapidly changing inner-city
neighborhood of mostly single-parent families. I walked with her to the



streetcar at seven o’clock each morning. She returned in the late afternoon
exhausted. Supper conversation was laced with a detailed narrative of her
eight hours of tyranny at the hands of Brucie, Henry, Melissa and the other
gang members. About three months into the school year I had occasion to
drive to her school and pick her up. We were going Christmas shopping. I
was waiting for Jan outside the classroom door when the bell rang. The
door opened and the children poured out. I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. I
was expecting hulking Huns with switchblades and Amazonian warrior
women, but here were all these little kids running and laughing, free from
their classroom cage. These tykes? Terrorizing my wife? It turned out to be
a long year.

Meanwhile I was doing doctoral work in Semitic languages—the most
exhilarating intellectual world I had ever lived in but also the most
demanding. At the same time I had taken a job at a large church to
administer its educational programs. What I didn’t know was that the man
who would be supervising me was a tyrant. Not quite like the gang that
tyrannized Jan every day but every bit as abusive.

A year of that life in Baltimore was all either one of us could take. We
loved being married but didn’t have much of either time or energy to
explore this new way of life. We completed our commitments to the school
and church as well as we were able and made our way to New York and the
seminary. I taught my languages in a classroom; I worked as a pastor in a
congregation where we were provided with generous housing on the ground
floor of a spacious Victorian house with a wraparound porch and a large
fireplace. Other members of the church staff occupied the second and third
floors.

We had a three-year honeymoon. Jan had the space and time to create a
place of welcoming hospitality. Our first child arrived: Jan became a mother
and I became a father. We became a family. A friend pointed out to me that
when God called Abraham and Sarah to be our ancestors in the faith, the
definitive act was to make them parents. We entered into the practice of
what we had promised and been promised—all the intricacies of love and
forgiveness, of grace and humility. We didn’t know how much we didn’t
know. We had a lot to learn. Me especially. Being married was far more
demanding than mastering the Semitic languages of Akkadian, Syriac, and
Ugaritic. We didn’t know it was going to be this difficult—and this good.

 



In this new country of marriage I worked the two jobs, side by side, for
most of three years: two days a week an assistant professor in a classroom,
four days a week an associate pastor in a congregation. And all week, every
week, marriage—realizing, detail by detail, the many dimensions involved
in becoming “one flesh.”

During those three years, our vocations, pastor and pastor’s wife,
gradually clarified and became integrated. When they finally came into
focus, I realized that I was not, in my bones, a professor at all. I was a
pastor. This came as a total surprise to me for I had never seriously
entertained the life of pastor as a vocation. It was no less a surprise to Jan.
Many years before we met, she had prayed for a vocation as a pastor’s wife
but had set it aside in order to marry me. For my part I now set aside my
plans to be a professor-to-be in order to be married to her as a pastor.

When we left Baltimore, I had completed all my doctoral academic
work but had not yet written my dissertation. And my professor, Dr.
Albright, retired. He arranged for me to write the dissertation under the
supervision of his friend Dr. Brevard Childs at Yale. I visited Professor
Childs in New Haven, an easy drive from White Plains. We got on well
together and arrangements were made, complete with a generous stipend. I
was set. Except that by this time I was not at all sure about the professor
business and I was becoming more certain of the pastor route, but that was
not yet set in stone. Saying no to the Ph.D. would effectively shut the door
to being a professor. Jan and I knew it was a big decision. All my friends
advised against it. We talked it over from every angle. Certainty eluded us.
And then our prayers for discernment cleared the air. I wrote a letter to
Professor Childs and dropped it in the corner mailbox. Indecision
evaporated in that act. I have never since, even for a moment, regretted that
decision.

 

It was the conjunction of classroom, congregation, and marriage that did it,
set off a chain reaction that produced pastor and pastor’s wife. The world of
the classroom, the world of congregation, and the world of marriage
interacted at a level below consciousness. Interaction is too tame a word.
The conjunction was catalytic. They were no longer three distinct worlds. A
fourth world came into being. One and one and one did not equal three. It
was more like they equaled five—a teaching assignment plus a church job



plus marriage added up to a pastoral vocation. Not all at once. The gestation
took most of three years. But at some point along the way the waters broke
and there we were—pastor and pastor’s wife. Pastor’s wife became as
vocational for Jan as pastor did for me.

 

Here is a rough sketch of how it happened. In addition to teaching the
biblical languages at the seminary, I was also pressed into service as a kind
of faculty utility infielder, each semester picking up a course vacated by a
professor on sabbatical. One of those courses was the book of Revelation.
As I taught, I began to recognize early embryonic outlines of my pastoral
vocation that had been taking form a few years earlier when I was a student
taking this same course. A few weeks into teaching the course, I began
imagining myself in the apocalyptic world of the Revelation and identifying
myself with John of Patmos as a pastor. John, doing his work on the prison
island of Patmos, was exiled from the seven congregations that he served as
a pastor. Remarkably, he was undeterred by the exile conditions, doing his
Lord’s Day work with them all the same, worshipping his and their Lord
Jesus.

Until that time the term pastor had never set up any resonance in me—it
was a flat word without depth. But now I was attempting to teach what John
saw and wrote to his people and doing it in the exact pagan New York City
conditions that mirrored the Roman culture in which John saw and wrote.
John’s pastoral identity worked itself into my imagination. I realized that
John’s vocation as pastor was not confined to those seven sermons
addressed to his miniscule congregations, but got expressed in the urgency
and sovereignty and beauty and drama that pervaded the entire book. The
sermons, yes, but also the dragon and the throne, the horsemen and the
trumpets, the whore and the bride, the lake of fire and the foursquare gem-
emblazoned city—the entire work of salvation taking place on that very
Lord’s Day. And embedded, of all places, in the massive, arrogant, bullying
Roman Empire. Meanwhile, on alternate days in the White Plains
congregation I was getting a firsthand feel for what it meant to be a pastor
on the ground.

Virginia, for instance. She was a shy worshipper easily overlooked. She
showed up in my study one day visibly terrified. Shaking, she told me that
her husband, Nick, was being threatened by the shylocks—if he didn’t



come up with five thousand dollars before the week was out, they would
shatter his knees. Nick was a compulsive gambler, betting mostly on the
horses. The shylocks who financed gambling addictions were merciless.
She didn’t know where to turn. After listening to her stories, the tangled
web of criminal intimidation and deception, the shylocks and their victims,
I knew I was in over my head. I was able to put her in touch with a retired
Brooklyn cop who wasn’t intimidated. I don’t know if I was much help to
her. But she was a help to me. She was in church each Sunday, but no
longer overlooked. Her presence in the sanctuary was proof against any
superficial assessment of people in the congregation as complacent
shoppers for a comfortable pew. I was pastor to people who were in the
lion’s den, to men and women facing wild beasts in the Colosseum.

I began to think of John of Patmos as the patron saint of pastors. I began
to imagine myself into that intersecting work and world of Patmos and
White Plains and New York.

 

During that time I became aware of something else: the contrast between
being a professor in a classroom and a pastor in a congregation. Professors
and pastors have always held important leadership positions in the Christian
world, but for me professors unquestionably topped the hierarchy. Pastors
were shadowy, undefined figures in the background. And now I was a
professor, a bona fide player in the minor leagues of academia but on my
way, I assumed, to the big leagues. I loved the teaching; I loved the
dynamics of the classroom; I loved getting it right, the truth of the
scriptures—Isaiah and the Psalms, Matthew and Paul—the sense of being
given responsibility for bringing the learning of the great teachers in our
tradition—Origin and Augustine, Luther and Calvin—into the lives of these
students. And I loved the mental and spiritual energy that was almost
palpable as men and women participated and understood what it meant to
be part of this great community of scripture-taught, scripture-formed
Christians.

As I spent these weeks in the company of John of Patmos, with alternate
days in the congregation, I was beginning to feel that the classroom was too
easy. The room was too small and orderly to do justice to the largeness of
the subject matter—the extravagance of the beauty, the exuberance of the
language. Too much was excluded from the classroom—too much life, too



much of the world, too much of the students, the complexities of
relationships, the intricacy of emotions. The classroom was too tidy. I
missed the texture of the weather, the smell of cooking, the jostle of
shoulders and elbows on a crowded sidewalk.

In the congregation, by contrast, everything was going on at once,
random, unscheduled, accompanied too much of the time by undisciplined
and trivializing small talk. Babies born squalling, people dying neglected,
and in between the parenthesis of birth and death, lifetimes of ambiguity:
adolescents making an unholy mess of growing up and their parents
muddling through as guilty bystanders. Also, of course, heroic holiness,
stunningly beautiful prayers, sacrificial love surfacing from the tangled
emotions in a difficult family, a song in the night, glimpses of glory, the
sullen betrayal of a bored spouse quietly redeemed from years of self-
imprisoned self-worship by forgiveness and grace: Father, Son, and Holy
Ghost. And all of this mixed together. In this world, sin was not a word
defined in a lexicon. Salvation was not a reference traced down in a
concordance. Every act of sin and every event of salvation involved a
personal name in a grammar of imperatives and promises in a messy
community of friends and neighbors, parents and grandparents, none of
whom fit a stereotype.

The only hour of the week that had any predictable, uninterrupted order
to it was Sunday morning, when the story of creation and covenant was told
and the prayers of confession and praise were said and sung. I was learning
that for a pastor, the rest of the week was spent getting that story and those
prayers heard and prayed in the personal and unique particulars of these
people. I had just spent an hour of worship with them but now was mixing
it up with them in a world of dragons and whores, blood flowing as high as
a horse’s bridle, and the news headlines trumpeting catastrophic disasters.

It took me by surprise to find myself preferring those four days spent in
the congregation under the aegis of Pastor John of Patmos to the two days I
was teaching about him in the classroom. There is something wonderfully
satisfying about the clean definitions and precise explanations in a lecture
hall. Chalkboards and PowerPoint presentations are not tolerant of
ambiguities. I was finding myself vocationally at home in the mysteries of
worship and baptism and Eucharist in my Ephesus-Smyrna-Pergamum-
Thyatira-Sardis-Philadelphia-Laodicea congregation. I was finding
congenial company rubbing shoulders with the four horsemen, the



trumpeting angels, Michael and the beast with ten horns and seven heads,
the 144,000, the supper of the Lamb, and the river of life bright as crystal.

 

It took a while to reorder our imaginations along the lines of John of
Patmos, but in three years it was done: we were pastor and pastor’s wife.
Pastor’s wife, not pastor’s helper. Pastor’s wife was as vocational for Jan as
pastor was for me, a holy calling, holy orders. We didn’t yet know the
details of what we would be doing and how. But we knew who we were.
Our vocational identities were different, but not competing. Jan’s identity
was not as defined by role and tasks as mine and did not carry with it social
recognition, but month after month the conviction deepened—“this is who I
am.”

We were ready. We received a call to organize a new congregation near
Baltimore. We spent the next twenty-nine years in that place, living into our
emerging (and merging) identities (“every step an arrival”) in an American
suburb that was as marginal to the culture and politics of America as the
congregations of John of Patmos were marginal to the culture and politics
of Rome.



PART II

“INTENTLY HAPHAZARD”

In a poem, the same poem I mentioned earlier, Denise Levertov describes a
dog going “intently haphazard.” I can see that dog. I used to own that dog,
going from bush to fire hydrant to tree, sniffing his way along, pausing
momentarily to add his scent to what he had just come across, “intently
haphazard.” There is obviously no lack of intention in the dog’s behavior,
but if you could have asked him what his intention was and he could have
answered, he wouldn’t have been able to tell you where he was headed—
just one scent after another. Seemingly haphazard. But not without purpose.
A doggy instinct for what he wouldn’t be able to name keeps him true to
who he is, a dog. At the end of the day it is all absorbed in his canine
psyche.

Something like that is the way pastor feels to me. Pastor: not something
added on to or imposed on who I am; it was there all along. But it was not
linear—no straight-line development. Seemingly unconnected, haphazard
events and people turned out to be organic to who I am. In retrospect the
intent comes as no surprise.

The topographical map of my developing pastoral vocation begins on
the sacred ground of Montana, touches down at my university in Seattle,
my seminary in New York City, graduate school in Baltimore, gathering
stories along the way, with an eventual arrival at a corn field in Maryland,
the building site for a new Christian congregation.
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MY MOTHER’S SONGS AND STORIES

Ten months after my parents married, my mother gave birth to me. She was
twenty years old. In my early memories of her, memories confirmed by
photographs, she was strikingly attractive. Her auburn hair was luxuriously
long, never cut during my childhood years. This was for religious, not
cosmetic, reasons. She was a little over five feet tall with a well-
proportioned body. She had a passion for life and Jesus and was zealous to
share it.

When I was three, maybe four, years old, she began taking me with her
on Sunday evenings to hold religious meetings in small, out-of-the-way
settlements of miners and lumberjacks scattered around our valley in the
northern Rocky Mountains. We met in one-room schoolhouses and grange
halls. There were six or seven locations to which we would go—Kila and
Ferndale, Olney and Marion, Hungry Horse and Coram—making a circuit
every couple of months. We did it all year long, summer and winter.

My father during these years was working long and hard hours as a
butcher, cobbling together a meat-cutting business. He only shows up
marginally in these early memories. I think it is possible that he didn’t even
know where we were those Sunday nights. It couldn’t have been easy to
start a small business in those Depression years. He was the son of
immigrant Swedish parents who had left Sweden because of hard times.
Now times were hard in America. While many in our valley were living in
Civilian Conservation Corps camps and doing make-work for the Work
Projects Administration (WPA), he was determined “to be my own boss,”
and he was—barely. The only thing worse than “working for the
government” (FDR’s WPA) was to be unemployed. He had no patience
with someone who didn’t work, even if there were no jobs to be had. It
didn’t stop him. He would work for himself. It was slow going, but in ten
years his business was flourishing.



What I wasn’t to learn for a number of years was that my father
routinely extended his impatience to the pastors in our congregation. Not
many of our pastors escaped his behind-their-backs dismissal: “He’s never
done a day’s work in his life.”

All this time, while my father was working those long and hard hours,
determined to put bread on the table and meat in the pot, laying foundations
that would undergird my eventual vocation as a pastor, my mother, without
knowing what she was doing, was developing an imagination in me for
being a pastor.

I have no idea how this young woman with a small child as her
chaperone managed to gather a congregation of working men from those
logging and mining camps to sing gospel songs, listen to gospel stories, and
let themselves be prayed for on those Sunday nights in the thick of the
Depression.

My mother had a plain contralto singing voice, a folksinger voice that
years later I recognized in Joan Baez. She accompanied herself with either
accordion or guitar. She led her rustic congregations in country gospel
songs, religious folk ballads, and old hymns—“Life Is Like a Mountain
Railroad,” “Great Speckled Bird,” “Old-Time Religion,” and “When the
Roll Is Called up Yonder.” The lumberjacks and miners in their clomping
hobnail boots, bib overalls, and flannel shirts sang along. As they sang the
sentimental old songs, they wept, honking into their red bandannas, wiping
their tears without embarrassment. Not genteel congregations these, the
twenty-five or thirty men sitting on backless benches (I never remember a
woman among them), meeting those Sunday nights. Occasionally one of
them would spit tobacco juice out an open window. Sometimes they would
miss. It was the first time I had seen that particular athletic feat performed.

Then she would preach. She was a wonderful storyteller, telling stories
out of scripture and out of life. She elaborated and embellished the stories.
Later in life when I was reading the Bible for myself, I was frequently
surprised by glaring omissions in the text. The Holy Spirit left out some of
the best parts. Occasionally she would slip into an incantatory style that I
have heard since only in African American churches, catching a phrase at
its crest, riding it like a surfer gathering momentum, and then receding into
a quiet hush.

 



My favorite story from those years was Samuel’s anointing of David to be
king. The story began in my mother’s telling of it with Samuel, an old man
with his beard down to his knees. He was a thick, stocky man, built like a
fire hydrant, who from a distance looked like a fountain, white hair pouring
from his head.

There was an unhurried air about him, leisurely even. The kind of
relaxed leisureliness that flows from a person who knows what he’s about,
who knows where he’s going and what he’s doing. No need for hurry if
you’re confident in who you are.

Samuel was headed for Bethlehem, a small town nearly identical with
the one we lived in, surrounded by forested hills that were ominous with
wild beasts. Three boys, out searching in the fields for Canaanite
arrowheads—arrowheads were all the rage that year, and every boy in
Bethlehem had his treasured collection—spotted him and ran back to town
to report what they had seen. The news spread rapidly: God’s prophet was
approaching the village! Legendary Samuel. Fierce and famous Samuel.
Fear gripped every heart. What had they done wrong? Who had sinned?
Samuel wasn’t known for his casual, drop-in visits. His enormous
reputation didn’t rest on a lifetime of accumulated small talk. What terrible
misdoing in Bethlehem that required prophetic visitation had reached the
ears of Samuel?

But the anxiety soon gave way to anticipation. Samuel let them know
that he had come to lead them in festive worship, gather them in celebration
before God. Word got around. The mood shifted from guilt to gaiety in no
time. A heifer was killed and a barbecue pit prepared. Before long the entire
village was caught up in something that resembled what I knew as the
county fair that arrived the first week in August and was the high point of
every summer for me.

As she told the story, my mother didn’t herself introduce carnival rides
and kewpie dolls, cotton candy and the aroma of hot dogs into Iron Age
Bethlehem, but she did nothing to interfere with my imagination. I filled in
all the details required to make me fully at home in the story: calf-roping,
bull-riding, the greased pig, a Ferris wheel, all my friends with their 4-H
animals, cowgirls and cowboys from miles around resplendent in sequined
shirts and shining boots.

As it turned out, there was more to Samuel’s visit than a villagewide
celebration as the people of God. A local farmer named Jesse and his eight



sons were singled out for attention. Why Samuel was interested in Jesse and
his sons wasn’t made clear to the villagers, and very likely the general
festivities in which everyone was caught up distracted people from noticing
the prophet’s interest in the Jesse family, which is exactly what they were
intended to do. But I knew why Samuel was interested. The storyteller had
confided in me; I had insider information: Samuel was out looking for a
replacement for King Saul.

Having located Jesse and his sons, Samuel proceeded to interview and
examine each of them. I pictured this as taking place at the grandstand in
the fairgrounds with Samuel, severe and venerable, out in the middle of the
field at the judge’s stand. Jesse brought his sons before Samuel one at a
time, like prize farm animals on halters. The grandstand was packed with
spectators.

Eliab, the eldest son and a swaggering bully, was the first. His
mountainous size and rough-hewn looks commanded attention. Samuel was
impressed. Who could not be impressed? Hulking and brutish Eliab was
used to getting his own way by sheer force of muscle. He had a black mop
of hair that he never bothered to brush. His nose wandered down his face
looking, until it was almost too late, for a good place to stop. He dressed in
bib overalls and wore hobnailed boots. He never changed his socks. It
mattered little whether people liked or disliked what they saw—Eliab
dominated. Clearly, here was a man who could get things done. Samuel,
like everyone else in the community, was taken in by his appearance. But
soon Samuel’s God-trained prophetic eye penetrated the surface appearance
to Eliab’s interior. There he didn’t see much to write home about. No king
material within.

Abinadab, the next, was an intellectual snob. A tall, stringy beanpole, he
stood before Samuel with sneering arrogance. He was the only brother who
had been to college. He used big words, showing off his prestigious
learning every chance he got. He had squinty eyes behind thick Coke-bottle
glasses. Samuel dismissed him with a gesture.

Shammah, also called Shimea, was third. Shammah was a mincing little
sophisticate in Calvin Klein jeans and alligator cowboy boots. He hated
living in backwater Bethlehem. He could hardly get across the street
without getting cow flop on his boots. Mingling with all these common
people, with their vulgar games and coarse entertainment, was torture for
him. He didn’t know what Samuel was up to, but it looked as if it could be a



ticket to a finer life—a life of culture and taste. But Samuel dismissed him
with a shake of his head.

After the third son, the Bible quits naming. It was years before I knew
that, for my mother named them all. It didn’t matter that the names departed
substantially from Semitic sounds; they served her purpose and my
imagination well enough. Ole was the fourth, then Gump, Klug, and finally
Chugger. Proudly presented by Jesse, each stood before Samuel. As each in
turn was rejected, tension built up—this son, certainly, would be chosen.
Yet none was chosen.

The show was over. Jesse was pathetic in his disappointment. The seven
sons were humiliated. The grandstand and bleacher crowds were starting to
get restless, feeling gypped, some of them demanding their money back.
They had paid a good price, after all, to see Samuel in his prophetic
appearance. And the performance had started off well enough as he got
everyone’s attention, skillfully building to a climax. And now this…this,
nothing.

Samuel was bewildered. Had he missed a key element in God’s
message? Was he losing his prophetic edge? Did he have the right town?
“This is Bethlehem, isn’t it?” Did he have the right family? “You are Jesse,
aren’t you?”

Well—there must be another son.
As it turned out, and as the whole world now knows, there was another

son—David. But he enters the story unnamed, dismissively referred to by
his father as “the baby brother”—in Hebrew, haqqaton, the youngest, in
effect saying: “Well, there’s the baby brother, but he’s out tending the
sheep.” If you are the youngest of eight brothers, you’re probably never
going to be thought of as other than the kid brother. Haqqaton carries
undertones of insignificance, of not counting for very much—certainly not
a prime candidate for prestigious work. The family runt.

His father’s condescending opinion of him (shared presumably by his
brothers) is confirmed by the job to which he’s assigned—“tending the
sheep.” The least demanding of all jobs on the farm, the place where he
could do the least damage. Babysitting for a neighbor or sacking groceries
at the supermarket would be equivalent jobs in our economy.

Because David was out of the way and mostly ignored as he tended the
sheep, nobody had thought to bring him to Bethlehem that day. Yet it was
David who was chosen. Chosen and anointed. Chosen not for what anybody



saw in him—not his father, his brothers, not even Samuel—but because of
what God saw in him. And then anointed as king by God through Samuel to
live to God’s glory.

As so often happens in things like this, the dissonance between what
was done and what people expected was so great that it’s unlikely anyone in
Bethlehem “saw” the anointing. In looking back, they would have
remembered that David had showed up late as usual. But those memories
would have faded fast. It wouldn’t have been long before the seven brothers
were dominating the town again with their pushiness and David was out
with his sheep, out of sight and out of mind.

But I didn’t forget. Throughout my childhood, in my mother’s telling of
the story, I became David. I was always David. I’m still David.

 

In the wonderful Montana winter nights of wind and cold, the rooms we
met in were heated by barrel stoves. On lucky nights I would be permitted
to tend the fire, inserting stove wood in the barrels, trying to maintain a
room temperature roughly equivalent to the blaze kindled by my mother’s
songs and stories.

Leaving those grange halls and schoolhouses, we would sometimes get
stuck in snowdrifts. The men would rally to our rescue, pushing or pulling
us out of ditches or drifts, yelling curses—and then apologizing in confused
embarrassment. I heard the best preaching of my lifetime those nights—and
the most colorful cursing.

Was she fearless or only naive, this genteel, beautiful woman out in the
country those Sunday nights among those rough, all-male, female-starved
congregations with a small boy as escort? I don’t think it was naïveté. It
was passion and the love that casts out fear.

I loved it. It was high adventure for me. Especially in winter, when there
was an edge of danger in the driving and an aura of huddled coziness in the
bare halls heated by barrel stoves. I loved the stories. I loved the songs. I
loved being in the company of those rough-hewn men who seemed to have
just stepped out of a Norwegian folk tale. I loved being with my passionate
mother, who was having such a good time telling lumberjacks and miners
about God.

This went on until I was six. It stopped because my mother gave birth to
my sister and there was now a baby to tend to. But when my sister was old



enough to join us, it was not resumed. Later, when I was a teenager, I asked
her why she never started up the Sunday-night meetings again. She told me
that a man, having learned of what she had been doing, confronted her after
Sunday-morning worship in our church with an open Bible and read to her:
“Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no woman
to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep silent.” She kept
silent.

I will never know, nor did she then, what took place in the lives of those
lumberjacks and miners, but by the time she was intimidated into silence,
she had achieved something formative and lasting in me, an artesian spring
of song and story.

 

A great deal of scholarly attention has been given to the power of liturgy in
forming identity and the shaping effect of narrative in our understanding of
ourselves and the world around us. The way we learn something is more
influential than the something that we learn. No content comes into our
lives free-floating: it is always embedded in a form of some kind. For the
basic and integrative realties of God and faith, the forms must also be basic
and integrative. If they are not, the truths themselves will be peripheral and
unassimilated. It was with a kind of glad surprise that I realized that long
before the academicians got hold of this and wrote their books, I had been
enrolled in a school of song and story, God songs and God stories, said and
sung by my God-passionate mother. Virtually everything I received in those
impressionable years of my childhood had arrived in the containers of song
and story, carried by a singer and storyteller mother—everything about
God, but also about being human, growing up to adulthood, becoming a
pastor.

In another year or so I entered the workforce of my father’s butcher
shop, and he took his part in contributing to my formation.
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MY FATHER’S BUTCHER SHOP

My father was a butcher. His meat market, within walking distance of our
home, was just off of Main Street in Kalispell, our small Montana town. By
the time I was five years old, I was permitted to walk by myself the five or
six blocks from home to his market and work for him. Work at that time of
my life consisted in accompanying him across the street to the Silver Star
Café. He would have a cup of coffee with the cook, Phil, and take down the
order for the next day’s supply of hamburger, steaks, pork chops, sausage,
and liver. The waitress always brought me a donut and glass of milk.

My father wore a white butcher’s apron, even when he went across the
street to the café. I wore one too. My mother made it out of flour sacks,
identical to my father’s, except for its size. She made me a new apron every
year to match my growth. When I put on my apron in the butcher shop, I
entered the adult world. And sitting on the counter stool in the café, being
served alongside my father, was confirmation.

By this time I knew the story of the boy Samuel who had been “lent to
the Lord” by his parents to live and work in the temple at Shiloh with Eli
the priest. His parents, Elkanah and Hannah, visited him at Shiloh every
year. His mother made him a priest’s robe to wear, an ephod, as he assisted
Eli. Every year as he added inches to his height, she would make him a new
robe to fit his newly acquired stature. I knew exactly what that robe, that
ephod, looked like—didn’t I wear it every time I worked with my father?
Didn’t I get a new one every time I had grown another inch or two? I might
have been the only person in our town who knew what an ephod actually
looked like.

Shiloh couldn’t have been that much different from my father’s meat
market. The three-year-old bull that was slaughtered at Samuel’s dedication
at Shiloh would become the hamburgers and sirloin steaks at my father’s
market and provided continuity between the shrine and the meat market.



I had no idea, of course, that I was acquiring a biblical imagination,
finding myself in the biblical story, identifying myself as a priest.

 

As years went on, I graduated from the “work” of putting away the donut
and milk that accompanied a business transaction to the beginner’s work of
grinding hamburger and slicing liver. One of Dad’s butchers would pick me
up and stand me on an upended orange crate before the big, red Hobart
meat grinder, and I in my linen ephod would push chunks of beef into its
maw. The day I was trusted with a knife and taught to respect it and keep it
sharp, I knew adulthood was just around the corner. I was started out on
liver (it’s hard to mess up when slicing liver), but in a few years I was
participating in the entire range of meat-cutting operations.

“That knife has a will of its own,” old Eddie Nordcrist, one of my dad’s
butchers, used to say to me. “Get to know your knife.” If I cut myself, he
would blame me not for carelessness but for ignorance—I didn’t “know”
my knife.

I also learned that a beef carcass has a will of its own—it is not just an
inert mass of meat and gristle and bone but has character and joints, texture
and grain. Carving a quarter of beef into roasts and steaks was not a matter
of imposing my knife-fortified will on dumb matter but respectfully and
reverently entering into the reality of the material.

“Hackers” was my father’s contemptuous label for butchers who
ignorantly imposed their wills on the meat. They didn’t take into account
the subtle differences between pork and beef. They used knives and
cleavers inappropriately and didn’t keep them sharp. They were bullies
forcing their wills on slabs of bacon and hindquarters of beef. The results
were unattractive and uneconomical. They commonly left a mess behind
that the rest of us had to clean up.

Not so much by words but by example, I internalized a respect for the
material at hand. The material can be a pork loin, or a mahogany plank, or a
lump of clay, or the will of God, or a soul, but when the work is done well,
there is a kind of submission of will to the conditions at hand, a cultivation
of what I would later learn to call humility. It is a noticeable feature in all
skilled workers—woodworkers, potters, poets, pray-ers, and pastors. I
learned it in the butcher shop.



Years later I acquired the phrase “negative capability” and recognized
that it was something very much like submission to the material, the
humility, that I had had so much practice in on the butcher block. The poet
John Keats coined the term to refer to this quality in the worker. He was
impressed by William Shakespeare’s work in creating such a variety of
characters in his plays, none of which seemed to be a projection of
Shakespeare’s ego. Each had an independent life of his or her own. Keats
wrote, “A poet has no identity…he is continually…filling some other
Body.” He believed that the only way real creative will matured was in a
person who was not hell-bent on imposing his or her will on another person
or thing but “was capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts,
without any irritable searching after fact and reason.” Interesting:
Shakespeare, the poet from whom we know the most about other people, is
the poet about whom we know next to nothing.

All the while my imagination kept working on the priest theme with the
slaughter of bulls and heifers, goats and sheep. We didn’t offer turtledoves,
but we made up for it with turkeys. All our sacrificed animals, cut up and
wrapped and paid for, would be prayed over (I assumed that everybody
prayed over meals), then consumed in our customers’ homes.

Ours was a mostly storytelling church, but one year we had a pastor
who specialized in the tabernacle, the temple, and the whole Hebrew
sacrificial system. He took on the book of Leviticus as his text and preached
three months of sermons on it. I was immediately interested. I was an
insider to exactly this sort of world: I grew up experiencing the sights and
sounds of animals killed and offered up. I had spent a lot of time by now in
our local slaughterhouse and often helped with the slaughter.

But after a couple Sundays of Leviticus I lost interest in what our pastor
was up to. This man knew nothing about killing animals. And though we
never butchered goats, the rich sensuality of Hebrew worship was
reproduced daily in our workplace. It never occurred to me that the world of
worship was tidy and sedate. Our pastor had it all figured out on paper, but I
knew it wasn’t like that at all. I couldn’t help but wonder how much he
knew about sin and forgiveness. He certainly knew nothing about animal
sacrifices. Sacrifice was messy: blood sloshing on the floor, gutting the
creatures and gathering up the entrails in buckets, skinning the animals,
salting down the hides. And in the summertime, the flies—flies everywhere.

 



My father had four meat cutters working for him. My favorite was Herb
Thiel. He had a flat, expressionless face disfigured by a bad eye, milky and
sunken. He didn’t wear an eye patch. His face looked like a tombstone, with
that dead eye engraved on it, so everyone called him Tombstone. Mostly we
got the meat we sold in our market from the local slaughterhouse, but
occasionally we would buy directly from a farmer in the valley. When we
did that, Tombstone would go to the farm, kill the heifer or pig, dress it out,
and bring it back to our shop. The other meat cutters sometimes called him
the Killer. I loved to go out with him on those jobs. He never talked. But I
didn’t mind that—there was something rakish about being in the company
of a man sometimes called Tombstone and other times the Killer.

On one of these occasions we were out to get a yearling calf. When we
arrived, the calf was already confined to a loading chute to facilitate our
work. The farmer had a large family. When we got out of the truck, the
children were all over us, begging Tombstone not to kill the animal. It was a
4-H calf and had become a pet of the farm kids. Some of the kids were
crying. All of them were upset. Emotional anarchy. In a low voice
Tombstone said to me, “I’ll fix ’em.” He took his Remington .22 and shot
the calf between the eyes. As it slumped to the ground, Tombstone took his
knife from its scabbard and slit the calf’s throat to bleed it. As the blood
poured from the cut, Tombstone knelt down, let the blood run into his
cupped hands and pretended to drink it, the blood dripping from that flat,
one-eyed face. The kids ran in horror to the farmhouse fifty feet away. We
could see them watching us from between the curtains. We completed our
work without interference. Tombstone wiped the blood from his mouth and
chin, and we returned to the butcher shop.

 

That butcher shop was my introduction to the world of congregation, which
in a few years would be my workplace as a pastor. The people who came
into our shop were not just customers. Something else defined them. It
always seemed more like a congregation than a store. My father in his
priestly robe greeted each person by name and knew many of their stories.
And many of them knew me, in my priest’s robe, by name. I always knew
there was more going on than a commercial transaction. My father had an
easy smile and was always gracious, especially with the occasional
disagreeable ones: Alicia Conrad, who was always fussy about the leanness



of the bacon; Gus Anderson, who made my dad trim off any excess fat from
a steak before weighing it. Everyone felt welcome. He gave people dignity
by the tone and manner of his greetings.

Two blocks away on a side street there was a brothel. There was always
a good bit of talk on the street of the whores and the cathouse and the red-
light district that was a blight on the street. But not in our place: when these
women entered our premises, they were treated with the dignity of their
Christian names. I remember three of them: Mary, Grace, Veronica. When
they left with their purchases, there was no gossipy moralism trailing in
their wake. They were in a safe place. Sometimes the women would
telephone their order and ask for a delivery. I was always the delivery boy.
When I brought the packages, they always knew my name and treated me
the way they themselves had been treated in the butcher shop, not as a
customer, which I would guess is how most of the people who came up the
stairs to their rooms were treated, but as a named person.

Oddly, the one person who seemed out of place in our market was a
pastor we had for a couple of years. He wasn’t a regular customer, but when
an evangelist or missionary would come to town, that pastor always paid us
a call. He would get my father off to the side, put his arm across his
shoulders, and say in the same “spiritual” voice that he always used when
he prayed, “Brother Don, the Lord has laid it on my heart that this poor
servant of God hasn’t been eating all that well lately and would be greatly
blessed with one of your fine steaks.” My dad, ever generous, always gave
him two. I never heard my father complain, but I could see the other meat
cutters wink and exchange knowing looks, and I was embarrassed for my
pastor who seemed so out of place in this holy place of work.

I am quite sure now that the way I as a pastor came to understand
congregation had its beginnings in the “congregational” atmosphere of our
butcher shop. Congregation is composed of people, who, upon entering a
church, leave behind what people on the street name or call them. A church
can never be reduced to a place where goods and services are exchanged. It
must never be a place where a person is labeled. It can never be a place
where gossip is perpetuated. Before anything else, it is a place where a
person is named and greeted, whether implicitly or explicitly, in Jesus’s
name. A place where dignity is conferred.

I first learned that under my father’s priesthood in his butcher shop.

 



I had learned much in my father’s butcher shop that gave bone and muscle
to my pastoral identity. I also learned something about work that could have
destroyed it, something that I had to unlearn, with considerable difficulty as
it turned out, twenty years later. It had to do with work, out-of-control work,
work as a kind of pain killer which could well have caused a malignant
cancer.

The focal point of the unlearning was Saturday, the climax of our
workweek. The unlearning happened like this.

When I was thirty years old, I was assigned the task of developing a
new congregation in Maryland. I was still in the early days of having
acquired a pastoral identity. But I was full of anticipation, energized by the
challenge of working out my pastoral salvation in fear and trembling with a
new congregation. I had never done this before. I was learning on the job,
but I felt honored to be entrusted with the task. In those first months as I
realized how daunting the work that faced my wife, Jan, and me was, the
adrenaline receded and the fear and trembling that Paul had recommended
when dealing with a holy God and a holy salvation was replaced by a very
unholy anxiety. I anesthetized the anxiety with work, long hours of it. I
worked out of fear of failing. I worked when there was no work to do,
worked even harder when there was no work to do. Spinning my wheels.
Grinding my gears.

After a couple years of this, I knew the work wasn’t working. One day,
in a kind of prayerful reverie, wondering how I had gotten off on the wrong
foot so badly, I remembered Prettyfeather, and as I remembered, the details
of what I knew of her arranged themselves into a story.

Remembering Prettyfeather started a process of unlearning a way of
working that destroys life. This story became the text by which I unlearned
what I had learned only too well in those formative years in the butcher
shop. Here’s the story.

Prettyfeather placed two buffalo-head nickels on the countertop for her
Holy Saturday purchase: smoked ham hocks; two for a nickel. In the
descending hierarchy of Holy Saturday foods, ham hocks were at the
bottom.

Large hickory-smoked hams held center position in the displays in my
father’s butcher shop. Colorful cardboard cutouts provided by salesmen
from the meat-packing companies of Armour, Hormel, and Silverbow all



showed variations on a theme: a father at an Easter Sunday dinner table
carving a ham, surrounded by an approving wife and expectant children.

Off to the side of these displays were stacks of the smaller and cheaper
“picnic” hams (a picnic ham is not, properly speaking, a ham at all, but the
shoulder of the pig). There were no company-supplied pictures or even
brand names on them. On Holy Saturday, customers crowded into our store,
responding to the sale signs painted on the plateglass windows fronting the
street and sorting themselves into upper and lower socioeconomic strata:
the affluent bought honey-cured, hickory-smoked hams; the less-than-
affluent bought unadjectived “picnics.”

Prettyfeather was the only person I ever remember who bought ham
hocks—gristly on the inside and leathery on the outside, but smoked and
therefore emanating the aroma of a feast—on Holy Saturday. She was the
only Indian I knew by name although I grew up in Indian country. Every
Saturday she came into our store to make a small purchase: pickled pig’s
feet, chitlins, blood sausage, headcheese, pork liver.

She was always by herself. She wore moccasins and was wrapped in a
blanket, even in the warmest weather. The coins she used for her purchases
were in a leather pouch that hung like a goiter at her neck. Her face was the
color and texture of the moccasins on her feet.

“Indian” was a near-mythological word for me, full of nobility and
filled out with stories of the hunt and sacred ceremony. Somehow it never
occurred to me that this Indian squaw who came into our store every
Saturday and bought barely edible meats belonged to that nobility.

While she made her purchases from us and did whatever other shopping
she did on these Saturdays in town, her husband and seven or eight other
Indian braves sat on apple boxes in the alley behind the Pastime Bar and
passed around a jug of Thunderbird wine. Several jugs, actually. As I made
my back-door deliveries of steaks and hamburger to the restaurants along
Main Street, I passed up and down the alley several times each Saturday
and watched the empty jugs accumulate. Late in the evening, Bennie
Odegaard, son of one of the bar owners and a little older than I, would pull
the braves into his dad’s pickup truck and drive them out south of town to
their encampment along the Stillwater River and dump them out.

I don’t know how Prettyfeather got back to that small cluster of tar-
paper shacks and tepees. She walked, I guess. Carrying her small purchases.
On Holy Saturday she carried four ham hocks.



I had never heard of any Saturday designated as holy. It was simply
Saturday. If, once a year, precision was required, Holy Saturday was “the
Saturday before Easter.” It was one of the heaviest workdays of the year.
Beginning early in the morning, I carried the great, fragrant hams shipped
from Armour in Spokane, Hormel in Missoula, and Silverbow in Butte, and
arranged them symmetrically in pyramids.

I grew up in a religious home that believed devoutly in the saving
benefits of the death of Jesus and the glorious life of resurrection. But
between these two polar events of the faith, we worked a long and lucrative
day. Holiness was put on hold till Sunday. Saturday was for working hard
and making money. It was a day when the evidence of hard work and its
consequence—money—became publicly apparent.

The evidence was especially clear on that particular Saturday, when we
sold hundreds of hams to deserving Christians, and four ham hocks to an
Indian squaw and her pickup load of drunks.

I would have been very surprised, and somewhat unbelieving, to have
known that in the very town in which I worked furiously all those unholy
Saturdays, there were people besides the Indians who were not working at
all, not spending, but remembering the despair of a world disappointed in
its grandest hopes, entering into the emptiness of death by deliberately
emptying the self of illusion and indulgence and self-importance. Keeping
vigil for Easter. Waiting for the dawn.

And some of them listening to this ancient Holy Saturday sermon from
a preacher now unknown:

Something strange is happening on earth today—a great silence, and
stillness. The whole earth keeps silence because the King is asleep. The
earth trembled and is still because God has fallen asleep in the flesh and he
has raised up all who have slept ever since the world began. God has died
in the flesh and hell trembles with fear.

He has gone to search for our first parent, as for a lost sheep.
Greatly desiring to visit those who live in darkness and in the shadow of
death, he has gone to free from sorrow the captive Adam and Eve, he
who is both God and the son of Eve. The Lord approached them bearing
the cross, the weapon that had won him the victory. At the sight of him,
Adam, the first man he had created, struck his breast in terror and cried
out to everyone: “My Lord be with you all.” Christ answered him: “And



with your spirit.” He took him by the hand and raised him up, saying
“Awake, O sleeper and rise from the dead, and Christ will give you
light.”

(The reading for Holy Saturday in The Liturgy of the Hours)

As it turned out, I interpreted the meaning of the world and the people
around me far more in terms of the hard working on Saturday than anything
said or sung on Friday and Sunday. Whatever was told me in those years
(and I have no doubt that I heard truth), what I absorbed in my bones was a
liturgical rhythm in which the week reached its climax in a human workday,
the results of which were enjoyed on Sunday, and especially on Easter
Resurrection Sunday.

Those assumptions provided the grid for a social interpretation of the
world around me: Saturday was the day for hard work, or for displaying its
results; namely, money. If someone appeared neither working nor spending
on Saturday, there was something wrong, catastrophically wrong. The
Indians attempting a hungover Easter feast on ham hocks were the most
prominent example of something wrong.

It was a view of life shaped by “the Gospel According to America.” The
rewards were obvious, and I enjoyed them. Hard work pays off. I learned
much in those years in my father’s butcher shop, yet there was one large
omission that set all other truth dangerously at risk: the omission of holy
rest. The refusal to be silent. The obsessive avoidance of emptiness.

It was far more than ignorance on Holy Saturday; it was weekly
arrogance. Not only was the Good Friday Crucifixion bridged to the Easter
Resurrection by this day furious with energy and lucrative with reward, but
all the gospel truths were likewise set as either introductions or conclusions
to the human action that displayed our prowess and our virtue every week
of the year. God was background to our business. Every gospel truth was
maintained intact, and all the human energy was wholly admirable, but the
rhythms were off. Desolation—and with it companionship with the
desolate, ranging from first-century Semites to twentieth-century Indians—
was all but wiped from consciousness.

As the story formed in my prayer, this most poignant irony became
embedded in my memory: those seven or eight Indians, with the
Thunderbird empties lying around, drunk in the alley behind the Pastime
Bar on Saturday afternoon, while we Scandinavian Christians worked



diligently late into the night, oblivious to the holiness of the day. The
Indians were in despair, religious despair, something very much like the
Holy Saturday despair narrated in the Gospels. Their way of life had come
to nothing, the only buffalo left to them was engraved on nickels, a couple
of which one of their squaws had paid out that morning for four bony ham
hocks. The early sacredness of their lives was a wasteland; and they,
godforsaken as they supposed, drugged their despair with Thunderbird and
buried their dead visions and dreams in the alley behind the Pastime,
ignorant of the God at work beneath their emptiness.

 

People talk about steep learning curves. I was embarked on a steep
unlearning curve. It didn’t happen overnight, but it happened. Prettyfeather
gave me the story that provided a text for the extensive unlearning before
me, the unlearning that was necessary to clear the ground for learning that
God at work—not I—was the center of the way I was going to be living for
the rest of my life. Inappropriate, anxiety-driven, fear-driven work would
only interfere with and distract from what God was already doing. My
“work” assignment was to pay more attention to what God does than what I
do, and then to find, and guide others to find, the daily, weekly, yearly
rhythms that would get this awareness into our bones. Holy Saturday for a
start. And then Sabbath keeping. Staying in touch with people in despair,
knowing them by name, and waiting for resurrection.
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GARRISON JOHNS

I grew up in a Christian home with good parents. I was told the story of
Jesus and instructed in the Jesus way. I was loved and treated well.
Childhood in my memory was a fair approximation of the garden of Eden—
a good and wonderful life.

But there was also the neighborhood. Our modest home was on a gravel
road on the edge of town, three or four blocks beyond where the sidewalks
ended. It was a neighborhood with plenty of playmates, none of whom went
to church. But their unbaptized condition never seemed to make any
difference in that preschool life of games (kick-the-can, hide-and-seek,
follow-the-leader, softball) and imagination (pretending to be explorers like
Lewis and Clark and Indians like Chief Joseph and Sacagawea). There were
trees to climb and a creek to swim in. A meadow in which cows grazed
bordered our backyard. We used the dried cow flop for bases in our ball
games.

And then I went off to school and discovered what the Gospel of John
named “the world”—those people who do not regard God with either
reverence or obedience. This knowledge entered my life in the person of
Garrison Johns, the school bully. He lived in a log house a couple hundred
yards beyond where I lived, the yard littered with rusted-out pickups and
cars. I was in that house only once. It was a cold winter day, and his mother,
a beautiful willowy woman as I remember, invited me and the Mitchell
twins in to warm us up with a bowl of moose-meat chili that was simmering
on the back of the wood stove. Struggling through deep snow, we were
taking a shortcut home through her backyard. We must have looked half
frozen—we were half frozen—and she had compassion on us. But Garrison
wasn’t there.

I had never seen Garrison close up, only at a distance. He wore a red
flannel shirt, summer and winter, and walked with something of a swagger
that I admired and tried to imitate. Being a year older than I and living just



far enough away, he was beyond the orbit of my neighborhood games and
friendships. I knew of his reputation for meanness, but the memory of his
mother’s kindness tempered my apprehension. I wasn’t prepared for what
was to come.

About the third day after entering first grade, Garrison discovered me
and took me on as his project for the year. He gave me a working
knowledge of what twenty-five years later Richard Niebuhr would give me
a more sophisticated understanding of—the tension between Christ and
Culture. I had been taught in Sunday school not to fight and so had never
learned to use my fists. I had been prepared for the wider world of
neighborhood and school by memorizing “Bless those who persecute you”
and “Turn the other cheek.” I don’t know how Garrison Johns knew that
about me—some sixth sense that bullies have, I suppose—but he picked me
for his sport. Most afternoons after school he would catch me and beat me
up. He also found out that I was a Christian and taunted me with “Jesus
sissy.”

I tried finding alternate ways home by making detours through alleys,
but he stalked me and always found me. I arrived home most afternoons
bruised and humiliated. My mother told me that this had always been the
way of Christians in the world and that I had better get used to it. I was also
supposed to pray for him. The Bible verses that I had memorized
(“Bless…” and “Turn…”) began to get tiresome.

I loved going to school—I was learning a lot, finding new friends,
adoring my teacher. The classroom was a wonderful place. But after the
dismissal bell each day I had to face Garrison Johns and get my daily
beating that I was supposed to assimilate as my blessing.

March came. I remember that it was March by the weather. The winter
snow was melting, but there were still patches of it here and there. The days
were getting longer—I was no longer walking home in the late afternoon
dark. And then something unexpected happened. I was with my
neighborhood friends on this day, seven or eight of them, when Garrison
caught up with us and started in on me, jabbing and taunting, working
himself up to the main event. He had an audience, and that helped. He
always did better with an audience.

That’s when it happened. Totally uncalculated. Totally out of character.
Something snapped within me. For just a moment the Bible verses
disappeared from my consciousness and I grabbed Garrison. To my



surprise, and his, I realized that I was stronger than he was. I wrestled him
to the ground, sat on his chest, and pinned his arms to the ground with my
knees. I couldn’t believe it—he was helpless under me. At my mercy. It was
too good to be true. I hit him in the face with my fists. It felt good, and I hit
him again—blood spurted from his nose, a lovely crimson on the snow. By
this time all the other children were cheering, egging me on. “Black his
eyes!” “Bust his teeth!” A torrent of biblical invective poured from them,
although nothing compared with what I would, later in life, read in the
Psalms.

I said to Garrison, “Say ‘Uncle.’” He wouldn’t say it. I hit him again.
More blood. More cheering. Now my audience was bringing the best out of
me. And then my Christian training reasserted itself. I said, “Say, ‘I believe
in Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior.’” He wouldn’t say it. I hit him again.
More blood. I tried again, “Say ‘I believe in Jesus Christ as my Lord and
Savior.’”

And he said it. Garrison Johns was my first Christian convert.
Garrison Johns was my introduction into the world, the “world that is

not my home.” He was also my introduction to how effortlessly that same
“world” could get into me, making itself perfectly at home under cover of
my Christian language and “righteous” emotions.

That happened seventy years ago. I have since moved back and taken
up residence once more in this Montana valley in which I grew up, was
beaten up by Garrison Johns almost daily for seven months, and on that
March afternoon in 1938 bloodied his nose and obtained his Christian
confession. When we are in town and drive down Fourth Street West I take
some pleasure in pointing out to Jan the site of the “conversion.” One day,
returning home after having passed by the holy site, Jan said, “I wonder
what ever came of Garrison Johns?”

I opened the telephone book and found his name listed with an address
that located him about ten miles away. Should I call him up? Would he
remember? Is he still a bully? Did the ill-gotten Christian confession
“take”? Would a meeting result in a personal preview of Armageddon in
which I would end up on the losing side? I didn’t call. Jan accused me of
procrastinating until the Last Judgment.
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THE TREELESS CHRISTMAS OF 1939

When I was seven years old, there was no Christmas tree in our home. It
turned out to be a memorable event. Unlike many of our neighbors, we
always kept Christ in Christmas. At the same time, like all of our neighbors,
we had and decorated a tree on Christmas. But the Christmas of 1939 we
didn’t.

My mother, an intense woman capable of fierce convictions, was
reading the prophecy of Jeremiah and came upon words she had never
noticed before:

Thus says the Lord:
“Learn not the way of the nations,
nor be dismayed at the signs of the heavens
because the nations are dismayed at them,
for the customs of the peoples are false.
A tree from the forest is cut down,
and worked with an axe by the hands of a craftsman.
Men deck it with silver and gold;
they fasten it with hammer and nails so that it cannot move.”

There was no doubt in her mind that the Holy Spirit, through the
prophet Jeremiah, had targeted our American Christmas in this passage.
Every detail fit our practice.

A couple weeks before every Christmas, on a Sunday afternoon, my
father would get the ax and check its edge. Being a butcher, he was used to
working with sharp tools and did not tolerate dull edges. When I heard the
whetstone applied to the ax, I knew that the time was near. Bundled into our
Model A Ford pickup, my parents and baby sister and I set out to find our
tree.



I rode in the open truck bed with our springer spaniel, Brownie, and
held the ax. It was a bouncy ride of ten miles to Lake Blaine, just south of
where the Swan Range took its precipitous rise from the valley floor. There
had been a major forest fire in this region some years before, so the trees
were young—the right size to fit into our living room. I always got to pick
the tree; it was a ritual I stretched out as long as parental patience would
accommodate.

My father then took over, swinging the ax. Four or five brisk cuts, and
the green-needled spire was horizontal in the snow: A tree from the forest is
cut down.

He then squared the base of the trunk so it would be easy to mount
when we got it back home: Worked with an ax by the hands of a craftsman.
My father was deft with the ax—the wood chips from the whittling released
the fragrance of resin into the winter air.

When we arrived home, I climbed into the attic and handed down the
box of decorations. We had multicolored lights on our tree and lots of tinsel:
Men deck it with silver and gold. Across the street my best friends had
strings of monotonous blue lights. I felt sorry for them, stuck with a
monochrome Christmas.

My father took slats from packing boxes that our sausage and lunch
meats were shipped in—there was always a pile of these boxes in the alley
behind our butcher shop—and cut them into four eighteen-inch supports
and nailed them to the tree trunk: They fasten it with hammer and nails so
that it cannot move.

By now it was late afternoon and dark. Our Douglas fir—it was always
a Douglas fir for us, no other evergreen was a Christmas tree—was secure
and steady in front of our living room window.

When we were done, I ran out onto the gravel road (the paving on
Fourth Street West fell short by about four hundred yards of reaching our
house) and looked at it from outside, the way passersby would see it, the
framed picture of our Christmas ritual adventure into and out of the woods.
I imagined strangers looking at it and wishing they could be inside with us,
part of the ax/Model-A-pickup/Lake Blaine/tree-cutting/tree-mounting/tree-
decorating liturgy that I loved so much.

And I would look across the street at the tree with blue lights where the
Mitchell twins, Alva and Alan, lived—so cold and monotonous. They never
went to church, and at times like this it showed. I couldn’t help feeling



privileged and superior, but also a little sorry for them: Christian pride
modified by Christian compassion.

Then, in the winter of 1939, we didn’t have a tree: For the customs of
the peoples are false. It wasn’t just the tree that was gone; the richly
nuanced ritual was abolished. A noun, “tree,” was deleted from December,
but along with it its adjective “Christmas.” Or so I felt.

And it was all because Jeremiah had preached his Christmas-tree
sermon. Because Jeremiah had looked through his prophetic telescope, his
Spirit-magnified vision reaching across 12,000 miles and 2,600 years,
seeing in detailed focus what we did every December and denouncing it as
idolatry. And it was because my mother cared far more about scripture than
the culture.

I was embarrassed—humiliated was more like it—humiliated as only
seven-year-olds can be humiliated. Abased. Mortified. I was terrified of
what my friends in the neighborhood would think. They would think we
were too poor to have a tree. They would think I was being punished for
some unspeakable sin, and so deprived of a tree. They would think we
didn’t care about one another and didn’t have any fun in our house. They
would feel sorry for us. They would feel superior to us.

As a regular ritual in our neighborhood, we went to one another’s
houses, looked at the presents under the trees, and wondered what treasures
they contained. Every house was so different—I marveled at the odd ways
people arranged their furniture. I was uneasy with the vaguely repellent
odors in houses where the parents smoked and drank beer. At Garrison
Johns’s at the end of our street, there was a big pot of moose-meat chili
simmering on the back of the wood stove for most of the winter. It was
easily the best-smelling house in the neighborhood.

But that year I kept my friends out of our house. I was ashamed to have
them come in and see the bare, treeless room. I was terrified of the
questions they might ask. I made up excuses to keep them out. I lied: “My
sister has a contagious disease.” “My mother is really mad, and I can’t bring
anybody in.” But the fact of no-Christmas-tree could not be hidden. After
all, it was always in our front window.

Alva and Alan, the twins who never went to church, asked the most
questions, sensing something wrong, an edge of taunting now in their
voices. I made excuses: “My dad is too busy right now; we’re planning on
getting a tree next week.” And so on.



I was mostly terrified that they would discover the real reason we didn’t
have a tree: that God had commanded it (at least that’s what we thought at
the time)—a religious reason! But religion was the one thing that made us
better than our neighbors; and now, if they were to find out our secret, it
would make us worse.

My mother read Jeremiah to me and my little sister that year and talked
about Jesus. She opened the Bible to the story of the Nativity and placed it
on the table where the Christmas tree always stood. I never told her how I
felt or what I knew everyone in the neighborhood was saying. I carried my
humiliation secretly, as children often do.

It is odd when I think back on it now, but we never went to church on
Christmas Day. Every detail in our lives was permeated with an awareness
of God. There was a rigorous determination to let scripture and Christ shape
not only our worship but the way we wore our clothes, shape not only our
morals but our manner of speech. Going to church was the act on which the
week pivoted. But, for some reason, there was no churchgoing on
Christmas Day.

We had a Christmas pageant at church the Sunday before Christmas. On
Christmas Eve we exchanged presents; on Christmas Day we had dinner at
our house with a lot of relatives, plus any people in the neighborhood who
didn’t have a family—bachelors, widows, runaways.

Christmas dinner was full of Norwegian talk. It was the only day of the
year in which I heard Norwegian spoken. My uncles and aunts reminisced
over their Norway Christmases and savored the sounds of their cradle
tongue. The Christmas menu was always the same: lutefisk, cod fish with
all the nutrients leached out of it by weeks of baptism in barrels of brine,
and lefsa, an unleavened pliable flat bread with the texture (and taste) of a
chamois cloth.

There was a stout but unsuccessful attempt to restore flavor by
providing bowls of melted butter, cellars of salt, hillocks of sugar. It was a
meal I never learned to like, but I loved the festivities, the laughter, the fun,
the banter.

The primary source of the banter was my favorite uncle, Uncle Ernie.
He was the best storyteller and always seemed to have the most fun. He also
posed as an atheist (I think it was a pose), but he did come to the Christmas
pageant, which I thought seriously compromised his atheism. On the
Christmas that we had no tree, he surpassed himself in banter.



He was the first to remark on the absence of the tree: “Evelyn,” he
roared at my mother, “where the hell is the Christmas tree? How the hell are
we going to have a Norwegian Christmas without a tree?” (He was also the
only person I ever heard use profanity in our home, which set him apart in
my child mind on a sort of craggy eminence.) My mother’s reply, a nice
fusion of prayer and indignation, was a match to his raillery: “No tree this
year, brother. Just Jesus. We are not celebrating a Norwegian Christmas this
year; we are celebrating a Christian Christmas.” Then she got out Jeremiah
and read it to him. He was astonished. He had no idea that anything that
contemporary could come out of an old-fashioned Bible. Stunned by her
impertinent piety, he muttered through a mouth full of lutefisk “damn,
damn, damn” all through dinner.

Next year the tree was back.
The entire ritual was back in place without explanation. Our gray and

rust Model A was replaced by a red Dodge half-ton pickup, but that was the
only change. I never learned what authority preempted Jeremiah in the
matter of the Christmas tree. Years later my mother occasionally said,
“Eugene, do you remember that silliness about the Christmas tree when you
were seven years old?” I didn’t want to remember. And we didn’t discuss it.

But now I do remember. And I want to discuss it. It doesn’t seem at all
silly now. My mother died thirty-one years ago, and so I am not going to
find out the details that interest me now—the turns and twists of pilgrimage
during those years when she was so passionate in pursuit of a holy life; her
determination to preserve our family’s practice of the Christian faith free
from the secularizing contamination of a trivializing culture. She may have
been wise—I am sure she was—in restoring the tree to our Christmas
celebrations, but I am quite sure that it was not silliness that banned it that
single year.

The feelings I had that Christmas when I was seven years old may have
been the most authentically Christmas feelings I have ever had, or will
have: the experience of humiliation, of being misunderstood, of being an
outsider. Mary was pregnant out of wedlock. Joseph was an apparent
cuckold. Jesus was born in poverty—everything involved in God becoming
flesh was counter to the culture. God had commanded a strange word—the
people in the story were aware, deeply and awesomely aware, that the event
they were living was shaped by the presence and power of the Holy Spirit
and at the same time vehemently counter to the culture.



They certainly experienced considerable embarrassment and
inconvenience—did they also clumsily lie to their friends and make excuses
at the same time they persisted in faith? All the joy and celebration and gift
receiving in the gospel nativity story took place in a context of
incomprehension and absurdity. My first inkling of that absurdity entered
my life in the Christmas of 1939.

My mother’s “No tree this year, brother, just Jesus” accompanied by my
uncle’s “damn, damn, damn” lay dormant in me for years, but in time it
developed into practiced pastoral discernments—Jesus without tinsel—as I
daily face the seductions of culture-religion.
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UNCLE SVEN

My grandfather brought his wife, Juditta, and nine children—six sons and
three daughters—from Norway by ship in the early 1900s. Jim Hill’s Great
Northern Railroad had found a way across the Rocky Mountains of
Montana a few miles south of the Canadian border in 1893, and new towns
were springing up left and right. Andre Hoiland learned of the new town of
Kalispell, named for an Indian tribe, that was being built in a valley on the
west side of the Rocky Mountains that began in Canada and stretched to
Mexico. He came for the work it promised. He was a cement worker and
soon was employed laying out and pouring sidewalks.

Two more daughters were born, the last being my mother, Evelyn, born
in 1910. Her mother, Juditta, died when she was five. The older siblings
took over raising her and her sister.

My mother was a colorful but not always accurate storyteller. I have no
outside source for any details of her family life, except for a newspaper
clipping of her brother, Sven. He was her favorite. He was twenty years
older than she and lavished her with attention. He would throw her in the air
and twirl her in a dance. He took her riding on his horse and told her stories
of Norway and the trolls in the Jotunheimen Mountains. He was
charismatic, adventurous, always laughing, always playful. And he was the
town’s milkman. He ran alongside his horse-drawn milk wagon, grabbed
the bottles of milk, and placed them on the porches of his customers, then
ran back to the wagon for a fresh supply. He never rode the wagon, always
on the run, laughing and greeting the neighbors. Everybody loved him. His
cheer was contagious.

A newspaper clipping from our local paper, The Daily Inter Lake, gives
a different portrait of her favorite brother. It is the report of Sven’s murder
by his wife, Myrtle. The murder trial was a sensation in our small town. It
played to a packed courtroom for a week.



On the stand, Myrtle told Judge T. A. Thompson and the jury that on the
night of the shooting, her husband, Sven, came to her room in the Bienz
Hotel, drunk and sullen. He undressed, slid his revolver under the pillow,
and crawled into bed. Soon they were arguing. Then he beat her. Moments
later Myrtle grabbed the gun, struggled against her husband, then shot.
Twice. Then twice more. Plainclothes officer Harry Ponaford was called to
the scene. He found Mrs. Hoiland “standing there clothed only in her
nightgown.” She told Ponaford: “He wanted me to do something I wouldn’t
do for any man, and I shot him.” At the trial it emerged that Hoiland had
demanded she go out on the street and solicit. They had been married six
weeks.

During the weeklong trial there was more. From the instant they met,
Sven Hoiland had begun siphoning off whatever money Myrtle had, which
included the sizable proceeds from selling her homestead. Once, in Shelby,
she found him in a hotel room with another woman. The day of the
wedding, he disappeared midafternoon, and she didn’t see him again until
four the next morning when he came in drunk, carrying a gun, and beat her.
As the testimony accumulated, there were more stories of violence and
drunkenness. He told her repeatedly that he’d “tame her as he had tamed
lots of other women.” After every beating he promised never to do it again.
Not pretty stuff. Before Myrtle took the stand, Judge Thompson warned that
some of the testimony “won’t be congenial to the finer senses…if there are
any women present who’d like to leave, now would be the time.” The
courtroom was jammed. Nobody left except one twenty-year-old girl,
escorted out by the bailiff.

All week the prosecution endeavored to show that the killing was
premeditated. Friday morning the jury returned the verdict: “The defendant
has committed justifiable homicide and by this verdict is acquitted.” The
packed courtroom exploded into cheers. When she returned to the jail to get
her things, the prisoners gave her a rousing cheer. Everybody in town,
including the prisoners, felt safer with Sven dead.

The Inter Lake reported the verdict in the Saturday paper, November 17,
1917.

The next day Myrtle went to see Sven’s parents. His mother, Juditta,
asked her if he had said anything before he died, and she said, “Yes, he
cursed.” Pressed to give the exact words, Myrtle said, “Oh, God.” Juditta
interpreted the words not as a curse but as a prayer. Sven was rehabilitated,



at least for her, with a death-bed repentance. He shares a grave plot with his
mother in the Conrad Cemetery, where my parents and infant sister have
since been buried. His half of the flat bronze grave marker says, b. 1893, d.
1917.

As far as the town and the family were concerned, Myrtle disappeared
into anonymity.

My mother was seven years old when her brother was murdered. She
knew, of course, about the murder and something at least of the scandalous
circumstances surrounding it. But what she remembered when she talked to
me about him was her laughing, fun-loving brother playfully tossing her
high in the air, catching her, and twirling her in a dance, running alongside
his milk-wagon chariot, brightening the streets of Kalispell with his high
spirits.

The contradictions in Sven, the affectionate and playful big brother set
alongside the abusive and violent husband, worked themselves into my
adolescent imagination. Did one cancel the other? Was there any way to get
the playful brother and the abusive husband into the same story?

In my high-school yearbook all the seniors were asked what they
anticipated becoming in the next five years. My answer was “writer—a
novelist.” The novel I already had in mind to write was “Sven: Son,
Brother, Husband.” I had the sketch of a plot forming. I would portray Sven
much as my mother experienced him, youthful and exuberant, spirited and
charming. But interspersed with that, I was plotting circumstances that
would account for his murder.

It would go like this: In the eyes of the whole town he was as my
mother spoke of him. His milk wagon and dashing exuberance delighted
everyone. But a morning or two a week his horse could be seen waiting
patiently in front of some house or other on his delivery route. If asked
about it, Sven would say that he was “having a cup of coffee.” It would turn
out later that these homes were occupied by wives whose husbands were
traveling salesmen, gone much of the time, or young widows bored with
their unsexed lives. There were also occasional police reports of thefts from
homes where the occupants were away for a few days—money or a brooch
or a gun. Myrtle would sometimes find money in a pocket when she was
doing the laundry and wondered where it came from. Sven always had a
plausible explanation. Then an acquaintance remarked to Myrtle on the
frequency with which Sven had “coffee” at her next-door neighbor’s.



By this time Myrtle had already begun to have suspicions. One early
morning while it was still dark, she followed his milk wagon, prepared for
what she expected she might find. She found the horse and wagon waiting
patiently at curbside. She waited for the “coffee” to be brewed and served
and then entered the house, found Sven “ having coffee,” and shot him
dead. She then walked three blocks down the street to his parents’ home,
told them what she had done, reported his last words, went to the police
station, placed the Colt 45 on the counter, and gave herself up.

Nothing ever came of the novel. But the effort to accommodate the
ambiguities of the moral and spiritual life did. I had no idea as I was
plotting this novel that I was developing a pastoral imagination adequate for
entering into the complexities of good and evil, sin and salvation, that make
up much of the daily life of a congregation. When I finally did become a
pastor, I was surprised at how thoroughly Sven had inoculated me against
“one answer” systems of spiritual care: “For every complex problem there
is an answer that is clear, simple and wrong” is the warning posted by H. L.
Mencken.

Thanks to Sven, I was being prepared to understand a congregation as a
gathering of people that requires a context as large as the Bible itself if we
are to deal with the ambiguities of life in the actual circumstances in which
people live them. If the life of David that comprised prayer and adultery
and murder could be written and told as a gospel story, no one in my
congregation would be written off. For me, my congregation would become
a work-in-progress—a novel in which everyone and everything is
connected in a salvation story in which Jesus has the last word. No
reductions to stereotype: not my grandmother’s desperate reduction of her
son to a death-bed repentance, not my mother’s affectionate reduction of
her brother to a fun-loving, devil-may-care naïf, not the jury’s legal
reduction of Sven to a drunken wife abuser, not the detached reduction by a
psychiatrist of Sven to a narcissistic sociopath.
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THE CARNEGIE

The Carnegie was the public library in our town, a square redbrick
building, roofed by a rotunda. In the entrance area there was a mountain
goat, “the beast the color of winter,” on display in a glass case, mounted
climbing a rock face. I loved that goat, a wild and dramatic welcome
ushering me into the world of books. Entering the library, I never passed
that goat without stopping and admiring it for a couple minutes.

From an early age I loved learning but never cared much for school.
The Carnegie was my school of choice. Schools were okay—I made friends
and played games. But the Carnegie was where I found myself in a place of
uninterrupted learning. I could lose myself there and indulge my curiosity
in that magnificent world of books. I started early, soon after I could read.
By the time I was in the seventh grade, I was riding my bike after school to
the Carnegie and spending Saturday mornings there discovering novels and
poems, captured by writers who led me into the way of words, the world of
imagination.

One Saturday morning I pulled off the shelf a book with the title A
Critique of Practical Reason. It was by a writer I had never heard of before,
Immanuel Kant. Deep in the stacks, I sat on the floor to read. It was the first
book of philosophy I had ever held in my hand. I read nonstop for a couple
hours, fascinated, intrigued. I am sure now that I didn’t understand a thing I
was reading, but I knew I was onto something that I wanted to know more
about. Later, in the same section, I found Will Durant’s Story of Philosophy
in which I understood maybe a third of what he wrote and picked up a
smattering of what Kant was about.

But it didn’t take me long to realize that as far as philosophy was
concerned I had dived into the deep end of the pool—belly flopped was
more like it—and was just splashing around, not getting anywhere. So I
gave up on it for the time being. But something penetrated my psyche on
those Saturday mornings in the philosophy stacks at the Carnegie that



germinated into a concentration in philosophy when I arrived at my
university.

Meanwhile, for the next few years the novelists took over. My first
enthusiasm was James Fenimore Cooper. I devoured the entire corpus. Then
the Montana novels of A. B. Guthrie Jr. By the time I graduated from high
school, Charles Dickens and Leo Tolstoy were bosom companions. At that
time I was sure I would be a novelist. Then the novelists were
supplemented by Henry Thoreau and John Muir, who gave me eyes to see
and ears to hear what was going on as I hiked in the hills and along the
streams in our mountain valley.

The Carnegie supplied me with a faculty of great teachers. As I
marched along the prescribed school itinerary from grade to grade, I
acquired the rudiments of getting on in the world but my education took
place in the Carnegie. That is where I learned to love learning for its own
sake. The Carnegie is where I sat under the tutelage of Emily Dickinson.
The Carnegie is where Melville and Hawthorne gave me the ballast of an
imagination adequate to keep me steady in a culture that is naive regarding
sin and evil.

I was twenty-four years old with diplomas from high school, university,
and seminary before I finally set foot in a school that rivaled the Carnegie. I
entered the Johns Hopkins University to do graduate work in Semitic
studies and found myself in a world of learning that I never knew existed.
My letter of acceptance was a postcard on which Professor William
Albright had scribbled one line: “Glad to welcome you—look forward to
meeting you in September.” I had been accepted on the strength of a
recommendation by my seminary Hebrew professor.

That postcard set the tone for a way of schooling I had never
experienced: informal and personal. I didn’t know that there was a place of
learning that was able to function with so little institutional structure. No
pretension. No hierarchy. No required courses. No grades. And no exams
except for the final doctoral exams. And, of course, the formidable
dissertation. Students who were serious about learning. There was a kind of
relaxed camaraderie that suffused the place. Semitic studies was a small
department, maybe sixteen students and two professors.

The centerpiece of the department, the world-famous William Foxwell
Albright, had dominated the field of biblical archaeology and Semitic
studies for thirty years. It was the first time I had been in the working



presence of a world-class intellect. It was not so much that his knowledge
was so wide ranging and integrative, but that being with and around him I
experienced his mind in action—he was constantly thinking, reformulating,
pushing the boundaries of ancient history, noticing the ways the several
Semitic languages worked comparatively.

He entered the classroom one morning telling us that he had awakened
having solved the meaning of Moriah while he slept. Both the meaning and
location of Mount Moriah, where Abraham had bound Isaac for sacrifice,
had always eluded scholars. Professor Albright went to the chalkboard and
soon had it filled with words from Ugaritic, Arabic, Assyrian, Aramaic,
and, of course, Hebrew. He continued, excited and intense, for twenty
minutes, at which point Prescott Williams, an older student who had already
spent four years with him, interrupted, “But Dr. Albright, what about this
and this and this [he was making reference to items of grammar and
etymology that I knew nothing about]. Do you think that holds up?” The
Professor stopped, stepped back, and stared at the chalkboard for twenty
seconds. And then he said, “Mr. Williams is right—forget everything I have
said.”

It was an act of humility that I would soon learn was characteristic of
Dr. Albright. Everyone in that room knew he was capable of dismissing
Williams and bluffing his way and none of us would have known he was
bluffing. We all knew he knew everything. But he knew he didn’t know
everything and let us know he didn’t.

The world of the intellect came alive for me in those years in his
presence. Knowledge wasn’t just storing up information in a mental
warehouse. It was the disciplined practice of thinking, imagining,
formulating, testing for the truth. And teaching wasn’t just getting
information or data into students’ minds. There was something deeply
dialogical involved, as words sparked into meaning and started truth fires
that blazed with comprehension.

Every week, listening to Professor Albright lecture, sitting with him in
his study with five other students reading the Hebrew Bible, drinking coffee
with older students in the commons, getting a feel for the immense world of
the mind, the aesthetics of the intellect, I began to inhabit a world I never
knew existed, a world of learning embodied, vibrant with energy. This was
the Carnegie plus.



I confess I was bewildered much of the time. The famous Dr. Albright
was surpassingly brilliant, but he couldn’t comprehend the depths of
ignorance in his students. But an interesting culture of learning had
developed around him. The older students took us younger ones in tow and
tutored us informally. For me it was Charles Fensham. He took my hand
and became my Virgil. Dr. Albright showed me intelligence at work.
Charles interpreted and explained that arcane intelligence in a language I
could understand.

Charles was a professor of Old Testament from the University of
Stellenbosch in South Africa. He was already the recipient of two Ph.D.s
and would pick up a third under Dr. Albright that single year—it took
everybody else three or four years. We lived a few doors apart in the
graduate-student dormitory and became good friends. He patiently
untangled and sorted out the stream-of-consciousness commentary that left
me bewildered in the lectures and seminars. Sample: in that day’s lecture in
Egyptian history, Dr. Albright kept using the term hypocoristicon. I had
never heard the word. I went to my dictionary and couldn’t find it. I went to
Charles and he laughed, “It’s just a fancy term for a nickname—the old man
is very fond of it and uses it every chance he gets.”

But after two months away from his family, Charles became severely
lonely. He had left his wife, Yvonne, his five-year-old daughter, Marianthe,
and three-year-old son, Charlsie, behind in Stellenbosch and missed them
terribly. He called his wife and booked her and the children passage on a
ship. She was scheduled to arrive in New York City in three weeks at a pier
on the Hudson River. He made arrangements to meet her. I had worked the
previous summer for the YMCA, meeting foreign students arriving by
airplane and ship and helping them make airline or train connections to the
college or university that was their destination. I knew the city well and
routines at Kennedy Airport and the Hudson River piers. I offered to go
with Charles to get his wife and family when they arrived. We borrowed a
station wagon from another student and were there at the pier when his
family arrived. That developed into a quite wonderful friendship for the
next six months—picnics and visits to the zoo, strolling the Inner Harbor. I
became their guide to all things American; in turn, they immersed me in the
stories of the ugly politics and extravagant beauties of South Africa. And
always in the background Charles was navigating me through the



labyrinthine world of Semitic grammar and ancient Assyrian and Egyptian
culture. This was the world I expected to inhabit for the rest of my life.
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COUSIN ABRAHAM

It was a tradition in the athletic culture of my high school to prepare for
basketball games played in Butte by visiting Henry’s Plumbing on Second
Street West. Butte was a mining town boasting the largest open-pit copper
mine on earth. It was notorious for its ruthless and corrupt robber barons in
their mansions and the thugs and gangs on the streets.

I was initiated into the mythic mayhem of Butte violence by being taken
with a few of my teammates to Henry’s in anticipation of my first game in
Butte. Henry got us ready to deal with the brutality that we were sure to
encounter by outfitting us with what he called “fist pipes.” He cut a piece of
pipe to a length of four inches, threaded both ends, filled the pipe with sand,
and then capped the ends. When walking the streets of Butte, we were to
keep this fist pipe enclosed in our grip. When assaulted by one of the Butte
toughs, we would slug him with our weighted fist, and he wouldn’t know
what hit him. Henry had grown up in Butte. He knew what he was talking
about. As he cut and threaded the pipe, he regaled us with Butte stories of
street violence. He charged us two dollars for the weapon.

In the athletic subculture of our school, Henry was a legend. We called
his fist pipes “Henrys.” In the days approaching a road trip to Butte, “Do
you have your Henry?” was part of the checklist. There were two high
schools in Butte, one Catholic and the other public, so our team made the
trip twice a year. Over the course of the two years I was on the team, we
walked those menacing sidewalks four times, our concealed weapons at the
ready, and never once had occasion to use them. A huge disappointment.

I had a more personal connection with Butte violence in Abraham
Vereide. Abraham was my mother’s favorite cousin. He was twenty years
older than my mother. He had some of the charisma of her brother Sven, but
he put his to far better use. A friend who keeps track of these kinds of
things tells me that I am Abraham’s first cousin, once removed.



Abraham arrived in Butte forty-two years before I showed up with my
Henry. I was prepared for the violence. He wasn’t. He arrived in America
from Norway in 1905 at the age of nineteen. He heard that there was work
in Butte and took the train across the country to get his start. Because of a
few missed connections, compounded with difficulties with the English
language, it took him fifteen days to get across the country. He got a job as
a section hand. But he received a rough welcome—he was beaten up and
robbed of his first three paychecks.

 

Eventually he received a friendlier welcome three hundred miles north of
Butte in Kalispell. There he met Mattie, a Norwegian girl from Wisconsin.
He proposed to her on a hill overlooking Flathead Lake, just a few miles
north of where I now live. Abraham and Mattie were married in Kalispell in
1910, the year my mother was born in that same town.

Abraham’s new father-in-law was a Methodist pastor. Under his
influence Abraham himself became a pastor. In a few years he was a pastor
with a congregation in Seattle.

After the death of his wife, my maternal grandfather moved to Seattle
where there were family ties from Norway. Mother by this time was a
teenager. The Norwegian network of cousins brought my mother and her
cousin together. As she grew up, he took an interest in her. My mother
admired her cousin extravagantly. As I grew up, her stories of her cousin
Abraham significantly shaped my pastoral and moral imagination.

I grew up in a fiercely guarded sectarian church. Nobody outside the
walls of the congregation of Spirit-filled souls we worshipped with on
Sundays was considered “Christian.” Abraham was the pioneer in my circle
of immigrant ancestors who broke out of that tightly knit, self-defined sect
that was hostile to any form of the faith that dressed or used language that
betrayed “worldliness.”

Through my mother’s stories I learned a lot about cousin Abraham. The
doors of Abraham’s church opened out on neighborhoods of Scandinavian
immigrants, “strangers in a strange land,” marginalized and exploited. The
windows and doors of this church didn’t enclose; they opened out.
Abraham’s sense of congregation expanded greatly. He set about preparing
these newcomers for a dual citizenship, American citizens and citizens of
heaven. He was bold and energetic. He recruited the mayor of Seattle and



leading business leaders as allies in developing a social conscience for
bringing these immigrants into a full participation in the “welfare of the
city.” He started what he called Breakfast Groups. They were soon meeting
all over Seattle.

Sometimes Abraham would bring his young cousin, my mother, and her
boyfriend (later to be my father) to a Breakfast Group. She wasn’t used to
this—Democrats and Republicans, Lutherans and Methodists, Roman
Catholics and Greek Orthodox, Jews and even an occasional Chinese
Buddhist, Presbyterians and Pentecostals, churched and unchurched, sitting
down together for a weekly breakfast of bacon and eggs, waffles and
yogurt. And then this Norwegian pastor unobtrusively slipping the word
“God” into that pot of mulligan stew, with the quiet invitation, “Let us
pray.”

“And do you know what, Eugene?”—this is now my mother speaking
—“After a few times of seeing Abraham in action in those Breakfast
Groups, that sectarian stranglehold on my throat loosened, and I found
myself breathing freely.”

My mother’s stories of Abraham did the same for me, set me free from
the claustrophobic confinement of sectarianism, opening wide windows and
doors to wherever the wind of the Spirit is blowing.

Eventually in 1953 the Breakfast Groups found expression in his
formation of an annual President’s Prayer Breakfast in Washington D.C. It
was during the Eisenhower administration. Billy Graham was the speaker.
Three years later every state had a Governor’s Prayer Breakfast. In 2007, I
was invited to address the Governor’s Prayer Breakfast in Montana and
claimed my heritage as Abraham Vereide’s first cousin, once removed.

I first met Abraham personally in 1960, when he was nearly eighty. I
had driven to Washington D.C. to attend the President’s Prayer Breakfast. I
introduced myself to him. “Evelyn’s son? How good of you to come and
meet me.”

A year later he came to our home in White Plains, New York, where my
wife and I were then living, had lunch with us, and reminisced about my
mother as a teenager in Seattle, his rude initiation to life in Butte, his
marriage in Kalispell, and his first assignment as a newly ordained
Methodist minister: “I was an itinerant circuit rider in and around Great
Falls where the Great Plains begin to stretch out east from the Rocky



Mountains. I had a horse under me, a rifle in its scabbard, a Bible tucked
under my belt, in a sanctuary of Norwegian-like mountains.”

I loved hearing his stories, loved swapping memories of our Butte
connection, loved hearing about my mother and father as young people
newly in love in Seattle. But the enduring pastoral legacy I received from
Abraham was my rescue from the stifling sectarianism in which I had been
raised.
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MENNONITE PUNCH

I grew up in a Pentecostal culture that was quite wonderful in many ways.
The music, a mix of country and folk with all the old standards worked in,
was full of energy and emotion. A remarkable number of people in our
small congregation were surprisingly accomplished musicians: my aunt on
the piano, my good friend on the violin, his father on the flute, my dad with
his tenor saxophone, and my mother with her accordion. A strikingly
statuesque young woman played her large bass fiddle with dramatic flair,
slapping and spinning it. An elderly man who had spent his life as a logger,
his fingers still agile, picked his banjo. I played the cornet. There were
always impromptu trios and quartets. The preachers were great storytellers.
A succession of missionaries on furlough entertained us through each year
with heartbreaking stories out of Africa and Brazil. I was never bored. I
loved it.

But pastors were in short supply. These preachers were great at the big
picture and the great challenges ahead, but they didn’t have any time for
ordinary people devoid of drama.

I liked the preachers. They were never dull. Most of them were larger
than life. As I entered adolescence, I began to get the feeling that God,
except for the time they talked about him on Sunday, was not high on their
agenda. They were pretty full of themselves. And by this time I was getting
interested in God.

Brother Herman, for instance. (All our preachers were either “brother”
or, occasionally, “sister.”) He was much larger than life. And he was never
larger than on one Saturday afternoon at a Mennonite wedding. There was a
Mennonite community ten miles or so east of our town, nestled against the
mountains. One of the young men from our church courted and proposed
marriage to one of their girls. The wedding date was set, and all the young
people from our congregation were invited to the wedding. Our preacher,
Brother Herman, was invited by the bride’s pastor to share in the marriage



service. It was late spring. I remember that the lilacs and apple trees were in
blossom. The wedding and reception took place on the family farm. A
Mennonite feast was spread. After the wedding ceremony we all fell to at
the tables of fried chicken and potato salad, coleslaw and deviled eggs. And
punch.

Brother Herman remarked on how good the punch was and kept going
back for refills. He kept saying that it was the best punch he had ever had,
Mennonite punch, and to be sure and give him the recipe.

Meanwhile, the rumor was circulating among the younger set that one
of the Mennonite kids had spiked the punch with vodka. We could hardly
contain ourselves, watching to see when the effects would take hold, for one
of the subtexts in virtually every one of Brother Herman’s sermons was
“Liquor has never passed my lips.” We heard it every Sunday. Now we had
a ringside seat, watching it happen, watching Mennonite punch in
considerable quantities pass his lips. It took about forty minutes for the
vodka to make its presence felt. Brother Herman spent the rest of the
afternoon under an apple tree, but not quietly—his loud snoring announcing
the cancellation of his proud years of teetotalling.

Twenty-seven years later I was speaking at a gathering of Mennonite
pastors in Indiana and told that story by way of introducing my first
encounter with Mennonites. After my lecture, one of the pastors came up to
me and said, “I was at that wedding. I was the kid who spiked the punch.”
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HOLY LAND

I memorized Psalm 108 sixty years ago. It was the job that did it. It was a
summer job, working for the town of Kalispell, the town in which I had
grown up and was now getting ready to leave. High-school graduation was
behind me, and university ahead. In three months I would board the Great
Northern Railroad and head out for Seattle.

A single sentence got me started: “I will awake the dawn.” My job for
the town that summer was in the Department of Street Maintenance. When
the town was platted and laid out, all the residential streets were lined with
Norway maples, with an occasional cottonwood thrown in. As U.S.
Highway 93 entered the town limits from the south, it became Main Street,
bisecting the town. A wide grassy boulevard divided Main Street down the
middle. After four city blocks, the boulevard expanded into a park at the
center of which was the county courthouse. The road split into one-way
streets, north and south, that curved around the park, and then came
together again, still divided by the boulevard for another four blocks, at
which point asphalt and cement replaced the grass. The Norway maples
gave way to Wheeler’s Jewelry and the Conrad Bank, the Woolworth five-
and-dime and Montgomery Ward, the Jordan Café, and Stockman’s Saloon.

It made for a welcoming entrance to our town, and I was always proud
of it. Unlike many western towns that have the appearance of being as
unplanned as a teenage pregnancy, our wide streets, ample boulevards, and
generous plantings of trees showed every sign of being the result of a
thoughtful and affectionate courtship between the first settlers and the land.

My job that summer was watering those grassy, tree-studded
boulevards. My workday began in the middle of the night. I started at
eleven o’clock so that the bulk of my work would be done while there was a
minimum of traffic. With the help of an alarm clock, I would get out of bed
and be out on the street, watering the grass and trees. After six hours of
working in the dark, I would begin anticipating the arrival of daylight.



Some nights dragged on endlessly—would the sun ever come up? “Come
on, you old lazy bones sun! Wake up!”

On one of those slow-arriving mornings, a sentence in the psalm came
to mind: “I will awake the dawn!” My mind expanded exponentially. The
mindless, repetitive work left plenty of room for the free play of my
imagination. From the modest responsibility of keeping the grass a
welcoming green through a mostly rainless summer, I found myself
responsible for praying the sun up and over the mountains.

The wake-up call expanded into a workplace reflection on the entire
psalm that occupied those summer nights and dawns. I had begun using the
psalm for whimsical amusement, but as scripture so often does, it soon took
over, and I found it using me. It wove a kind of valedictory meditation
through those summer days of transition from the familiar streets on which
I had grown up to the world beyond—to a university campus to begin with,
then to whatever places and kinds of work that would come after that.

Three wake-up phrases bunched together at the psalm’s opening:
“Awake my soul”…“Awake, O harp and lyre”…and “I will awake the
dawn.” Was I awake? Truly awake? I had my eyes open; I was going
through the motions of my work. But was I God-awake? Was my soul
awake? If I was really awake, I would be doing more than watering that
grass, I would be thanking and praising and singing. That’s what wide-
awake people do:

I will give thanks to thee, O Lord, among the peoples
I will sing praises to thee among the nations.
For thy steadfast love is great above the heavens,
Thy faithfulness reaches to the clouds.

I felt like I had those summer nights all to myself. It was my first
extended immersion in silence and solitude. The whole town asleep and I
alone awake, alive and alert to the movements of the summer constellations,
steadfast love and faithfulness resonating through the phases of the moon,
rising on the incense of the fragrant night air. There is something about
getting up and going out in the middle of the night that gives you an edge
on the rest of the world.



The monks know what they are doing when they get up at two in the
morning to pray Lauds, the first office of the day. All summer long I kept
vigil, took lessons in being a monk, present to hear the first birdsong, catch
the first hint of light coming up from behind the Swan Range of the Rocky
Mountains.

I never became a monk, but I got a feel for it that summer.
Wakefulness is the first thing. All the great spiritual teachers tell us that.

Awake my soul.

 

But that kind of thing is just a little too good to last, and it didn’t last long
on the late night streets of Kalispell.

I watered my grassy boulevards with a fire hose. I had thirty yards of
hose wrapped around a reel that was attached to a huge wooden cart. I
would attach the end of the hose to a fire hydrant, unreel it to its full length,
then play the sprinkling nozzle back and forth across the grass. Whenever I
was watering the median strip or the boulevard on the opposite side of the
street from the hydrant, my hose would be exposed in the street. I had a
little sandwich-board sign that I propped in the middle of the road a
hundred yards or so in either direction from where I was working, warning
vehicles to slow down. When they read my sign and heeded it, I had plenty
of time to get my hose out of the road and let them go through.

But not everyone honored my sign. Mostly it was the truckers who
ignored it. They would roar into my silence, and I would dive to the
curbside for safety, leaving my hose behind. Then they would hit it—those
huge steel juggernauts, logging trucks and eighteen-wheelers—and the hose
would spring leaks in three or four places. It was an old hose, donated to the
town from the fire department when it was no longer fit for the serious
work of firefighting. It couldn’t stand much abuse. I would run to the fire
hydrant, turn off the water, and spend the next hour or so repairing the
leaks.

This didn’t happen every night. Several nights would pass without
incident. Then it would happen again. I would be meditating, relaxed and
attentive in the stillness, at ease in the rhythms of my work, awake to God,
praying

Be exalted, O God, above the heavens,



Let thy glory be over all the earth,

and then without warning one of these apocalyptic machines would be upon
me, and my prayer would shift gears to

That thy beloved may be delivered,
Give help by thy right hand, and answer me!

I never got used to the intrusions. The night always seemed so large with
God; my work always felt so fitting, so appropriate, so congenial. For it
wasn’t long into the summer that I was feeling quite proprietary about those
streets and grassy boulevards. My mother had been born in this town only
fifteen years after it had been established. My immigrant grandfather, who
died before I was born, had laid out the first cement sidewalks. The homes
of my several aunts and uncles were safe houses through my growing-up
years. There was hardly a street corner that was not signposted by the
memory of a fistfight…or an infatuation. This was my town, and I had this
wonderful summer of nights to touch and smell and tend it. My appreciation
was deepened by the sense of my approaching departure.

As the summer unfolded, Psalm 108 continued to guide me in praying
my experience of this place. One night about halfway through the summer
—it was early July—I noticed that halfway through the psalm the subject
changed from me to God. The first half of the psalm is all I and me: “My
heart is ready, O God my heart is ready…awake my soul…I will awake the
dawn…answer me.” “I” and “me,” nine times. I loved that. I was given a
grammar in which I could express myself in my surroundings with a
vocabulary tailor-made to my experience. I’m sure that is why I liked it so
much. I was an eighteen-year-old adolescent, full of myself, full of my
town. I loved saying “I” and “me.” I still do.

Then, abruptly, without a transition, God is speaking:

God has promised in his sanctuary,
“With exultation I will divide up Shechem,
and portion out the Vale of Succoth.
Gilead is mine; Manasseh is mine;
Ephraim is my helmet;



Judah my scepter.
Moab is my washbasin;
upon Edom I cast my shoe;
over Philistia I shout in triumph.”

This is “Promised Land” language: I will divide up…I will portion out.
When Israel entered the land promised to them by God, the tribes
assembled at Shechem, the geographical center, and each was assigned its
portion, its God-promised place. Life always occurs in place. It is never an
abstraction, never a generality. Place: Sinai, Galilee, Bethany. Place:
Kalispell, Kila, Creston, Somers, Bigfork. Holy lands, holy places.

As the grass was soaking up the water, I was soaking up the place,
relishing it not simply as my place but God’s place.

Poets characteristically love place names. But whoever it was that laid
out my town was not a poet. The landscaping of parks and trees was
generous, but all the streets and avenues were numbered: 1, 2, 3, 4…The
only street in the core town that had a name was Main Street and there is
precious little poetry in that, especially after Sinclair Lewis had finished
with it.

So I took it upon myself to christen the streets with names worthy of
their significance in my life. I didn’t go so far as to cross out the numbered
street signs and spray paint them with proper names, but I said them night
after night: Shechem, Succoth, Gilead, Manasseh, Ephraim, Judah…and
Shiloh, Beersheba, Shunem, Cana, Chorazin, Gaza, Jezreel, Ziklag, Gezer. I
had learned to walk and talk, played, gone to school, made friends, sinned
and repented, read and prayed and loved, on holy ground. This land had
been portioned out by God, not primarily for farming and mining and
logging, but for living out all the complexities of eternal life on this earth—
salvation life. A holy land requires proper names to evoke its character.
Numbers don’t do it. The naming became a whimsical exercise in
sanctifying the ground I had grown up on, The Holy Land.

There are nine place names in the list of holy places that God divided up
and portioned out, but I didn’t find much personal use for the last three.
Moab, Edom, and Philistia were enemies, and I didn’t have a very strong
sense of enemy in those days. The closest thing to an enemy for me was a
rival school’s athletes in the next valley.



Except for those trucks, those bully trucks hurtling out of the darkness
and puncturing my fire hose. I would yell out after them, “Moabite!
Edomite! Philistine!” They never heard me, of course, but there was
considerable satisfaction in having access to some biblically sanctioned
invective. I grew up in a family and church in which there were strong
taboos against using cuss words, but now I had a suitable vocabulary for
venting my anger.

Of the three names, Edomite, with support from Psalm 137 and the
obscure prophet Obadiah, eventually rose to the top as my invective of
choice. If someone crossed me, irritated me, made life difficult for me, I
had a word for him: “Edomite.” I would mutter under my breath, “Damn
Edomite!…good-for-nothing Edomite!…Edomite scum!”

 

When I left home for college after that summer’s work, I left a holy land.
The streets and trails, the hills and mountains, the rivers and lakes—all
were holy ground, the valley that I had grown up in was sacred space. It still
is. But it wasn’t until years later that Edomite got rescued from the waste
can of cuss words and got rehabilitated as prayer. I had been a pastor for
fourteen or fifteen years and quite fluent in my use of biblical cuss words
before I noticed how Psalm 108 used Edomite not as profanity but as
prayer. I had been so delighted that I had a word I could use to curse people
I didn’t like or who didn’t like me that I had completely missed the way the
psalmist used the word.

By then, as a pastor, I had extensive experience with Edomites.
Edomites, with their noisy agendas for running the kingdom of God on their
own terms, continued to take me by surprise, much as those truckers did,
invading my practice of the presence of God, disrupting my work to the
glory of God in my congregation. It is not just pastors who get surprised,
but it is easy for pastors to harbor the presumption that when we are
wronged or ignored or dismissed, God himself is being blasphemed.
Biblically sanctioned cussing—damned Edomites!—seems quite in order.

The noticing took place gradually, but eventually it forced me to remove
Edom from my vocabulary of invective and install it in my vocabulary of
petition.

Here is how Edom ends up in the prayer:



Who will bring me to the fortified city?
Who will lead me to Edom?
Hast thou not rejected us, O God?
Thou dost not go forth, O God, with our armies,
O grant us help against the foe,
for vain is the help of man!
With God we shall do valiantly;
it is he who will tread down our foes.

I have a long way to go before I assimilate this final movement of the
prayer and live it from the core of my being, especially my vocational
being. But at least I now know the lay of the land: Edom is not the enemy
that I curse or shake my fist at or avoid or dismiss. Edom is the enemy
whom I, with God’s grace and help, am led to visit and embrace.

Edom starts out as a negative. For years now I have been living in a
place and doing work where I am learning to pray for instead of against
Edom. Not very well much of the time—the sense of outrage and invective
continues to linger, and all I can come up with many times is a prayer that
God will tread down my foes. But I keep at it, praying to the God who in
Jesus is teaching me to love my enemies, my dear Edomites, praying that
God will lead me to Edom. When I started praying this prayer fifty-eight
years ago, I didn’t know this is where I would end up. Prayer often involves
us in what the sociologists call “unintended consequences.”

So what do I do with Edom? I ask God to bring me to Edom. And God
does. Over and over and over again. The person, the task, the threat, the
frustration, the circumstance to which my first impulse is to curse—“damn
Edomite!”—becomes, through the patient praying of Psalm 108, an
occasion for recycling my swords into plowshares.
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AUGUSTINE NJOKUOBI AND ELIJAH ODAJARA

In my last year of university I became good friends with two students from
Nigeria with unpronounceable last names, Augustine Njokuobi and Elijah
Odajara. They had been sent on scholarship from their Christian high
school in Lagos City with the intent that they would return and teach in the
school. They had also been instructed to recruit someone to teach English
literature. I didn’t know it at the time, but they had decided that I was the
one. They told me stories about Nigeria, the storied tribal culture, and the
school they were going to return to, an outpost of the kingdom of God in
Africa. Eventually they got around to the business of recruitment. Nigeria
needed me. Their high school needed me. Africa was seething with
opportunities for serving Christ. They could arrange for an appointment to
their high-school faculty.

It seemed like an answer to prayer. In four months I would be
graduating, and I had no idea what I would do. I would have a diploma in
philosophy and literature, but what kind of job did that qualify me for? I
had never really thought about it. My university years had consisted in
enjoying my friends, studying my books, being active in student activities,
and competing in track-and-field athletics. I had not really thought beyond
that. I had a vague idea of becoming a professor of philosophy and
literature, but I knew that would require more schooling, and I had made no
plans for it and no money. Who would hire me, and for what, when I
showed them my degree in philosophy and a handful of gold medals I had
accumulated in running the mile in various track meets in the Northwest?
And one more thing: I was engaged to be married that summer. Was this an
act of providence or not?

We talked about it, Augustine and Elijah and I. It didn’t take long for
the lure of exotic Africa, the prospect of immersing myself in a new culture,
having a respectable job (the school would provide travel expenses and a
salary), a couple honeymoon years in a world of wonders, and taking my



place in an outpost of the kingdom of God—all of that and more seemed to
require a grateful Yes. I said yes. Letters were exchanged, my dean wrote a
recommendation; within a month I had received a letter of invitation, a two-
year appointment to the faculty of the Christian high school in Lagos City.

Meanwhile things hadn’t been going well with my fiancée. She called
off the engagement. The termination of that romance at the same time put
an end to my romance with Nigeria. The thought of going to Nigeria by
myself drained all the appeal out of Africa. I told Augustine and Elijah.
They were devastated. I wrote to Lagos City and resigned the position that I
had not even begun. The day following graduation I packed my car and set
out for Montana, a ten-hour drive, ten hours of reorienting myself to my
now nonfuture. I already knew what I would be doing for the summer. I had
earlier agreed to work for my father in his butcher shop and save money as I
got ready for whatever was to come.

But what? The only thing I could come up with was to be a pastor. I had
never considered being a pastor. For me, being a pastor was what you did
when you couldn’t do anything else, one step up the ladder from being
unemployed. Right now I couldn’t think that there might be “anything
else.” I was not exactly qualified to be a pastor, but in the church culture in
which I grew up it didn’t take much to qualify. Three years at a Bible school
was standard. With my university degree I was probably already
overqualified. It seemed better than nothing.

I talked it over with my parents. The next morning I called the person in
charge of church appointments in our denomination in Montana. I had never
met him, but he knew my parents. I asked him if there were any churches
looking for a pastor. “Not right now, Eugene. But we have been hoping to
start a new church in Townsend or in Fort Benton. You’d be welcome to
give it a try.” Both small towns were across the mountains at the beginning
of the prairies. I had never been to either town. I arbitrarily chose Townsend
and told him I would start in September. “Do you have any counsel or
direction for me?” He didn’t. “The Lord will teach you what you need to
know.”

So in September I drove across MacDonald Pass and the Continental
Divide, an extravaganza of glacial-cut peaks and alpine meadows, and
descended into the flat, featureless plains of Townsend to begin my life as a
pastor. The topography of the five-hour drive was a metaphor.



I arrived at noon on Friday faced with two tasks: find a job; find a place
to live. I went to a butcher shop and got a job as a meat cutter—I would
start work on Monday. I then drove through the town looking for a place to
live. I spotted a sign in a house window: Apartment for Rent. It was a
basement apartment, and I took it. So far things were easy. The next day I
went through the town, knocking on doors, introducing myself: “Hello. I’m
Eugene Peterson, and I’ve been asked by my denomination to come here to
start an Assembly of God Church. Can I talk to you about it?” Things were
no longer easy. Over the next six hours I knocked on every door in town. I
never got inside a single house. Everyone in town was either a Methodist or
a Mormon. And apparently they all went to church.

I was out of houses but kept walking. I left the town and found a trail
along the Missouri River. The sun was setting over the soaring peaks of the
Rockies fifty miles to the west in a blaze of glory, and I was down here
dragging my feet across this colorless flatland without a compass. Fort
Benton, which also “needed a church,” was on this same Missouri River
about a four-hour drive northeast. Maybe I should just get in my car and try
it. Maybe I had picked the wrong place. It was getting dark. I came to a
diner, got a hamburger and a slice of apple pie, then went to my apartment
and unrolled my sleeping bag.

But I didn’t sleep. I wrestled with an angel all night, praying, asking
questions, going over the ground of the last four months. When the sun
came up, I knew I was in the wrong place at the wrong time doing the
wrong thing. I was not a pastor.

On the drive home across the mountains I considered my options. I
could work as a butcher with my father—all along he had wanted to make
me a partner in his business. I could join the army—the Korean War was
on. Or I could go to seminary. I had never considered seminary before—
graduate study in philosophy, yes, but not seminary. In the church culture in
which I was raised seminary was out of the question. But I couldn’t get
seminary out of my mind—a shift from philosophy to theology wouldn’t be
that difficult. I could be a professor in theology. When I arrived home at
about three o’clock that Sunday, my mother met me as I drove up and
asked, “What are you doing here?”

I told her, “I’m not going to Townsend.”
“So, what are you going to do?”
“What would you think of my going to seminary?”



“I always thought you would go to seminary.” That was a surprise—I
just assumed that she harbored the hostile suspicion pervasive in my
sectarian church culture that all seminaries were cemeteries.

There was a seminary in New York City that a friend I greatly respected
had attended. And two professors at my university were graduates. A few
telephone calls the next day made the way clear for admission. I didn’t
unpack my car. Within a week I was enrolled as a student in the Biblical
Seminary in New York at 235 East Forty-ninth Street. (The name has since
been changed to New York Theological Seminary.)

It had been quite a six months. From Augustine and Elijah’s planting of
the dream of Africa, to the devastation of rejection that woke me from the
dream, to the attempt to become a pastor for all the wrong reasons, to an
unlikely and unplanned enrollment in a New York City seminary. All steps
on my way to becoming a pastor. But talk about haphazard.
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SEMINARY

A few days after arriving at the seminary, I found myself sitting in a
classroom led by a professor, Robert Traina, who over the next three years
would profoundly change the Bible for me, and me along with it, in ways
that gave shape to everything I have been doing for the rest of my life. This
is not an exaggeration.

I grew up in a Christian home and was familiar from an early age with
the Bible. I read it daily, memorized it, and on entering adolescence argued
with my friends over it. But quite frankly, I wasn’t really fond of it. I knew
it was important, knew it was God’s word. To tell the truth, I was bored
with it. More often than not it was a field of contention, providing material
for truths that were contested by warring factions. Or it was reduced to rules
and principles that promised to keep me out of moral potholes. Or, and this
was worst of all, it was flattened into clichés and slogans and sentimental
godtalk intended to inspire and motivate.

It took only three or four weeks in Professor Traina’s classroom to
become aware of a seismic change beginning to take place within me
regarding the Bible. Until now, I and all the people I associated with had
treated the Bible as something to be used—used as a textbook with
information about God, used as a handbook to lead people to salvation,
used as a weapon to defeat the devil and all his angels, used as an
antidepressant. Now, incrementally week by week, semester by semester,
my reading of the Bible was becoming a conversation. I was no longer
reading words—I was listening to voices. I was observing how these words
worked in association with all the other words on the page. And I was
learning to listen carefully to these voices, these writers who were, well,
writers. Skilled writers, poets, and storytellers who were artists of language.
Isaiah and David were poets. Matthew and Luke were masters of the art of
narrative. Words were not just words; words were holy.



The experience was not merely academic. The passion and patience that
permeated that classroom instilled in me an inductive imagination: fiercely
attentive to everything that is there and only what is there, alert to
relationships both literary and personal, habitually aware of context—the
entire world of creation and salvation that is being revealed in this Bible.
And always accompanied by the insistence that I do this firsthand, not first
filtered through the hearsay of others or the findings of experts. His faculty
colleagues shared the work, but it was Professor Traina’s intensity and
comprehensiveness that penetrated my mind and spirit in a way that shaped
everything I would do and am still doing as a pastor, professor, and writer.
And not just my vocational life but also my personal life, my marriage and
family, my friends and community and church. The inductive imagination
developed into a biblical imagination.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Meanwhile, I had learned that all the
students were required to do field work in a church. I told the dean that I
wasn’t going to be a pastor. Didn’t that qualify me for an exemption from
the requirement? He was polite but firm: the requirement had nothing to do
with vocational training; for a few hours every week it would keep my feet
on ordinary ground, using ordinary language with ordinary people.
“Unrelieved intellectual work, especially theological intellectual work, can
shrivel your soul.”

I thought I was going to have to teach a Sunday-school class or run a
youth group. Neither prospect gave me any pleasure. I never did like
Sunday school, and I had never been in a youth group. But I was lucky in
my assignment. I became coach of the basketball team at Madison Avenue
Presbyterian Church on East Seventy-third Street. I could work in a church
without going to church.

But I went to Sunday worship the first week of my employment to get a
feel for the lay of the land. I didn’t know any Presbyterians and knew next
to nothing about what they were up to. The preacher was George Arthur
Buttrick. He had a reputation of being one of the great preachers in
America, but it was two or three months before I learned that. But that first
Sunday I knew he was good, very good, and went every Sunday after that.
He introduced me to a way of preaching I didn’t know existed. A quiet and
careful, ruminative and thoughtful exposition of the scriptures, without
ostentation, without calling attention to himself. He used language



precisely, accurately—a poet in the pulpit. In the year of Sundays that I
listened to him preach, I don’t think I heard a single cliché pass his lips.

I had grown up on preaching that was a mixture of cheerleading and
entertainment with a lot of scripture verses thrown in at random. I was
rarely bored, but I was also aware that it was pretty thin soup.

Madison Avenue Presbyterian had a history of inviting several
seminarians each year to work on the church staff and offered us a modest
stipend for showing up. After every Sunday-evening worship and another
sermon, Dr. Buttrick invited the seminarians—there were seven or eight of
us—to his penthouse manse on Fifth Avenue overlooking Central Park. He
removed his coat and shoes, put on a pair of worn slippers, sat on the floor
with his back against a wall, filled his pipe and lit it (he was the first pastor
I had ever observed smoking a pipe), and then gathered us into a
freewheeling conversation for the next hour. We asked him questions, and
he asked us questions. There was no agenda. We talked about preaching and
prayer and worship but not in the abstract. He kept our conversation local
and immediate and personal in a way that I later learned to identify as
pastoral. He shied away from “big” truths. On one of these evenings he was
asked by one of the students something about preaching. Something on the
order of “What is the most important thing you do in preparing to preach
each Sunday?” I think we were all surprised by the answer, at least I was.
His answer: “For two hours every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon, I walk
through the neighborhood and make home visits. There is no way that I can
preach the gospel to these people if I don’t know how they are living, what
they are thinking and talking about. Preaching is proclamation, God’s word
revealed in Jesus, but only when it gets embedded in conversation, in a
listening ear and responding tongue, does it become gospel.”

I happened to know something about this “neighborhood” that was part
of this pastor’s sermon preparation. Most of my basketball players lived in
this neighborhood of apartment houses and brownstones. This was not the
affluent or prestigious part of the city that provided a goodly number of
worshippers each Sunday. This was the neighborhood, east of Madison
Avenue toward the East River, of middle-or lower-class working people. I
later learned that Dr. Buttrick didn’t drive a car. Whether he had never
learned to drive or simply chose not to, I never knew. What I did know is
that when he was working on his sermon, he did not select the rich or



influential to listen to, but the people within walking distance in the
neighborhood—a detail that later entered my pastoral imagination.

These Sunday evenings with this prominent preacher sitting on the floor
in his slippers and smoking his pipe, was my introduction into the
“backroom” of a pastor’s life, what went on when the pastor was not in the
pulpit, not in the public eye. There was far more to this life of pastor than I
had ever had access to.

 

I was given a seminary assignment to write a profile of a contemporary
American religious leader. I chose Harry Emerson Fosdick. In the world in
which I grew up, Fosdick was the enemy—the incarnation of unbelieving
liberalism that was eroding the foundations of the Christian faith in
Christian America. And a Presbyterian no less. In the 1920s the
fundamentalist/liberal lines were drawn as battle lines. Fosdick was targeted
as the Antichrist by many of the evangelists who came through our town in
my youth. As the religious wars heated up, Fosdick was forced out of his
Presbyterian pulpit in New York City.

But I had just read a book by Fosdick, The Meaning of Prayer. It was
the best book on prayer I had ever read. Could the Antichrist have written
this? That was hard to believe. I was curious. This paper would give me an
opportunity to find out what was behind, or not behind, all the vicious
invective that surrounded the name Fosdick in my memory.

I was telling a friend about my choice of someone to write about, and he
said, “Why don’t you call him up. I just read a review of his autobiography.
He lives on Long Island. Call him up.”

“I can’t call him up. He’s famous. And I’m nobody. And besides, I’m
not sure I want to meet him in person. One of my pastors always called him
Beelzebub. I am not really interested in sitting down and talking with the
devil.”

My friend, Jim, responded by picking up the telephone directory,
looking up the number of Harry Emerson Fosdick, and dialing the number.
He handed the receiver to me. Two rings and a voice, “Hello, this is Harry
Fosdick.”

Now what do I do? I stammered a bit and said, “You don’t know me,
but I’m a seminary student and writing a paper on you. My name is Eugene
Peterson. Could I meet with you and talk about it?”



“Certainly, Mr. Peterson. I’d be glad to. I come into Riverside Church
every Thursday for a few hours. Could you meet me next Thursday at two
o’clock? Come to my study. Somebody there will guide you.”

That evening I read the autobiography and learned that the man I was
going to meet was seventy-eight years old. I also learned that it was very
unlikely that the man was going to remotely resemble Beelzebub. By this
time I was looking forward to the meeting. The next Thursday I took the
subway to Riverside Church and was directed to the elevator and the floor
of Dr. Fosdick’s study.

As I stepped out of the elevator, an elderly man with rosy cheeks
approached me with quick steps and a welcoming smile, extended his hand,
and said, “Hello, Mr. Peterson, I’m Harry.”

He soon put me at my ease. I told him why I was there, that I had read
his book on prayer and was completely taken aback. “This book couldn’t
have been written by the man I had heard about when growing up.” I
omitted the part about Beelzebub.

He laughed and gave me this in response: “A seminarian at Southern
Baptist Seminary, which as you know is very conservative, is writing a
doctoral dissertation on me and asked me to write out a statement of my
belief, which I did. He showed it to his theology professor, who brought it
to class the next day. He told the class, ‘I was just given this letter, a
statement of personal belief, written by one of the well-known religious
leaders in America. I want you to guess who wrote it.’

“The class responded, naming all the well-known evangelical and
conservative theologians, preachers, and evangelists they could think of.
Billy Graham was most frequently named. When they had exhausted the
possibilities, the professor said, ‘This was written by Harry Emerson
Fosdick.’ Stunned silence. And then a young man on the front row blurted
out, ‘I don’t care if his name is Harry Emerson Fosdick—he’s still a
Christian!’”

Now we both laughed. We continued in companionable conversation for
another thirty minutes. Another name crossed off my “enemy list.” By the
time the subway had returned me to midtown Manhattan, my Christian and
church world had expanded exponentially.

 



I entered seminary with little, if any, interest in theology. In my experience
theology was too contaminated with polemics and apologetics to take any
pleasure in it. It always left me with a sour taste. The grand and soaring
realities of God and the Holy Spirit, scripture and Creation, salvation and a
holy life always seemed to get ground down into contentious, mean-spirited
arguments: predestination and free will, grace and works, Calvinism and
Arminianism, liberal and conservative, supra-and infra-lapsarianism. At my
university I had avoided all this by taking refuge in a philosophy major that
gave me room and companions for cultivating wonder and exploring
meaning. When I arrived in seminary, I continued to keep my distance from
theology by plunging into the biblical languages and the English Bible.

And then I met Karl Barth. But not in the seminary. I was introduced to
Barth by one of the young men on the basketball team I was coaching.
Jordan was a graduate student in English literature at Columbia University
and about my age. He was Jewish but not an observant Jew. All he had
observed from his parents was their indifference to any and all religion. He
had started coming to the church because of the basketball team and in the
process became a Christian. It was a new world to him, and he loved talking
about every latest book discovery. After our Saturday ball games we often
had long conversations over coffee—conversations about God, Jesus, and
this Christian life that was opening into a world of wonders.

He introduced me to Karl Barth on a Saturday evening while we were
showering after winning a close game. “Eugene, you’ve got to read this
book. I just found it in a used bookstore. You would love this.” While we
toweled ourselves dry and dressed, he described what he had been reading
in Barth’s Epistle to the Romans.

Jordan’s excitement excited me. The first thing Monday morning I
checked out a copy of the book from the library. I’ve been reading Barth
ever since. He became the theologian I never had, a theologian who got me
interested in God as God, not just talk about God. Franz Kafka in a letter
wrote, “If the book we are reading does not wake us, as with a fist
hammering on our skull, why then do we read it?…A book must be like an
ice-axe to break the sea frozen inside us.” This first book of Barth’s that I
read was “like an ice-axe.”

What I had heard and read of theology up until this point was about
God. God and the things of God as if they were topics for discussion, things
to be figured out; there was no juice in them. What a contrast to the poetry



of Whitman, the novels of Melville, the journalism of Chesterton. But there
was juice and plenty of it in Barth. I couldn’t get enough of him.

In reading Barth, I realized that for most of my life the people I had
been living with and who had taught me had been primarily interested in
getting the truth of the gospel and the Bible right, explaining it and
defending it. (My parents were blessed exceptions to all this.) Barth didn’t
have much interest in that. He was a witness (a favorite word of his). He
was calling attention to the lived quality of the Christian life, the narrative
of the Bible, the good news of the gospel. Listening to God as God reveals
himself in Christ and the Bible and preaching. Not taking the Christian life
into a laboratory and dissecting it to figure out what makes it tick, but
entering into God’s action of creation and salvation that is going on all
around us and all the time and participating in it. Barth wasn’t indifferent to
“getting it right,” but his passion was in “getting it lived.”

I later learned that Barth wrote Romans while he was pastor of a village
church in Safenwil, Switzerland. He was pastor of that little Reformed
church (the Swiss equivalent of Presbyterian) for ten years. He kept writing
what he started in that book for another forty-seven years. His witness has
kept me more interested in and attentive to what God is doing than anything
I do or can think of doing.

 

Each year for three years, without requesting it, I had been assigned to a
Presbyterian church for my seminary field work. I gradually became
accustomed to what, previous to seminary, had been a church word I could
not have defined. I was welcomed; I was affirmed; I almost felt like a
Presbyterian. Then I made it official. I became a Presbyterian. Not only the
word “Presbyterian” began to take on texture, but “pastor” was gathering
associations that felt personal and congenial.

Bill McAlpin, the pastor I was working with at the time in that final
seminary year, asked me into his study one Sunday after worship. “Eugene,
I’d like to see you ordained into our Presbyterian ministry. I know that you
don’t expect to be a pastor. I know that you anticipate graduate school and
becoming a professor, but I think this would be a good thing. You need a
church in which you have responsibility to your peers and affirm an
established theological tradition. Professors as well as pastors need a
support system to which they are accountable. Professional ministry,



whether as professor or pastor, is no place for lone wolves—there are too
many pressures, too many seductions.”

I took his counsel and prepared for the ordination examinations. I was
examined and approved at a meeting at First Presbyterian Church. It was in
the same sanctuary from which Harry Emerson Fosdick had been
dismissed, a casualty in the theological war that had ravaged the church
thirty years before. I hoped that the Presbyterians would treat me better than
they did him. And they did.

 

The seminary was a good place for me to be. I found myself in a congenial
company of professors and classmates, sharing a common faith. The
seminary provided me with a secure community of friendship, prayer, and
learning during those years when I was still in formation, not sure of what
was ahead. What I had no way of knowing at the time is how significant
“Presbyterian” and “pastor”—extracurricular seminary courses that don’t
appear on my graduation transcript—would soon become.

But there was one more stop along the way—doctoral studies at Johns
Hopkins University in Baltimore.
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JAN

I had no idea that in nine months I would marry the young woman who was
leading the singing on that November Sunday evening. It was a gathering of
young adults, most of them university students, in a Presbyterian church in
Baltimore. I had seen her the previous evening when I was the one leading
the singing at an area meeting of university students at Johns Hopkins
Hospital. I had noticed her seated in a second-row aisle seat in the large
amphitheater lecture room. In a room of two hundred or so young people,
she was the only one I did notice. I anticipated meeting and talking to her
after the meeting. But I was too late; by the time I got to where she had
been seated, she was gone.

Here she was again. I wasn’t going to let her get away this time.
I was at this gathering reluctantly. I had planned to attend an evening

performance of Handel’s Messiah by the Baltimore Symphony and Chorus.
But my friend Dr. Charles Fensham from South Africa, a fellow student at
Johns Hopkins University in Semitic studies, had been invited to speak to
the students on apartheid and didn’t know the way to the church. We went
together by streetcar.

When we arrived, even though I liked Charles very much, I can still
remember feeling that I would have rather been at the symphony. A
discussion of apartheid seemed like a plodding replacement for the soaring
music of the Messiah. But that feeling of regret was quickly dissipated in
the chorus of untuned voices conducted by my future wife.

She didn’t get away. I kept her in my peripheral vision while I made a
pretence of attention to apartheid. We rather shyly exchanged names. I was
more aggressive, though, in arranging with a friend for a return ride for
Charles to the university, and then, with another friend, a ride home for
myself and Jan (I now knew her name). That gave us another twenty
minutes of conversation without the distractions of apartheid.



Back at the graduate student dorm at the university, I told my
roommate, Bob, about meeting Jan. Bob was a graduate student in geology.
He was preparing for a lucrative career in the oil business. I was studying
Semitic languages, preparing to be a scholar and professor in comparative
penury. We couldn’t have been more different in our fields of study, our
goals in life, and even our temperaments. The biggest difference had to do
with God: Bob was an atheist; I was a Christian. But it was worse than that.
He not only didn’t believe in God; he didn’t like Christians. It was worse
even than that—he held Christians in contempt. There was something about
the Christian way of life that deeply violated his sense of order and reality.

By this time Bob and I had lived together for nearly three months and
had discovered that we liked each other, got along well. He had a Jeep
station wagon, and I kept him company on weekends, walking the rivers
and exploring the Piedmont. Somehow he managed to make an exception
for me while maintaining his generalized contempt for Christians. Between
us the contempt softened into a kind of teasing banter.

When I announced to Bob that Sunday night that I had met Jan, he was
immediately on my side. “What does she look like?”

“Brunette, about five four. Slim, attractive. Two eyes, two ears, a
mouth, all of them in the right places. A soft Southern voice. A kind of
quiet welcoming simplicity. You’d like her.”

“Let’s call her up.”
But I hadn’t gotten her telephone number. I didn’t even know her last

name.
“You Christians! You are so stupid. You meet an attractive woman and

you walk off without arranging for any way to see or talk to her again. How
do you even manage to propagate your species? I’ve never encountered
such idiocy.”

So I called up a friend, John, at the church, described Jan to him, and
asked for her last name. He conferred with his wife. They couldn’t come up
with anyone.

“Sorry.”
Stumped, I sat on the edge of my bed, rummaging through the bulletin

and newsletter I had picked up earlier at the church. I read, “Vincent and
Janice Stubbs are leaving for the missionary convention in Urbana next
week.” Just an hour ago she had told me that herself.

I said, “Bob, I know her name—Stubbs. Her family name is Stubbs.”



He grabbed my arm and pulled me up from the bed. “Come with me,
I’ll show you how to handle this.”

He led me across the street to a drug store, handed the cashier a ten-
dollar bill, and said, “Give me a roll of dimes” (this was in 1957 when
telephone calls were ten cents).

He gave me the dimes, handed me a telephone book, pushed me into the
phone booth, and said, “Start calling.”

I started calling.
There were sixty-six Stubbs in Baltimore. I began with the first listing.

“Hello, can I speak with Jan?”
“Who?” And I hung up.
Then I dropped down to the last listing: “Hello, can I speak with Jan?”
“Who?” I hung up.
Back and forth, top to bottom, bottom to top. On the sixth call—her

father’s name was Vincent—the voice said, “She’s next door. Can I ask who
is calling?”

“My name is Eugene, and I’m calling from a phone booth. I’ll call her
back.”

But I never did call her back. The next day, John, the friend I had called
earlier, got in touch with me and said, “Anne and I figured out who that girl
was you were asking about. She is coming to dinner on Friday night. Will
you come and join us?”

I did join them. Thanks to the bold initiative of atheist Bob and the
Christian hospitality of John and Anne, I didn’t need to call her back. It had
already cost me sixty cents.

 

Bob continued to take an interest in his sixty-cent investment in our lives.
He arranged for excursions to museums and bird refuges, Saturday picnics
and public lectures. Sometimes one of his several girl friends would join us.
He had never known a Christian before, and he was curious, like coming
upon a rock formation that was new to him and using his geologist’s
hammer to figure out how it got there. He never got over his astonishment
over how Christians managed to get along in the world without knowing
anything about the world. He took considerable pride in being able to do for
Jan and me what God couldn’t, or at least didn’t, do for us. And Jan and I



were in grateful awe of the surprising way in which God’s providence was
able to weave Bob’s atheism into our deepening affection for each other.

 

But a serious problem surfaced quite early. From her early adolescence Jan
had wanted to be a pastor’s wife. And from an early age I had wanted
nothing to do with pastors. For Jan, “pastor’s wife” was not just being
married to a pastor; it was far more vocational than that, a way of life. It
meant participation in an intricate web of hospitality, living at the
intersection of human need and God’s grace, inhabiting a community where
men and women who didn’t fit were welcomed, where neglected children
were noticed, where the stories of Jesus were told, and people who had no
stories found that they did have stories, stories that were part of the Jesus
story. Being a pastor’s wife would place her strategically yet unobtrusively
at a heavily trafficked intersection between heaven and earth.

Years later a Carmelite nun, a good friend by that time, was visiting in
our home. She had entered the convent when she was eighteen, having
wanted to be a nun from an early age. Jan told her of her early desire to be a
pastor’s wife. Sister Genevieve said, “If I had been raised Protestant, that’s
probably what I would have wanted. And if you had been Catholic, you
probably would have aspired to being a nun. It was our respective ways of
entering holy orders.”

“Holy orders.” Jan had never heard those words used for what she had
entered into. But the words seemed accurate. She thanked our friend for
blessing her, for including her in a vowed life of eucharistic hospitality. The
term clarified what she had aspired to and then named what she had
experienced—a sacred vocation, holy orders, pastor’s wife.

Meanwhile, “pastor” held no such associations for me. The most
influential and admired adults in my life had been laypersons, whether
Christian or non-Christian, or even, like Bob, atheist. I had always been part
of a worshipping Christian community and liked it, liked the people, liked
being a part. But I hadn’t been fortunate in my pastors. I didn’t like the
condescending way they treated me, didn’t like the Holy Joe tones in which
they preached and prayed, didn’t like the clichés that infected their use of
language. Religion, as they represented it, lacked juice. It is curious to me
now, as I reflect on it, that my sense of the Christian life itself was never
dulled or discredited by them. Pastors, with a single exception, just seemed



to inhabit another form of life altogether, one that held no attractions for
me.

And so as Jan and I were getting to know each other, and liking what we
were getting to know, this business of pastor loomed large. Pastor as in
pastor’s wife, seemed nonnegotiable to Jan. And pastor as a vocation for me
seemed like being put in charge of one of those old-fashioned elevators,
spending all day with people in their ups and downs but with no view.

During these early months of getting acquainted and falling in love, I
was at the same time immersed in a world of studies that was more
strenuous and exhilarating than anything I knew existed. I was studying
with the world’s premier scholar in the field of Semitic languages and
biblical archaeology and history, William Foxwell Albright. I was in the
company of Jews and Jesuits, Presbyterians and Episcopalians—the
brightest company of men and women I had ever been invited into. And
there was no question that this was the world I wanted to work in. I would
be a professor, a scholar, a writer.

But by this time I also wanted to marry Jan—who wanted to be a
pastor’s wife. Something was going to have to give. I was intoxicated with
the life of the mind, the world of wonders opened up by these ancient
languages—Akkadian and Aramaic, Ugaritic and Hebrew, Syriac and
Arabic—happy with the prospect of a life spent in learning and helping
others to learn the many-layered and richly textured world of Abraham and
Moses, David and Isaiah, Jesus and Paul, that continued to work its way
into our understanding and practice of the Christian faith. Jan was poised on
the cusp of a world of relationships, anticipating learning the names and
stories of the men and women, the children and elderly, who were out there
in the world, just waiting to be met in conversations and meals, people to
love and enjoy, people to sing and pray with.

I was going to write books for people I would never meet. She was
going to cook meals for family and friends, and for strangers who would be
strangers no longer.

But the longer we were together, the vocational divide between us
didn’t seem so formidable. I had never met anyone who was so naturally
and spontaneously relational, with a simplicity of spirit, limpid and
uncomplicated. Those years of graduate study could have marked the
beginning of a slow withdrawal from a relational life into a world of books.
She rescued me from that. I was in love with books and language and the



life of learning. I never knew that there was so much adrenaline in it. But I
was also in love with Jan, the accessibility of her emotions, her immediacy
to present things and people, her delight in the hereness and nowness of life.
I had never met anyone quite like her and knew that I wanted to marry her.
Reading and writing books didn’t seem a very attractive prospect without
Jan.

What I didn’t know was that when we did marry, something had already
been going on in me at some deep level, as yet undetected, that would soon
disqualify me from the life of learning that I anticipated. In not quite three
years, she was what she had always hoped to be—a pastor’s wife.



PART III

SHEKINAH

We were on a two-week August vacation in New England. Driving through
a small Vermont town, we approached a picture-book Congregational
church, complete with four white pillars on the porch and a steeple with a
bell. Jan and our infant son were asleep in the backseat. Karen, three years
old, was sitting beside me.

“Oh, Karen,” I said, “look at that lovely church.”
She said, “Where—I don’t see any church.”
I slowed down and pointed it out.
“Well, it doesn’t look like a church.”

 

At the time of this conversation I had been a pastor for eighteen months. I
had been assigned by my denomination to organize and develop a new
congregation twenty miles northeast of Baltimore. We didn’t have a “church
that looked like a church.” The church was our basement. During the week,
at least on rainy days, our children rode their tricycles and built forts out of
cardboard boxes in the church. We dried diapers on lines stretched between
pulpit and lectern. On Sundays Jan and I set up folding chairs for the
hundred or so people who came together and worshipped God.

That basement was the only church Karen had any memory of being in.
Of course that colonial New England church didn’t look like a church.

The neighborhood subdivision where I was entrusted to develop the
new congregation was named Colonial Acres. Given the geography and
history of the place, it was an appropriate name.

A committee of six men and women had been working with an architect
and me for several months to design a church that expressed the way we
intended to live in this place and worship God in this place. When the
church members saw the proposed design, some of them commented, “It
doesn’t look like a church.” They expected a porch with white pillars and a



steeple. This was, after all, colonial country. George Washington had
marched his army through these valleys and along these rivers. But George
and his soldiers were long gone, and this was a church we were building,
not a historical museum.

On returning from vacation, and given the many stereotypes of what a
church should look like that were circulating through the congregation as
we worshipped in our basement, I told the congregation that story. Most
were amused, as I had been. But one family—they had been worshipping,
quite happily, I thought, for that year and a half in our basement church that
didn’t look like a church—were offended and never returned.

I told Karen’s “It doesn’t look like a church” story a couple weeks later
to a friend, Paul Ivrey. Paul was a rabbi about my age who had been given
the task of developing a new synagogue a few miles north of where I lived.
His beard put him in a class with Isaiah. We had become friends. On
hearing the story, he laughed and said, “It sounds like the Shekinah to me—
do you know the story of the Shekinah?”

I had heard the word and knew it had something to do with the presence
of God, but I knew no story.

Paul said, “Eugene, you need to know this story. It’s an old rabbinic
story. ‘Shekinah’ is a Hebrew word that refers to a collective vision that
brings together dispersed fragments of divinity. It is usually understood as a
light-disseminating presence, bringing an awareness of God to a time and
place where God is not expected to be—a place. It’s not a public spectacle
but more like a selective showing at God’s discretion to encourage or
affirm, to reveal a reality of something that we do not yet have eyes to see.
It is not a term found in the Bible but was frequently used in the mystical
Judaism of the Middle Ages.”

Paul, from behind his Isaianic beard, continued: “That’s what it is, but
here’s the story. The story is set in Jerusalem at a time when Jews were
returning from their Babylonian captivity. Babylon had destroyed Jerusalem
and its magnificent Solomonic temple. Meanwhile the Persian king, Cyrus,
had conquered Babylon and gave the Jews permission to return to their
homeland. He also generously made provision for them to rebuild the
destroyed temple. Hope was at high tide. The devastation and heartache of
those long years of living in a pagan culture among foreign gods was over
—they would be able to worship God again on their native soil, reenter the



splendid sacred precincts, and begin again to serve God in the place
redolent with storied memories.

“You know all that. But here’s what you need to tell Karen and your
congregation, especially that family that walked out on you. When the first
people arrived they took one look at the restored temple and wept at what
they saw. The Solomonic temple that for five hundred years had provided a
glorious centering for their life as a people of God had been replaced by
what looked to them like a tarpaper shack. The squalid replacement broke
their hearts, and they wept. As they wept, a dazzling, light-resplendent
presence descended, the Shekinah—God’s personal presence—and filled
that humble, modest, makeshift, sorry excuse for a temple with glory. They
lifted their arms in praise. They were truly home. God was truly present.
The Shekinah faded out. The glory stayed.

“People like you and me,” Paul continued, “need that Shekinah story.
And our congregations need it. Most of what we do in getting our
congregations going doesn’t look anything like what people expect it to.”
(Paul’s congregation was worshipping in a three-car garage that didn’t look
at all like a synagogue.)

“And do you know something else, Eugene? You don’t look like a
pastor—you are way too young. It might help if you grew a beard. But tell
Karen and your congregation the story of the Shekinah.”

I did both.
It had taken a long time to come to realize that I was a pastor, the

“intent” that all along had been working “haphazardly” in and through the
stories that I lived, slowly and silently coalescing into pastor in the Pastor
John of Patmos epiphany that I described earlier. It was a good feeling, this
vocational clarity, a way of work that fit who I was. Not just a job so that I
could make a living, but a way of living that was congruent with what I had
spent all my life becoming. It had taken a long time. It felt like an arrival at
an appointed destination. Likewise with Jan—pastor’s wife.

We were ready for a congregation. But where?

 

Throughout the previous decade, the 1950s, there had been an
unprecedented increase in church attendance in North America. New
churches were being started all over the place. My Presbyterian
denomination was particularly active. I had not consciously paid much



attention to the nature of church until recently. I was a new Presbyterian.
Why not get in on the ground floor in forming a congregation, experience
firsthand all the details that went into making a local church a church, and
at the same time find out just what was involved with being a pastor in the
real-life conditions of church?

In an earlier conversation, Doug Bennett, an older pastor, asked me,
“When are you going to launch out on your own? Don’t you think you have
been here as an apprentice long enough?” I said that I was ready and that I
would really like to start a new congregation but didn’t know how to go
about it. He said that people in Baltimore whom he knew were looking for
someone just like me. He went to a telephone, called the person responsible
for starting new churches in Baltimore, and put me on the phone with him.
A four-hour drive the next day put me in Baltimore. Two months later Jan
and I and our daughter Karen moved into a new home a quarter of a mile
from the cornfield that was the site of the proposed church.
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ZIKLAG

What happened next took some getting used to. A congregation. I was not
only a pastor but pastor of a church. A congregation, a gathering of saints
and sinners, was my workplace. This was where I went to work every day.

It had taken me a long time to arrive at the realization that pastor is who
I am and, without being aware of it, always have been. But my realization
of the nature of congregation as my primary workplace lagged behind my
sense of pastoral identity. Why the lag time? Maybe because I hadn’t had
the long development in understanding congregation that I had had in
becoming a pastor.

I had entered congregations. I had belonged to congregations. But
church had never been my primary workplace. I had always gone to church
but, to be quite honest, I had never been much interested in church as
church. As a child, I vigorously disliked Sunday school. I was allergic to
things “churchy.” I was interested in God and prayer and scripture, but I
pursued these interests in ways and settings that had little to do with what I
understood as church.

And then I “outed” as a pastor. After those three years of apprenticeship
as a pastor in White Plains, I found myself going to work every day in a
church. I was not just pastor. I was pastor of a church, a congregation.
Pastor was not an autonomous vocation. Pastor was not a vocation
negotiated privately between me and God. There was a third party—
congregation. As it turned out, the congregation and I didn’t have much in
common. It turned out that what I had signed up for required spending a
term in church boot camp to get a basic orientation in the conditions I
would be dealing with as pastor of a church.

What I wasn’t prepared for was the low level of interest that the men
and women in my congregation had in God and the scriptures, prayer and
their souls. Not that they didn’t believe and value these things; they just
weren’t very interested. I had assumed that it would be self-evident to a



congregation that the vocation of pastor had primarily to do with God. And
I had assumed that the primary reason that Christians became part of a
congregation had to do with God. They would come to church because they
were interested in God and the scriptures, prayer and their souls. And I
would be the person expected to give guidance and encouragement to
matters of God and scripture, prayer and their souls.

It didn’t happen. I couldn’t have been farther off the mark.
This lack of common cause resulted in what it seemed to me was a lot

of religious clutter, much of what struck me as an accumulation of trivia.
My imagination had been schooled in the company of Moses and David;
my congregation kept emotional and mental company with television
celebrities and star athletes. I was reading Karl Barth and John Calvin; they
were reading Ann Landers and People magazine.

THE ACTS OF THE CHRISTIANS AT
 CHRIST OUR KING CHURCH

Karen’s “It doesn’t look like a church” and Paul’s story of the Shekinah
came together to give me a text for discovering my workplace
fundamentally as God’s workplace. It set off a long process of
reunderstanding church, and specifically my congregation, as God’s way of
being local and personally present to these people to whom I was pastor.
My work consisted of being local and personally present to them in Jesus’s
name. I had a lot of sorting out to do.

I had more or less taken church for granted, thoughtlessly, a kind of
blurred background to a way people lived, whether in or out of church. Now
that it was my workplace, I had to pay careful attention to this place and
these people—and with appreciation—alert to how God was present and
how God was working. Now that church provided the place for my work, I
had to attend to the expectations that my congregation brought to church
and to me as their pastor. I soon learned that those expectations were more
often than not distorted by romantic illusions, ambitious goals, consumer
habits, competitive instincts. The congregation’s expectations were not
totally wrong. And my pre-pastor indifference was not a total waste. There
was usually some piece or other of the one, holy, catholic, apostolic church
embedded in my years of inattention and their culture-tainted expectations.



But both were going to require considerable time in the refining fire to burn
out the dross.

Which is to say, I didn’t find my workplace—this congregation, this
church—exactly congenial. An understatement—it was far from congenial.

On the other hand, other surprises, more welcome surprises, kept
coming. Very often, disappointments in my congregation workplace,
sometimes accompanied by gnashing of teeth, were replaced by a glimpse
of the Shekinah. I was looking for the wrong thing and almost missed what
was actually there.

 

One of the attractions for Jan and me in accepting the assignment to
organize a new congregation was the prospect of forming a church of
disciplined and committed Christians, focused and energetic. I think I had
the image of a congregation of Green Berets for Jesus. No half-Christians,
no almost-Christians, but the real thing.

I had imagined that when word got around that a new congregation was
being formed, it would attract men and women who were willing to take
risks, who were prepared to make sacrifices, who weren’t interested in
comfortable pews. I went through the neighborhoods, knocking on doors,
introducing myself and asking if I could talk to them about this new church.
More times than not I never made it through the door. It was slow going. I
felt like a Fuller Brush salesman. After six weeks of what felt like the most
demeaning work in which I had ever engaged, I wrote a letter to everyone
who had expressed an interest, inviting them to worship with us in the
basement of our home the next Sunday. Forty-six people showed up. None
of them were Green Berets.

This was our embryo congregation. In three months there were a
hundred of us, charter members, and christened as Christ Our King
Presbyterian Church. This would be Jan’s and my workplace for the next
thirty years. And still no Green Berets.

Word did get around. People told their neighbors. Friends brought
friends. As I was getting to know these men and women and children, I
realized that nearly everything that I had imagined or expected in the
formation of church was wrong. I had a lot of remedial learning ahead of
me.



There is an account of David in the wilderness, running for his life from
King Saul and eking out a bare existence, holed up in the cave of Adullam.
He wasn’t alone for long. He soon had a company of four hundred men
gathered around him, a company that included “his brothers and all his
father’s house.” Apparently there were a considerable number of others
who didn’t fit into Saul’s kingdom either. Later the Philistine king, Achish,
became David’s protector and gave him the village of Ziklag as a base to
work from. It became his “church,” if you will, for his family and his
soldiers. The congregation was made up of “every one who was in distress,
and every one who was in debt and every one who was discontented”—the
sociological profile of David’s congregation: people whose lives were
characterized by debt, distress, and discontent—a congregation of runaways
and renegades. It isn’t what I would call the cream of the crop of Israelite
society. More like dregs from the barrel. Misfits all, it appears. The people
who couldn’t make it in regular society. Rejects. Losers. Dropouts.

Ziklag: for me this became the premier biblical site for realizing that
when we get serious about the Christian life, we eventually end up in a
place and among people decidedly uncongenial to what we expected. At
least uncongenial to what I expected. That place and people is often called a
church. It is hard to get over the disappointment that God, having made an
exception in my case, didn’t seem to call nice, accomplished, courteous,
alert people to worship.

I was now well on my way to learning that congregation is a place of
stories. The stories of Jesus, to be sure. But also the stories of men and
women I had grown up with: Brother Herman and Tombstone and Henry,
Mary and Vivian and Jane, Prettyfeather, my uncles Sven and Ernie. My
cousin Abraham. And now the stories that I was hearing in my new
neighborhood. It is never just my story; it is a community of stories. I learn
my story in company with others. Each story affects and is affected by each
of the others. Many of these others are distressed, in debt and discontent—
or out of tune, angry, rude, or asleep. This complicates things enormously,
but there’s no getting around it. We’re a congregation. We’re looking for
meaning to our lives. We catch a thread of the plot and begin to follow it,
receiving the good news that God is gracious, receiving the sacraments of
God’s actions in our actual lives. And then we bump up against someone
else’s story that we don’t even recognize as a story and are thrown off
balance. Distracted, we stumble.



This is my workplace.
And every once in a while a shaft of blazing beauty seems to break out

of nowhere and illuminates these companies. I see what my sin-dulled eyes
had missed: Word of God–shaped, Holy Spirit–created lives of sacrificial
humility, incredible courage, heroic virtue, holy praise, joyful suffering,
constant prayer, persevering obedience—Shekinah. And sometimes I don’t
—Ziklag.
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CATACOMBS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

We worshipped underground for the first two and a half years. Our
sanctuary was the basement of our home. Circumstance, not choice,
dictated the place. In the local political atmosphere at the time, it was not
permitted that public schools be used for religious purposes, and nothing
else seemed available. So we chose the house with the largest basement.
Our home was a suburban ranch house in a new housing subdivision on
Saratoga Drive. We calculated that we would be able to seat 130 persons on
folding chairs until we could construct a church that looked like a church.

Our home was two miles southeast of the small, historic, colonial
village of Bel Air. At the center of the village there was a Presbyterian
church, First Presbyterian, dating from just before the Civil War. It was
constructed of stone with a bell tower for a spire, a “church that looked like
a church.” Third-and fourth-generation families and many of the town’s
leaders provided stability and leadership to the congregation. There was a
fine pipe organ and an even finer organist to play it. The pastor, Richard
Shreffler, the senior member of the clergy in town, known among his
friends as His Holiness, greeted us with a warm welcome. And generosity
—he encouraged the members of his congregation who lived in our
neighborhood to join with us and help pioneer the new congregation.
Thirty-one of them did.

Two months before our arrival, the Sparrow’s Point Presbyterian
Church, twenty miles south of us, had closed its doors for good. For a
hundred years it had been a flourishing church in the neighborhood of the
Bethlehem Steel Company, a giant industrial complex. The congregation
was made up of steel workers and a few of Bethlehem’s executives. For the
previous twenty years the company had been gradually shutting down its
operation. Finally it was down for good, and the congregation dispersed.

The elderly pastor of the church, Gus Mitchell, soldierly and stoical as
he entered retirement, knowing that a new congregation was in the making



a few miles north of him, offered us what was left of his church: a
communion table, a baptismal font, three large pulpit chairs—all made of
oak—and a set of communion ware complete with chalice, paten, and linen.
I arrived in a borrowed pickup truck, an old International, to receive the
gift. It was an emotional transaction for Gus, the pastor. As I realized what
he was feeling, the loss of the symbols that had defined and centered his
work for twenty-five years, it became a poignant moment also for me. I had
not met him before. As it turned out, I would not see him again. He
reminisced over his life with this congregation and welcomed me as I
received what was left of it in the table and font and pulpit chairs.
Conversation smoothed the transition. I thanked him for entrusting me with
these holy things that would also define and center my work. He blessed me
as I prepared to develop this new church. Another congregation donated an
old pump organ, but failed to send along an organist to play it.

The exterior entrance to our sanctuary was down eight steps of a cement
stairwell. The floor of the room was cement. The walls were cement blocks.
There were six horizontal narrow exterior windows bordering the top of two
of the walls at the outside ground level. After we had been worshipping in
this bare, unadorned basement for about four months, Ruth, a vivacious
sixteen-year-old, said to me as she was leaving after the benediction one
Sunday, “I love worshipping in this place! I feel like one of the early
Christians in the catacombs.” Her enthusiasm was contagious. Some of her
friends overheard her. The name caught on with the youth. For everyone
under twenty we were Catacombs Presbyterian Church.

The austere basement sanctuary turned out to provide the perfect setting
for reimagining church apart from the stereotypes that most Americans,
including me, would bring to it. It also had a suitable name—Catacombs.
The name never got placed on a sign or printed on our stationary, but it
seemed to authenticate noble and sturdy beginnings that reached back to our
early ancestors.

But apart from the stereotypes, what is church? Why “church”?
The short answer that I had come to embrace through the years of my

pastoral formation and that I anticipated taking shape in our catacombs
sanctuary is that the Holy Spirit forms church to be a colony of heaven in
the country of death, the country that William Blake named, in his
comprehensive reimagining of the spiritual life, “land of Ulro.” Church is a
core element in the strategy of the Holy Spirit for providing human witness



and physical presence to the Jesus-inaugurated kingdom of God in this
world. It is not that kingdom complete, but it is that kingdom.

It had taken me a long time, with considerable help from wise
Christians, both dead and alive, to come to this understanding of church: a
colony of heaven in the country of death, a strategy of the Holy Spirit for
giving witness to the already-inaugurated kingdom of God.

 

My understanding of church as I grew up was of a badly constructed house
that had been lived in by renters who didn’t keep up with repairs, were
sloppy housekeepers, and let crabgrass take over the lawn. It was the job of
the pastor to do major repair work, renovate it from top to bottom, and
clean out decades, maybe even centuries, of accumulated debris and make a
fresh start.

I acquired this understanding from pastors who served the congregation
I grew up in. They never lasted long in our small Montana town. It was not
a way of life that appealed to me.

One of the memorable sermon texts on church, preached by every
pastor I can remember, was from the Song of Songs: “You are beautiful as
Tirzah, my love, comely as Jerusalem, terrible as an army with banners.”
The church was the beautiful Tirzah and the fierce army with banners.
Those metaphors were filled with glorious imagery by my pastors. For at
least thirty or forty minutes, our shabby fixer-upper church with its rotting
front porch was transformed into something almost as good as the Second
Coming itself.

Those sermons functioned like the picture on the front of a jigsaw-
puzzle box. Faced with a thousand disconnected pieces spread out on the
table, you keep that picture propped before you. You know that if you just
stay with it long enough, all those pieces will finally fit together and make a
beautiful picture. But my pastors never stayed with it long enough. Maybe
they concluded that there had been some mistake in the packaging of the
puzzle and many of the pieces had been accidentally left out. It became
obvious to them that there were not enough pieces in the pews of our
congregation to complete the picture of Tirzah and the army with banners,
marching to make war against the devil and all his angels. My pastors
always left after a couple of years for another congregation or some other



employment. Obviously our church was too far gone in disrepair to spend
any more time on it.

Later on in my young adulthood, I found that the romantic and crusader
imagery that I had grown up with had changed. Sermons from the Song of
Songs were no longer preached to eroticize or militarize the church. Bible
texts were no longer sufficient for these things. Fresh imagery was now
provided by American business. While I was growing up in my out-of-the-
way small town, a new generation of pastors had reimagined church. Tirzah
and the “terrible as an army with banners” had been scrapped and replaced
with the imagery of an ecclesiastical business with a mission to market
spirituality to consumers and make them happy.

For me, these were new terms for bringing the church’s mandate into
focus. The church was no longer conceived as something in need of repair
but as a business opportunity that would cater to the consumer tastes of
spiritually minded sinners both within and without congregations. It didn’t
take long for American pastors to find that this worked a lot more
effectively as a strategy for whipping the church into shape than the
centerfold Tirzah and terrible-as-an-army-with-banners sermons. Here were
tried-and-true methods developed in the American business world that had
an impressive track record of success.

As I was preparing myself to begin the work of developing a new
congregation, I observed that pastors no longer preached fantasy sermons
on what the church should be. They could actually do something about the
shabby image the church had of itself. They could use advertising
techniques to create an image of church as a place where Christians and
their friends could mix with successful and glamorous people. Simple:
remove pictures of the God of Gomorrah and Moriah and Golgotha from
the walls of the churches and shift things around a bit to make the meeting
places more consumer friendly. With God depersonalized and then
repackaged as a principle or formula, people could shop at their
convenience for whatever sounded or looked as if it would make their lives
more interesting and satisfying on their terms. Marketing research quickly
developed to show just what people wanted in terms of God and religion.
As soon as pastors knew what it was, they could give it to them.

At the time that I took up my responsibilities for developing a new
congregation, this understanding of church and pastor was widespread and
vigorously promoted by virtually everyone who was supposed to know



what they were talking about. I was watching both the church and my
vocation as a pastor in it being relentlessly diminished and corrupted by
being redefined in terms of running an ecclesiastical business. The ink on
my ordination papers wasn’t even dry before I was being told by experts,
so-called, in the field of church that my main task was to run a church after
the manner of my brother and sister Christians who run service stations,
grocery stores, corporations, banks, hospitals, and financial services. Many
of them wrote books and gave lectures on how to do it. I was astonished to
learn in one of these best-selling books that the size of my church parking
lot had far more to do with how things fared in my congregation than my
choice of texts in preaching. I was being lied to and I knew it.

This is the Americanization of congregation. It means turning each
congregation into a market for religious consumers, an ecclesiastical
business run along the lines of advertising techniques, organizational flow
charts, and energized by impressive motivational rhetoric. But this was
worse. This pragmatic vocational embrace of American technology and
consumerism that promised to rescue congregations from ineffective
obscurity violated everything—scriptural, theological, experiential—that
had formed my identity as a follower of Jesus and as a pastor. It struck me
as far worse than the earlier erotic and crusader illusions of church. It was a
blasphemous desecration of the way of life to which the church had
ordained me—something on the order of a vocational abomination of
desolation.

But for right now we were safe in the catacombs. The lies would have a
hard time penetrating our cement bunker. There was nothing marketable
about either the place where we were meeting or the people who were
gathering there. Nobody came to the catacombs to add comfort or aesthetic
quality or pizzazz to their lives. The childhood and adolescent illusions of
church that I grew up with didn’t survive very long as I was finding my way
as a pastor in the church, worshipping and working for the most part with
decidedly unglamorous and often desultory men and women. There were
always a few exceptions but nothing that matched the lissome Tirzah or the
terrible army or the newly franchised Church of What’s Happening Now.

 

Vivacious Ruth’s Catacombs Presbyterian Church was readily picked up by
the younger set. It struck just the right note and provided precisely the right



visual image for getting back to Square One. As we worshipped in our
underground sanctuary, we were voluntarily setting aside both churchly and
secular expectations and religious stereotypes of what church was and what
pastors did.

There was another element embedded in our newly acquired catacombs
identity that helped to provide me at least with imaginative distance from
the Americanized consumer culture in which we were all living. I hadn’t
been in the neighborhood for very long before learning that many of my
neighbors had excavated bomb shelters beneath or in the backyards of their
homes. It was the era of Sputnik, and suburbia was preparing to survive a
nuclear attack. Given the hysteria of fear that was permeating the times, I
didn’t say anything to anyone, but I wondered if people might notice that
Catacombs Presbyterian was providing a very different kind of underground
sanctuary, preparing us for the kingdom of God. I hoped someone might
notice. Nobody did. Or if they did, nothing was said. Even so, the
catacombs, like the bomb shelters scattered through the neighborhood,
protected us from radiation fallout that was destroying the seed antibodies
of leaven and salt and light among God’s people and that was resulting in
lethal cancerous growth throughout the body of Christ in America.

The catacombs gave us a kind of protected laboratory setting for going
back to Square One in matters of church. Square One here meant the Acts
of the Apostles. I would immerse myself and our church-in-formation in the
story of the first church-in-formation. Acts would give us a text for
cleansing our perceptions from the blurring and distorting American
stereotypes.

 

I didn’t know how long we would be worshipping underground. I didn’t
know how long it would take to gather a congregation that understood itself
as a people of God—a church. I didn’t know how long it would take to
gather the financial resources to build a sanctuary. Several months? Several
years? I had no way of knowing. (It ended up being two and a half years.)
But I did know that this time in the catacombs was precious—a protected
time and place to develop an understanding of what we were as a church
apart from the competing and distracting stereotypes that many of us were
carrying with us of “a church that looks like a church.”



There were many things ahead of us. But “one thing was needful.”
Together, pastor and people, we needed a grounding in the nature of what
we were about, what church was, what we were becoming as church. We
were given the gift of doing it in an out-of-the-way place without a lot of
kibitzers giving us advice and comparing us to others in the church business
that they had observed or read about. We were not exactly keeping what we
were doing a secret, but we were going to embrace the anonymity of our
basement sanctuary for as long as it was given to us—a place set aside for
the worship of God—and we would take as our text the story of church
formation given to us in the Acts of the Apostles, the story of the formation
and development of the first church.

 

For several weeks I had been getting acquainted with people in the
community, most of them newly or recently arrived from all over the
country—this was classic suburbia. Day after day I went from house to
house, telling people what I was doing. Some of them expressed interest.
Occasionally I was greeted with hostility. A woman on Ring Factory Road
invited me in and when we were seated asked me, “Do you get paid for
doing this?” I said that I did. Accusingly, she snapped, “Don’t you know
that is forbidden by the Bible? You are a tool of the devil.”

That tipped me off that she was a member of a sect that I was familiar
with, a sect that was convinced that all clergy were in league with the
Antichrist. I feigned surprise that such a thing was in the Bible and asked
where it was written. She had a Bible on the coffee table and fumbled to
find the citation. After letting her fumble for a while, I asked her to let me
see if I could find it. I did a little fumbling myself and then said, “Is this
what you were looking for?” I read Jesus’s words to his followers whom he
was sending into the neighborhood to tell people about him: “Freely ye
have received, freely give. Provide neither gold, nor silver, nor brass in your
purses…neither shoes…”

She said, “That’s it.” I looked up, and then down at her feet. She was
wearing an expensive looking pair of red shoes.

“Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll work for nothing, beginning right now, if
you will get rid of those shoes and go barefoot.”

She wasn’t amused. I was disappointed that she got me out of the house
before I had a chance to read the rest of what Jesus said on that occasion:



“Whosoever shall not receive you, nor hear your words, when ye depart out
of that house or city, shake off the dust of your feet.” I felt a little gypped
that I had to “shake off the dust” without an audience.

There were a few more instances when I shook the dust off my feet but
none that compared with the satisfaction of leaving the house on Ring
Factory and the lady with the red shoes. Mostly I was invited into homes to
exchange stories. Some were lapsed Catholics, some enthusiastic
charismatics, some lifelong Methodists, some veteran Presbyterians, a few
burned-out Baptists. Before long I was meeting “the others,” men and
women who knew nothing about church and had never been interested in
the Christian faith but were curious.

Obviously, the first thing we needed to do as we gathered to worship in
our catacombs sanctuary was to establish a common ground. I couldn’t take
anything for granted. I didn’t expect the woman with red shoes to show up,
nor did she. So—the story of the Church at Square One. We gathered each
Sunday for worship: “Let us worship God.” By this time we were used to
the conversational language of story with one another. It was time to
introduce another story: the Church at Square One, the Acts of the Apostles.

 

Luke wrote two books: the story of Jesus (the Gospel) and the story of the
church (the Acts). The story of Jesus is an account of Jesus revealing God
to us, Jesus as God among us, Jesus telling us stories and doing things that
make us insiders to God’s salvation, Jesus inviting men and women to
follow and trustingly participate with him in what he was calling the
kingdom of God. Three other first-century writers—Matthew, Mark, and
John—wrote this same Jesus story, with variations. But Luke went on to
write a second book (he is the only Gospel writer to do this), telling the
story of the church: the followers of Jesus who after his death, resurrection,
and ascension became a community of Jesus. This community was called
church. The term church occurs twenty-four times in Acts, more than in any
other biblical book.

As we began a life of worship together as a church-in-formation, my
intent was to ground whatever was going to develop among us in the next
months and years into the story of the church-in-formation in Acts. I wanted
to get our imaginations so saturated in Acts that we would be alert to
noticing and participating in the church-in-formation that was us. Acts



would be our text. We would listen to this text. We would hear God speak to
us from this text. It didn’t take us long to get the hang of what Luke is
doing. He is rewriting the story of Jesus as it is now lived by the community
of Jesus. It is the same story: the story of Catacombs Presbyterian in
Maryland and the story of Jesus in Galilee and Jerusalem.

 

Our first service of worship in the catacombs was November 11, 1962.
Forty-six worshippers were present. I preached my first sermon from Acts. I
preached forty-six sermons from Acts over the next thirty months, most of
them in the first year. (I was never aware of the repeated forty-six until just
now while writing this. I wonder if it means anything.) I wanted to drench
the collective imagination of my congregation in the story of church as a
reliving, a retelling of the story of Jesus.

I had been having conversations with my fledgling congregation for
several weeks by now and realized that we—congregation and pastor—had
very different concepts of church. Most of us read the story of Jesus as the
story of God doing for us what he wills for us: the story of Jesus, the story
of God among us, revealing himself to us, calling us, saving us. But the
moment Jesus ascends into heaven as told in Acts, the story shifts to church.
It is common at this point to let Jesus slip into the background and proceed
to understand the story of church as what we are doing for God. Doing for
Jesus to be sure, doing in the name of Jesus certainly. But we are in charge.
We are now making the decisions. We have Jesus’s commands; we have
Jesus’s example. But now it is up to us: we take responsibility for the
church. Or we don’t.

The American stereotype of church. Salvation is God’s business. It is
what God does. And then he turns it over to us. Church is our business. It is
what we do. God, having given himself to us in Jesus, now retires to the
sidelines and we take over. Occasionally we call a time-out to consult with
God. But basically, we are the action.

But that is not the way Acts tells the story.
I thought that my pastoral task at this point was to do my best to get my

congregation to understand scripture, and for right now Acts, as a story. Not
Acts as information about our church ancestors, not a record of the assent to
truth required for membership, but a story that includes us, a story in which
we are invited in as participants. The conditions were ideal. We were in an



informal setting with people we were getting to know. It doesn’t take long
to get to know the names of forty-six people. And given welcoming and
congenial conditions, it isn’t long before the names expand into stories. As
newcomers gradually arrived, they became incorporated into the naming
and storytelling. Stereotypes began to fall away.

 

Calvin was a long-haul truck driver with an eighth-grade education and
talked like it. He lived with his wife and kids in a trailer-park mobile home
wallpapered with Elvis Presley posters. He obviously wouldn’t fit in with
our mostly white-collar, college-educated, suburban congregation. He had
married June, a Presbyterian girl who hadn’t been to church since childhood
Sunday school. He had recently returned home from a trip and told June
what had just happened to him. Driving through Tennessee, listening to the
CB radios of other truckers on the road, he was suddenly violently repulsed
by the obscenities and pornographic stories that were polluting his cab. He
shut off his radio and prayed. “God, save me. Give me a clean life. I can’t
live like this any longer.” He told June, “I think I’m a Christian. Let’s go to
church.”

June had heard of our basement church from a neighbor and thought it
might be just the place for her and Calvin together to make a fresh start.
Calvin and June and their three children attended Catacombs Presbyterian
the next Sunday. Calvin didn’t know that he didn’t fit. And as people heard
his story and he heard theirs, they didn’t know that he didn’t fit—common
ground began to appear beneath their feet. Within a year he had been
chosen by the congregation to serve as deacon.

You never knew who was going to show up at Catacombs Presbyterian.
There were no entrance requirements and nothing in the catacomb itself to
tell us what was going on there. But for those who entered and stayed (not
everyone stayed; not everyone wanted to know and be known), something
like a story developed, the story of church, the story of the Church at
Square One.

There is this about a story: when we get caught up in a story, we don’t
know how it is going to end. Nor do we know who else is going to be part
of the story. Nobody expected Calvin and June to show up. Nothing in a
skillfully told story is predictable. But also, nothing is without meaning—
every detail, every word, every name, every action is part of the story.



If we get acquainted with church in language that comes to us in the
form of the story, we don’t know exactly what is going to take place or who
will be in it or how it will end. We can only trust or not trust the storyteller
to be honest in the story he or she tells. If the story of the first church is told
in the form of story, we are given encouragement to understand our new
church also in the form of story. That means we can’t know the details of
how it will look, who will be in it, or how it will end. The only thing we
know for sure is that it is the story of Jesus being retold with us being the
ones listening, responding, following, believing, obeying—or not.

Knowing that helps enormously in reading Acts. And knowing that Acts
is a story of the coming into being and development of church helped
enormously in understanding and participating in what we were doing as
Catacombs Presbyterian Church. We were developing a vocabulary—God,
Jesus, Spirit—for noticing and discerning and participating in what we
didn’t see, the church that was coming into being among us.

Acts is not a manual with blueprints and a set of instructions on how to
be a church. Acts is not a utopian fantasy on what a perfect church would
look like. Acts is a detailed story of the ways in which the first church
became a church. A story is not a script to be copied. A story develops a
narrative sense in us so that we, alert to the story of Jesus, will be present
and obedient and believing as we participate in the ways that the Holy Spirit
is forming the Jesus life in us. The plot (Jesus) is the same. But the actual
places and circumstances and names will be different and form a narrative
that is unique to our time and place, circumstances and people.

Churches are not franchises to be reproduced as exactly as possible
wherever and whenever—in Rome and Moscow and London and Baltimore
—the only thing changed being the translation of the menu.

But if we don’t acquire a narrative sense, a story sense, with the
expectation that we are each one of us uniquely ourselves—participants in
the unique place and time and weather of where we live and worship—we
will always be looking somewhere else or to a different century for a model
by which we can be an authentic and biblical church. The usefulness of
Acts as a story, and not a prescription or admonition, is that it keeps us
faithful to the plot, Jesus, and at the same time free to respond out of our
own circumstances and obedience.

After a couple months, Calvin and June invited Jan and me for dinner in
their trailer-park home with interior design by Elvis Presley. They wanted to



talk about the story they were finding themselves in. The children all had a
voice in the story. Calvin said that he had never read a book in his entire
life, and he was now thirty-seven. But he was now halfway through the
New Testament and was telling the Jesus stories to his children. I asked him
where he came up with a Bible. He hesitated. It was a Gideon Bible. He had
stolen it from a motel while on the road.

Calvin and June occasionally had questions. They would call or drop
by. But there was no question in their minds about what they were doing—
they were in a story in which God was speaking and acting.

 

What had set me off on this strategy—the church as story—in the weeks
preceding our first gathering for worship in our catacombs sanctuary was
the question, repeated with variations in virtually every conversation I
would have those days, “When will you build this church?” or “What kind
of church are you talking about?” or “Is this going to be a biblical (or Bible)
church?” It was the same question Jesus was asked as he was getting his
followers ready to be the first church: “Lord, is this the time when you will
restore the kingdom to Israel?”

When is this going to happen? How long do we have to wait? When
does construction begin?

Jesus’s response was “It is not for you to know the times or periods that
the Father has set by his own authority.”

In other words, it’s none of your business. Your question is irrelevant.
That kind of information is of no use to you. It would probably confuse
you, might discourage you, and would certainly distract you.

Was it the Spirit of God that directed me to begin with this text? It
seemed so at the time, and circumstances confirmed it. I introduced Acts as
the text for understanding and participating biblically in becoming a church,
a congregation in the Maryland hills in AD 1962 in continuity with the
church in the Judean city of Jerusalem in AD 33.

By this time my pastoral understanding of congregation had jelled: if
we were to be formed as a church after the pattern of Acts, we absolutely
had to absorb it into our imaginations as a story, not a manual, a story that
gave us room to respect our church-in-formation in all its unique
particularities. A story to enter, not a blueprint to follow. The stories in Acts



unobtrusively began to meld with the stories we were telling one another in
the catacombs. Stereotypes began to blur.

 

Delores was forty years old and single, living with her elderly parents, who
had retired from farming. She held down a menial desk job with the
telephone company. But that was only temporary work until she found her
place in the musical world as a singer. She was a soprano with aspirations to
the opera. Her parents had encouraged her, providing her with voice lessons
ever since she was sixteen. She had heard about our new church from a
fellow worker and got her parents to invite me to their home to get
acquainted.

The farm buildings were kept up, and the fences in good repair. Only
the milk cows were missing—the forty head of cattle that they had milked
for fifty-two years. The green Maryland hills were bucolic. The parents let
me know how much they admired me for taking on the daunting task of
forming a new congregation and suggested that they might be interested in
offering their lifelong experience of leadership in the church to help us out.
“Life on a farm and in a congregation are a lot alike—we can help each
other.” I also learned that Delores was an accomplished singer. They began
attending our Sunday services.

After a couple months the parents came to see me. They wanted to let
me know that Delores was quite shy and didn’t like to put herself forward
but that if I asked her, she would be quite willing to sing a solo during our
Sunday worship. I asked her. She came by after work the next week with
some musical selections from which I could choose. We agreed on one that
would fit into the order of worship that I had planned. It never occurred to
me to ask her to rehearse it for me. I had it on her parents’ authority, after
all, that she was “accomplished.”

Her debut on Sunday was excruciating. She belted out “His Eye Is on
the Sparrow” with operatic zest but with all the higher notes flat. It was like
fingernails scraping a chalkboard. I arranged to visit with her on Wednesday
over lunch at a restaurant near her workplace. I wanted a chance to get
acquainted with her apart from her parents. I wanted to find out if there
might be an area of her life other than rehearsing for the opera in which I
could find a foothold as her pastor. But music was her entire life—singing



was God’s gift to her, and she wanted to share the gift. The visit didn’t
work. But I wasn’t ready to give up.

By now I suspected that finding a church for Delores to sing in was
more her parents’ ambition than Delores’s. Playing for time so I could get
to know her personally apart from the role of operatic diva she had been
given by her parents, I asked her to sing a couple more times at two-month
intervals. But that didn’t work either. Within a year the family had given up
on both me and the congregation. I later learned that a similar strategy for
getting Delores a place to sing had failed in most of the churches in our
county. But this is also part of the church as story. Not everyone wants to be
in the story if she (or he) doesn’t have a starring role.

 

I observed Ben with considerable interest in the first community-
association meeting I attended in our new neighborhood. There were forty
or fifty men and women in attendance. I had asked if I could make a brief
announcement to the association about the church that I was organizing in
this newly developed subdivision. They let me. I introduced myself and
what I was hoping to do. Then the business of the meeting began. It turned
out to be the most rancorous, uncivil, angry exchange of ideas, concerns,
and problems that I would have thought possible among neighbors. These
people hardly knew one another but already they didn’t like one another.

Ben was the angriest of the lot. I thought at the time, I’ve got my work
cut out for me. If any group of people needs a church, this one does. Ben,
with his wife and teenage daughter, was in our basement church the next
Sunday. He sat in my congregation every Sunday until his death, twenty-
seven years later. He never spoke to me, only perfunctory nods. Never sang
a hymn, never recited the Creed. Once when he was hospitalized, I visited
him. I tried to make small talk but failed. As I was getting ready to leave, he
said, “No praying. If you have to pray, do it in silence,” the only words I
ever remember his speaking to me. I wonder if he also prayed in silence.
Maybe he was more in the story than he intended.

 

Francis was a recent college graduate from the Midwest who had moved to
our community, employed to teach high-school biology. He had no social
graces but made up for it by being exceptionally intelligent. Unlike Ben, he



always spoke to me as he left worship. What he said was always a criticism
of my sermon. Sometimes he corrected my grammar or pronunciation.
Sometimes he argued with my interpretation of the text. Sometimes it had
to do with failing to address a social or political condition that needed
dealing with. But always something. It wouldn’t have been so irritating if he
had been ignorant or misinformed, but he was mostly right. And always
rude. It was a relief to have him return to his parents’ home near Chicago
for the summer vacation. But he continued his harassment—it felt to me
like harassment—by means of letters. He had taken me on as a cause. Two
years later he moved back to the Midwest, and I thought he was out of my
life. But he wasn’t done with me. A sermon tape his friends sent him would
set him off, or a book of mine he read. After three or four years, he lost
interest. Concluding, I am sure, that I was incorrigibly unteachable.

 

And Oscar, a colonel retired from the army after a career in the military. He
was a veteran of World War II and was always in attendance at worship. He
also always went to sleep halfway through the first scripture reading. In the
early days of the church I arranged with my elders that one of them would
join me in leading worship each Sunday. Oscar was the first to do it. Early
in the service, after the opening prayers and the first hymn, he was to lead
the congregation in the antiphonal reading from the Psalter. When it was
time for Oscar to lead, nothing happened. I looked over, and Oscar was
sound asleep. So I stood up and did it myself. He continued to sleep through
the service. After the benediction his wife spoke to me, “Don’t you think
Oscar can better serve the Lord in some other way than making him a
poster child for ‘he gives to his beloved sleep’?” I agreed. He told me later
that through those war years he had developed the capacity to sleep under
stress anywhere and in whatever circumstances. He was a translator of
Russian and spent most of three years being driven in a jeep from place to
place along the Eastern Front. Most Sundays he slept while I prayed and
preached. But at least he was there. I had no idea that my sermons were that
stressful.

 

Jan and I talked this over a lot in the catacombs—stories and the way
stories work. Getting to know these men and women as participants in



God’s story, not as problems that we can fix. Letting them be themselves.
Not trying to force them into the story. Americans are not used to taking
stories seriously as a way to deepen our participation in the communities
where we live and as a way to expand our participation in what God is
doing. The language we are taught in our schools is language as
information: naming and explaining. We are also taught language for
getting things done: making things, solving problems, going to the moon.

Knowing things, knowing how to name the world, knowing how to read
and write, knowing what is going on, is important. And making things,
making bread, making money, making airplanes, is important.

But language as participation? Language as a means of relationship?
Language that involves us with other people? Language that deepens our
capacities for community? Language that forms Calvin and Delores and
Ben and Francis and Oscar into a church?

The catacombs were serving us well. But not everyone entered the story,
at least the part we were telling. Coffee following the benediction and an
occasional potluck Sunday lunch or supper provided a congenial setting for
practicing (they didn’t know what we were practicing) listening to and
telling one another stories.

But there was more to it than that. The reason that as a church-in-
formation it is so important—more than important, essential—to absorb and
distinguish the different ways that language is used is that the primary way
language is used in church is in worship, and the language of worship is the
language of participation. And the primary form for this language of
participation is story: song and story, conversation and story, poetry and
story. But, pervasively, story.

 

I thought if I could get this storytelling way of language going among us, I
might be able to minimize, maybe even eliminate, the gulf between the
language used by Luke telling the story of the church in Acts and the
language we were using to tell our church-in-formation stories in the
catacombs. And maybe, just maybe, this could prevent us from mindlessly
disconnecting ourselves from Acts and going it on our own, dealing with
the church impersonally and functionally. We were starting to get it. As we
nurtured this participatory, narrative language, we were showing signs of
recognizing Jesus, present in the Holy Spirit in Acts, speaking and acting in



our stories in our catacombs church. In the same way that those first
Christians became a church as they participated in the stories and prayers
and deeds of Jesus in the “days of his flesh,” we were dealing with one
another in our worship of Jesus as the Holy Spirit was forming us into a
church. Calvin, Delores, Ben, Francis, and Oscar were no better or worse
than the 120 who were gathered together and about to become the church
on the day of Pentecost.

 

Here is something, if you can believe it, new to me. Despite all my years of
reading the Bible, I had never noticed the way Luke set the two birth
stories, the birth of Jesus and the birth of church, in almost exact parallel:
Luke 1–2, the story of the birth of Jesus, our Savior; Acts 1–2, the story of
the birth of church, our salvation community.

None of us, beginning with me, had an imagination adequate to take this
in. We thought we were forming a church. After all, we were getting to
know one another. We were anticipating the work of organization, matters
of finance and architecture. Someone had to set out the folding metal chairs
on Sunday morning for worship. Fred lived only a block away and said he
would take care of that. Energetically social Beatrice saw the need for
coffee to be brewed and served following the benediction and volunteered
to organize it. But we had no more sense of what was going on to form a
church in our catacombs than any of us had when the embryos that were
once us were being formed in our mothers’ wombs. But we were learning.

We were learning that the Acts text set the entire church operation as the
work of the Holy Spirit. We were also learning that folding chairs, the urn
of coffee, and financial reports were included in the operation.

This “conceived by the Holy Spirit” way of understanding what was
going on in our Maryland basement, this cement bunker, as parallel to what
had gone on in Mary amounted to a totally new way of thinking about
church. Some people call this a “paradigm shift.” It meant shifting from one
way of organizing our understanding of reality, making sense of it, to
something totally different. It was like the shift that took place from
Ptolemy, who told us that the sun goes around the earth, which it obviously
does from our subjective point of view, to Galileo, who told us that the
earth and our entire planetary system, goes around the sun, which no one
would guess by looking, and which, of course, no one had guessed for



many thousands of years by just looking. Comprehension was slow and
incremental. I may have been the slowest to assimilate, in large part because
I had been given responsibility to organize this congregation. I was being
paid to do it. I needed to keep up my end of the bargain.

New Church Development (NCD), the umbrella organization under
which I worked, had developed a thick loose-leaf notebook of guidelines
and instructions on how to go about organizing and developing a
congregation. It was always open on my desk. I studied it meticulously. The
man who prepared it and gave it to me, Franklin—he was the first person I
had talked to about the possibility of developing a new church—had never
organized a church himself, but he had thought of everything. Except for
that paradigm shift—the shift from understanding church as what we do to
continue the work of Jesus in his absence to understanding church as the
creation and continuing work of the Holy Spirit. The paradigm shift from
understanding the church in terms of what we plan and accomplish and take
responsibility for (the Ptolemy paradigm) to understanding church as what
God plans and accomplishes and takes responsibility for (the Galileo
paradigm). The Ptolemy paradigm is oriented around what we can observe
and understand by naked-eye observation. The Galileo paradigm is oriented
to a great deal that we cannot understand and account for by naked-eye
observation.

Franklin’s red three-ringed loose-leaf notebook, except for occasional
asides, operated out of a Ptolemaic paradigm. This and this and this is how
a church is formed. Ptolemy is a lot of help in day-by-day things—how to
calculate sunrise and sunset, how to figure out a calendar, how to organize a
committee, how to prepare a budget. But if we are going cosmic (read
“kingdom of God”), we need a way of taking into account numerous
invisibles—gamma rays and speed of light and gravitation (read Holy Spirit
and Trinity and salvation). In those early months the red notebook,
commonly referred to as NCB (New Church Bible), was referred to less and
less as I and my embryonic congregation reoriented ourselves in the parallel
birth-of-Jesus/birth-of-church stories in the Gospels and Acts.

 

How did God bring our Savior into our history? We have the story of what
he could have done but didn’t. God could have sent his son into the world to
turn all the stones into bread and solve the hunger problem worldwide. He



didn’t do it. He could have sent Jesus on tour though Palestine, filling in
turn the seven grand amphitheaters and hippodromes built by Herod and
amazing everyone with supernatural circus performances, impressing the
crowds with Super-God in action. He didn’t do it. He could have set Jesus
up to take over governing the world—no more war, no more injustice, no
more crime. He didn’t do it.

We also have the story of what he, in fact, did do. He gave us the
miracle of Jesus, but a miracle in the form of a helpless infant born in
poverty in a dangerous place with neither understanding nor support from
the political, religious, or cultural surroundings. Jesus never left that world
he had been born into, that world of vulnerability, marginality, and poverty.

And then the parallel question: how did he bring our salvation
community into our history? (We were getting the hang of this by now.)
Pretty much the same way he brought our Savior into the world—by a
miracle, every bit as miraculous as the birth of Jesus, but also under the
same conditions as the birth of Jesus. Celebrities were conspicuously
absent. Governments were oblivious.

God gave us the miracle of congregation with the same sign he gave us
the miracle of Jesus, by the descent of the dove. The Holy Spirit descended
into the womb of Mary in the Galilean village of Nazareth. Thirty or so
years later the same Holy Spirit descended into the collective womb of men
and women, which included Mary, who had been followers of Jesus. The
first conception gave us Jesus, the second conception gave us church.

It was a miracle that didn’t look like a miracle—a miracle using the
powerless, the vulnerable, the unimportant. Not so very different from any
random congregation we might look up in the yellow pages of our
telephone directories. When Paul described his first-generation new-church
development in Corinth—“not many of you were wise by human standards,
not many were powerful, not many of noble birth, but…the low and
despised in the world”—he could have been writing about us.

Some people have a hard time believing that Jesus was conceived in the
virgin womb of Mary. We were having a hard time believing that the church
was being conceived in that catacomb womb which was us. But we stayed
with the story. It would have been a lot easier to imagine a church formed
from an elite group of talented men and women who hungered for the
“beauty of holiness,” congregations as stunning as the curvaceous Tirzah



and as terrifying to the forces of evil as the army with banners. But then
where would we be? We wouldn’t have had a chance of being part of it.

The story had its way with us. It became more and more clear that when
God forms a church, he starts with the nobodies. That’s the way the Holy
Spirit works. Those are the people he started with—Zechariah and
Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph, Anna and Simeon—to bring our Savior into
the world. Why would he change strategies in bringing the salvation
community, church, this congregation into formation?

Luke is a careful storyteller. The longer we paid attention to the way
Luke told the story of Jesus in the Gospel and paid attention to the way he
told the story of the church in Acts, the better we were able to see ourselves
in continuity with what was taking place right before us in the catacombs.
Comprehension came slowly. Maybe more slowly for me than for the forty-
six who started out with me on November 11, 1962. Those old romantic
illusions of sweet Tirzah and the terrible army were hard to give up. And
the deceptive rush of adrenaline and the ego satisfaction that would put me
in control of a religious business were continually seductive. Spiritual
consumerism, the sin “crouching at the door” that did Cain in, was always
there. But Luke’s storytelling had its way with all of us. We began to
understand ourselves on Luke’s terms. Emily Dickinson has a wonderful
line in which she says that “the truth must dazzle gradually or every man go
blind.”

We were acquiring a church identity as the truth that dazzles gradually.
We were learning how to submit ourselves to the Spirit’s formation of
congregation out of this mixed bag of humanity that was us—broken,
hobbling, crippled, sexually abused and spiritually abused, emotionally
unstable, passive and passive-aggressive, neurotic men and women. Chuck
at fifty who has failed a dozen times and knows that he will never amount
to anything. Mary who had been ignored and scorned and abused in a
marriage in which she remained faithful. Phyllis living with children and a
spouse deep in addictions. Lepers and blind and deaf-and-dumb sinners.
Also fresh converts, excited to be in on this new life. Spirited young people,
energetic and eager to be guided into a life of love and compassion, mission
and evangelism. A few seasoned saints who know how to pray and listen
and endure. And a considerable number of people who pretty much just
showed up. I sometimes wonder why they bothered. There they are: the hot,
the cold, and the lukewarm; Christians, half-Christians, almost-Christians;



New Agers, angry ex-Catholics, sweet new converts. I didn’t choose them. I
didn’t get to choose them.

The paradigm shift started taking place for me in my father’s butcher
shop and my mother’s songs and stories. Those thirty months in the
catacombs completed it. We didn’t get a church formed to our expectations.
But once we understood that the Holy Spirit brings church into being his
way, not ours, we saw something very different, a Spirit-created community
that forms Christ in this place—not in some rarefied “spiritual” sense—
precious souls for whom Christ died. They are that, too, but it takes a while
to see it, see the various parts of Christ’s body here and now: a toe here, a
finger there, sagging buttocks and breasts, skinned knees and elbows. Paul’s
metaphor of the church as members of Christ’s body is not a mere
metaphor. Metaphors have teeth. They keep us grounded to what is right
before our eyes. At the same time they keep us connected to all those
operations of the Trinity that we can’t see.

Those months in the catacombs were exactly what we needed to free us
from the lingering romantic, crusader, and consumer images of church that
in various configurations all of us brought with us. We had been given
sufficient time and a congenial place to have our imaginations cleansed of
church-that-looks-like-a-church illusions and to have the Holy Spirit
paradigm shift established. Not totally, of course. It would always be an
ongoing work in progress. But without this substantial “cleansing” and
“shift” that took place in the catacombs, we would not have been able to
recognize and participate in the actual church that was being formed among
us. Without that, the church that most of us expected and wanted would
have become the enemy of the church we were being given.
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TUESDAYS

Sixteen of us—two priests, one rabbi, and thirteen Protestant pastors (six
Presbyterians, a Lutheran, an Episcopalian, two Baptists, three Methodists)
—sat on metal folding chairs arranged in a circle in Harford County’s
Department of Health Services, the same kind of chairs my congregation sat
on in our basement sanctuary on Sundays. We did this every Tuesday for
three hours over the course of two years (minus summers). Dr. Hank
Hansen, a psychiatrist from Phipps Clinic, the psychiatric unit of Johns
Hopkins Hospital, convened us.

Harford County, an area northwest of Baltimore in Maryland, is mapped
on the coastal plain between the Chesapeake Bay and the gentle, rolling
hills of the Piedmont that in thirty or so miles to the west begin a gradual
rise to become the Appalachian Mountains. For two hundred years it had
been a quiet place of dairy and horse farms, interspersed with forests of oak
and beech, bounded on the north by the Mason-Dixon Line and the
Susquehanna River. The millennium preceding the naming and dividing of
this land, it had been home to Indian tribes, whose way of life had been
interrupted by the arrival of explorers and adventurers from Europe. The
Europeans saw that “the land was good” and proceeded to steal it from the
Indians and begin the settlements that eventually became the United States
of America. A few years before I arrived, real-estate developers had been
busy promoting the green hills and suburban privacies of our county as an
alternative to the pollution, noise, congestion, and rising crime rate in the
city.

The population was growing—the reason that I had been assigned here
to develop another congregation—and with the influx of new people,
mental-health needs had increased, exponentially as it turned out. It wasn’t
just that there were more people. Social conditions were changing. Just a
few years earlier, the psychiatrist Rollo May had diagnosed our time as the
“Age of Anxiety.” The buffer of green hills and lush forests, small villages



and family farms, soon failed as a defense against both the miasma of
anxiety and the Egyptian plague of emotional and mental problems. By the
time I arrived in October 1962, two military installations, Aberdeen Proving
Ground and Edgewood Arsenal, were links to the war in Vietnam. People
were coming unhinged at many levels: uprooted, loss of place and
neighborhood, military families under special stress, civil rights and racial
tensions, three major assassinations (John Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr.,
and Robert Kennedy), the sexual revolution, the drug culture, young people
in new schools finding themselves strangers for the first time in their lives.
A lot of insecurity, a lot of stress.

The doctors at the Phipps Clinic in the city were facing a dramatic
increase in the number of people coming from our county needing help,
often, if and when they did come, too late. There was no infrastructure in
our county adequate to respond to this unanticipated demand for emotional-
and mental-health services. Who could have guessed we might need it? We
were in a secure, green place of farms and historic villages with storied
roots in our colonial past. People arriving thought they had left social and
personal problems in the city, or wherever else they had come from. No one
anticipated this. We had few counselors, a sprinkling of psychologists and
psychiatrists.

Dr. Hank Hansen took the initiative. He envisaged using pastors as a
first line of response to the burgeoning mental-health needs. He chose our
county to try it out. The hospital administration authorized the program.
The Phipps Psychiatric Clinic would donate Dr. Hansen’s services to us
every Tuesday morning. By letter he invited all the clergy in our county to
meet with him. Sixteen of us showed up.

Dr. Hansen introduced himself and the program. He told us he thought
that pastors were probably the most likely persons in the community to be
in touch with people in mental and emotional crisis. And people who didn’t
have a pastor would most likely know someone who did.

He told us what he wanted to do: train us to provide a kind of front-line
safety zone for intercepting mental-health needs. He would train us to
evaluate and respond to the mental-health needs that were proliferating in
our increasingly dislocated, uprooted, anxiety-stressed population. We
would learn how to identify and deal with routine emotional difficulties, but
even more important, how to discern psychotic breaks with reality, serious



suicidal threats, and symptoms of potential violence and then arrange with
the hospital or police for emergency referrals or interventions.

“Here’s my plan: I’ll meet with you each Tuesday morning for three
hours. The first hour and a half I’ll lecture; the second hour and a half we
will do group therapy, working through one another the various things we
might expect to face. We will do this for two years.

“Would you be interested?”
We were.
So began a two-year immersion in aspects of congregation that I knew

next to nothing about: strategies of deception and denial, passive-aggressive
neuroses, alcoholism and other addictions, anxiety and depression, family
dynamics, sexual confusion. I learned a lot. It was heady stuff. Dr. Hansen
was young—thirtyish, with high cheek bones, black hair, a ready smile, and
a strong chin. Crisp and decisive. He lectured without notes,
conversationally. The group-therapy session was an education in itself as I
observed his skill in bringing out into the open the intricacies of emotional
and body language, demonstrating the impact of relationships on
communication as the sixteen of us dealt with one another.

The only other psychiatrist I had known was a member of the White
Plains congregation where I had worked before I knew I was a pastor. Dr.
James Wall was the chief psychiatrist in the Westchester County Hospital,
just north of New York City. He was a large and imposing man seated,
along with his wife, in the front pew of our congregation each Sunday. Our
church sanctuary in White Plains was imposing in itself, a stone gothic
structure constructed on a battlefield of the Revolution of 1776 and
dignified by a cemetery of the colonial dead. Dr. Wall worshipped with his
eyes shut. I always assumed he was sleeping. And then one Sunday while I
was preaching, he opened one eye and nodded his approval. I took it as the
equivalent of an audible, affirming “Amen.” Psychiatrists for me were the
high priests of the medical profession. This was the first time one of them
had noticed me, even though it had only been with one eye.

Later that summer my senior pastor was away on vacation and I was left
in charge. The church had recently employed an Indonesian immigrant to
help with the janitorial work, a young man in his early twenties with as yet
very little English. He was apprehended molesting a nine-year-old boy in
the men’s restroom. Irate, the boy’s parents came to me. I panicked—I was



into something way over my head. The only person I could think of to ask
for help was Dr. Wall.

Without hesitation he said, “Bring him to me,” and gave me directions
to his office at the hospital. We were there in fifteen minutes.

We were shown into his office by a receptionist. I was expecting
something on the order of the holy of holies. He was, after all, a high priest.
This was very ordinary. What followed was also ordinary.

He asked Dennis what had taken place. Dennis was matter-of-fact. Dr.
Wall said, “Dennis, you remember very well. You have a good memory. Do
you ever forget things?” Dennis nodded.

“This is something I want you to forget. Use your forgetter on this one.”
And that was it.
That evening Dr. Wall stopped by the home of Dennis’s parents and

talked it over with them. I wasn’t there. He let me know that he would
check in with the parents monthly for the next year to see how things were
going. And that was the end of the matter.

But not for me. For me it was the beginning of a discernment and
clarification of relationship between pastor and psychiatrist, what we have
in common and what we do that’s different, a clarification and discernment
that was about to accelerate in the two years of Tuesdays with Dr. Hansen.

 

I was a new pastor, only recently secure in my vocation as pastor, and still
in the early days of realizing what my workplace, my congregation,
consisted of and what was actually involved in going to work every day in
this workplace. For a number of years I had assumed that I would be a
professor, with students in a classroom. But then the Pastor John of Patmos
epiphany in New York City catalyzed my identity as pastor. Pastor was my
vocational home ground. Drawn into it by many previously unrecognized
threads, I entered a life centered in sanctuary and congregation,
contextualized by growing up on the sacred ground of Montana.

The two years of Tuesday mornings further clarified my new working
life as pastor. I joined the group of sixteen out of a sense of community
service. I, along with my clergy companions, was asked to help the mental-
health professionals at this time of social and moral confusion and distress,
and it seemed like a good thing to do. In the process I was introduced to the
complex field of counseling and psychology.



The pastoral counseling movement in the American church had been in
session thirty years or so at this time. Most seminaries were giving at least
some training in dealing with the emotional needs of people. But not my
seminary. I had only peripheral acquaintance with it and not much interest. I
was intoxicated with the miracle and mystery of language—American
English to begin with, but Hebrew and Greek not far behind. I was intrigued
by the complexities involved in understanding all the operations of the
Trinity and the many dimensions in which these operations entered human
lives.

But people in particular—it seems odd to even say this now—I had
pretty much taken for granted. I liked some of them and didn’t like others. I
tried to be polite to those I didn’t like. I had my life to live and they had
theirs. Those close to me, my wife and children in particular, I took delight
in knowing in more and more detail, and if I came across details I didn’t
like, I brushed them aside, pretending that they didn’t exist, or clumsily
tried to eliminate them by rebuke or “good advice.”

And now I was gathering a congregation to worship God. When the
invitation came to join the Phipps Clinic project to prepare pastors to serve
the community in the way Dr. Hansen would guide us, I didn’t anticipate
that it would have anything directly to do with understanding my work with
the congregation. It was a time of social disruption when many of the
landmarks, family and neighborhood security systems, were either eroding
or falling apart. I thought I was just being helpful, doing good Samaritan
work, on those Tuesday mornings. Maybe something like a payback for the
good Samaritan work psychiatrist Dr. Wall had done to help me out as a
pastor.

What happened, though, is that it became a major factor in
understanding congregation and the nature of my work in it.

I was in the process of coming to terms with my congregation, just as
they were: their less-than-developed emotional life, their lack of intellectual
curiosity, their complacent acceptance of a world of consumption and
diversion, their seemingly peripheral interest in God. I wasn’t giving up on
them. I didn’t intend to leave them where I found them. By now I was
prepared to enter a long process of growth in which they would discover for
themselves the freshness of the Spirit giving vitality to the way they loved
and worked and laughed and played. And I was finding areas of common
ground that made us fellow pilgrims, comrades in arms in recognizing



unexpected shards of beauty in worship and scripture and one another. I was
learning to not impose my expectations of what I hoped for them but rather
let them reveal to me, as they were able, who they were. I was becoming a
pastor who wasn’t in a hurry.

Meanwhile on these Tuesdays I was being given another way to give
definition to congregation. In our Tuesday seminars I was given a
vocabulary and imagination to understand the people in my congregation as
problems. This was refreshing. Here was a way of giving clarity to this
haphazard gathering of people with various, mostly undefined, aspirations
to get in on something more than they were experiencing, something that
had to do, maybe, with a vaguely imagined God. Defined as problems, my
congregation gave me an agenda that I could do something about. Problems
have names: anxiety, alcoholism, depression, narcissism, Oedipus complex,
transference, countertransference. Once there was a name for the problem,
you could do something about it. On Sundays, as I looked over my
congregation, they often appeared as a gray assemblage of weakly
motivated people hoping for something, as yet undefined, that might fill in
the gaps in their jobs and their marriages. On Tuesdays I was being given
an entirely different way to define my congregation—as problems. People
with problems, men with baggage, women with neuroses. I was fascinated.
The intricacy of emotional problems was intriguing. I listened with new
ears and heard with heightened attention. If problems were the problem,
problems could be fixed. I found that I was good at this. I had an aptitude
for dealing with people in need. I liked helping them. I liked helping
spouses understand and work on their marriages. I liked helping parents
understand and guide their children. I liked helping people understand and
forgive their parents. I was soon devouring the writings of Erik Erikson and
Carl Jung, Bruno Bettelheim and Viktor Frankl.

Being a pastor put me amid people with needs: marital needs, family
needs, identity needs. I was doing good work, work that gave me
satisfaction, work that was recognized and praised by others as good work.
I didn’t know at the time how close I was to abandoning my haphazardly
intended but finally achieved pastoral vocation. It was a time when pastors
all over the country were abandoning their vocation to take up counseling. I
could have ended up among them.

Those two years of Tuesdays were critically important for me. Besides
orienting me in the details of the emotional, mental, and relational



difficulties that bedevil people’s lives, an orientation that I very much
needed, it did something even more important—it clarified what I was not: I
was not primarily dealing with people as problems. I was a pastor calling
them to worship God. My parishioners had problems, of course—who
doesn’t? And I was always present to listen and understand and pray. But
when and if a person in my pastoral care had a problem that made it
difficult to function in a satisfactory way or that was life-threatening
emotionally in marriage or work, the Tuesday seminar was providing me
with the names and whereabouts of people who could help. By this time I
had acquired appreciation, understanding, and deep respect for the
psychiatrists and psychologists, the psychoanalysts and counselors, who
were taking seriously and working skillfully with the problems that were
being visited on my generation.

But this was not my work, at least not my primary work, not the work I
had been called to do. Gradually this became clear to me in the Tuesday
seminar. The people who made up my congregation had plenty of problems
and more than enough inadequacies, but congregation is not defined by its
collective problems. Congregation is a company of people who are defined
by their creation in the image of God, living souls, whether they know it or
not. They are not problems to be fixed, but mysteries to be honored and
revered. Who else in the community other than the pastor has the assigned
task of greeting men and women and welcoming them into a congregation
in which they are known not by what is wrong with them, but by who they
are, just as they are?

The call I, frightened and panicked, made to Dr. Wall that day I was in
over my head with Dennis and his parents has been repeated in similar
circumstances hundreds of times. What on my own I certainly would have
bungled, he handled with intuitive dispatch made possible out of long years
of experience and practice. In the disordered times in which we live, pastors
can’t get along without Dr. Wall and Dr. Hansen. But their work is not my
work. Knowing they are there to do their work, I am free to do my work.
And my work is not to fix people. It is to lead people in the worship of God
and to lead them in living a holy life.

Tuesdays, besides helping me be a better good Samaritan in my
community (a good thing), also introduced me to ways I could be useful to
my congregation that would satisfy them without having to deal seriously
with God or with themselves as children of God (a bad thing).



I can remember the moment that clarified this unique nature of
congregation as over against the world of the therapeutic into which I was
being introduced on Tuesdays. It was the chairs that did it, those gray,
metal, folding chairs arranged in the Department of Health Services so that
we were looking into one another’s faces, carrying on conversations, with
Dr. Hansen probing our relationships with one another in observations and
questions. During the lecture part of our morning we were considering
people, other people, as problems, dealing with them as problems,
discussing ways to go about fixing the problems. In the therapy section of
our morning we were the problems. Our avoidances, our defense tactics, our
passivities, our body language—all under scrutiny. We didn’t get by with
much. And if we did, it wasn’t for long. Our lives, our language, our
relationships with one another, our habits of concealment, our silences that
spoke louder than words, slowly, sometimes painfully, surfaced.

And then one morning I noticed the chairs. The chairs in which we were
sitting were exactly the color and material and style of the chairs Frank
arranged each Sunday in our basement sanctuary for our worship of God.
On Sundays they were arranged in two sections set at right angles to each
other in our L-shaped basement so that we could look into the faces of at
least half of the congregation. All the chairs faced an open space occupied
by a cross and pulpit, communion table and baptismal font. Same chairs,
similar configuration as on Tuesdays, but a totally different focus. In
therapy we were looking at one another, noticing what was obscured or held
back, identifying problems that we could solve or fix. In worship we were
all fairly accessible to one another but looking not at one another but
beyond one another, cultivating a listening, responsive attention to what we
could not see—God. The Celtic cross, communion table, baptismal font,
and pulpit called us to attention before the God we could not see or figure
out. Therapy, fixing problems, fixing people, was about us. Worship,
becoming whole, opening our lives to what we could not control or
understand, was about God.

I observed this without any sense that one was better or worse than the
other. They were both necessary, both appropriate, given the work that was
there to be done in each setting.

It was an epiphanic moment, seeing the chairs of Tuesday in contrast to
the chairs of Sunday. In the Tuesday chairs I was learning to understand
people in terms of their problems; in the Sunday chairs I was learning to



understand people in terms of God’s grace working in them. The epiphany
was not in the observation itself, but in the realization that I was gradually
becoming more interested in my congregation as problems to be fixed than
as persons made in the image of God, capable of living, just as they were, to
the glory of God.

 

The Morrison family put the epiphany into a story. For a couple years now,
I had been calling people to worship God in our basement sanctuary,
visiting the men and women of the congregation in their homes, getting to
know their stories, giving up my romantic illusions of putting together a
cadre of Christians who would showcase the gospel to the community. I
thought that I had come to terms with the nature of a Christian congregation
—not as an exceptional gathering of people who were eager to pursue a
sacrificial life, following Jesus in the way of the cross, but something more
like the way Paul described his Corinthian congregation: “God chose what
is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the
world to shame the strong…things that are not, to reduce to nothing things
that are.”

This pretty much described the people I was working with. These were
not just random drop-ins from the neighborhood as I had previously
thought. These were men and women whom God chose. They were his
choice. Not my choice by a long shot, but God’s choice. This is what a
“biblical” congregation looked like.

I was becoming comfortable with this and thought I was settling into the
unspectacular work of keeping company with these people as together we
were learning to believe in Jesus and practice the life of resurrection
together.

The week preceding my epiphany with the chairs, Ann Morrison had
come to see me, asking for help. I had been her pastor for about a year. She
came with what I assumed to be a fairly minor family difficulty. Her son,
Roger, had returned for the Christmas vacation from Brown University,
where he was studying law. He had a reputation in the community for being
very bright, a reputation that was later to prove accurate. But things weren’t
going well at home on this vacation. When he took a shower, he was
careless with the shower curtains and inevitably left puddles of water on the
floor. Every morning his father would erupt at breakfast, furious. Roger



would politely apologize, but the next morning it was the same thing, only
accelerated. Things were disintegrating. Ann, the mother, was caught in the
middle, helpless to do anything. The vacation was turning into a first-class
disaster.

Tuesday mornings had given me insights and perceptions for
understanding what was going on between Bruce the father, Roger the son,
and Ann the mother-in-the-middle. I met with them and was able to defuse
the hostilities and provide a few days of truce until Roger returned to
Brown. I had been useful. I was pleased with myself.

Until the moment of the chairs.
I suddenly realized that I was gradually becoming more interested in

dealing with my congregation—the Morrison family was only one instance
—as problems to be fixed than as members of the household of God to be
led in the worship and service of God. For one thing it was much easier.
The family dynamics and emotional difficulties could be isolated and
defined and worked on. Christian growth was all-encompassing and could
only be entered into as a mystery. In dealing with my parishioners as
problems, I more or less knew what I was doing. In dealing with them as a
pastor, I was involved in mysteries, mostly having to do with God, that
were far beyond my understanding and control. No person shows up in
worship without problems; pastoral care involves knowing how to respond
appropriately to them. Nothing wrong with that. But what alarmed me was
that I was slipping into the habit of identifying and dealing with my
congregation as problems, reducing them to problems that I might be able
to do something about or at least refer to someone who could help.

Incrementally, without noticing what I was doing, I had been shifting
from being a pastor dealing with God in people’s lives to treating them as
persons dealing with problems in their lives. I was not being their pastor. I
could have helped and still been their pastor. But by reducing them to
problems to be fixed, I omitted the biggest thing of all in their lives, God
and their souls, and the biggest thing in my life, my vocation as pastor. I
began to assess what was going on. Unaware of what I was doing, I had
been making a subtle shift in attitude toward the people to whom I was
pastor—and I had been doing it for several months. I was trading in the
complexities of spiritual growth in congregation for the reduced dimensions
of addressing a problem that could be named and understood. I had been
doing this quite a lot.



The Tuesday-Sunday comparison brought clarity to exactly what was
unique in my workplace: my congregation. Would I trade my pastoral
birthright for the mess of pottage that provided the immediate satisfaction
of affirmation and discernable results? Or would I be willing to live in the
ambiguities of congregation in which growth was mostly slow and mostly,
at least for long stretches of time, invisible? Would I embrace the emotional
gratification of solving a problem that could be diagnosed and dealt with
head-on rather than give myself as a companion in searching out the sacred
mysteries of salvation and holiness?

I had assumed that Tuesdays were a way to be of help to the
community. And they were. The unintended consequence was that they
helped me understand the vocational priority for me, a pastor, of Sunday—
the uniqueness of congregation. I liked the Tuesday world in which I was
being immersed, but maybe too much. I liked helping people. I liked the
feeling of being important to them. But it was on Tuesdays that I realized in
myself a latent messianic complex, which, given free reign, would have
obscured the very nature of congregation by redefining it as a gathering of
men and women whom I was in charge of helping with their problems. As it
turned out, the Tuesday meetings developed muscle and sinew that clarified
and strengthened the “hints and guesses” that had for twenty-five years
been forming in bits and pieces the vocation of pastor that had so recently—
it had been a long pregnancy!—come into renewed focus. The recovery of
congregation, as congregation—defined by Sundays, not Tuesdays—turned
out to be a big part of it.

The messianic virus, which can so easily decimate the pastoral vocation
once it finds a host (me!), is hard to get rid of. As with the common cold,
there doesn’t seem to be any sure-cure or preventive medicines. The best
you can do is try to stay healthy on a decent diet and plenty of exercise in
worship with the people of God.

 

But by now I was well warned. I knew I had turned a corner when a year or
so later I visited Marilyn in the hospital. Marilyn was in her midtwenties,
married, and newly employed as a lawyer with an established firm in our
county. And new in our congregation. I was still getting acquainted with
her. She said that she was in the hospital for tests—she hadn’t been feeling
well, and the doctors were having difficulty diagnosing anything. In the



visit from her physician earlier that morning, he had suggested that maybe
something other than just the physical might be going on, maybe something
emotional or mental. I was in the habit by this time of asking someone who
gave me that opening, “Would you like to talk to me about it?” But I was
now in the process of detoxing from my messianic mode. I said nothing.
Later I felt guilty for not jumping in to help. Another month went by, and I
visited again, this time in her home. She told me she had agreed that her
physician might be right about her trouble being emotional. She had made
an appointment with a psychiatrist. Feeling cautiously safe, I ventured “Is
there anything you want me to do?” Marilyn hesitated. And then, shyly,
“Yes. I’ve been thinking a lot about it. Would you teach me to pray?”

I had been pastor of my new congregation-in-formation for three years.
It was the first time anyone had asked me to teach them to pray. Marilyn’s
shy request gave a fresh focus to the work and the workplace, a focus that I
had come to believe was at the very center of my pastoral vocation.

Up until then I had concluded that prayer was not something for which
there was much of a market. Wanting to serve my congregation on their
terms, I kept my prayers to myself and did what I was asked. Marilyn’s
“Would you teach me to pray?” was a breakthrough. I reflected on the
irony: the work that I was most equipped for, that I most wanted to do, what
most pastors for most of our twenty centuries of working in congregations
expected to do and did, was not expected of me. Until Marilyn asked.

An inner resolve began forming within me: I was not going to wait to be
asked anymore. In the secularizing times in which I am living, God is not
taken seriously. God is peripheral. God is nice (or maybe not so nice) but
not at the center. When people want help with their parents or children or
emotions, they do not ordinarily see themselves as wanting help with God.
But if I am going to stay true to my vocation as a pastor, I can’t let the
“market” determine what I do. I will find ways to pray with and for people
and teach them to pray, usually quietly and often subversively when they
don’t know I am doing it. But I’m not going to wait to be asked. I am a
pastor.
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COMPANY OF PASTORS

With the two years of Tuesdays completed, I invited the other fifteen
pastors to meet weekly in my study. We had gotten to know one another
well, liked one another’s company, and agreed that we would continue our
Tuesday meetings. But from then on we would meet intentionally as
pastors.

At about this time I visited a pastor friend in Baltimore, a friend I had
learned to respect and admire and enjoy. We met for a couple of hours every
month or six weeks. We were both young and finding our way as pastors,
but Tom was a few years ahead of me. He was stimulating in conversation
and we had a lot in common—not least of all, our inexperience.

Our congregations couldn’t have been more different. His was located
in an old, historic village that had been swallowed up by the city of
Baltimore but had managed to maintain its local identity. Great oaks and
giant elms gave character to the streets. All the houses had been built at
least a hundred years ago. Every home held a story, and every street was
marked by Civil War history. His congregation had been in decline for a
number of years. He had been called in to salvage this precious segment of
Baltimore and Presbyterian heritage. In contrast, my church was still in
blueprints and there were no homes, only houses. I envied Tom’s
workplace, thick with history. He envied my tabula rasa. We talked a lot
about our respective congregations, looking for the continuities that linked
the deep traditions of his old Presbyterian village with my complex of
houses and newly posted street signs that directed the weekly arrival of
moving vans into what was not yet even a neighborhood.

Recently he had been introducing me to the writings of Charles
Williams. On this particular day it was The Descent of the Dove: A Short
History of the Holy Spirit in the Church. The writings of Williams in a few
more years were going to provide me with an imaginative framework that
would give coherence to much of what I was discovering as a pastor



working in a congregation. Tom was telling me that Williams’s book
leveled the playing ground between our two congregations, that the
essential thing that was going on in his old-city congregation and my un-
city congregation was not geography or demographics but the Holy Spirit.
The work and presence of the invisible Spirit was the same in both
congregations.

He told me that outsiders looking at his aging congregation counseled
him to start preparing for a funeral. And outsiders looking at my infant
congregation would soon be counseling me to arrange for diaper service.
But if we could learn to submit our imaginations to Williams and his
evocation of the Holy Spirit in all the details of our two-thousand-year
history, we might be able to see what was really going on and enter into it,
praying Veni Creator Spiritus, “come Creator Spirit.” That was the only
thing, aside from our friendship, that we had in common as pastors, but it
was the biggest thing. The biggest thing in this case was invisible. It always
is. Without interrupting the conversation—by this time the dialogue had
become monologue—we walked across the street from his church to a diner
for a cup of coffee.

Tom and the waitress exchanged greetings. He introduced me to her,
“Vanessa.” She was a slightly overweight forty-year-old trying, but
unsuccessfully, to hide her fast-fading youth behind liberally applied
makeup. Our coffee mugs were empty. As we were preparing to leave the
diner, I went to the washroom. As I returned, Vanessa and Tom were
engaged in what was obviously an intense conversation. I took a stool at the
end of the counter and picked up a newspaper so as not to interrupt them. In
a few minutes, Tom joined me and we walked out into the street.

Tom said, “Eugene, did you see us talking, the way she was talking—
that intensity? I wish I could do that kind of thing all day long, every day.
Every time I come in here and there are no customers, she wants to talk
about prayer and her life.”

“So, why don’t you do it—have conversations like that?”
“Because I have to run this damn church.”
The statement struck me hard. An immense irony. Tom had just spoken

his passionate conviction of the Spirit-created conditions in which the
church exists and then without transition called it “this damn church.” Why
did he find the diner a more hospitable venue for being a pastor than the
church?



 

I reported this conversation to the Company of Pastors. This is what we
were now calling ourselves, Company of Pastors. All of us knew what Tom
was talking about and had expressed it ourselves in various ways. But
maybe not as irreverently and succinctly as his “this damn church.”

The two years of Tuesdays had been a good thing to do. We all agreed
on that. We had learned a lot. We had developed skills and insights that
were useful to both our congregations and the community. But the Tuesdays
had also given us fresh eyes to see, in contrast to the psychotherapeutic
world of mental health, what a unique workplace a congregation is.
Sometimes it felt like “this damn church.” But we had gradually begun to
recognize something else, and it was beginning to seem like something
more. We wanted to honor that more, to understand and treat our
congregations not as a gathering of problems to be fixed but as souls being
formed for salvation in a community of worship. Not men and women
defined by what we could do for them but by what God was already doing
for and in them. We wanted to develop facility in saying God and Jesus as
prayer, personal prayer, not as an item of religious information.

We had been stimulated and attracted by the work world of mental
health, but it had also introduced an element of dissonance. Compared to
the diagnostic precision we experienced and envied in the lectures of Dr.
Hansen, our work world of congregation more often than not felt like a
mess, murky and disorderly. We would have loved to have the protective
boundaries of hospital and consulting room to work within. But we didn’t.

We also realized that we envied the authority that Dr. Hansen carried as
a psychiatrist. We would have loved to experience that, but it didn’t seem
likely. People in general, even when they don’t know exactly what a
psychiatrist does in detail, assume that he knows. Pastors have no
comparable identity recognition. Virtually nobody knows what we do—not
our congregations, not the community, very often not the professors who
taught us, not even (and this is the most unsettling) the bishops and
executives and superintendents who provide overall direction and counsel
to our work.

It wasn’t always like this, but in the America of the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries, “pastor” has become a catchall designation. We all
now realized that in the course of our Tuesday seminars there had been a
growing, but as yet unspoken, feeling that we were different from what Dr.



Hansen recognized in us, namely, that being pastor was somehow or other
unique. We were not adjunct pastors, getting our identity in relation to
someone else’s work we respected, as we had with psychiatry and
community mental health those Tuesdays. We wanted to clarify for
ourselves, even if not for others, what was unique about us as pastors. We
were tired of letting people who were not pastors tell us what we should be
doing or not doing as pastors. The sociologists and academics, the
psychologists and business executives, the talk-show gurus and religious
entrepreneurs had all had their say about us long enough.

We agreed that our Tuesday agenda as the Company of Pastors would
be to recover, as best we could, what pastor-in-congregation meant
personally and locally for each of us in our churches, synagogue, and
county. After the dissolution of our Tuesday group, Paul decided to stay
with us in the Company of Pastors—“We have more in common together
than I would have guessed,” he said.

If there was no social consensus either in the secular or ecclesial worlds
on who we were vocationally and the conditions in which we did our work,
we would form a consensus of our own. We would be self-defined as a
Company of Pastors. We would cultivate our vocational identities as pastors
and our responsibility for working in our people-of-God congregations.

 

Tom’s “this damn church” kicked us off. We would no longer be shaped by
what we were not. No longer treat our workplace as the enemy. Where
would we start? We decided to start with the Christian Sunday and Jewish
Sabbath.

When we became pastors, we had been given primary responsibilities
for dealing with congregations that we called into the worship of God each
week. Everyone knew what we did on the day of worship. But very few
people knew what we did on weekdays. After we gave our benedictions, an
identity chasm opened up. We were the same persons away from church
and synagogue, but the continuity was not obvious to many, maybe most, in
our congregations or community.

As we talked together, we realized that on weekdays we tended to fit
into the expectations of our congregations. Each of us was the same pastor
all week long, but it was difficult to maintain the high-definition identity
given to us on Sabbath and Sunday. By Wednesday who we were and what



we did had become blurred in a swirl of competing expectations,
indifference, and incomprehension. By Friday we knew that we were
working against the grain full-time. The orderly and respectful worshipping
congregation had become “this damned church.” We determined to cultivate
a pastoral identity that could integrate our day of worship with our
weekdays. As a Company of Pastors, we would help one another. That was
our new agenda for the two hours we would meet on Tuesdays.

My church was at the geographical center of the county and so
convenient to all as a gathering place. Every Tuesday we met in my study at
noon. I prepared an urn of coffee and a kettle of hot water for tea. We each
brought a bag lunch and ate together.

It didn’t take long to find our center and to keep ourselves centered.
Sunday or Sabbath, the day that defined the week, was center. On that day
we were most visible. Everyone expected us to show up and lead worship.
What they didn’t expect was that it was the day that defined who we were
and the way we worked the other six days. So our Tuesday agenda was set:
think and pray into the meaning of Sunday (or Sabbath) with all its
implications—not just the defining day of the week on the calendar but the
day that shaped the entire week. In our conversation we would cultivate an
imagination that shaped the ways we conducted our work through the week.
Even if our congregations did not, we would let this biblical text be
definitive not only for the hour of worship but also for the way we would
conduct committee meetings, make small talk in the parking lot, visit the
elderly, study scripture and theology, read novels, go to the hospital and
pray with the sick, write letters.

We kept the structure simple. The sixteen of us took turns leading the
study/discussion. We followed a common lectionary, but the leader was free
to substitute another text if he or she preferred. The leader gave an
exegetical orientation in the text, along with homiletical suggestions that
then led into conversations on ways of being a pastor in sanctuary and
homes and community through the week. If personal issues among us
needed attention (death, divorce, conflict, illness, etc.), we would table the
agenda and deal with them. But we agreed that this was not primarily a
therapy group. Our agenda was our vocation as pastor in the actual
conditions of our workplaces, our congregations.

When a new pastor moved into the area, one of us invited him or her to
join us. They usually came. Some stayed. But often they didn’t. When they



realized we were not interested in debating doctrinal positions or moral
“stands” or comparing church statistics, they lost interest.

Every June, before vacations began to interfere with the continuity of
attendance, we drove a few miles into Pennsylvania to a retreat center for a
day of silence, fasting, prayer, and the Eucharist.

Through the years the core identity and procedure maintained itself
remarkably. Our Company of Pastors was like the woodsman in a Thomas
Mann short story who at eighty-five years of age was still using the same
axe. Sometimes the blade would wear out and he would replace it.
Sometimes the helve would wear out and he would replace that. But it was
always the same axe.

I hosted the Company. After twenty-six years I moved across the
continent for other work, but the Company continued to meet. The
Company is still meeting—it’s been forty-two years now—with the same
agenda and in the same place. I recently received a letter from one of the
early participants, now retired but still attending. He said, in effect, “It’s the
same Company. The same axe.”

 

We were a diverse group in most ways. In age we ranged from thirty-three
(me, I was the youngest) to fifty-one-year-old Richard, our senior member,
who had acquired the honorific “His Holiness.” Three of our congregations
were new-church developments still in the toddler stage at three and four
years old. The oldest congregation got its start in an open-field revival
meeting under the preaching of the English evangelist George Whitefield in
the 1700s. The largest was St. Matthew’s Roman Catholic with a thousand
families. The rest had memberships of ninety to four hundred. Four of the
congregations were in small towns, the rest out in the country surrounded
by farms or in newly forming suburban settlements on ex-farms.
Theologically we covered the spectrum, from Christian to Jew, from
conservative to liberal, and nearly every shade in between.

This diversity did not divide us. This is a rare thing among pastors,
maybe a rare thing in general. But it came from our common assumption of
our common vocation—not temperaments, not politics, not theology, not
reputation. We were pastors, a Company of Pastors. And we were pastors in
a culture that “did not know Joseph.” Our identity out of which we lived
was unrecognized by virtually everybody, in and out of church.



Which also meant that we were lonely, and sometimes angry that we
were lonely. A few years before we started meeting, Ralph Ellison wrote
one of the great novels on being African-American in America, with the
title Invisible Man. He provided a detailed and penetrating understanding of
what it means to live in a society in which nobody even “sees” you, the
actual you, the feeling, thinking, working you. If you are black, your skin
color makes you, the real you, invisible. In prisons, solitary confinement is
the cruelest punishment. In society, nonrecognition is comparable. Our
vocation made us invisible. A pastor in America is the invisible man, the
invisible woman.

Without quite knowing what we were doing, or even how we were
doing it, we were acquiring a vocabulary and a corresponding imagination
for seeing ourselves, seeing one another, for what we really were: pastor.
We were recovering our vocation. And we were doing it in the company of
colleagues who were neighbors (not looking for expert advice from
nonpastors) and in the actual conditions of our workplace, our
congregations (not going to the protected laboratory conditions of a retreat
center or campus).

 

For several years, I had been on the lookout for writers who would give me
direction and affirmation for who and what I had become and was
becoming as a pastor. I wasn’t coming up with much. I asked around for the
names of the leaders in the field of pastoral theology. One name, a professor
at one of our leading Presbyterian seminaries, came up frequently.

I learned that he was giving a seminar in a church in Philadelphia, a
little over an hour away, and drove up to spend a morning in his company.
He was absolutely brilliant. I was absolutely impressed. He appeared to
know everything and fluently articulate the everything. There were about
twenty pastors in the seminar. As we spent the morning talking about the
life and work of pastor, I was totally awed by the clarity and probing
insights he brought to the subject. For the first hour or so I was under his
spell. And then I began feeling that something might not be quite right.
What I was doing, working in a congregation characterized by
interruptions, false starts, and unfinished work, seemed like a far cry from
anything he was presenting. A fog worked its way into the room, obscuring
the clarity of his words. I asked how we might extend the conversation after



we left the seminar. What would he recommend? He recommended his
books: “Stay in conversation with me through my books.” I probed a little
about his experience in all of this. He kept referring to his pioneering
writings in the field. Others joined in. He was evasive. It turned out that he
had been an associate pastor for one year in a town in Connecticut. It was
clearly not a subject that he wanted to pursue.

When I returned home, I bought all his books—there were eight of them
—and began reading. If he was the person who knew the most about
pastoral theology in America, I wanted to be informed. After the second
book and starting on the third, something didn’t seem right. I looked in the
index under the heading “prayer.” Nothing. Not a single reference to prayer.
I went through the indices of the other books. Still nothing. I still had a
great deal to learn about the vocation of pastor, but I knew one thing for
sure: the work of prayer was at the heart of everything. Personal
conversation with God had to intersect with everything I thought or said,
whether in the sanctuary or on the street corner. And here was a man who, I
was told by many, was our leading pastoral theologian, writing eight of the
most influential books on being a pastor in America in the twenty or so
years preceding my becoming a pastor—and not a single reference to
prayer.

I looked for references to congregation, the workplace of pastors. For
church. For worship. For preaching. For scripture. These were subjects high
on the interest level of the Company of Pastors. I remembered the
reluctantly divulged item in Philadelphia of the famous professor’s meager
one year of experience in pastoral work. And this was my generation’s
leading authority on pastoral work? His brilliant works on pastoral theology
obviously had little or no grounding in the pastor’s workplace, “this damned
church.” I felt gypped.

I took the books to the landfill and dumped them. Pastoral theology
without prayer and without congregation? Nobody in my neighborhood was
going to read these books if I had any say in it.

 

The first area of consensus that developed in the Company of Pastors was
that the vocation of pastor had to be understood entirely under the shaping
influence of the biblical text. The Sunday text placed pastor and
worshipping congregation in a living relationship with the people of God



formed as a salvation community. This is who we are together, pastor and
congregation. The preaching and teaching, the singing and praying, baptism
and Eucharist. God’s word in scripture, sermon, and sacrament formed us,
pastor and congregation, as a community of the resurrection, the living
Christ living in us.

The most obvious and congenial place to do that was in an act of
worship in a sanctuary on Sunday, the day of resurrection. For the rabbi, of
course, it was the commanded Sabbath. Christians have been doing that for
two thousand years now. Through those two thousand years we have
disagreed over many things, sometimes, to our shame, with violence. But
we have always worshipped, pastor and congregation. The role and
responsibility of both pastor and congregation to worship is relatively
straightforward.

The one day of worship is followed by six days of work. It is on these
workdays that both pastoral and congregational identity enters a fog of
secularity.

We floundered. There didn’t seem to be any clear vocational models of
pastor in our scriptures. Our scriptures had prophets and priests and the
wise, teachers and missionaries—but pastors? People like us assigned to
congregations to know them in locale? And in barely concealed competition
with other congregations? As much as it seemed there must be a way to join
the first day with the following six, it was eluding us.

And then one Tuesday, as we were groping for a way to integrate our
Sunday preaching with our week of congregational work, Paul surprised us
with some information that was new to all of us. He told us of an old
practice designed to maintain the continuities of public worship within the
world of work. He wasn’t sure just when or where the practice originated,
but it was almost certainly post-Christian, after the destruction of the temple
and the fall of Jerusalem.

There are five mandated annual acts of public worship in Judaism.
Passover marks and celebrates the Exodus salvation from slavery. Pentecost
centers the Sinai revelation of the law in a worship festival. The Ninth of Ab
(a date in August on our calendars) is a fast to remember the destruction of
Jerusalem and the Babylonian exile. Tabernacles provide a ritual to keep
the forty years of God’s providence in the wilderness alive. Purim sanctions
a festival of revelry and gift-giving in celebrative response to the narrowly
averted genocide in Persia.



Each of these five great acts of worship kept an essential aspect of what
it meant to be the people of God alive in their common life, their unique
identity as Jews when they weren’t gathered for worship. These five acts of
worship were the big events, the identity-forming events, that made them
who they were: Jews. But what about between the times of worship,
between the festivals? Festivals in one sense are easy—you have crowds of
people in celebration mode to affirm you in who you are as God’s people.
But how about the “in-between”?

Paul had been part of our conversations those two years of Tuesdays
and had stayed on with our Company of Pastors out of camaraderie and
affection. As we now were trying to find our way in this new setting, he
was there to give us exactly what we needed.

Paul told us something none of us had known: that at some point in
those centuries of Jewish Dispersion, when the Jews were trying to keep
their identity alive and fresh and sharp in towns and cities and villages all
over the Middle East and Europe, somebody came up with the strategy of
pairing a biblical book of “ordinary life” with each of the five great nation-
defining events. Paul called it a pastoral innovation of genius. It just so
happened that they had five books exactly suited for just that use. The five
brief books were bound together in a single volume, in Hebrew named
Megilloth (“little scrolls”).

Paul had never known a Christian pastor or priest before he had joined
us on our two years of Tuesdays. He didn’t know what pastors did, and we
didn’t know what rabbis did. But we soon learned that day-by-day we did
much the same things. He and we were all vocationally reaffirmed by the
unexpected mutuality of our work.

On this particular Tuesday, it seemed that we had been down one dead-
end alley after another, trying to make a direct connection between our
Sunday text and our weekday work and finding ourselves instead mired in
detours or cul-de-sacs. Paul got us out on a road that went someplace. He
told us about the Jewish use of the five books. He desired, he said, for us to
acquire a “rabbinic imagination,” which he thought we might want to call a
“pastoral imagination.” In summary, this is what he told us.

Passover, the feast of the salvation accomplished at the Red Sea, was
paired with the Song of Songs, the basic text on prayer for early Christians
and Talmudic Jews. How do you take the life of salvation into your
ordinary, daily lives? You pray. In salvation God makes himself personally



present to us; in prayer we respond by making ourselves personally present
to God. The Exodus salvation is an event in history; prayer cultivates the
daily intimacy of salvation. Paul said, “You pastors do that, announce
salvation in the sanctuary once a week. You pray with and for people every
day of the week.”

Pentecost, the feast of the revelation of the law on Sinai, is paired with
Ruth, a story of four ordinary people in a lawless time when “every man did
what was right in his own eyes.” The story is a quiet, out-of-the-way
contrast to the wild turbulence of those decades. The story of two widows,
their mother-in-law, and a farmer is woven into the fabric of God’s Sinai
revelation through the ordinary actions of a common life. Paul told us, “You
pastors do that. You listen to people every day of the week and help them
recognize the stories they tell us are continuously being integrated into the
large story told at Sinai.”

Ninth of Ab, the fast of grieving the loss of city and temple and, it
seemed, even God, is paired with Lamentations, the outpouring of
desolation and loss, a plunge into the experience of suffering. Suffering is
there, for everyone, and where the sufferer is, God is. Five poems of
anguish bring suffering front and center. Paul said to us, “You pastors do
that. You don’t explain the suffering, you don’t promise that ‘everything
will be better soon.’ You don’t blame them for their suffering. You face it
with your people. You become a companion with them, patient in the
suffering.”

On Tabernacles, the years of wilderness wandering are reenacted by
building booths (tabernacles) on rooftops and in backyards and then living
in them for a week, giving thanks for a no-frills diet of quail, manna, and
water—God’s provisions that kept them alive for forty years. The assigned
text for Tabernacles is Ecclesiastes. Providence, God’s goodness and
blessing that keeps us alive, is often confused with God’s providing for us
whatever we think we want or need. The religious market swarms with
miracle-mongers and answer-makers, all of them claiming credentials
authorized by God. Ecclesiastes forbids us to join that crowd—it is an
exercise in nay-saying. What pastors do not do and say is important.
Biblical religion is not getting what we want from God. As Paul told us,
“You pastors do not do what people want from you or ask of you. Saying no
is as important as saying yes.”



On Purim, the deliverance from genocide in Persia is celebrated,
enjoyed, in a festival of food and gift giving and laughter in the early
spring. It continues to be the gayest of all the Jewish holidays. The book of
Esther is the text. Salvation is not only individual, but corporate as well.
Not only single souls are part of the pastor’s concern, but also community
—souls-in-community. The indisputable fact of community and the
irrepressible feast of the community are interwoven in the story and the
festival. Esther and Purim, the story and the feast, are two parts of the
community of faith. Paul put it in perspective when he said, “You pastors
are working, always remember, with a God-formed community—not fear-
formed, not success-motivated, not needs-meeting. Let the story of Esther
become the text for understanding your congregation.”

Paul was obviously enjoying himself—a Jewish rabbi preaching to a
congregation of Christian pastors.

There was considerable irony involved in this: a Jewish rabbi providing
fifteen Christian pastors with a biblical-pastoral imagination that was
designed to keep our week of pastoral work congruent with our first-day
proclamation of God’s work. He didn’t do it by organizing our week into
categories scheduled by time-management calculations. He gave us texts
and stories that set everything we did on weekdays within the structure of
what we preached on Sundays: prayer directing, storytelling, pain sharing,
nay-saying, and community building. These are the ways that our Sunday
worship and its biblical text are reconfigured in our congregational
workplace between Sundays.

It took a while. But after several weeks of discussing, reimagining, and
praying, with Paul keeping us oriented in this venerable rabbinic pastoral
practice, we had gotten it translated into the context of our workplace: our
congregations. We gradually realized that our pastoral identity was
gathering dignity.

 

And then Paul left us. It was a reluctant leaving, and we missed him. He left
his mark. What our Christian pastoral theologians failed to do, he did—
gave us a biblical-pastoral imagination. The occasion of his leaving was
that he had learned to drive a car. Paul had grown up in Brooklyn in a
neighborhood where no one owned a car or needed to. When he and his
wife and two children moved to our rural and suburban county, he had a car



but he didn’t know how to drive it. His wife, Shoshana, drove. She drove
him the fifteen miles to our Tuesday meetings, to hospitals to visit the sick,
and to Baltimore to meet with the rabbis who were supervising his
development of a new synagogue. All the while she was also teaching him
to drive. Each Sunday, the Sabbath services having been completed on
Saturday, she would take him out on country roads so he could practice
driving. Sundays were safer—there weren’t as many cars on the road. He
was a slow learner.

He was a brilliant exegete of the Hebrew Bible, a deeply intuitive
pastor, surprisingly companionable in entering into a collegial and pastoral
friendship with fifteen Christian pastors. But he had a difficult time
acquiring the reflexes and coordination for negotiating city traffic,
especially rush-hour traffic. But eventually Shoshana felt that she could
trust him with their Toyota. The driving lessons had gone on for a little over
three years, probably the longest driver education course ever given.

He was ready to join his rabbi colleagues in Baltimore. Maybe he
thought that, although he didn’t say this, he had completed his mission to
the Company of Pastors. He planned to form a group of rabbis on the model
of what we had been doing as pastors.

 

The unintended consequence of the continuation of the Tuesday meetings
under our new banner as Company of Pastors and Paul’s gift of the
Megilloth as our text was a book. The longer we had been doing this, the
more clarity had emerged in our vocation. We were finding a way to keep
our Sunday worship organic with our weekday work. Every week details
developed that seemed, well, pastoral. Weekday work was no longer a
hodgepodge of disconnected acts. We began to realize the interior
connections between our weekday work—the seemingly random and
disconnected prayers, stories, pain, nay-saying, community—and Sunday.
The weekly study and conversations and prayer matured into a coherent
whole. I started writing what the Company was becoming. It was published
in 1980 as Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work.

 

One Tuesday as we were getting ready to break up, one of our company
announced that he was leaving his congregation for another, a church of a



thousand members, three times the size of where he was. He described it as
“more promising.” I had lunch with Phillip later that week, and he told me
that he felt his gifts were being wasted where he was, that he needed more
of a challenge, more opportunity to “multiply his effectiveness” (his term).
He had not been one of the original members of the Company, but he had
been with us for seven years. He was thoroughly familiar with the particular
ethos of pastor that had been developing among us.

The more he talked that day over our plate of breadsticks and bowls of
vichyssoise, I realized that he had, despite the Company of Pastors,
absorbed a concept of pastor that had far more to do with American values
—competitive, impersonal, functional—than with what I had articulated as
the consensus of our Company in Five Smooth Stones. That bothered me. It
didn’t bother me that he was changing congregations—there are many
valid, urgent, and, yes, biblical reasons to change congregations. But
Phillip’s reasons seemed to be fueled by something more like adrenaline
and ego and size. I made a few shy demurrals, but he wasn’t listening. So
the next week I wrote him a letter.

Dear Phillip,
I’ve been thinking about our conversation last week and want to

respond to what you anticipate in your new congregation. You mentioned its
prominence in the town, a center, a kind of cathedral church that would be
able to provide influence for the Christian message far beyond its walls.
Did I hear you right?

I certainly understand the appeal and feel it myself frequently. But I am
also suspicious of the appeal and believe that gratifying it is destructive
both to the gospel and the pastoral vocation. It is the kind of thing America
specializes in, and one of the consequences is that American religion and
the pastoral vocation are in a shabby state.

It is also the kind of thing for which we have abundant documentation
through twenty centuries now, of debilitating both congregation and pastor.
In general terms it is the devil’s temptation to Jesus to throw himself from
the pinnacle of the temple. Every time the church’s leaders depersonalize,
even a little, the worshipping/loving community, the gospel is weakened.
And size is the great depersonalizer. Kierkegaard’s criticism is still cogent:
“the more people, the less truth.”



The only way the Christian life is brought to maturity is through
intimacy, renunciation, and personal deepening. And the pastor is in a key
position to nurture such maturity. It is true that these things can take place
in the context of large congregations, but only by strenuously going against
the grain. Largeness is an impediment, not a help.

Classically, there are three ways in which humans try to find
transcendence—religious meaning, God meaning—apart from God as
revealed in the cross of Jesus: through the ecstasy of alcohol and drugs,
through the ecstasy of recreational sex, through the ecstasy of crowds.
Church leaders frequently warn against the drugs and the sex, but, at least
in America, almost never against the crowds. Probably because they get so
much ego benefit from the crowds.

But a crowd destroys the spirit as thoroughly as excessive drink and
depersonalized sex. It takes us out of ourselves, but not to God, only away
from him. The religious hunger is rooted in the unsatisfactory nature of the
self. We hunger to escape the dullness, the boredom, the tiresomeness of me.
We can escape upward or downward. Drugs and depersonalized sex are a
false transcendence downward. A crowd is an exercise in false
transcendence upward, which is why all crowds are spiritually pretty much
the same, whether at football games, political rallies, or church.

So why are we pastors so unsuspicious of crowds, so naive about the
false transcendence that they engender? Why are we so knowledgeable in
the false transcendence of drink and sex and so unlearned in the false
transcendence of crowds? There are many spiritual masters in our tradition
who diagnose and warn, but they are little read today. I myself have never
written what I really feel on this subject, maybe because I am not entirely
sure of myself, there being so few pastors alive today who agree. Or maybe
it is because I don’t want to risk wholesale repudiation by friends whom I
genuinely like and respect. But I really do feel that crowds are a worse
danger, far worse, than drink or sex, and pastors may be the only people on
the planet who are in a position to encourage an imagination that conceives
of congregation strategically not in terms of its size but as a congenial
setting for becoming mature in Christ in a community, not a crowd.

Your present congregation is close to ideal in size to employ your
pastoral vocation for forming Christian maturity. You talked about
“multiplying your influence.” My apprehension is that your anticipated
move will diminish your vocation, not enhance it.



Can we talk more about this? I would welcome a continuing
conversation.

The peace of Christ,
 Eugene

That was the end of it. We never did have the conversation. He accepted
the call to the big church, and then another, and then another. I would get
occasional reports on him from friends. All the reports seemed to document
that size was turning out to be a false transcendence in his life.

Meanwhile, the momentum of what was being termed church growth
was gathering. All of us in the Company agreed that it was misnamed. It
was more like church cancer—growth that was a deadly illness, the
explosion of runaway cells that attack the health and equilibrium of the
body. A year or so later, another of our Company left us. We hadn’t realized
the rapid spread of the lust for size that was spreading through the
American church and was now penetrating our own Company.

 

A new friend, recently called to a congregation in our community and a
newcomer to the Company of Pastors, was having lunch with Jan and me in
our home. He was delighted at having come upon a group of pastors who so
obviously liked one another and liked being pastors. He was not used to
this. He had been a pastor for eighteen years and had more or less given up
on finding companions among pastors. He asked us how this had happened
for us. “How did you manage to find men and women who were more
interested in being pastors than beating out the competition?” It was spring.
The forsythia and dogwood were in bloom. The fragrance of lilacs was in
the air. Spring in Maryland is all lightness and color. The multiple beauties
of spring and the beauty of holiness that the Company had introduced into
our lives gave texture to our conversation on the flowering of the pastoral
vocation in our Maryland hills.

Gerard took his leave from our luncheon. Jan and I knew that he would
become a good friend and ally in pastoral work.

 



The Company had been in existence now for twelve years and had become
what we had so much needed, a place to form and nurture a pastoral identity
that had theological and biblical integrity. We knew it was a rare thing. And
we knew that none of us could have done it on our own. We needed one
another. There was too much in American culture that was hostile to who
we were. And too many pastors who had quit being pastors.

Gerard welcomed our welcome into the Company. His participation in
the Company was an infusion of fresh energy into our conversations.

His readiness to become one of us was an affirmation of how critical
such a commitment the Company had become for maintaining a pastoral
vocation in the cultural conditions of our time. His enthusiasm and
appreciation sharpened our sense of how much the weekly give-and-take
each Tuesday had made it possible for us to develop incrementally through
the years the pastoral identity we had been ordained to. He gave us fresh
eyes that brought what we had become into appreciative focus. The two
pastors who had left us for what they thought were greener pastures had
been a disappointing reminder of the increasing degradation of the pastoral
vocation, seeping into congregations all over the country like a massive oil
spill. Gerard raised our spirits.

We might have been a minority among American pastors, but at least
we were not alone. Gerard was confirmation that there were probably far
more than seven thousand pastors in America who had “not bowed the knee
to Baal.”

 

After we had been meeting as the Company of Pastors for about twelve
years, we were having our late spring retreat of silence and Eucharist. As
we were preparing to leave, we were reminiscing about what we had been
doing, how the Company had shaped us. A sense of blessing permeated the
conversation.

I had been invited to speak to a gathering of pastors later in the summer
and asked the group, “What is the most important thing that we have done
with one another? What of our experience has been helpful? Anything stand
out that I can tell them?”

Tony didn’t hesitate: “To look at and understand my congregation as a
holy congregation. That has revolutionized the way I have gone about my



work. Treating my congregation with respect and dignity. I think ‘holy’ is
the right word.” Consensus was immediate.

I reported back on the pastors’ conference when we reconvened in
September. “I told them what you told me to say. But I’m sorry to report
that they didn’t buy it. Maybe this kind of pastoral imagination can only be
achieved in ‘prayer and fasting’ among friends.”
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WILLI OSSA

During these formational years I remembered another early ally in who we
were becoming, Willi Ossa. He was an unlikely player in shaping who I
became, for he despised pastors and hated the church. Willi Ossa was an
artist, the first artist I had ever known personally.

In the small Montana town that I grew up in, I had never even seen an
artist. The sectarian church in which I was raised was far too serious about
keeping me separate from worldly contamination to waste time on artists.
But beginning when I was twenty-two years old and a theological student in
New York City, artists started entering my life in ways that profoundly
shaped who I was in the process of becoming as a pastor in America. Willi
Ossa was the first.

Willi gave me a way to understand the term pastor that was new to me,
as a vocation in contrast to a job. Being a pastor is a vocation, not a job. But
when I became a pastor, I soon learned that I was living in a culture that
didn’t know the difference between a vocation and a job. Artists were the
first men and women who gave me a way to discern the difference.

My seminary professors had no idea what pastors were or did. Only one
had ever been a pastor, and he was an adjunct. Many of my pastor friends
and colleagues since my ordination have embraced the secularized job
identity of pastor that is pervasive throughout American culture. They have
been less than helpful.

I met Willi at West Park Presbyterian Church in New York City on West
Eighty-sixth Street. The year was 1955. I had been employed by the church
to supervise a group of young adults on Friday nights, about thirty of them.
They were all from someplace else, most of them artists who had come,
mostly from the South and Midwest, to the city in which they hoped they
would find affirmation and opportunity as artists. Most of them were
dancers and singers. Two were poets. There was one sculptor. All of them
had menial jobs. Some were secretaries, some waiters and waitresses, one



drove a taxi, another sold shoes at Brooks Brothers. But they were all
serious artists. I didn’t know how accomplished they were in their art, but I
soon realized that whatever they had to do to pay the rent, none of them was
defined by his or her job. They were artists, whether anyone else saw them
as artists and regardless of whether anyone would ever pay them to be
artists. Artist was not a job; it was a way of life, a vocation.

I don’t remember much of what we did on those Friday evenings—they
weren’t markedly religious or spiritual as I recall, although sometimes they
asked me to talk to them about something in the Bible or about God. Most
had some church background, but none seemed particularly devout. The
group was not intentionally formed for artists, and I have no idea how they
happened to find one another in that church. But there they were. And me,
the youngest and the only nonartist. When they just wanted to relax and
have fun, we would square-dance. I grew up in square-dancing country, but
I had never seen square dancing like this—these men and women were
dancers, I mean real dancers.

Willi Ossa wasn’t one of the group, but he was always there. Willi was
the church janitor. But janitor was not who he was. Janitor was his job. He
himself, Willi Ossa, was a painter, a serious painter. He painted mostly on
canvas with oils. Something unspoken drew us together, and within a month
or two we were friends.

Willi was German and had married the daughter of an officer in the
occupying American army in postwar Germany. He and his wife, Mary, had
come to New York a couple years before I met him. He lived in a third-floor
walk-up apartment with Mary and their infant daughter, six blocks from the
church where I worked. Willi was slight of build, a wiry, intense five foot
eight. I always had the sense of seething energy in him, like a volcano about
to erupt. Mary was about the same height but without the intensity. She
seemed fragile, but there was a tough maternal attentiveness just beneath
the surface. The nighttime janitorial job suited Willi because it left the days
free for painting in natural light.

It wasn’t long before they were inviting me for supper on Fridays before
the evening meeting with the singles group. And then one Friday Willi said
he would like to paint my portrait—why didn’t I come, say, about four
o’clock on Fridays and he would paint me for an hour or so. Then we would
eat supper and walk over to the church together.



In the weeks of our getting acquainted, before the portrait painting
began, I had learned that Willi had a severely negative opinion of the
church. “Severely negative” is an understatement. It was outraged hostility.
He had lived through the war and personally experienced at close quarters
the capitulation of the German church to Hitler and the Nazis. His pastor
had become a fervent Nazi. He had never heard of Dietrich Bonhoeffer or
Martin Neimöller or Karl Barth of the Barmen Confession. All he knew was
that the state church he had grown up in hated Jews and embraced Hitler as
a prophet. The state-church Christians Willi had known were baptized and
took communion and played Mozart all the while they led the nation into
atrocities on a scale larger than anything the world had yet seen. He had
watched as they turned his beloved Germany into a pagan war machine. He
couldn’t understand why I would have anything to do with church. He
warned me of the evil and corrupting influence it would have on me. He
told me that churches, all churches, reduced pastors to functionaries in a
bureaucracy where labels took the place of faces and rules trumped
relationships. He liked me. He didn’t want his friend destroyed.

And then he began painting my portrait. He said he wanted to work in a
form that was new to him. But he would never let me see what he was
painting. There was always a cloth over the easel when I walked into his
cluttered living-room studio. Every Friday I would sit with the afternoon
sun on me, mostly silent, as he painted and Mary prepared a simple supper.
Then we would walk the six blocks to the church.

One afternoon Mary came into the room, looked at the nearly finished
portrait, and exclaimed “Krank! Krank!” I knew just enough German to
hear “Sick! Sick!” In the rapid exchange of sharp words between them, I
caught Willi’s “Nicht krank, aber keine Gnade”—“He’s not sick now, but
that’s the way he will look when the compassion is gone, when the mercy
gets squeezed out of him.”

A couple weeks later the portrait was complete and he let me see it. He
had painted me in a black pulpit robe, seated with a red Bible on my lap,
my hands folded over it. The face was gaunt and grim, the eyes flat and
without expression. I asked him about Mary’s Krank. He said that she was
upset because he had painted me as a sick man. “And what did you answer
her?” He said, “I told her that I was painting you as you would look in
twenty years if you insisted on being a pastor.” And then, “Eugene, the
church is an evil place. No matter how good you are and how good your



intentions, the church will suck the soul out of you. I’m your friend. Please,
don’t be a pastor.”

His prophetic portrait entered my imagination and has never faded out.
But I didn’t follow his counsel. Eventually I did become a pastor. But I have
also kept that portrait in a closet in my study for fifty-five years as a
warning: Willi’s prophecy of the desolation that he was convinced the
church would visit on me if I became a pastor. I still pull it out occasionally
and look at those vacant eyes, flat and empty. The face gaunt and unhealthy.
Willi’s artistic imagination created a portrait that was far more vivid than
any verbal warning. The artist has eyes to connect the visible and the
invisible and the skill to show complete what we in our inattentive
distraction see only in bits and pieces.

I was with those artists and Willi Ossa on Friday evenings for two
years. I had never been intimately involved in a community of people who
lived vocationally while immersed in a society in which everyone else
seemed to be living a job description. The artists seemed to me quite unself-
conscious about their vocational identity. I never heard any one of them talk
of being a “successful” artist. Their vocation didn’t come from what anyone
thought of them or paid them. Certainly they wanted to act and dance and
sing on Broadway. And Willi would have loved to have had a showing of
his paintings in one of the galleries on Madison Avenue. But their identity
was vocational, a calling, not a job description.

It would be another five years before I became a pastor. But when I did,
I knew that it was a vocation, not a job. I told my friends in the Company
the story of Willi and my New York City artists. Most of us had stories to
tell. We were honing our observational skills in discerning the difference
between vocation and job. As we were seeing pastors left and right
abandoning their vocations and taking jobs, we were determined to keep the
distinction clear for ourselves. A job is an assignment to do work that can
be quantified and evaluated. It is pretty easy to decide whether a job has
been completed or not. It is pretty easy to tell whether a job is done well or
badly.

But a vocation is not a job in that sense. I can be hired to do a job, paid
a fair wage if I do it, dismissed if I don’t. But I can’t be hired to be a pastor,
for my primary responsibility is not to the people I serve but to the God I
serve. As it turns out, the people I serve would often prefer an idol who
would do what they want done rather than do what God, revealed in Jesus,



wants them to do. In our present culture the sharp distinction between a job
and a vocation is considerably blurred. How do I, as a pastor, prevent
myself from thinking of my work as a job that I get paid for, a job that is
assigned to me by my denomination, a job that I am expected to do to the
satisfaction of my congregation? How do I stay attentive to and listening to
the call that got me started in this way of life—not a call to make the church
attractive and useful in the American scene, not a call to help people feel
good about themselves and have a good life, not a call to use my
considerable gifts and fulfill myself, but a call like Abraham’s “to set out
for a place…not knowing where he was going,” a call to deny myself and
take up my cross and follow Jesus, a call like Jonah’s to “go at once to
Nineveh,” a city he detested, a call like Paul’s to “get up and enter the city
and you will be told what to do”?

How do I keep the immediacy and authority of God’s call in my ears
when an entire culture, both secular and ecclesial, is giving me a job
description? How do I keep the calling, the vocation, of pastor from being
drowned out by job descriptions, gussied up in glossy challenges and
visions and strategies, clamoring incessantly for my attention?

Our Company kept at it, asking the questions, alert for signs within
ourselves of defection, telling stories of the people we knew or knew about
who were living vocationally.

One day I brought out Willi’s prophetic painting of me and hung it on
the wall of my study, our meeting place. Sobering. After six weeks I put it
back in the closet.
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BEZALEL

The day was overcast with a light drizzle of rain. I and Simon, the architect
we had chosen to design and supervise the building of our church, were
getting acquainted. We were the same age. The year before, he had returned
to his hometown to open an architectural practice. And I was just eighteen
months into being a pastor. He had never designed a church. And I had
never been a pastor. It seemed a little risky—two newcomers to this church
business pooling our inexperience. But we had both grown up in the church,
Simon right there in that small town and I in a town of similar size in
Montana.

We were having our conversation while strolling over the six acres of
farmland that had only recently been a cornfield and was now the site for
building a new church. The land had been purchased by the Presbyterian
Church four years earlier, anticipating population growth as the city of
Baltimore spilled out over the surrounding beltway that contained it.

Simon had suggested the six acres as a good place to get acquainted.
“Let’s get a feel for that land together. For the next couple of years it is
going to be common ground for us.”

“So, Simon, what is it going to be like for you to build a church? Isn’t it
a little scary? You know, don’t you…that you are going to have to please a
lot of people? Wouldn’t an office building be a lot safer when you are just
getting started?”

“Maybe safer, Eugene, but not as interesting—or challenging. You
know what First Presbyterian in town is like. I grew up in that church. It
was built a hundred and fifty years ago—a fine piece of architecture to
center and anchor a small town and farming community. When I was in
high school and thinking I might like to be an architect, more times than not
during the sermon I would sketch a church, both inside and out, a church
that would fit the times I live in. I imagined and sketched hundreds of
churches. Believe me, I’m no newcomer to this. Later while studying



architecture, I learned that building a church is the most interesting task
there is to set before an architect. It brings the best out of us—so many
things working together, everything you see but at the same time,
everything you don’t see. But not many architects get to do this anymore.
Especially today, when everything else has become so functional, church is
still a work of art. I can’t wait to get started. And how about you?”

The rain had picked up and there were no trees for refuge. We drove
back into town for coffee in the shelter of a local diner.

“Unlike you, I didn’t have that long, imaginative preparation going for
me. But about three years ago several things converged for Jan and me, and
the pastoral vocation became both clear and compelling. I realized that a lot
of what I had been experiencing as I grew up were bits and pieces of a
pastoral identity that had now come together—earlier I just didn’t have a
word for it. Now I do: pastor. When I was given the opportunity to organize
and develop a new church here, the adrenaline kicked in. I’ll tell you more
of the story as we work together. But I hold an advantage over you. You
have never built a church, and I’ve already been a pastor for eighteen
months.”

 

Our building committee, seven of us, had selected Simon to be our architect
after a disappointing meeting with a consultant from a large architectural
firm that specialized in churches. The consultant had been recommended to
us by my denominational office that was responsible for supervising the
organization and development of new churches.

Brisk. All business, he introduced himself and asked for our names and
occupations. He learned that Ralph, our chairman, managed a farm
equipment and feed store, Jeff sold asphalt to road builders, Harry was in
charge of music for the public schools of the county, Ethel a homemaker,
Andy recently retired from an insurance agency, and Miles owned a food-
catering business.

He was crisp. “I see. Since none of you has experience in planning for
church building, I’ll start with the basics.”

I told him that I had some building experience in carrying boards for my
dad as he built our summer cabin when I was sixteen years old. He was not
amused. He opened his briefcase and began pulling out building plans for
us to consider.



“Here’s a colonial. This is historic colonial country you are living in; I
think this might suit the ambience of the culture here. And here is a kind of
neogothic. It has a distinctive “church” look—it would probably attract
people who don’t know much about church but are looking for something
solid and safe.”

And then this: “I think you would be interested in considering this one.
It’s very popular right now—a multipurpose building, easily convertible
from sanctuary to church suppers to community gatherings. Very functional.
Given your circumstances, I would probably recommend this. Give me a
call and let me know what you decide.”

The man left. Mr. Consultant had been with us about half an hour; he
had another appointment. He had not asked us a single question beyond
getting our names and functions. He left knowing nothing about who we
were or the way we understood church. Harry was irritated: “All he knows
of church is in those half dozen building plans in his briefcase.”

What he didn’t know and didn’t bother to find out was that we had been
worshipping together for well over a year in this multipurpose house
basement, the catacombs, in which our meeting with him had just taken
place. What he didn’t know and didn’t bother to find out was that we were
already a church, a church-in-formation.

What he didn’t know and didn’t bother to find out was that in
Baltimore’s Enoch Pratt Library we had discovered several large folio
volumes of churches damaged and rebuilt in Europe after World War II,
complete with photographs and commentary. The seven of us had spent an
afternoon in the library with these books spread out before us. Some of the
best architects in Europe had been enlisted in that work.

One French architect categorized the forms in which churches took
shape in the terms cave, fortress, and tent. The great cathedral churches of
Europe were fortress churches. They dominated the landscape and provided
a center and sanctuary, protection against the barbarians, a visual statement
that church defined and ruled everything around it. The first three centuries
of Christian churches were cave churches—unobtrusive house churches and
catacombs. We had combined house and catacomb. Churches took the form
of tents in a nomadic society, inexpensive and impermanent for a people on
the move. The first biblical form of church architecture was a tent, the
wilderness tabernacle. “People on the move” certainly described the
suburbia where we were living. The French architect we had come across in



the library was urging that in this postwar, post-Christendom society,
Christians should be building tent churches, modest churches that don’t
overpower the neighborhood but, rather, enter it, becoming neighbors in the
neighborhood. That seemed right to us.

And, finally, what our consultant didn’t now and didn’t bother to find
out was that the seven of us had been taking field trips for the previous six
weeks, visiting new churches that had been built in the previous ten years or
so. (We got their locations from denominational offices.) Every Saturday
we loaded up two vans and visited churches within fifty miles that included
Baltimore and parts of Pennsylvania and Delaware. We usually managed to
visit three, sometimes four, churches each Saturday. After six weeks and
twenty churches we decided we had seen enough. Out of twenty church
buildings, only two showed any evidence of artistic imagination or
liturgical integrity—two “tent” churches.

The consultant was off to his next appointment. We were dispirited.
Nobody said anything. We all felt Harry’s irritation. We didn’t need to take
a vote on “what to decide.” Ethel broke the silence, “Do you realize what
has just happened? We have just been shown the building plans of all those
churches we visited on our Saturday field trips—stereotypes of ‘what looks
like a church’ along with a depressing number of ‘multifunctional’
nonchurches ranging from bland to ugly. And not a hint of what can give
expression to who we are and are becoming. But we know it can be done.
Remember? There were those two tent churches.”

We agreed that we didn’t have the energy for anything more. We quit
for the night.

Alan, our denominational supervisor, was not happy with our decision
to reject the “expert” (his term) counsel that he had provided for us. He
warned us that we were being very foolish. He used the word “headstrong.”
He had been through this process dozens of times; we knew nothing. Which
was not quite true. We were new at this, true, but already well on our way in
discussing the nature of worship, the nature of congregation, and the part
that architecture played in expressing and shaping our identity in this local
neighborhood. Week after week we had been accumulating a sense of
church. And we knew we were not a set of blueprints.

At our next meeting Ralph, our chairman, said that he had just learned
of a young architect who had recently begun his practice in our town. He
knew his parents. I was sent to talk to him. He had never designed a church



but was very interested in what we were doing. He agreed to come and talk
with us. A lot of questions were asked, back and forth. We liked one
another. We asked Simon to be our architect. He asked for some time, that
first he would like to worship with us to get a sense of who we were as a
congregation. After he and his wife, Deborah, had worshipped with us for a
few weeks, he was ready. Yes, he would like to be our architect.

 

At the same time that my pastoral identity was in formation, the
congregation was discovering its unique identity. What does it mean to be a
church of Jesus Christ in America? We had let Luke’s storytelling in The
Acts of the Apostles give us our text. We saturated our imaginations in the
continuities between the conception, birth, and life of Jesus and the
conception, birth, and life of the church. As we let Luke tell the story, it
became clear that being the church meant that the Holy Spirit was
conceiving the life of Jesus in us, much the same way the Holy Spirit had
conceived the life of Jesus in Mary. We weren’t trying to be a perfect or
model or glamorous church. We were trying to get out of the way and pay
attention to the way God worked in the early church and was working in us.
We were getting it: worship was not so much what we did, but what we let
God do in and for us. These months of worship in our catacombs sanctuary
had made their mark on us: we were a people of God gathered to worship
God. The single word, “worship,” defined what we were about.

The congregational consensus emerged not so much by talking about it
but by simply doing it: worship was our signature activity, the distinctive
act that set us apart from all other social structures—schools, businesses,
athletic teams, political parties, government agencies. It was not achieved
through a Bible study or a discussion that pooled our various expectations
and came up with something we could all live with. We simply met every
Sunday and worshipped God. We sang together, prayed together, listened to
scripture together, received the Sacrament together, baptized our children
and converts, and went back to our homes ready to enter a week of work
with the blessing of God on us. Our infant son, Eric, was the first child I
baptized in our catacombs sanctuary. He did his part in making sure we
wouldn’t romantically sentimentalize the holy moment—the moment the
baptismal water touched his head, he set up a loud wail.



The ordinariness of our lives and the circumstances of the catacombs
cleared our minds of romantic and utopian illusions regarding church. We
weren’t a church that “looked like a church.” No prayer groups, no Sunday
school, no social groups—just worship. As our church matured, some of
these ancillary activities were added, but not until our basic worship
identity was well established.

And it was well established. The catacombs had served us very well as
we found our formation as a worshipping congregation. But more and more
people were arriving. Basic hospitality required that we make room for
them—a place for worship, a sanctuary to preserve and cultivate our
identity as a people of worship.

As pastor to these people in these circumstances, what was my part? I
asked God for guidance, for wisdom. It didn’t take long for clarity to come.
Just as I had used Acts as the text for our being formed as a worshipping
people of God, I would use Exodus as the text for building a place for
welcoming others to worship with us.

 

The Exodus world was full of congregation-in-formation stories. Moses
rescued as an infant from the river, his long years of formation as a pastor
while tending sheep in Midian, years he didn’t know he was being formed
as a pastor, the voice from the burning bush, the ten plagues, the Red Sea
deliverance, thunder and lightning from Sinai, the Ten Words.

Moses: leading his people out of Egypt into a life of free salvation and
forming them into a congregation. Moses: developing a sense of community
that was held together by the providence of God, a people understanding
themselves in terms of the revelation and action of God. Moses: leading a
people into an understanding and practice of being a people of God, a
church. Moses: my mentor in forming a people-of-God congregation.
Moses: building a sanctuary for worship in the wilderness.

 

I wanted to make the most of this unprecedented opportunity of being in on
the ground floor, rethinking, reliving the basics—God’s salvation, God’s
community, God’s revelation, God’s church, God’s congregation, God’s
sanctuary—with variously informed and uninformed people. This was not
only new territory for me but for everyone in my infant congregation. Not



exactly wilderness as it had been for the people to whom Moses was pastor,
for we all had running water in our homes and Safeway bread on our tables.
But all of us were in a position to rethink and refresh our memories of just
what being a people of God consisted of. The life and words of Moses as he
led his congregation from Egyptian slavery through uncharted wilderness to
Canaan freedom gave us common ground to work from. I wanted to take
advantage of this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to work through the ways
in which we lived theology and ethics and worship.

As I was living into this Exodus story, finding ways to include my
congregation in it—this text that I had so recently received as Holy Spirit
given, an answer to prayer for pastoral guidance at this transitional time—I
came across a name that I had never paid attention to before, Bezalel. I
thought I knew this Exodus story inside and out. How had I missed
Bezalel?

 

Every three of four weeks Simon and I got together and conducted an
informal seminar on what we were doing. Sometimes we did it while
walking on the site where we would be building our sanctuary. Our
vocations merged. We began to discern common themes in our respective
vocations—the perpetual interaction between visible and invisible, sound
and silence, flesh and spirit, materiality and spirituality, order and chaos.

It was now April. The juices were running in our imaginations. We were
again strolling on that empty cornfield that was filling up with hints and
guesses of the Shekinah of our yet to be constructed sanctuary. Simon
stopped, kicked up a piece of dirt, and said, “This is where we’ll pitch our
tent. I think this is just the right location.” And then, as an afterthought,
“too bad just the two of us are present for this groundbreaking.”

A few moments later Simon said, “I’ve been thinking a lot about our
Exodus text. I think I have found my name in it—Bezalel. Bezalel the
architect of the tent of meeting. I’m Bezalel.”

For Moses and his congregation all the basic stuff of salvation was
packed into a story that covered about three months. But the three months
in which the salvation had been accomplished and the revelation defined
was just the beginning. A foundation was established, but after four
hundred years of Egyptian slavery, this was a lot to take in. This was going
to take a while. Forty years for a start: salvation, the God-shaped life,



absorbed—assimilated—into their lives. The assimilation would take place
through worship. Bezalel was the architect responsible for shaping the place
of worship that would shape the worship of the people, that would in turn
shape the way the people lived their common lives, their lives in common.

Later that day I wrote in my journal. “Wednesday, April 1963. This
morning while a spring breeze played on the grass, Bezalel, architect of the
wilderness tent, made his appearance in Simon, architect of Christ Our King
Church: ‘I’m Bezalel.’”

 

There are forty chapters in Exodus. I had never read, really read, past
chapter thirty-four. Those first thirty-four chapters are where all the action
is with Moses at the center of the action. At chapter thirty-five the action
comes to a stop. The chapter opens with Moses talking about Sabbath
keeping—what the people don’t do, withdrawing from daily work in order
to give God time and space to do God’s work in them, God’s congregation.
The first thirty-four chapters narrate the defining actions of salvation and
revelation. The final six chapters narrate the preparations for continuing
worship that would assimilate that salvation and revelation into the fabric of
their common life, week after week, month after month, year after year after
year, for another twelve hundred years, at which time Jesus would bring it
all to a new beginning. It is here, at chapter thirty-five, that the name
Bezalel appears for the first time. Bezalel the architect. Bezalel the artist.

I had never noticed this transition before, the transition that moved the
Hebrews from experiencing the salvation and revelation of God under the
leadership of Moses to involving them in a lifetime of living in response
and participation in that salvation and revelation under the forms of
Bezalel’s art and architecture.

The story of the Red Sea and Sinai with Moses playing a leading role
defined the life of God’s people. Telling and retelling that story in a place of
worship would keep their identity alive and focused. Now with Bezalel
playing the leading role, the account of planning, designing, and
constructing a building for worship provided the structural form for
rehearsing and practicing their identity in the materials and circumstances
of their lives for as long as they lived.

Moses dominates the story in its inception and formation. Bezalel is the
architect of its continuation and maturation. At chapter thirty-five, Moses



steps aside and hands things over to Bezalel. Bezalel provides the people
with the material means for worshipping through wilderness and Promised
Land living, assimilating what had been given at the Red Sea and Sinai. For
these final six chapters Bezalel is in charge. What he is in charge of is
making provisions for worship, building a place of worship.

Simon noticed and took seriously what I had never seriously noticed
before: Bezalel designing and supervising the building of the wilderness
tabernacle, the portable sanctuary, the tent, in which the people of Israel
worshipped God during their forty years of transition from Egyptian slavery
to Promised Land Canaan, the approximate half century from 1250 to 1200
BC.

And now our church had its Bezalel. Simon and I had long
conversations in which we discussed the formation of congregation. I
immersed him in all the liturgy that I knew, the nature and ways of worship.
From his side he taught me the aesthetics of space and the ways that color
and light and material textures worked together, the “fit” of the structure
with the landscape and the community that would surround and inhabit it.
The conversations of that year, formed in the ambience of Bezalel and
Moses in the wilderness and the congregation at worship in our catacombs
sanctuary, developed into first blueprints and then a sanctuary on the six
acres of empty Maryland farmland fronting Emmorton Road. It would
become a place of worship and learning and community formation: simple
and honest—a piece of art for worshipping God in the “beauty of holiness”
in this suburban desert of secularism.

As those months of planning and decision making developed, we
worked out in detail the ways that worship would keep us connected with
our defining story and make adequate provision for its continuous
development in the lives of the congregation.

I had never paid attention to a sanctuary as a piece of art, doing what art
does—using the sensory (material, sound, texture) to give access to
mystery, to the “behind the scenes” of our ordinary lives—to see, hear,
touch, taste, and smell the vast world of beauty that inhabits, underlies, and
permeates space and time, place and each person. The Holy.

Our priority as we prepared to go public with our congregation was
coming into focus: provide a sanctuary for the worship of God, the central
formative act for shaping the people of God as a people of God. Not just
pilgrims on the way to the Holy Land. Not just a people defined by their
place and circumstances in history.



Called to worship each week, we would repeatedly enter a place of
awareness of the presence and word and action of God, keep alert and
participating in that presence and word and action. It was not me, the pastor,
telling them. We were realizing it together, in company with one another.

 

Back to Exodus. Bezalel goes to work. He designs and oversees the
construction of the sanctuary, the tabernacle, also called the tent of meeting.
Meticulous detail is given to everything that goes into a sanctuary where
every detail of our lives is being integrated into responsive obedience and a
life of salvation: weaving the curtains and the covering of the tent, with
careful attention given to fabric, size, design, colors, and embroidery work,
along with the hooks and clasps to connect them, tent poles (“frames”) and
rods to hold the curtains. Furniture to provide tangible and visual witness to
what they are doing: the ark of the covenant, a table for offerings with
plates and dishes, bowls and flagons. An elaborate lamp stand with six
branches, all of gold. An altar of incense. Holy anointing oil. The altar of
burnt offering. Vestments for the priests: robes and tunics, some of them
trimmed with bells, a turban crown. A huge work crew. Building materials:
acacia wood, skins, gold, silver, bronze, gemstones, cords, pegs.

 

Worship has to do with God, whom no one has ever seen: “Let us worship
God” is our standard rubric. But worship has to do simultaneously with all
the stuff that we see wherever we look: acacia wood, fabrics and skins, tent
pegs and altars, tables and flagons. To say nothing of all the workers in
textile, metal, and wood, weaving and carving, smelting and casting.

First salvation from Egypt, then worship in the wilderness. First the
great events at the Red Sea and Sinai, then bringing every detail of our lives
and all the stuff of our lives into the sanctuary where we are formed into
lives of salvation, detail by detail, day by day.

Up until those months of dealing with Bezalel in the Sinai desert in
1200 BC and Bezalel (aka Simon) in the lush greenery of Maryland in 1963,
I had considered worship as something that provided a setting for
proclamation and teaching and singing, primarily verbal acts. The
congregation thought of it that way too. But now we were plunged into
revising virtually everything we had assumed about worship. We were



understanding it as the formation of salvation detail by detail, day by day, in
the bodies of men and women and babies, neighborhoods, homes,
workplaces, through the “hopes and fears of all the years.” The salvation
“land of the living” was being created in our neighborhood.

Moses led people to salvation freedom; Bezalel paid scrupulous
attention to the details of that freedom embodied in a holy life. Moses
brought down the Ten Words from Sinai; Bezalel assembled them
coherently in acts of offering and sacrifice. Moses and Bezalel.

Moses at the Red Sea and Sinai: the once-for-all events of salvation, the
story that we keep telling one another to remember who God is and who we
are.

Bezalel, aka Simon, and the Christ Our King sanctuary: the place of
worship where a life of salvation identity is formed in time and place, in
everydayness and in detail.

Moses the prophet formed my pastoral vocation kerygmatically.
Bezalel, aka Simon, formed my pastoral vocation liturgically.
Without Moses, worship would soon degenerate into aesthetics and

entertainment.
Without Bezalel, aka Simon, salvation would blur into generalities of

heavenly bliss and fragment into isolated and individualized fits and starts.

 

Finally, all was ready. We had a groundbreaking. After worship we
processed (not quite the right word—“meandered” was more like it—with
the children racing and skipping) the quarter mile from our catacombs
sanctuary to the site of our new tent sanctuary. Anticipating what was to
come, we had chosen a name for our church, Christ Our King Presbyterian.
Lucy purchased two hundred seven-inch red shovels and hand painted them
to give to everyone there that day:

CHRIST OUR KING GROUNDBREAKING JULY 12, 1964

The next day the Jeager Construction Company showed up with
equipment and workmen to build the sanctuary that would give
architectural expression to the life of worship that defined and expressed
who we were as a people of God. Nine months later the sanctuary was
complete.



 

We had our first service of worship in our new sanctuary on April 7, 1965.
After the benediction most of the congregation lingered, talking and
commenting on what we had done. Ruthie, the girl who had two and a half
years earlier named our basement sanctuary Catacombs Presbyterian,
interrupted Simon as he was in conversation with a few others, excitedly
grabbed his arm, and said, “I just realized what you did! You modeled the
interior of the sanctuary on those praying hands of Dürer—you know, that
famous woodcut. That is so cool. I think we ought to rename this place
Church of the Praying Hands. That is so cool.”

I was just a few steps away and overheard her. She was right. The
abruptly steep, upward sweep of the roof automatically directed attention
upward. Interiorly, the church was all steeple—or as Ruthie observed,
praying hands. I said to her, “Not bad, Ruthie—you’re getting pretty good
at church christening. First Catacombs Presbyterian and now Praying Hands
Presbyterian. I like that.”

 

Our experience of worship in the catacombs had developed into decisions
about the architecture of worship. Two and a half years of worshipping
together underground provided the experience that would inform what we
would continue when we opened our doors to the community and invited
them to worship.

In the months that we had spent planning and thinking through the
details of what was involved in our worship, and then building a sanctuary,
it very soon became clear that what we were primarily concerned with was
not what the church looked like but what went on within the church. The
interior of the church was more significant than the exterior. And often, the
feature of the sanctuary that was commented on was its spaciousness,
roominess; a couple people mentioned “elbow room.”

 

A most conspicuous witness to that spaciousness, at least to me, came from
the children. A few months after our sanctuary was completed, we opened a
preschool for four-year-old children. Most of those enrolled were from
other churches or no church at all. Each Tuesday I would meet with them in



the sanctuary to get acquainted and tell them a story. Their classroom was
in a separate building, about twenty feet away. On their first Tuesday, the
teachers lined them up in a straight line and prepared them for the solemn
occasion—going to church! They were to be reverent and talk in a quiet
voice. The procession from classroom to sanctuary was dignified. But the
moment they entered the sanctuary, they broke ranks and ran. Some
skipped. There was exuberance and laughter. There was something about
the openness, the sun shining through the expanse of windows, the dramatic
upward sweep of the ceiling, the palpable largesse of that sanctuary, that
invited playfulness. It was like they had been let out of a cage and were
breaking free. The two teachers did their best to restore a decorum of
reverence without much success.

I had my banjo with me and sat down on the floor and began singing
“Mr. Froggy went a courtin’ and he did ride…” Soon they were gathered
around and singing with me. We exchanged names. I told them a story. We
did that every week through the school year.

Later that first day the teachers and I talked about what we had just
experienced. Neither of them attended my congregation. They were
embarrassed that they hadn’t been able to control the children. I was
surprised but pleased at the spontaneous sense of playfulness that they
displayed. They explained to me that part of their responsibility was to
develop a sense of proper social behavior. I told them that I respected that
but that I hoped when people entered this place of worship, they would
sense that they were being invited into something larger than they were
used to. I was hoping that the way this sanctuary had been designed did not
suggest socialization but theologization (I didn’t use that word with them—
I just now coined it), a sense of God in whose presence is fullness and joy.
And maybe we had just been given a demonstration of the biblical phrase
“and a little child shall lead them.”

It was a good conversation. And a quiet confirmation that the
architecture was doing its work.

A very different confirmation came a year or so later, not from four-
year-old children but from a professor and his students. The Roman
Catholic diocese of Baltimore had recently constructed a new cathedral
church, The Cathedral of Mary Our Queen. I had a friend on the faculty of
St. Mary’s Seminary, just around the corner from the cathedral, who told a



colleague, the professor of liturgics at the seminary, about our new
sanctuary and suggested he come and see it.

Father Dominic telephoned and came out to visit. He had been the
theological consultant to the architect of the new cathedral much as I had
been to Simon, my Bezalel. We had a lot of common experience. But also a
very different experience. He was in on the design and construction of a
large fortress sanctuary. Under the circumstances, that was fitting.
Baltimore is a largely Catholic city and has a strong historical rootage in
Roman Catholicism from colonial times. I was in on the design and
structure of a modest tent sanctuary in a suburb that had virtually no history
or memory.

That initiated a practice that continued for several years. Each year
Father Dominic brought his class of seminarians out to Christ Our King
Church and used it as a case study in liturgical practice. These were the
years of Vatican II. There was a lot of reform going on, much of it having to
do with worship.

There were striking contrasts, the names for a start, the Cathedral of
Mary Our Queen and Christ Our King Presbyterian. The church in the city
was massive, dominating everything around it. Our church was modest,
fitting into the neighborhood. But Father Dominic was mostly interested in
observing how our two very different traditions had each skillfully
employed architecture, attentive to every detail in order to reinforce an
awareness and receptivity of a people of God to the presence and gifts of
God.

And he never failed to comment on the sense of spacious simplicity in
our sanctuary, using a line from a Narnia tale to describe Christ Our King
Church, “Its inside is bigger than its outside.”

Father Dominic was an astute observer and good teacher. His students
were lively and appreciative. It was affirming to have someone notice and
approve. Mary Our Queen and Christ Our King worked well together.

 

Earlier we had found a text that gave clarity to what we hoped would take
place in our sanctuary. It was a sermon that Martin Luther preached at the
dedication of a church in Torgau, Germany, in 1544. He asked the
congregation that “nothing should take place therein than that our dear Lord
should speak with us through his holy word, and we again speak with him



through prayer and praise.” We let Luther’s words guide our discussion on
our interior architecture by paying attention to what took place between the
polarities of worship: the North Pole of our Lord speaking “with us through
his holy word” and the South Pole of our speaking “with him through
prayer and praise.”

We wanted the architecture of our sanctuary to give as much sensory
help as possible so that precisely that North/South polarity would be
preserved, that from every angle the presence and Word of God would be
honored, and that our words would be in response to God’s Word.

The North Pole of God’s Word: “That our dear Lord should speak
with us through his holy word.”

In our tradition (Presbyterian) the “holy word” is referred to as the
“audible word” of scripture and sermon and the “visible word” of the
biblical sacraments, baptism and the Lord’s Supper. God speaks the same
word to his people whether in word or sacrament. Our first decision was to
place pulpit, baptismal font, and Lord’s table emphatically in the large
central space of the sanctuary, with the pews arranged around them to give
visual prominence to the “holy word.”

Earlier we had talked about using local building materials whenever
possible. And wouldn’t it be appropriate to use something distinctively
local for the baptismal font, communion table, and pulpit? Ted and Isabel
were retired farmers who had lived their entire lives in our county. They
called our attention to an abandoned marble quarry twenty miles north of
our building site—Maryland green marble would be about as local as we
could get. Stone as a building material for font, table, and pulpit has a long
tradition in the church. And what better way to show the continuity of “the
holy word,” audible and visible, than by using locally quarried Maryland
green marble in the construction of font, table, and pulpit? It turned out that
Ralph, our building chairperson, used to live near the quarry and knew the
family who owned it. It was no longer a working quarry, but he thought
there was still a warehouse of discarded marble slabs. He went to the family
and inquired. He brought back in his pickup several pieces of what he
thought might be usable marble. Bezalel, aka Simon, designed the font,
table, and pulpit in a way that featured the marble.

The Maryland green marble surface of the font and table and the face of
the pulpit anchored our sanctuary in the context of the local.



Baptismal Font. Baptism is the sacrament of entrance into the Christian
church, marking the beginning of our life in Christ. The first thing a person
meets on entering the sanctuary is the font—God’s first word to us is that he
accepts and forgives us. But baptism is also an act of congregational
worship, shared by all of God’s gathered people. We placed the font at the
end of the short center aisle, which is at the same time the exact center of
the church. It was a forceful sign to all who have been baptized that they
have been received into Christ, are forgiven, and have passed “from death
to life.”

Lord’s Table. Six feet beyond the font, still occupying the spacious
center of the sanctuary, we placed the table from which we would serve
Holy Communion, the sacrament of nurture for Christians. From the earliest
days of the church the Lord’s Supper has been the defining act of worship,
the axis upon which all else turns. It is an open table, placed on the level
with the congregation, inviting all who trust in Christ to receive the Christ
who offers himself to us.

Pulpit. Another six feet in toward the southeast wall and elevated
slightly (seven inches) is the pulpit. The Holy Spirit speaking in scripture
determines and regulates the life of the church. The open Bible that is
clearly visible on the pulpit desk is emphatic that it is scripture, read and
preached, and not a human word, that is authoritative in worship. The slab
of marble that is the face of the pulpit is quietly dramatic. The green marble
has a wild chaotic grain reflecting the stormy, unruly rebellious precreation
world that God’s Genesis word ordered into a cosmos. Marcia had earlier
designed a symbol for Christ Our King—the crown over the cross over the
circle of the world, the crucified and risen Christ ruling the world as King.
Loren fashioned the symbol out of burnished aluminum and fixed it on the
marble face: the Word of God in scripture and sermon, a witness to Christ
reconciling the disordered world into the order of salvation.

Things were falling into place. We had learned a lot and learned it well
during those months in the catacombs.

The South Pole of the Congregation’s Words: “And we again speak
with him through prayer and praise.”

A place of worship is a place for listening—listening to God speak. But
it is also a place for answering, responding to what is spoken. God’s words
initiate a conversation. We come together as a congregation in worship to
speak “through prayer and praise” with the God who speaks with us.



We arranged the seating to emphasize this communal, conversational
dimension to the language used in worship. Our sanctuary measured sixty
feet by sixty feet, a square. The pews were in four sections, arranged to face
the central open space that held the baptismal font, communion table, and
pulpit: two sections directly opposite, two sections on a diagonal separated
by the center aisle. No one was seated more than thirty feet from the center
grouping of font, table, and pulpit. And the faces of at least three-quarters
of the congregation were visible from wherever you sat. We were
participants in worship, visually accessible to one another, not spectators
peering over the backs of heads.

By placing the pews around the matrix of font-pulpit-table, we were
making a statement: we can’t hear God’s love being spoken to us without at
the same time looking into the faces of our neighbors, whom God also loves
and commands us to love. When we come to worship, we are not isolated
individuals, but a family of God. We come to worship not just to see and
hear, but to pray and praise God with one another. The aisles were wide,
providing a sense of spacious hospitality.

Earlier when the church sanctuary was about two months away from
completion, some of us were talking together after worship, and the subject
of a chancel cross for the sanctuary was discussed. William, whose father
had been a Presbyterian pastor, was of the opinion that if we had a cross, it
ought to be a Celtic cross, the style of cross associated with the Presbyterian
Church in Scotland. The distinguishing mark of the Celtic cross is a circle
fixed behind the cross arms, representing the world for which Christ died.
By juxtaposing Christ’s cross and the world, it maintains the worshipper’s
attention simultaneously on the Christ who died for the world and the world
for which Christ died—the word God spoke to us in Christ and the men and
women who respond to the word in prayer and praise.

Robert entered the conversation: “I’d like to make that cross. I have
some American black walnut timbers stored in a barn back in Ohio on the
family farm. They would be just the thing.” The next weekend he drove to
Ohio, lashed the timbers on the roof of his station wagon, and brought them
back. For the next two months he worked in his basement workshop,
fashioning those timbers into a cross. By the time the sanctuary was
complete, that cross was also finished and installed on the east wall, the
chancel area, elevated above the congregation in full view of everyone.
Eight feet tall with a three-and-a-half-foot crossbeam, it centered the



attention of our listening, praying, and praising congregation on God’s
complete work for his people accomplished in the death and resurrection of
Jesus. Another statement: if out of forgetfulness or inattention our worship
doesn’t take place under the cross of Jesus, worship almost inevitably
becomes an exercise in wish fulfillment, and praise becomes self-
congratulation—private needs and emotions given religious sanction. And
notice the proportions: the cross is larger than the world—the action
initiated in that cross is larger and more comprehensive than anything that is
going on in the world.

 

Bezalel was not only an architect, a master builder: he was an artist. The
piece of art that he is best known for is a sculpture, the ark of the covenant,
placed in the tabernacle to center Israel’s acts of worship. The tabernacle, a
portable, moveable structure for worship, served Israel throughout their
forty-year sojourn in the wilderness. After arriving at their destination, “the
land flowing with milk and honey,” it was pitched at Shiloh near the center
of Canaan and became the fixed place of worship for Israel. Later it was
placed within Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem. When that temple was
destroyed in 586 BC, the tabernacle and its centering ark were also
destroyed.

The ark, placed at the heart of the wilderness tabernacle, was a visible
focus for the worship of God. It was a rectangular coffinlike box, four feet
two inches long and thirty inches wide and high, covered with gold. The
center was designated the mercy seat. It was flanked by cherubim with
outstretched wings. But the mercy seat was not a seat at all. It was empty
space, a void, an emptiness framed by the angel wings that marked the
presence of the enthroned God, Yahweh. Yahweh: “enthroned upon the
cherubim.” Yahweh, who revealed himself to Moses as Presence; Yahweh,
who delivered his people from Egyptian slavery; Yahweh, who spoke in
thunder from Sinai; Yahweh, who fed his people on quail and manna on
their way through the wilderness to Canaan. Inside the ark, the coffinlike
box, were the Ten Words carved into stone tablets.

The focus and function of the ark was the empty space marked off by
the cherubim—nothing to see, nothing to hear, nothing to handle. But it was
not mere emptiness, but rather an emptiness that is fullness, “the fullness of
him who fills all in all”: “I AM that I AM.”



 

The core empty space at the center of the ark provided a way of attending to
God as he revealed himself to Moses at the bush in Midian, a revelation that
became history at the Red Sea and Sinai and tabernacle. When God spoke
from the bush, Moses asked God to identify himself—“There are a lot of
gods loose in the world; which one are you? Tell me your name.” The voice
answered in a three-word sentence (in Hebrew) ehyeh asher ehyeh. Moses
had asked for a name; the answer he got was not a name. A name is a noun.
It identifies, locates, objectifies. What Moses heard from the bush was a
verb: “I AM…I AM just who I AM…I AM here…I AM present.” The verb in
Hebrew (hayah) is the basic verb for “to be” spoken in the first person, “I
AM,” and then repeated, “I AM.” I AM WHO I AM. “I AM” doubled—most
emphatically: I am present. I am Presence. The nonname “Name” is
vocalized in English as Yahweh.

I thought a lot about this. But it wasn’t just me. We talked a lot among
us in the congregation throughout those months in the catacombs, gathering
into our imaginations the interpenetration of visible and invisible. We had
all taken a lot for granted in worship. Now we had both occasion and
motivation to think through what we had been doing thoughtlessly,
mindlessly as “the thing you do on Sundays.” We kept reflecting on the
immense significance of this empty space between the cherubim: we can
only know God in relationship. We cannot see a relationship—it is what
takes place between persons. We only know one another in relationship, in
the between. We only know God in relationship, the Between. We can only
be present to the Presence. The art of the ark repudiates all idolatries, all
ideologies, all strategies. Most, in fact, of what goes for religion.

We cannot make an object of God: God is not a thing to be named. We
cannot turn God into an idea: God is not a concept to be discussed. We
cannot use God for making or doing: God is not a power to be harnessed.

Bezalel the artist. Bezalel sculpted the piece of art that centered Israel’s
worship of Yahweh. Every detail of the sculpture drew attention to an
empty space—the space over the ark and between the cherubim, the
invisible mercy seat on which was seated the invisible Yahweh. Yahweh
cannot be seen or touched. We can only be in attentive presence, in prayer
and submission, in adoration and obedience. Artists do that, use material
and sound, color and form to see the invisible, listen to the silence, touch
the interior.



Bezalel used his art as a sculptor to lead his people to worship God—to
provide a way for his Israelites to attend to the saving action of God at the
Red Sea in a way that prevented them from reducing God to a no-god idol
they could take charge of and order around. Bezalel as a sculptor used his
art to lead his people to worship God—to listen to the revealing Word of
God at Sinai without reducing that Word to words of information or
incantation. Most of what Bezalel’s ark of the covenant called attention to
was that empty silence at the mercy seat, framed by the wings of the two
cherubim. A visibility that gave witness to invisibility.

Worship is an art, using the sensory to bring us into an awareness of and
attentiveness to the mystery of God. Worship has to do with practicing a
way of life that is immersed in the salvation and revelation of Yahweh.
Bezalel led the people whom Moses had led out of Egypt into making and
worshipping in a sanctuary, a place designed to keep them aware and
responsive to a way of life in which all their senses were brought into lively
participation in the stuff of creation and the energies of salvation. He
designed a worship center, the ark of the covenant, in which all visibilities
converged into an Invisibility: Yahweh—a presence, a relationship—who
can only be worshipped and never used.

The ark of the covenant at the holy of holies center of the tent that
centered Israel’s worship marks God as present to us. Our task now is to be
present to the one who is present to us. This sounds simple enough—and it
is. But none of us find it much to our liking. We have a long history in
wanting to make God into our image and use him for our purposes. The
prophet Moses and the artist Bezalel, followed by a long succession of
Hebrew prophets, did their best to free God’s people from ideas, attitudes,
and practices that prevent us from letting God be God for us on God’s
terms, not ours.

All of us were getting a crash course in architecture and art and
worship. At our first Easter Sunday worship in our now completed
sanctuary the story of the empty tomb was our text. After the benediction,
three of our young college youth—Steve, Wanda, and Jim—were huddled
in conversation on a back pew of the now empty church. I was returning to
the pulpit to pick up my sermon notes. They called me over. Wanda said,
“Pastor, we think we might be on to something. That empty tomb—could
that be an echo of the empty mercy seat of the ark? That the two angels in
‘dazzling clothes’ who gave witness at the empty tomb of Jesus might be an



allusion to the two cherubim marking the emptiness that is fullness at the
ark?”

I had never thought of that before. I was intrigued and told them so.
Forty-five years later I am still thinking about it. I keep noticing the
multiple ways in which artists and their works of art keep taking us inside
what we see and touch, taste and hear—enter the mystery. And that worship
is the supreme art.
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EUCHARISTIC HOSPITALITY

Meanwhile as Simon and I were making plans for a place of worship that
would support and deepen our identity as a worshipping congregation, a
congregation with a distinctive identity as people who worshipped nothing
less or other than God, Jan was in her element, making a neighborhood out
of our nonneighborhood neighborhood.

It surprised us both when we moved into our home and began to hold
services of Christian worship in our basement that our neighbors were not
our neighbors. We weren’t used to this. We were used to neighborhood,
families living in houses next to one another who were, well, neighbors, not
just “the people next door from Ohio.” Jan grew up in Alabama, a Southern
culture in which neighbors not only knew one another’s names but the
names of their uncles and aunts and cousins and grandparents along with
the stories that went with them. I grew up in a small Western town where if
you didn’t know people personally you at least knew about them. There is
little anonymity in a small town. This is not always a good thing. But it is
probably preferable to this cultivated isolationism that we were
experiencing in our suburban nonneighborhood.

She didn’t have a strategy. She didn’t have a “business plan,” or a
“vision statement.” She just went about being what she always has been, a
neighbor, a friend. She was a pastor’s wife, but there was no job description
that went with that identity. Our complementary vocations were different in
that way. I had a role that was recognizable as pastor: I led worship and
preached on Sunday, I visited the sick and distraught, I administered the
affairs of the congregation, I prayed with and for people. I wrote books
about getting the truth revealed in Jesus and the scriptures embodied in our
ordinary days. She mingled in the neighborhood, got to know the mothers
of the children our three children played with, had coffee with the alcoholic
woman three doors down, picked up on the Georgia accent of another, and
made common cause with her, having to live with “these Yankees.”



If there is a single word that catches the relational complexity of who
Jan is and what she does, it would be hospitality. But it is hospitality that
goes far beyond making up beds and preparing meals. Inhospitality is in the
air these days. If hospitality is not to be secularized into “the hospitality
industry” or privatized into “having the Smiths over for dinner,” it requires
intentionality, imagination, and context. In Jan’s case, the context is a
worshipping congregation. It is not Lone Ranger work.

We were facing this in a more personal and vocational way as we were
starting out in this new congregation in the decade of the sixties. Jan, in
particular, was noticing that inhospitality is epidemic in America. There are
a lot of displaced persons in our American society. It is hard to be a woman
in America today. It is hard to care for creation, its resources and its
beauties, when we are immersed in a culture of consumption. It is hard to
take time to be personal, leisurely, relational with another when there are so
many impersonal time-saving technological shortcuts at hand. It is hard to
cook a nutritious meal and gather children and spouse and friends around a
table in conversation and blessing when there are so many easier and
quicker ways to get fed. There is a lot of hate in the air and strangers who
are suspicious of one another. There is a lot of rude, even rapacious,
treatment of the creation—air and water, soil and forests—that is our home.
The conditions are not propitious for hospitality. No wonder we have turned
it over to hotels and restaurants and reduced it to what we do in our homes
at our convenience.

Strong prophetic voices were in the air those days. Jan made sure we
were there to hear them in person every time we had the chance. Martin
Luther King Jr.: having grown up in Alabama, Jan was particularly sensitive
to matters of race. Betty Friedan: in the company now of a lot of women
who didn’t want to do “women’s work,” Jan was listening to feminist
voices with new ears. Wendell Berry: his novels and poems and essays
deepened her already considerable commitments to growing food and
caring for the actual ground, the place in creation where she was placed.

Hospitality had always been in her blood and bones. But until then, as
she was working out the implications of it vocationally, she had not been
aware of how inhospitable our society had become. She called my attention
to organizations being formed to do something about it: fair housing,
advocacy of racial equality, conservation efforts, war on hunger, women’s



rights, you name it, and began to contextualize these concerns in this
congregation, this place of worship.

It is not difficult to account for the epidemic of inhospitality that we
find ourselves facing. The increase of mobility with a consequent loss of
place and tradition, the rapid proliferation of technology that replaces
personal interrelations with machines and computers, the increasingly
frenetic pace of life that leaves little margin for intimacy. But where do you
start?

 

Jan planted a garden. There was very little landscaping on the half-acre lot
on which we were living, and she wanted flowers. She asked me to dig up a
plot of ground for a flower garden. I rented a Rototiller, and it was done.
Bordering the back of our property line, our neighbor Mike, a lumbering,
gruff hulk of a man who never smiled, had a huge garden. One day while
Jan was working in her garden, he came over and introduced himself. When
he learned that she was planting flowers, in mock and shocked disapproval,
he said “I grow food.” He offered to help Jan make the shift from what he
considered the frivolous work of growing flowers to the serious cultivation
of food. He also introduced her to something she had never heard of:
organic gardening. Mike was a chemist, employed at the Edgewood
Arsenal, a center for developing chemical warfare. He knew a lot about
chemicals. And however they were being used in Vietnam at the time and
on the manicured lawns in our neighborhood, Mike wasn’t going to have
anything to do with them in his garden. He taught Jan how to have a
healthy, chemically free garden—organic. The garden grew in size and
health year after year for the twenty-eight more years that we lived there.
The children pitched in, worked the garden, weeded and picked potato
bugs, harvested and canned. All of us learned a lot about nutrition and were
soon eating a wide variety of vegetables including okra and kohlrabi.

One day after he had launched her into growing food, she looked out of
her kitchen and saw him doing something in her garden. Later she went out
to find out what it was. He had “planted” plastic flowers for her—an
uncharacteristic touch of aesthetic tenderness.

Mike and his wife, Alma, were considerably older than we were and
childless. Our children by this time were referring to Mike as farmer
McGregor. One day Jan told him of his new name. He had never heard of



farmer McGregor. Jan bought him a copy of the book The Tale of Peter
Rabbit. Still unsmiling, he seemed to like being in the story.

 

Jan’s garden was both a fact and a metaphor. In fact, it provided us with a
focal practice for reflecting on the strategic importance of growing and
preparing and serving food in a way that honored and gave dignity to the
creation and connected us to the entire living creation, both human and
material. As a metaphor, it spilled over into the congregation. Together we
began to understand all meals, and everything that went into the making of
meals, as Eucharistic. The Holy Eucharist is a meal—the body and blood of
Jesus, prepared and served to God’s people as they assemble at the Lord’s
table. The ultimate act of hospitality, the matrix of all hospitality.
Everything and everyone is interconnected in an organic way: birds and
fish, soil and air, black and white, gay and straight, rich and poor, male and
female; and all the meals we eat at home—breakfast, lunch, supper—are
derivative in some deep and powerful sense from the Lord’s Supper.

When we realized that all meals have a Eucharistic shape, all the motifs
of worship began to get worked into the meals we ate in common around
our tables in our homes and beyond.

Is it possible to live in this increasingly inhospitable world in a
hospitable way? Is it possible to do something focused and intentional about
what is wrong in our society without turning the wrongdoers into the
enemy? Gathering friends and family to the table for a meal is our most
frequent act of hospitality. Coming to the table where Christ is the host is
hospitality at its most complete, receiving the Christ and the entire creation
and community of Christ in thanksgiving. When we leave that table, any
table, we are blessed, predisposed to engage in a hospitable life.

 

Jan is a quiet person. Quiet but not timid. She planted a garden. Not an
abstract cause. Local, relational, immediate, hands-in-the-soil act. She
arranged for church suppers that made connections between local eating
practices and the implications for world hunger. She was part of the local
Fair Housing Committee working with Realtors and builders on behalf of
minorities and the poor.



And she began listening more deeply and attentively to the women who
didn’t want to be defined by “women’s work.” Feminism was in the air.
Many women in the congregation and neighborhood were trying to find an
identity that wasn’t imposed on them by marriage or what society was
expecting of them. Jan was aware and interested in this. The details of her
own vocation were getting filled in. She was now naming it, at least among
ourselves, Eucharistic hospitality. She was acquiring an imagination to
bring to these women who had not yet been given vocations.

This happened more and more frequently, women hungry for hospitable
conversation, being listened to, not harangued, being understood, not
enlisted in a cause. When they asked for advice, she demurred. “Why don’t
we just be friends, maybe meet regularly together, get to know one another,
and feel free to talk about what we are learning or wondering about in this
life of faith that Jesus has joined us in? Why don’t we just agree to be faith
friends?”

 

I don’t think I have ever known anyone in whom the life of hospitality is so
integrated in everything she is and does and is carried off without calling
attention to who she is and what she is doing. It often took me by a kind of
surprise that she wasn’t self-conscious about what she was doing. This is
just who she was. This is what she did when she didn’t know what she was
doing. But it seemed to me that she was becoming the hospitality center of
both neighborhood and congregation.

Where did this come from? It didn’t take us long to find that there had
been years of preparation for it: her parents; like their daughter, neither was
self-conscious about their faith or witness to Jesus. Their Christian faith had
been thoroughly integrated into their lives. Her father was a Presbyterian
elder; her mother played the piano for the Sunday school. Or maybe it was
the other way around, their lives had been so thoroughly integrated into the
Christian faith. There was something seamless about the way they lived that
gave authenticity to who they were.

 

After we had been married for a few years, I began thinking of (and
inwardly naming) her father as Atticus, the southern lawyer played by
Gregory Peck in the movie To Kill a Mockingbird. He even looked like



Gregory Peck—tall, a full head of silvery hair, handsome profile. There was
an unassertive, quiet dignity about the way he went about life that I always
associated with what I thought of as the quintessential southern gentleman.
He was relaxed both in his body and place.

Not that the circumstances of his life had been at all easy. He entered
the work force at the height of the Depression. He had to drop out of law
school but managed to get a job with the U.S. Fidelity and Guaranty
Company as an insurance adjuster and married Dorothy. After twenty-three
years in Alabama they returned to Baltimore to the home office of the
company. They brought Jan with them (her older brother and sister had left
home by then). They lived in a modest row house facing Chinquapin Park
with its oak trees and creek. In that house Jan’s father and mother cared for
his ninety-year-old father, raised two preschool grandchildren after the
divorce of their parents, and cultivated azaleas and roses.

Those azaleas and roses were a witness to the way they lived—the
cultivation of extraordinary beauty in very ordinary circumstances in which
they practiced a welcoming hospitality to everyone in their family. When I
was in their company, I experienced a kind of deep serenity in a way of life
that seemed capable of absorbing whatever came into wholeness,
naturalness. I thought of it as a kind of Wordsworthian gracious acceptance
of whatever came their way, everything fitting without forcing, without
questioning. I was still new in the Presbyterian way. Was I also
experiencing something quintessentially Presbyterian?

That was the home I entered on a Thursday evening in February 1958 to
ask for permission and a blessing to marry Jan. I rang the doorbell. Jan’s
father opened the door, surprised to see me. “Jan isn’t here. She is at choir
practice.”

“Yes, I know she’s not here. That is why I’m here.”
“Well, come in and sit down.” We sat side by side on the sofa. I didn’t

know how to do this. He made small talk. Then a silence. And then, “Tell
me why you’re here, Eugene.”

“I…well…what I wanted to…I mean…well, I mean, it’s this way, I…”
He put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Eugene, you don’t have to

go through with this. Let’s have a cup of coffee.”
He rescued me. An act of hospitality. I never did have to ask him. Over

coffee we were able to have an easy conversation in which he gave both



permission and blessing. No interrogation. No conditions. “Welcome to the
family.”

 

If Jan had to give a name to what she was doing, it would probably be
something on the order of “hanging around this intersection between
heaven and earth and seeing what there is to be done.” But she would never
have described it as “church work.” She participated in the church’s life and
sang in the choir, but she wasn’t much interested in women’s circles and
such. It never occurred to her to think of “pastor’s wife” as “assistant
pastor.” Her vocation, while not as easily recognized by others or defined to
others as mine, was nevertheless distinctive and not to be confused with any
of the stereotypes that are still too common. She came across a sentence
written by Alan Jones, dean of the Cathedral of San Francisco, copied it out
and taped it on the inside of the door of her spice cabinet as her job
description: “To live no tight, neat role is truly sacrificial, it is also truly
creative because it leaves us open and free (dare we say) like God himself.”

 

Twenty years or so after these hospitality instincts and skills in Jan had
matured and been noticed, we had both of us been asked to speak to a group
at Laity Lodge in Texas. Her assignment was to give a talk on hospitality.
After she made her presentation, someone asked, “Do you have any pearls
of wisdom that you can give us for raising our children?”

Her answer: “Have a family meal every evening.”
That seemed a little abrupt so she elaborated by telling of a women’s

retreat she had led a few years before. Her subject was, as it was here in
Texas, hospitality. But she had decided to be as specific and down-to-earth
as she could. No generalities, no big goals like taking in strangers or
working in a soup kitchen for the homeless, but just zero in on one
manageable task: gather the family for the evening meal. Every evening.

“I know that it might be difficult, but it should be possible to get
everyone away from the TV in their rooms with their microwaved meal on
a TV tray to eat together. A time to gather the events of the day into
conversation, to enter into the mutuality of passing and receiving, of stories,
potatoes, carrots, and pork chops. Share food and conversation with one
another. Listen to one another. Receive a blessing.”



She got uneasy when she received no response. Hoping for some
interaction, she asked, “How many of you have an evening meal with your
family?” There were thirty-eight women. Not one of them raised a hand.

“I came home and told Eugene. I was depressed for three weeks.”
And then this to the person at Laity Lodge who had asked for a pearl:

“There are no ‘pearls’ out there that you can use—no scripture verses to
hand out, advice to guide, prayers to tap into. As we live and give witness
to Jesus to our children and whoever else, we are handing out seeds, not
pearls, and seeds need soil in which to germinate. A meal is soil just like
that. It provides a daily relational context in which everything you say and
don’t say, feel or don’t feel, God’s Word and snatches of gossip, gets
assimilated along with the food and becomes you, but not you by yourself
—you and your words and acts embedded in acts of love and need,
acceptance and doubt. Nothing is abstract or in general when you are eating
a meal together. You realize, don’t you, that Jesus didn’t drop pearls around
Galilee for people as clues to find their way to God or their neighbors. He
ate meals with them. And you can do what Jesus did. Every evening take
and receive the life of Jesus around your table.”

 

When, in 1991, they heard that Jan and I would soon be leaving our
congregation, Bill and Yolanda returned to see us and say their good-byes.
They had been charter members of Christ Our King Church. Bill was an
engineer. He had headed up our first capital-funds campaign that financed
the building of our sanctuary. Yolanda had organized and taught our
preschool. They had invested a lot in the church. Five years earlier they had
retired and moved to a village on the New Jersey coast. Now we were
talking in our living room. It had been the children’s nursery when they had
first worshipped with us in our basement. We reminisced about what we
had done together for twenty-four years.

As they were getting ready to leave, Bill said, “Eugene, you were a
pretty good pastor, but Jan—you were an absolutely incredible pastor’s
wife.”

A nice tribute. Pastors’ wives get used to being invisible, or taken for
granted, or sidelined from considerations of appreciation. It was nice for Jan
to hear. And I didn’t mind coming in second.
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APPRECIATION AND FOOLERY

When I accepted the call to organize and develop this new church, the
agreement was that the office of New Church Development (NCD) for the
Presbyterian Church USA would pay my salary and the mortgage on the
house that the church provided for three years, reducing the payment by a
third each year. The institutional expectation was that we would be self-
supporting at the end of the three years.

The three years was now completed. Christ Our King Presbyterian
Church had been worshipping in our new sanctuary for six months. The
membership was just under two hundred. Our finances were adequate to
pay the mortgage on our home, the church building loan, and my salary.

One of my assigned duties as an organizing pastor was to provide a
monthly report to the office of NCD of the Presbyterian Church located at
475 Riverside Drive in New York City. I was glad to do it. I owed the
institution a lot. They had ordained me and trusted me with the daunting
task of developing a congregation. They had spent a lot of money on me.
They gave me access to a tradition in theology and polity that I found
stabilizing and foundational. Writing those reports turned out to be a
monthly exercise in appreciation.

The first page was statistical: the number of home visits I made, how
many people attended worship each Sunday, a financial report on the
weekly offerings, progress on building plans, committee activities. This was
followed by several pages of personal and theological reflection on my
pastoral work: what I understood of God’s presence in the congregation, the
ways in which worship and my preaching were being received, areas of
inadequacy that were showing up in my ministry, strengths and skills that
seemed to be emerging. I was encouraged to tell stories that would provide
a feel for the texture of what was going on. After a year or so of doing this
without any response from the NCD office, I started to wonder if my



denominational superiors were reading past the first page of statistics. I
thought I would test out my suspicion and have a little fun on the side.

So the next month, after compiling the statistical data, I slipped another
sheet of paper into my typewriter and described as best I could what seemed
to be a long slow slide into depression. I had difficulty sleeping, I couldn’t
pray. I was getting the work done at a maintenance level, but it was a
robotic kind of thing with no spirit, no zest. Having feelings like this, I was
seriously questioning whether I could keep this up, maybe even be a pastor
at all. Could they recommend a counselor for me?

Getting no response, I upped the ante. The next month I developed a
drinking problem that became evident one Sunday in the pulpit. Everybody
was very understanding, but one of the elders had to complete the sermon. I
felt that I was at the point where I needed treatment. How should I go about
getting it? Were there any funds available?

Still no response. I got bolder. The next month I cooked up an affair. It
started innocently enough as I was attempting to comfort a woman through
an abusive marriage, but something happened along the way, and we ended
up in bed together, only it wasn’t bed but one of the church pews, where we
were discovered when the ladies arranging flowers for Sunday worship
walked in on us. I thought it was all over for my ministry at that point, but it
turned out that in this community swingers are very much admired. The
next day, Sunday, attendance doubled.

This reporting was turning into a gala event one day each month in our
house. I would go to my study and write these extravagant fictions and then
bring them out and read them to Jan. We would laugh and laugh,
collaborating by embellishing details.

Next I reported some innovations I was making in the liturgy. This was
the 1960s, an era of liturgical reform and experimentation. Our worship, I
wrote to my NCD supervisors, was about as dull as it could get. I had read
some scholarly guesses about a mushroom cult in Palestine in the first
century in which Jesus might have been involved. I thought it was worth a
try. I arranged with one of our college kids who was going to Mexico on
spring break to purchase some psychedelic mushrooms (psilocybin?). When
he returned with them, I introduced them at the next celebration of the
Eucharist by having Jan bake them into the communion bread. It was the
most terrific experience anybody had ever had in worship, absolutely
dazzling. But I didn’t want to do anything that was in violation of our



church constitution and couldn’t find anything in our Book of Order on this.
Could they please advise me on whether I was permitted to proceed along
these lines.

These report-writing days were getting to be a lot of fun. Month after
month I sent the stories to the men and women who were overseeing the
health of my spirituality and the integrity of my ministry. Never did I get a
response.

At the end of three years I was released from their supervision. As
pastor and congregation, we were now more or less on our own—
organized, developed, and on our way. I got a letter from the NCD office
under which I had worked, asking me to come to New York City for a
debriefing and evaluation of their supervision of me through these three
years. I took a train to the city and then the subway to their offices on
Riverside Drive.

Two men and a woman met with me. After some introductory small talk
they congratulated me on the work I had done and asked me for my
comments on how things had gone over the three years. I told them that I
appreciated their help. The checks arrived on time each month. I was
treated courteously. But I did have one minor area of disappointment: they
had never, it seemed, read past that first page of statistical reporting that I
had sent in each month.

“Oh, but we did. We read those reports carefully; we take them very
seriously.”

“How can that be?” I said. “That time I asked for help with my drinking
problem, and you didn’t respond. That time I got involved in a sexual
adventure, and you didn’t intervene. That craziness I reported when I was
using hallucinogens in the Eucharist, and you did nothing.”

Their faces were blank, and then confused—followed by a splendid
vaudeville slapstick of buck passing and excuse making. It was a wonderful
moment. I replay the scene in my imagination a couple times a year, the
way some people watch old Abbott and Costello movies.

When I confessed my foolery, they were not amused.

A BADLANDS BEAUTY

What came next was a surprise. In my Company of Pastors, my newly
formed pastoral identity had been tested and confirmed. In our Catacombs



Presbyterian Church week after week after week, there had been the quiet
euphoria of watching a congregation of what seemed (to me at least) an
unlikely and unpromising group of people come into being as a people of
God. And now a sanctuary, Christ Our King: a place of worship,
architecturally shaped into the form of praying hands, spacious with an
emptiness that invited us into fullness, a piece of art worthy of Bezalel that
offered participation in the beauty of holiness. The scriptures had become
autobiographical to me and my worshipping congregation as never before
as we became aware of living together in continuity with the biblical
narratives in Acts and Exodus. We had learned so much, not just book or
classroom learning—we were becoming what we were learning: learning to
pray by praying, learning to worship by worshipping, learning the scripture
story by living out the story of salvation in Maryland.

We had planted the cross of Christ Our King on this Maryland hill and
were claiming the territory for the kingdom of God. The dedication of the
new sanctuary was celebrative. A lot had happened in three years. The
exhilaration of our accomplishment was palpable.

 

The surprise was that a month or so after the dedication of our sanctuary
attendance at worship began to drop off. Men and women who had been
faithful in worship from the beginning disappeared for three or four
Sundays at a stretch. Men and women who had plunged into the business of
planning and organizing and inviting friends and neighbors were finding
other enthusiasms. If someone didn’t show up for a month or so at worship,
I went to see him or her: “I’ve been missing you, anything wrong?”

“Oh no, pastor, nothing’s wrong. We really did it, didn’t we? Who
would have thought that people like us could have done this, pulled a
congregation together and built a church like this. We sure have put our
mark on the neighborhood, haven’t we? I’ve never been part of something
this significant in my life. Thanks for getting me in on it.”

I found I was listening to variations on this response almost daily.
Charles and Betty Graham hadn’t worshipped with us for six weeks

when I went to visit them. They were in their late forties. Their primary
identity at the time I met them came through their son, who was the star
football and basketball player in the high school. He kept their family name
in the local newspaper headlines. But it wasn’t long before their



involvement in the development and worship of Christ Our King Church
was competing with athletics for identity purposes. Charles held a middle-
management position in the civil service at a nearby military training and
testing grounds. Betty was active in several community-service
organizations. With the exception of their son’s name-grabbing headlines
almost weekly on the sports page of the local newspaper, they were
swallowed up in suburban anonymity—until they started worshipping in the
catacombs each Sunday, their imaginations (and their faith?) activated by a
fresh immersion in the church and worship narratives in Acts and Exodus.

Early in our conversation in their living room, Charles put it like this:
“You know, pastor, I think I am as surprised as you are that I am not in
church these Sundays. All my life I have attended church regularly. I don’t
think there have been more than fifteen or twenty Sundays in the last forty
years that I have not been in church. I always liked being in church—there
is something centering and stabilizing about it—a protected time to reflect
and stay in touch with the way I was brought up. And then a few weeks ago
on a whim that seemed totally spontaneous—I didn’t really think about it—
I said to Betty, ‘I think I’ll go fishing today.’ She was as surprised as I was.
It was a beautiful spring day. The wildflowers were in bloom, and the
warbler migration was under way. I got my fly rod and fishing gear
together, she packed a picnic lunch and put her watercolors and sketch pad
in a tote bag. We drove to the Big Gunpowder River, and while you
preached, I fished and Betty caught the emerging bloodroot and round-
lobed hepatica blossoms with her watercolors. It was a lovely three hours.

“When we got home we both were astonished that we felt like we
always felt on Sundays—easy, calm, rested. We had abruptly, even though
casually, interrupted a forty-year routine of Sunday worship and nothing
happened. We didn’t feel guilty. We didn’t miss it. Lightning didn’t strike
us. Everything was just the way it had always been. We didn’t intend to
make a habit of it, but I guess we have.

“We aren’t quitting the church. We still want you for our pastor. But
don’t expect us to be there every Sunday, at least while the fish are biting
and the wildflowers are in bloom.”

I went to Alan, my immediate supervisor in charge of new church
development in our area. “Alan, what do I do now?” He had a ready
answer: “Start another building program.” I protested: “We don’t need
another building program. We need to mature as a congregation. We have



had this great beginning. But it is only a beginning. We are now in a
position to fill out the many dimensions of being a church in this
neighborhood.”

He insisted: “People need something tangible, something they can get
their hands on, a challenge, a goal. Trust me. I’ve been through this before.
It’s the American way.” In the weeks that followed I realized that he was
probably right, at least about the “American” part of it. But something
didn’t seem right about his diagnosis. I felt an inner reluctance to embrace
his counsel. This didn’t sound like the voice of God to me.

The challenges and demands of forming a congregation and building a
sanctuary had been very stimulating. I had loved doing this—encouraging,
interpreting, developing a biblical imagination that was adequate for seeing
Jesus in the faces of spouses and neighbors, a vocabulary for recognizing
the presence of the Holy Spirit in the invisibilities of daily life. I had just
assumed that when we had completed the demanding work of organizing
and building, everyone would be energized to embrace our newly formed
identity as the people of God, Christ’s body, church—living together,
grateful for what had been given to us and ready to invite and serve others
out of who we had become. I expected that the church into which we had
been formed as a worshipping community would shape us into men and
women who were growing up in Christ, serving our children and spouses,
neighbors and fellow workers in Jesus’s name.

I was wrong.
As a kind of malaise seemed to spread through the congregation, I could

also feel the adrenaline drain out of my blood stream.
How could I recapture the spirited purpose that had infused so much

energy into the formation of our congregation, finding ourselves as part of
something new, a fresh expression on Maryland soil of this magnificent
story of salvation, following Jesus as if for the first time on the roads and
sidewalks of this suburban wilderness?

I had no way of knowing it at the time, but I was entering into a time of
my life that I later named the “badlands.” And I had no way of knowing
how long I would be there.

It was going to last six years.
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PILGRIMAGE

Jan and I now had three preschool-age children. While the church was
being developed, we had only taken brief summer vacations, but now there
seemed to be breathing space for something more substantial. We decided
to drive to Montana for the month of August and visit and vacation with my
parents at the family summer cabin. Jan’s parents and sister lived nearby in
Baltimore, and we had frequent meals and visits with them on birthdays and
holidays. But we had been a long time away from our Montana family. This
year seemed like a good time to get away and take our full month of
vacation. It seemed like the right time to put some perspective on the
intensities of these three years: gathering a congregation, worshipping in
our basement while having two babies, building a sanctuary, and now, with
the wind knocked out of us by this unexpected congregational apathy, pull
back and talk it over. We would drive to Montana and see if we could
recover our breath.

As August approached, we started getting ready for the trip. With three
young children it required serious planning. The trip took us five days. We
spent the nights in state parks in our backpacking tents. We fixed picnic
lunches in town parks or roadside vistas along the way and cooked our
suppers on a camp stove.

The first day was the most difficult. Driving north for a couple hours,
we left the colorful Amish farms and turned west on the Pennsylvania
Turnpike. Almost immediately our children started clamoring, “Are we
there yet?…How much longer is this going to take…I’m bored. There’s
nothing to do…”

The first night we camped at the Indiana Dunes, the second at Loon
Lake in Minnesota, the third in the Black Hills of South Dakota, the fourth
at Three Forks in Montana. We arrived at our destination, the family cabin
on Flathead Lake, late afternoon of the fifth day.



For the first two days of the trip, forested hills and fertile farms made up
the landscape. The fourth and fifth days we drove through the Great Plains
and into the Rocky Mountains. It was magnificent country all the way,
except for a portion of the third day. On the third day we drove several
hours through the Dakota Badlands, where nothing is green or growing. No
trees, no water, no towns. The only sign of life was an occasional vulture
cruising for carrion, but even that vulture was more like a reminder of
death. The only visual interruptions to the tedium were huge signs telling us
to be sure to stop at Wall Drug, an unlikely oasis in the middle of the
Badlands: Wall Drug. The signs for Wall Drug begin appearing two
hundred miles before you get there. Then suddenly, seemingly out of
nowhere, a rambling, jerry-built structure spilling out with souvenirs and
knickknacks. The store and its billboards rivaled the ugliness of the
Badlands landscape. But at least they promised cool drinks and ice-cream
cones. The children demanded that we stop.

And then we were on our way again. In a few hours we entered the
pine-fragrant forests of the Black Hills. In a few more hours we sighted the
Rocky Mountains and knew we were nearing the sacred ground where Jan
and I hoped we could reestablish and clarify our pastoral vocation and
workplace.

We did gain perspective on what we had been doing. We did begin to
recover our breath. It was a beginning.

This family August vacation journey became a family tradition. It
turned into something more like an annual pilgrimage to a holy place. We
were soon imagining ourselves in the company of the holy family with their
donkey on their annual Passover trip from Nazareth to Jerusalem. The only
thing that marred our biblically soaked imagination was our substitution of
a green Rambler station wagon for Joseph and Mary’s donkey.

Each year the itinerary of camping sites was unvarying. The changing
landscape across the continent became etched into our memories. Arrival
was always welcoming: reunion with parents and grandparents and cousins,
conversations and stories, hiking and backpacking in the mountains,
swimming and canoeing on the lake, reading and birding.

But there were also those few hours of the Badlands at the midpoint,
coming and going, of our annual pilgrimage. That first year the badlands
presented themselves to Jan and me (but not the children) as a metaphor for
what we were at that moment putting behind us for a month. The sudden,



unexpected transition from a green landscape of growth and fertility to a
seemingly featureless aridity. A metaphor: Dakota Badlands—Maryland
church. The color had drained out of both vocation and congregation, and
we didn’t know what to make of it. But as the pilgrimages were repeated
year after year, the Badlands metaphor incrementally developed
unanticipated meanings. One year I wrote a poem in which the phrase “a
badlands beauty” unexpectedly appeared.

Flash floods of tears, torrents of them,
Erode cruel canyons, exposing
Long forgotten strata of life
Laid down in the peaceful decades:
A badlands beauty. The same sun
That decorates each day with colors
From arroyos and mesas, also shows
Every old scar and cut of lament.
Weeping washes the wounds clean
And leaves them to heal, which always
Takes an age or two. No pain
Is ugly in past tense. Under
The Mercy every hurt is a fossil
Link in the great chain of becoming.
Pick and shovel prayers often
Turn them up in valleys of death.

The sacred space of Montana furnished us with a context in which we
retreated annually for a month from the daily disappointments,
misunderstandings, fatigue, and yes, failures that make up the life of
congregation and pastor. Those three years of organizing and developing
had been quite glorious: gathering a congregation and building a sanctuary,
discovering holiness in unlikely people and tapping into springs of energy
in souls that had been commodified, “thingified,” in the desert of suburbia.

I had just assumed that the energy would keep coming. Why wouldn’t
it? Isn’t that what pastors are supposed to do? Stoke the fires? Prime the
pump? Charge the batteries? Do the “American” thing? After only three
years was I already a failed pastor?



Every August 2,500 miles and a month provided substantial space and
time, space and sufficient quiet, to pay attention to the complexities
involved in living a mature life, of growing up in Christ.

This was a start. But there is more to the Badlands than, well, badlands.
There is a badlands beauty that can only be perceived in the Badlands.

Did I think that being a pastor in the workplace of a congregation was
all fertile farmland and rolling green hills, grand horizons and majestic
mountains? I was a pastor in a place and with a people in an American
culture and an American church that seemed more like the Badlands and
Wall Drug than the continental kingdom of God fertility and horizon and
peaks in which God’s throne is established and over which God reigns.

Annually on pilgrimage to the sacred ground of Montana, my vocation
was renewed in the company of my family. I was a pastor: I would stay
with these people for as long as necessary to acquire an imagination and
develop a faith to follow Christ right here, in this congregation, in this
place, with this family, in this workplace. Didn’t I know by now that
growth, any growth—but especially character growth, spiritual growth,
church growth, body-of-Christ growth, soul growth—had periods of
dormancy? Did I want to be a nonpastor who by diversions and novelties
and distractions—“challenges”—perpetuated a kind of sub-Christian
adolescence? I remembered a line from the English novelist E. F. Forster:
“Ecstasy doesn’t last. But it can cut a channel for something lasting.” The
channel had been cut. Now what?

Up until this time in my life I had never had to deal with anything quite
like this. I lived from goal to goal. Schooling had been measured out one
grade after another, evaluated with report cards, periodic graduations,
academic degrees, caps and gowns. Various ventures into the world of work
had consisted of job assignments and were rewarded with pay raises and
promotions. Athletics, which was very important to me, was fueled almost
entirely by competition—winning was the bottom line. Winning games
(basketball) and winning races (middle distances and mile) defined who I
was throughout my adolescence. Getting married and having children were
socially recognized accomplishments. I began my life as a pastor by being
given goals to meet: gather a congregation, become self-sufficient
financially, build a sanctuary. I was a competitor. I had always been a
competitor. Competition brought the best out of me. It is what I did best.
Competition had brought me a long way.



And now I was faced with engaging in a way of life, a vocation, in
which I had to learn to submit to conditions, enter into conditions, embrace
conditions, in which my competitive skills and achievements were virtually
worthless. Worse than worthless: actively destructive.

Following that first holy-land pilgrimage, I returned to my congregation
considerably chastened. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I did
know what I was not going to do: I was not going to start the new building
program that Alan had advised. I was not going to go looking for another
congregation that I could challenge with fresh goals. I was not going to
surround myself with cheerleaders and turn Sunday morning into a pep rally
for Jesus.

Not that I wasn’t tempted. I was told about churches that were looking
for a pastor. From a distance they looked pretty good. From their self-
descriptions they were obviously a lot more promising than the lethargic
congregation I was dealing with. I even talked to a couple of them. In the
process I remembered Willi Ossa and the artists on West Eighty-sixth Street
in New York City, artists who knew they were artists regardless of
affirmation or recognition. And I remembered Willi’s prophetic portrait of
me, warning me against entering the American competition to be a pastor
who “gets things done” and who is “going somewhere.”
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HEATHER-SCENTED THEOLOGY

Ian, born in Wales, was twenty-five years my senior. He was pastor of an
old, historic Presbyterian church in Baltimore. When he was young, his
family had moved to Scotland, and he spent his early years as a pastor in
the Highlands before immigrating to America. His accent preserved the soft
burr of his cradle tongue. I knew he went to the Rocky Mountains in
Montana every summer on holiday, the same range of mountains that
extended three hundred miles north to the sacred ground I had grown up on
and was now returning to each August. At area church meetings we would
sometimes exchange Montana stories.

One summer night he was mugged while walking his dog. His assailant
took his watch and then, just to let him know who was running the show,
threw him to the ground and kicked him a couple of times in the ribs. When
I saw him a few days later, he was bruised, sore, and still feeling the
emotional effects of the violence. He told me that he was looking forward to
leaving the next week for Montana, where he would vacation for a month
near Yellowstone Park, far from the crime-ridden city. The high country
there is pristine and exhilarating. There it is impossible to harbor a mean
thought for more than ten seconds, let alone act in a mean way. The nearest
criminal is at least a hundred miles away as the crow flies.

Six weeks later at a gathering of pastors and elders at Govans
Presbyterian Church, he had his arm in a sling. We had both recently
returned to Maryland from our holidays. I asked, “What happened?” He
told me that he had been riding a horse on a mountain trail in the Bridger
Range, and the horse had been spooked by a coyote. He was thrown into a
rocky ravine and broke his arm. And then he said, “It is safer to walk on the
streets of Baltimore at night than in the mountains of Montana in daylight.
Those mountains are magnificent. But they have twenty different ways to
kill you. Just like the church.”



The conversation stuck in my memory. It was lonely in the badlands. I
didn’t know him very well but liked and trusted him. A couple weeks later I
telephoned and asked if I could come and talk with him. We arranged for a
Friday-morning appointment. It was his phrase “twenty different ways to
kill you, just like the church” that I wanted to talk about with him.

I told him about the transition I found myself going through from the
high-energy years of organizing, developing, and building Christ Our King
Church and now into this slump, what felt like congregational passivity. I
told him about my reflections on wanting to stay with these people but
wondered if I had the emotional wherewithal to do it. They were reducing
me to their level—flat and complacently self-satisfied in the wake of our
achievement. I didn’t seem capable of rousing anything approaching the
enthusiasm of the last three years. And my supervisor’s counsel, “start
another building campaign,” seemed cheap. I had a vague idea of what I
wanted but didn’t know if I even knew how to begin. I had been a
competitor since getting out of diapers. I was addicted to adrenaline. And
now I was realizing how my already well-honed competitive instincts were
exacerbated by the competitive and consumerist church culture that
surrounded me.

Was it realistic to think I could develop from a competitive pastor to
something maybe more like a contemplative pastor—a pastor who was able
to be with people without having an agenda for them, a pastor who was able
to accept people just as they were and guide them gently and patiently into
a mature life in Christ but not get in the way, let the Holy Spirit do the
guiding?

He suggested, “Why don’t you come into Baltimore and see me every
couple of weeks or so, and we’ll talk. I know it isn’t easy for you. It isn’t
easy for me.” Two years of biweekly conversations on Friday mornings
were the result.

Ian’s early years in the Scottish Highlands had shaped his imagination.
The Rocky Mountains in the American West weren’t the Highlands of his
homeland, but there was that quality of fresh air and wildness that gave him
a feeling of “home.” Yet he missed the heather. I learned from him that a lot
of Scots had immigrated a hundred years or so earlier and taken up
sheepherding along the Rocky Mountain front. A lot of the names of people
and names of places reminded him of Scotland. He also introduced me to a
Montana novelist, Ivan Doig, who told the stories of many of these Scots



who found themselves at home in this austere country. Jan and I are still
reading those novels. And I learned that Ian was one of the early translators
of Karl Barth into English. He insisted that Barth was a “pastor’s
theologian” without peer and that I should immerse myself in his writings.
Which I did.

After a few weeks of our getting acquainted, Ian suggested that we
begin our biweekly time in the prayer chapel adjoining the sanctuary. He sat
on one side of the chapel, I sat on the other side, fifteen feet or so removed.
We knelt in our respective pews. Out of his Scottish prayer book he read
prayers aloud for twenty minutes. I prayed in silence. He never suggested I
do otherwise. He was, it turned out, a fierce Barthian with little tolerance
for a spirituality emotionally soaked in feelings.

After the twenty minutes of prayers he said, “Eugene, let’s get a cup of
coffee.” We crossed the street to a neighborhood coffee shop and talked. We
talked about Barth. He told me of his youthful bird-watching in the Scottish
Highlands (he was an avid collector of birds’ eggs) and the newspaper
column on birding that he wrote for the local paper. We swapped stories of
hiking in the mountains of Montana. And we talked together of the dangers
of being a pastor in America, where the magnificent church, like the
magnificent Rocky Mountains, “has twenty different ways to kill you.”

The conversations came to an end when he was called to be the
professor of preaching at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. Several years
later when he was retiring from his faculty appointment there, he called and
asked if he could recommend me to become his successor. But by then,
thanks to him, I was more than ever what I had been becoming for a long
time—a contemplative pastor.

In these early years when I was becoming a pastor, I needed a pastor.
Some deep and cultivated pastoral instinct in Ian responded: he became my
pastor without making me a project, without giving me advice, without
smothering me with his “concern.” There wasn’t a hint of condescension,
not in his prayer, not in his conversation. I learned, without being aware that
I was learning, of the immense freedom that comes in pastoral relationships
that are structured by prayer and ritual and let everything else happen more
or less spontaneously. The competitiveness didn’t exactly leave me, but it
developed a root system that didn’t depend on artificial stimulants or
chemical additives—like “start another building campaign.”
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PRESBYCOSTAL

I grew up Pentecostal. As an adult, I became a Presbyterian. I made the
transition effortlessly. At my New York City seminary I was assigned
fieldwork as a student seminarian in Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church
on East Seventy-third Street. I knew nothing about Presbyterians, but it
didn’t matter—my assignment was to coach the church’s basketball team.
And on Friday evenings I was responsible for the church’s recreational
program: swimming pool, pool tables, gymnasium. On Saturday nights my
team played its scheduled game in the Church Basketball League in
Manhattan. The young adults who made up the team were primarily from a
nearby Czech and Hungarian neighborhood. They had learned to play on
the street with an improvised backboard. And they were good. They could
easily have beaten the college basketball team that I had played on. We won
the church league that year. I don’t know if praying with them before each
game had anything to do with that.

As I mentioned earlier, on Sundays, morning and evening, I worshipped
with the congregation and sat for a year under the preaching of the pastor,
George Buttrick. I later learned that he was the premier preacher in New
York City, some thought in the entire country. On Sunday evening after
worship he invited the seminary interns (there were seven or eight of us) to
his Fifth Avenue penthouse apartment overlooking Central Park for
informal conversation on preaching and worship and the pastoral vocation. I
had no interest in being a pastor at that time, but I liked him, liked his
stories, liked his evident delight in his vocation.

And now ten years later I was not only a Presbyterian but, of all things,
a Presbyterian pastor. The move from Pentecostal to Presbyterian didn’t
seem like a big thing at the time. It still doesn’t. Certainly nothing that
could be called a crisis. I was not aware that I was changing any part of
what I believed, and certainly not how I lived. But was I still a Pentecostal?



I assumed I was. I hadn’t renounced anything that I had grown up
believing. I wasn’t aware that my Christian identity had eroded in any way.
But here I was parched and thirsty in this badlands. Christians, especially
pastors, if they are walking “in the Spirit” and living obediently, aren’t
supposed to feel this way.

If I were to define what for me makes up the core Pentecostal identity, it
is the lived conviction that everything, absolutely everything, in the
scriptures is livable. Not just true, but livable. Not just an idea or a cause,
but livable in real life. Everything that is revealed in Jesus and the
scriptures, the gospel, is there to be lived by ordinary Christians in ordinary
times. This is the supernatural core, a lived resurrection and Holy Spirit
core, of the Christian life. What Karl Barth expressed dialectically as the
“impossible possibility.” I had always believed that. I believed it still. So
what happened to the zest—the Pentecostal zest that had energized both me
and the congregation through these developmental years as pastor of a
congregation?

I entered into Presbyterianism as a competitor, coaching the Madison
Avenue Presbyterian basketball team to the church-league championship.
That same spirit of competition continued to serve me well in organizing
and developing a new congregation. Now what? The two years of Friday
prayers and conversation with Ian provided a context for moving from
being a competitive pastor to being a contemplative pastor. A corresponding
movement was taking place as the integration of Pentecostal and
Presbyterian in me was now well under way.

Our August pilgrimages to the sacred ground of my formation in the
Christian way—Montana—provided a leisurely and safe time and place in
the company of my Pentecostal family to ask questions and pray my
perceptions. Another “badlands beauty” that emerged in the maturation of
my vocation.

I was not aware of choosing to be a Presbyterian. I didn’t go over the
options available to me, study them, interview representative men and
women, assess the pros and cons, pray for discernment, and then apply for
membership. The Presbyterians needed a coach for their basketball team. I
knew how to do that and did it. But as the months added up to years, I kept
being assigned to Presbyterian churches for seminary fieldwork. I was
never self-consciously a Presbyterian. I am still not. But something was
going on, incrementally, that formed an identity that vocationally fused



Pentecostal and Presbyterian. Later I learned that there was a name for it:
presbycostal.

What I needed, but didn’t know that I needed, the Presbyterians offered
me: the gift of a living tradition. I grew up in the West in a town that was
only forty-three years old when I was born. Pentecostalism as a
denomination was even younger than that. I was a child of the first
generation of Pentecostalism in America. Growing up, I had almost no
knowledge or awareness, maybe none, that anything of Christian
significance had taken place between the Day of Pentecost in Jerusalem ten
days after Jesus had ascended into heaven and the Azusa Street revival in
Los Angeles in 1903 that marked the birth of Pentecostalism in America.
My church history consisted of the names of half a dozen evangelists
holding tent revivals in the Northwest. My family history was also thin—
fragments of stories torn out of barely remembered diaries and letters of
Norwegian and Swedish immigrations.

One of my favorite “church history” stories was of Jimmy McGinnis, an
Irish immigrant, thick-necked, with a body like a brick privy. He became a
Christian in a Seattle street mission, converted from a roughneck life of
brawling and drinking to starting churches in frontier towns of Montana. He
started a Pentecostal church in Missoula, a hundred miles south of the town
I grew up in. I knew his son, Jerry. We played on rival high-school
basketball teams. The legendary stories of Jimmy McGinnis were all
variations on his pastoral visits to the local saloons on Saturday nights. He
would enter the saloon, command all the men to get out on the street, where
he would line them up against the saloon wall. If anyone objected, he would
fight him into submission, drag him outside, and prop him against the wall
alongside the rest of his congregation. Then he would preach, making
Christians out of any who were still standing. While my Lutheran friends
were learning about Martin Luther nailing his Ninety-five Theses to the
Castle Church door in Wittenberg, defying Tetzel and the pope, I was
listening to the latest story of Jimmy McGinnis pounding salvation into the
drunks in Missoula.

As an adolescent, I much preferred Jimmy McGinnis—I knew his son
—to Martin Luther, who had been dead five hundred years. As a
Pentecostal, church history was a current event. I felt sorry for my Lutheran
friends who had to dig out their stories from the cemeteries. But now as a
Presbyterian adult, I was discovering that my Christian family tree had



roots all over the world and through twenty centuries. Presbyterianism
grafted me into immense continuities of prayer and worship, of saints and
artists, of countries and continents. I began to relish the sense of stability, of
continuity, of being on speaking terms with personal names that held stories
that touched my own and extended it. There was texture and depth to be
explored, intricacy and complexity. There was far more to learn and
assimilate about the Christian way than the latest stories, wonderful as they
were, of Jimmy McGinnis and his ilk.

Also I found that among the Presbyterians, I was meeting pastors who
took seriously the vocation of pastor, persons who knew and valued and
loved people in place and over time and seriously in Jesus’s name. Madison
Avenue’s George Buttrick was the first. I started at the top. I had known
men and even a few women, who were addressed as pastor. But they
weren’t pastors in this local and personal way. My adolescent impression
was that they were never interested in the people in our congregation and
certainly not in me. All their attention was either on “the furniture of
heaven and the temperature of hell” or on dramatic healings and revivals in
other cities or countries. Pastor was an interim position on their way to
some more celebrated work or exotic location.

As I became at home in the environment of Presbyterianism, I realized
that pastor was a term that carried a certain innate dignity, involved
disciplines of learning, demanded attentiveness to the personal details of
men and women in pain and doubt, required an understanding not only of
what took place on the church premises but also in the workplace and
household world of the church members. I observed pastors like Ian, who
entered into their vocation as an all-inclusive way of life, not just taking on
a religious job. This was new for me. I met pastors who were modest, not
self-important, not prima donnas, not hungry for attention—pastors who
were, well, just pastors. Pastors who actually liked being pastors. Not all of
them, of course, but more often than not. I felt comfortable in the company
of these pastors, and when I myself became one, I knew that I was with men
and women I could trust.

I know many wonderful people in Pentecostalism but, in retrospect, not
many pastors. There is a lot of energy in Pentecostalism, exuberance and
praise and commitment—the livability in real life—firsthandedness,
immediacy. I wasn’t about to give up any of my Pentecostal identity—but I
also realized that I could never be a pastor worth his salt if I couldn’t



integrate it into my Presbyterianism, a tradition that put me into a
comprehensive speaking relation with all my brothers and sisters in all the
forms that church takes across the country and through the centuries. I
needed a context for developing patient attentiveness to the ways that
holiness develops over a lifetime, which necessarily includes stretches of
boredom and pain and suffering, what Dorothy Day named “the long
loneliness.” Pentecostalism and Presbyterianism were for me both
irreplaceable gifts, polarities that made a continuum, not opposites in
tension. In the badlands I was learning that being a pastor didn’t put me on
the fast track for encountering the most interesting people, the most
promising leaders, the latest in innovations, and living on the cusp of the
“breaking news.”
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EMMAUS WALKS

One summer on our return trip from our annual Montana pilgrimage,
refreshed in body and renewed in soul—we happened to be driving through
the Badlands section of our itinerary just then—I said to Jan, “Why wait for
August, why wait for Montana? What’s wrong with September through
July, what’s wrong with Maryland?”

On the first days after our return, instead of plunging headlong into
congregational affairs, we took some time to look around the neighborhood,
this Maryland country. In my preoccupation with gathering a congregation
under the auspices of “Our Father who art in heaven,” I had virtually
ignored the first half of the familiar phrase “on earth as it is in heaven” that
is the transitional midpoint in our frequently prayed Lord’s Prayer. This
Maryland earth. This local earth on which we lived eleven months of the
year. We found some Sierra Club maps to the hiking trails that, as it turned
out, were all around us. We bought guidebooks for eastern birds, for tree
and fern, for wildflower and seashell identification. We looked around us
and discovered that we had been set down in a world of wonders:
Assateague and Chincoteague, the Big and Little Gunpowder Rivers,
beeches and sycamores, Chesapeake Bay and the Appalachian Trail,
Gettysburg and Appomattox.

Our children were all in school by now. We decided that each Monday,
after getting them ready and sending them off to get the school bus, we
would familiarize ourselves with this earth, spend the day immersing
ourselves in what we had for too long ignored. We returned in midafternoon
in time to meet our children as they returned from school.

After doing this for several months, we drove north two hundred miles
to be on a three-day retreat at Kirkridge Retreat Center in the Pennsylvania
Pocono Mountains with Douglas Steere. Professor Steere, a Quaker, taught
philosophy at Swarthmore College. We had never met him, although I had
heard him lecture a couple of times. Both of us had read his books and



deeply respected his prayerful and centered life. What we didn’t know was
that this was a silent retreat. We hadn’t read the fine print: silence for three
days. Silence in our rooms. Silence at meals. About twenty of us in silence
for three days. For one hour in the morning and another in the afternoon
each day Steere read a lecture to us in his quiet voice. We could sign up for
a half-hour conversation with him if we wished.

In welcoming us to the retreat and orienting us to this three days of
silence, he told us the story of a burly, gruff, heavily accented German
Lutheran pastor he once knew who specialized in men’s retreats. His
procedure was to greet his retreatants and gather them into a meeting room
with their luggage. He then directed them to open their suitcases. He
examined each piece of luggage, confiscated their whiskey, and then sent
them off for an hour, two by two, on trails through the woods on what he
called E-Mouse walks, his German rendition of Emmaus.

And that, Professor Steere told us, is what he wanted us to do. He
assured us that he wasn’t going to confiscate our whiskey, but following his
morning and afternoon lectures we would take an Emmaus walk.
Otherwise, silence. Silence, he told us, was hugely undervalued in our
American way of life as a way of being in communion with one another and
with God. American Christians were conspicuously deficient. “Think of it
as remedial silence.” This would be three days for practicing silence.
“These might be the quietest three days you will ever spend. Don’t waste
them.”

Jan and I signed up together for our half-hour conversation with
Professor Steere. We told him of this continuing badlands period in our
lives and how interminable it seemed to be—wasn’t there something to do?
He warned us against shortcuts. He encouraged us to submit ourselves to
the boredom, the refining fire of nonperformance, not to be in a hurry. “A
lot is going on when you don’t think anything is going on.” We told him
about our day off each Monday. “So—you’re practicing Emmaus walks.
Good.”

He went on to suggest that we deepen our understanding of what we
were already doing into an intentional Sabbath. A day off, he said, is “a
bastard Sabbath.” He affirmed our commitment to a day of not-doing, a day
of not-working. “That’s a start. You’ve gotten yourselves out of the way.
Why not go all the way: keep the day as a Sabbath, embrace silence,
embrace prayer—silence and prayer. Hallow the Name.”



He encouraged us to buy and read Abraham Joshua Heschel’s book The
Sabbath when we got back to Maryland. “And then reread it. Let Heschel
soak your imaginations in all the ramifications of Sabbath-keeping.”

We did buy the book, read it, and reread it. We quit taking a “day off”
and began keeping a “Sabbath,” a day in which we deliberately separated
ourselves from the workweek—in our case being pastor and pastor’s wife—
and gave ourselves to being present to what God has done and is doing, this
creation in which we have been set down and this salvation in which we
have been invited to be participants in a God-revealed life of resurrection.

We kept Monday as our Sabbath. For us Sunday was a workday. But we
had already found that Monday could serve quite well as a day to get out of
the way and be present to whatever. But now the “whatever” was
recontextualized in an unforced yet intentional way of prayer. The content
of the “whatever” didn’t change much, if at all. It certainly didn’t become a
“religious” day in any conventional sense. It was a day of nonnecessities:
we prayed and we played.

Our Sabbath-keeping became ritualized. After getting the children off to
school, I prepared a simple lunch of sandwiches and fruit. We took our day-
pack, walking sticks, binoculars, and appropriate clothing for whatever
weather faced us—rain, snow, sunshine. We drove to a trailhead, usually
not more than thirty or forty minutes away.

Jan read a psalm and prayed (I had initiated the prayers on the
congregation’s Sunday Sabbath; she initiated them on our Monday
Sabbath). We entered a morning of silence, an Emmaus-walk silence in
which we listened to Jesus. After three hours or so we found a rock
alongside the river or a fallen tree in the woods, broke the silence with a
spoken prayer, and ate our lunch. And then we talked: observations of the
kingfisher and wood thrush, red fox and beaver, bloodroot and trailing
arbutus; conversations of the past week; reflections on Sunday’s worship.
Old memories jogged out of the silence. We paid attention to the creation
week that we had just lived through. We paid attention to the holy week we
had just lived through. It always turned out that we had missed a lot. Each
Sabbath became a day of remembering, becoming aware of where we were,
who we were—the gifts of God for the people of God. We talked all the
way home.

I knew that Jan and I couldn’t do this by ourselves. We needed help. In
particular we needed the help of our congregation. I wrote them a letter:



“Why your pastor keeps the Sabbath.” I told them about our decision,
moving from “taking a day off” to “keeping the Sabbath holy.” I wrote to
them:

We need your help if we are going to keep a Monday Sabbath. This
is a day to recenter our lives on God and God’s work and God’s
presence. We spend our workweek telling you about God, serving you in
the name of God, leading you in the ways of God. But we need a
protected day to simply pay attention to God ourselves, to not be in
charge, to let God be God for us, to develop habits of being present to
God at all times and circumstances. It is not easy in our noisy,
hyperactive American culture. Would you help us? We need your help to
keep a Monday Sabbath. Jan and I are ready to respond to you any time
of day or night, on any day of the week—death, accident, crisis. Don’t
ever hesitate to call us. But if it can keep until Tuesday, call us on
Tuesday. We will do our best to protect Sunday as a day of rest and
prayer and leisure for you. We will do our best to keep Sunday
uncluttered—no committee meetings scheduled for Sunday—a day of
not-doing so that you will have sanctuary time to notice what God is
doing, listen to what God is saying. We’ll help you keep a Sunday
Sabbath. Help us keep a Monday Sabbath.

And the congregation did help us. We rarely got a request to do
anything on Monday—maybe a dozen times over the twenty-five years of
doing this with them.

I never preached from the pulpit on Sabbath-keeping. What I did each
year was write to the congregation a variation on my Why-your-pastor-
needs-your-help Sabbath letter. I didn’t think guilt would serve as an
appropriate goad for Sabbath-keeping. I didn’t think Sabbath-keeping could
be imposed on a congregation. Jan and I wanted to change, as quietly and
indirectly as we could, the unsabbathed culture in which we all lived. But
first of all, starting with ourselves, we wanted to recover the practice of
Sabbath-keeping. Every Monday we went to the rivers and woods with our
“pick and shovel prayers,” keeping Sabbath.
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SISTER GENEVIEVE

Two or three months after I had entered the womb “a second time” and
come out as a pastor, I removed all of my academic diplomas from the wall
of my study and replaced them with the framed portraits of three men
whose company I wanted to keep as I lived into my newly realized
vocational identity. I was not exactly putting the world of academia behind
me—I would always be on familiar terms with that world and would
participate on the fringes as an adjunct professor and visiting lecturer—but
it was no longer my vocational home. The diplomas verified my vocation in
terms of the world of intellect and learning, classrooms and libraries—
professor. I anticipated that my life now as pastor would be worked out in
quite different conditions—intimate relationships, a tradition of holiness,
and the cultivation of souls. The world of learning was still there in all its
glory, but my vocation now was not about the learning itself but about
integrating learning into prayer and worship and the ordinariness of
everyday living. Sanctuary, workplaces, and households would provide
places to keep my vocation local and personal.

My picks for mentors were John Henry Newman, Alexander Whyte,
and Baron Friedrich von Hügel—the company I would keep to stay in touch
with the conditions in which I was now working. The three, though long
dead, were no strangers—I had been in prayerful conversation with them
for a long time—but now I embraced them as colleagues, not just as
admired ancestors.

One phrase of Newman’s had resonated for years in my memory: “The
people of Birmingham also have souls.” That phrase now became personal.
The sentence was Newman’s reply to a friend who vehemently protested his
leaving Oxford University for Birmingham, England, to gather together a
few priests and start a small school for boys in the working class world of
steel mills and hard labor, a world without a shred of culture, a world
indifferent to learning. At the time, Newman was widely considered to be



the leading intellectual at Oxford, maybe in all of England. His influence
was magisterial in the Church of England. He wrote magnificent sermonic
prose and sacred poetry. He was the primary theological voice at the time (it
was the middle of the nineteenth century), giving shape to the church’s
thinking. His name was on everyone’s lips. Then Newman converted in
midlife to become a Roman Catholic priest, abandoned Oxford and its
elegant surroundings, his place of intellectual prestige and religious
influence, and chose to spend the rest of his life in the Birmingham of
belching steel furnaces, teaching boys in an ugly neighborhood where no
one read books. Newman in Birmingham? It was like Einstein leaving
Princeton to start a school for street kids in the Bronx.

I was no Newman, but I loved the world of Newman—the storied
antiquity of Oxford, the finely honed intelligence crafting sentences of
beauty. And though I was no longer aspiring to be a professor on a campus
of shaded lawns and venerable buildings, I thought it not out of the range of
possibility that in a few years I might become the pastor of a university
church where I would be immersed in a culture rich in tradition and art.
That fantasy was aggravated during these badland years by discovering that
in the cultural flatland of suburbia the people to whom I was pastor had no
interest in books or the life of the mind. TV Guide seemed to be the only
reading material in evidence in the homes I visited.

Newman chose Birmingham for his work. I didn’t choose suburbia. It
was given to me. And now, as the energy of the early development years of
Christ Our King Church was waning, I was becoming dissatisfied with the
gift I had been given and was looking around for a new challenge, a
challenge that included at least some intellect in it. It was while
daydreaming this new fantasy that I tripped over this sentence that had
caught my attention when I first read it years earlier but had been lying
dormant in my memory: “The people of Birmingham also have souls.” You
don’t have to be an Oxford don to have a soul; you don’t have to be
interesting to have a soul; you don’t have to have leadership potential to
have a soul. I was rebuked out of my fantasy. Souls. If Newman could do it,
I could at least try. Birmingham souls. Suburbia souls. I needed to renew
my conversations with Newman, cultivate a way of understanding these
men and women in my congregation in terms of who they were, not in
terms of how they either interested or bored me, not in terms of what I
could make of them—but souls. Which I did.



Baron Friedrich von Hügel had long been a significant voice in my life.
The world of religion teems with naive superstition, mean-spirited polemic,
and unscrupulous deceit. Writing and teaching on the spiritual life brings
out the worst in a lot of people, ranging from the superficially trivial to
celebrity showmanship to idolatrous fads to the devil showing up as an
angel of light. It isn’t long before pastors learn that a lot of people lie in the
name of God. In this confusing melting pot of the neurotic, infantile, and
religion-as-commodity, von Hügel is conspicuous for his sheer sanity. Like
Newman, he was English, but he didn’t have a job or position. He was a
scholar, studying and annotating old manuscripts and writing on the
spiritual life as a layperson. He lived on a modest, private income with his
wife, three daughters, and dog, Puck.

Word had gotten around, and men and women came to see him for
counsel and direction as they sorted out their lives in matters of love and
faith and obedience. But mostly he wrote letters. He wrote letters to me.
They weren’t addressed to me—he died seven years before I was born. But
as I read the letters, I realized that they were, in fact, addressed to me, a
pastor searching for a language and disposition for discerning a whole and
healthy way of life as I lived with my congregation. He was wary of
working up enthusiasm for Jesus (“nothing was ever accomplished in a
stampede”), warned of simplistic, impatient “solutions” to living to the
glory of God (“please, no cutting of knots”), and insisted over and over that
every soul is unique and cannot be understood or encouraged or directed by
general advice or through a superficial diagnosis using psychological
categories (“there are no dittos in souls”).

In my prepastor days I had learned much personally by reading von
Hügel. Now I was letting his letters form in me a pastoral way of using
language that was conversational—not condescending, not manipulative,
but attentive and prayerful. Not instructional, preparing my parishioners to
pass examinations on matters of sin and salvation. Not diagnostic, treating
these unique souls as problems to be fixed. Now as I read and reread and
reread, I was letting von Hügel soak me in holy mysteries, so that as I
talked and listened informally, conversationally, without pastoral self-
consciousness, I was inviting people into the ways of God that are “past
understanding,” not just instructing them in how to get across the street
without stepping into moral mud puddles. I recognized this as holy wisdom,
knowledge distilled into reflexes and synapses, knowledge lived. I needed



to keep company with this man. I didn’t want to be a pastor who talked too
much, who knew too much. I didn’t want to be a pastor who treated souls as
dittos.

Alexander Whyte entered my imagination and became a companion as
the pastor I was not yet but wanted to become. Not as a ditto. In the same
way that souls are not dittos, neither are pastors. And Whyte was safe that
way—there was no way that I could copy him. He was a pastor in Scotland
a hundred years preceding me, in the late Victorian era in a culture that was
stable, still defined by habits of churchgoing and a common morality. Those
conditions had long ago been eroded in the secularized America in which I
had become a pastor.

But I needed a pastor. I was new at this. The requirements of organizing
and developing a new congregation provided a sufficient harness for
keeping me connected with what had to be done to get started. But when
those requirements had been completed, I realized there was not an
adequate interiority to support the work I was doing. To adapt and reverse
C. S. Lewis’s famous line, my outside was bigger than my inside. I installed
Alexander Whyte as my pastor.

At six o’clock every Sunday morning, I read one of his sermons that he
had preached from the pulpit of St. George’s Presbyterian Church in
Edinburgh. I had already prepared the sermon I would preach that day—
now I let him preach to me. I did that for the next twenty years of Sundays.
The quality that I wanted to absorb, and did, I think, was the fusion of
scripture and prayer, prayer and scripture, or something more like
scriptureprayer and prayerscripture. It was this fusion of God speaking to us
(scripture) and our speaking to him (prayer) that the Holy Spirit uses to
form the life of Christ in us. It was all the same thing, the listening and
answering, that provided the core of worship in Whyte’s practice. He had a
truly biblical imagination. The entire biblical narrative came alive when he
preached—not explicitly, but the tone and the allusions developed a storied
coherence around every text. As I sat under my pastor’s preaching, scripture
ceased to be a sequence of texts and became a seamless story. And I was a
participant in the story.

After his death, his son-in-law wrote a biography of him—one of the
great pastor biographies. I mined it for access to his character, to his
interior, to the kind of interior that I knew was required to maintain a
pastoral vocation with integrity. It soon became clear that there was no



pretense in the man. He took his pulpit seriously, he took his congregation
seriously, but he didn’t take himself seriously. When a newly ordained
seminary graduate, commenting on his long and distinguished life as a
pastor of St. George’s Presbyterian, asked him for advice as a young pastor
starting out, Whyte said, “Relieve yourself as often as possible, and take a
long vacation.” He was not given to pious clichés. I liked that.

 

I had grown up in a Christian culture that gave a great deal of attention to
feelings. I had one pastor when I was an adolescent who always greeted me
with “How are things with your soul today, Eugene?” The first few times
the question left me stuttering and tongue-tied. I hardly knew I had a soul.
Mostly I had hormones. But after seven or eight of those encounters that
left me scrambling to salvage some shred of feeling that I could offer to
validate my soul, I quit trying. I soon realized that before I had stumbled
through the few clichés that I had picked up in his company, he had lost
interest in my soul, if he ever had any in the first place, and was on to other
matters—a divine-healing mission trip to Cuba that he had just returned
from in triumph, an elk-hunting party that he was getting together for men
of the church that (after some prayer) he was now generously inviting me to
join, a deal on tires that he had just learned about that I might want to look
into for my newly acquired used car.

And it wasn’t just that pastor. In my church culture as a whole,
examining your “soul” was a way to measure the God content in your life.
Soul was a kind of internal thermometer you could consult to find out
where you stood on the Laodicean spectrum of spirituality: cold, lukewarm,
or hot. High on every pastor’s agenda was keeping people “on fire” for
Jesus. Worship in general and the sermon in particular were bellows for
blowing smoldering embers into a blaze.

But now that I was a pastor myself and finding ways to survive in the
badlands, I realized that emotions were not a very reliable witness to the
presence of God in my life and that the pastoral manipulation of emotions
in others had a very short shelf life.

A friend introduced me to Sister Genevieve, the prioress of a Carmelite
monastery: fourteen nuns living a life of contemplative prayer together in
their convent, hidden away in a forest of beech and oak trees, the first
Carmelite foundation in America. I had never known a nun before. I don’t



think she had ever known a Presbyterian pastor. We were about the same
age. We became friends. I would occasionally visit with her in her
monastery. She had meals with Jan and me in our home and at times came
to stay with us in Montana for a few days of retreat and rest.

Conversations and a developing friendship with Sister Genevieve
extended my conversation with my three mentors from the cemetery into a
larger circle of sympathetic friends, a living tradition that she and her nuns
practiced, a way of understanding the soul and the nature of prayer that
turned out to be essential to me for surviving in the badlands: prayer as a
way of life, not a discrete discipline that one practiced, as I had been taught,
to “make room for God.”

In one of our conversations, Sister Genevieve must have detected
something in my language that betrayed a romanticizing notion I had
developed regarding her convent of nuns, vowed to a life of prayer,
protected from the noise and interruptions of the outside world—a holy
community in a holy place. She said to me, “Eugene, is it difficult to be
married?”

I replied, “Certainly. It’s the hardest thing I have ever done. I lived
twenty-five years as the center of my universe, and then suddenly I was no
longer the center. There was another, Jan, who had also been accustomed to
being the center. It took us both by surprise—you can’t have two centers.
Yes, it is difficult. Why do you ask?”

“How would you like to be married to thirteen women? Some of these
nuns can be real bitches.”

So much for romanticizing the contemplative life.
In another conversation, we had been talking about the Lord’s Prayer. I

interrupted the flow of conversation by saying, “Do you know the petition
that I have the hardest time praying, entering into, knowing what I am
praying?”

“Of course—‘Deliver us from evil.’”
“How did you know that?”
“Oh, you Protestants. You are so naive about evil. You know everything

about sin, but nothing about evil—the prevalence of evil, the persistence of
evil especially in holy places, like this monastery—and like your
congregation. The mystery of evil. You make cartoon characters out of evil
so that you don’t have to deal with it in your own households and
workplaces, crouching at the door every time you open it. Or else you deny



it and label everything that is wrong with the world as a sin you can name
and then take charge of getting rid of.”

It was in these conversations that I was introduced to the sixteenth-
century reformers of Carmelite foundations in Spain: Teresa of Ávila and
John of the Cross. The insouciant earthy spirituality of Teresa and the richly
sensual poetry of John.

My theological education had pivoted on Martin Luther and John
Calvin, brilliant and comprehensive thinkers, writers, and exegetes of
scripture. They taught me to think largely and passionately about God and
the scriptures. For them, reforming the Christian life was primarily (but not
entirely) a matter of recovering right thinking, understanding doctrine,
interpreting scripture. Teresa and John worked from the other end. They
took up matters of the soul, reforming Christian living by taking seriously
the life of prayer and recovering the ways of prayer. They gave themselves
to discerning the illusions and pitfalls that interfere with receiving what
God is giving and reducing prayer to a self-help project with no concern for
relationship and love, adoration and mystery.

I had received a theological education adequate for preparing me to be a
professor in the classroom, dealing with truth and knowledge—“faith
seeking understanding” (Anselm). But now I was a pastor, and a great deal
of my life consisted in dealing with souls as they went about their lives in
households and workplaces. Scripture and worship and gathering a
congregation I was ready for. But the life of the soul and the attentiveness
of souls to God that is prayer I had taken for granted. It was simply
assumed, peripheral to my training, pretty much limited to being addressed
by the offhand question, “Well Eugene, how are things with your soul
today?” And now I was being introduced to a vast world that I had known
only in books, by Sister Genevieve, who, with her nuns, was living that
world, a world in which Teresa and John were major voices. Teresa and
John treated the soul and praying rightly with the same disciplined care as
Luther and Calvin took with the scriptures and believing rightly. This was
something more like “faith seeking holiness.” The more I got to know them
I realized that my three “framed” mentors—Newman, von Hügel, Whyte—
had drunk deeply from the same artesian springs that had nourished Teresa
and John.

In the badlands I had been incrementally realizing that there is far more
to this Christian life than getting it right. There is living it right. Learning



the truth of God, the gospel, the scriptures involves understanding words,
concepts, history. But living it means working through a world of
deception, of doubt and suffering, a world of rejections and betrayal and
idolatry.

We don’t grow and mature in our Christian life by sitting in a classroom
and library, listening to lectures and reading books, or going to church and
singing hymns and listening to sermons. We do it by taking the stuff of our
ordinary lives, our parents and children, our spouses and friends, our
workplaces and fellow workers, our dreams and fantasies, our attachments,
our easily accessible gratifications, our depersonalizing of intimate
relations, our commodification of living truths into idolatries, taking all this
and placing it on the altar of refining fire—our God is a consuming fire—
and finding it all stuff redeemed for a life of holiness. A life that is not
reserved for nuns and monks but accessible to every Dick and Jane in every
ordinary congregation.

In my conversations with Sister Genevieve I realized that I knew a lot
more about scripture and truth than I did about souls and prayer. I also
realized that for me as pastor, souls and prayer required an equivalent
demand on my attention as scripture and truth. This is what pastors are for
—to keep these things alive and yoked in everyday life.

I couldn’t have been given a better or more personal introduction to
what I so much needed if I was going to be a pastor in the badlands than
Sister Genevieve taking me into the living tradition rooted in Teresa and
John.

Sister Genevieve and Teresa and John took seriously what I had been
taking, rather superficially, for granted. I had assumed that my vocation was
preaching and teaching the truth of the gospel and encouraging people to do
what they had been told. I had no idea that matters of the soul and prayer
had an equivalent demand on my attention as doctrine and scripture.

Teresa and John were theologians every bit as “theological” as Luther
and Calvin. But they used a very different language. Teresa told stories;
John wrote poems. They were saturated in the same scriptures as their
contemporaries a thousand or so miles to the north, and as theologically
astute. But they, instead of arguing and defining and interpreting, were
expressing and witnessing and insisting on the presence of God no matter
how you felt about it—or if you felt anything at all. Luther and Calvin were
trying to make the truth clear, which they did wonderfully. Teresa and John



were trying to deal honestly and discerningly with the experience of God
when it wasn’t plain, insisting that there were necessary obscurities and
shadows to be embraced if we were to grow into mature holiness. That we
cannot have God on our terms, domesticated to our requirements, reduced
to our ideas of what God should be doing. Prayer was our immersion in the
way that God is present with us whether we understand or like it or not.

More than anything, my widening circle of mentors was becoming
personal—this is what it is like to pray, to live a life of faith and love, to be
detached from a life of self and become souls free for God.

Teresa’s earthy spirituality is free of pious pretense. As I was getting to
know Teresa, I was told this story. She is sitting in a privy with a prayer
book in one hand and a cinnamon roll in the other. The devil appears to her,
scandalized at her irreverence. He sanctimoniously reprimands her. She
responds, “The sweet roll is for me, the prayers are for God, and the rest is
for you.”

John’s poetry is richly sensual. Today he is recognized by many as
Spain’s greatest poet. His lines spill out with metaphors and similes—he
uses the material and physical world, including its considerable beauties
and unavoidable pain and suffering, to make a piece of art out of the soul
and prayer.

His reputation, too often reduced to “the dark night of the soul,” with
connotations of grim austerity, is misleading. Most of his writing is a
commentary on his poems, drawing us into all that is involved in pursuing a
life of love on God’s terms, not ours. It is true that he often warned us not to
get addicted to “a spiritual sweet tooth,” but that is no more than you would
expect from someone who is warning us not to reduce the life in Christ to
an infantile preference for something on the level of popsicles and boxes of
Valentine chocolates.

Together, under the tutelage of Sister Genevieve, I found these Spanish
saints absolutely essential for pursuing a pastoral vocation through the
badlands and beyond. I was coming to visualize Luther and Calvin as
mountain people, scaling the heights, taking in the horizon, and Theresa and
John as valley people, tilling the soil, going to the market, cooking meals. I
needed all of them, my congregation needed all of them.
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ERIC LIDDELL

Well along in these badland years I began noticing around me men and
women running alongside the roads and in the parks, people my age, my
peers—lawyers, doctors, businesspeople, teachers. I hadn’t run for
seventeen years. I assumed that after graduation from my university, my
running days were over. I had always loved running and running races—the
middle distances and mile were my events. I loved the easy rhythms, the
relaxed sense of being physically in touch with the earth under my feet, the
texture of the weather, my body working almost effortlessly in long cross-
country workouts.

A running world had opened up when I wasn’t looking. Emboldened by
what I saw around me, I began to run again. I subscribed to the magazine,
Runner’s World. Jan and I each bought a pair of running shoes (Adidas) and
were immediately impressed by huge strides accomplished in the
technology of running shoes. After a year or so, Jan decided that running
was not her thing and dropped out. She was later replaced by our son, Leif,
who was winning cross-country races for his school.

It wasn’t long before running had established itself as a ritual. Every
day in the late afternoon I would run five miles—it took about forty
minutes. But there was far more to it than aerobic breathing and oxygenated
muscles, more than the running as such. There is a meditative dimension to
long-distance running: the uninterrupted quiet, the metronomic
repetitiveness, the sensual immersion in the fragrance of trees and flowering
bushes and rain, the springiness of the soil on park trails, the Zenlike
emptying of the mind that felt like a freedom to be simply present, not
having to do or say anything. Was I also running out of the badlands? It felt
like it. Things were coming together. It felt like I was becoming
reacquainted with my body. Another detail in the arrival?

From my schooldays, the Scottish runner Eric Liddell had been an idol
of mine. He was a natural companion, a person who integrated running



races with a Christian identity. I loved his statement “I believe God made
me for a purpose, but he also made me fast. And when I run, I feel his
pleasure.” As running was again a part of my life, I was feeling that
pleasure in a fresh way. I also admired his refusal, out of reverence for God,
to ever race on Sunday.

 

After a couple years Leif and I every month or so would compete in a 10K
race somewhere in Maryland, accompanied by our cheerleader wife and
mother. The most memorable of those races took place about an hour away
north, in Amish country near Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Leif and I were
pretty evenly matched, but I always won. A couple months before the
Lancaster race, Leif’s friends told me that he was training extra hard and
planned to beat me in Lancaster. And so I, without saying anything, began
to put in extra miles, mixed with “speed play,” to make sure that didn’t
happen. The day came, and the three of us drove to the site of the race. The
course began in the university sports complex with a lap around the track.
Then it was mapped through the Amish farms through the countryside.
There were ten hills. We started out running side by side. Leif was a
stronger runner than I, and so going up the hills he pulled out ahead. But I
was a better downhill runner and passed him. We exchanged leads ten times
on those ten hills. As we approached the end of the race at the stadium, I
knew I would have to increase my lead if I was going to win. And so I did. I
thought that the race ended when we entered the stadium. I had timed my
final sprint for that anticipated finish. But the end of the race included a
final lap around the track. I had a quarter of a mile left. I gave it my all, but
there wasn’t much “all” left. On the last stretch I heard Leif coming—I
knew it had to be him. Down the last stretch he passed and beat me by
twenty yards. All the time he was passing me, I could hear Jan in the stands,
yelling, “Leif, you can’t do that to your father!” But he did. And he did it
fair and square.

It was probably the most satisfying loss of my life. And he was
completely modest in victory. He didn’t crow. But later I couldn’t help but
notice a classic Oedipal quality to the event.

 



After several years of this, I got more ambitious—I started to run
marathons. A marathon for a distance runner is the ultimate race: 26.2
miles. Far more than simple endurance is required; it is an art form—
pacing, diet, mental readiness—a dozen things can go wrong in the three
hours or so of running. Every year I would train for and run a marathon.
And then I decided I would run the Boston Marathon, in my mind, and
many others’, the granddaddy of all marathons. But there was one problem.
Not just anybody can run the Boston. You first have to qualify by achieving
your qualifying time in another recognized marathon. Qualifying times are
adjusted to your age group. When I turned fifty, my qualifying time was
raised to three hours and twenty minutes. I thought I had a chance at that
and so started getting ready—it takes at least six months.

As I was looking for a marathon that was geographically accessible and
fit into the time frame needed, the only one I could locate was the
Philadelphia Marathon in November (the Boston is always in April). But
there was a huge problem—I wouldn’t be able to do it. It was held on
Sunday. Eric Liddell would not have run it on Sunday. I couldn’t run it on
Sunday.

At the next meeting of my ruling elders I told them of my
disappointment. “Sunday? Why can’t you run on Sunday?”

“Because Eric Liddell, a world-class runner and a Christian, would
never run on Sunday.” I told them of my youthful and now lifelong
admiration of Liddell and of my respect for his reverence of the Lord’s Day.
There was no way that I could run a marathon on Sunday.

“Haven’t you watched the movie Chariots of Fire—all about Eric
Liddell?” They had, but they had missed the part about Sundays.

A half-hour discussion heated up. They wanted me to run the
Philadelphia Marathon. “Eric Liddell was a Scots Presbyterian—they are
strict about that kind of thing; we’re American Presbyterians—we would be
honored if you would represent us. You have our absolution, and our
blessing.”

And they reminded me that they had the authority to do this. They were,
remember, my ruling elders. I accepted their ruling and went into training.

 

We booked a hotel in Philadelphia and drove up on Saturday for the Sunday
race. Saturday evening all the runners assembled in the hotel for registration



and a supper of pasta. Pasta, and lots of it, is the supper of choice before a
marathon. Early Sunday morning, having long since deleted Eric Liddell
from my pastoral imagination, I joined the runners to be bussed to a small
village where the race would begin, twenty-six miles out in the country
north of the city. Jan kept the Sabbath by going to worship at a nearby
church.

The autumn day was bright with sunshine, but cool, ideal running
weather. Several hundred of us gathered at the starting line. About five
miles into the race we entered a small village. Loudspeakers were ranged
along the curb. Suddenly the air was full of the theme song from Chariots
of Fire. And Eric Liddell. I had forgotten all about him. And now here he
was. The first thing I thought of was that I was betraying my friend—my
faithful companion across the years in running races. But guilt, as it turned
out, proved to be the perfect energy supplement. As I crossed the finish line,
the electronic, digital clock on the steps of Independence Hall, confirmed
by Jan and her greeting, gave me the verdict: I had qualified for Boston.

Five months later I ran the Boston Marathon. But the Boston is always
on Monday. I ran that one guilt free.
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“WRITE IN A BOOK WHAT YOU SEE…”

Pastor John of Patmos provided the biblical DNA that gave me my identity
as pastor. In the badlands that identity was given texture as I became a
writer. The apocalyptic angel who was sent by God to deliver the vision, the
Revelation of Jesus Christ that John saw on that memorable Lord’s Day,
said to him, “Write in a book what you see…” Write what you see. Writer
and Pastor were two sides of a single identity for John. It was not as if he
added writer onto his vocation as pastor or pastor onto his vocation as
writer. Pastor was not his “day job” and writer, the work for which he is
best known in the church today, his real job. Nor was pastor his real job, the
work for which he was best known in his own seven churches, and writer a
mere moonlighting diversion. Writer and pastor are the same thing for John.
It was in the badlands that I realized this about John—pastor and writer.
Right foot, left foot: pastor, writer.

I had identified with John, Pastor John, for years now. I had understood
the Revelation as a work I would later learn to name as spiritual theology—
entering into the lived quality of theology, writing my way into the primary
substratum of life that involves taking the immediate conditions of
everyday life—family, work, place, feelings—into the scriptures and gospel
story and making a home there. Entering into reimagining and repraying
scripture in the details of daily living personally and relationally and in
place, right here, right now.

And it was in the badlands that I realized this about myself: pastor and
writer. Not writer competing for time from pastor. Not pastor struggling to
integrate writer into an already crowded schedule: pastor and writer, a
single coherent identity.

 

I had always written. In high school and university I had thought I would
one day be a novelist. My first published writing was a letter to the editor in
our local newspaper, supporting an unpopular stance my high-school
English teacher was taking in opposition to a school-board policy. It was the
first time I saw my name signed under something I had written. I liked it. I
wrote a column in my university newspaper, wrote poems that never quite



came off, wrote an occasional article or essay for a periodical. I liked to
write. When something I wrote was published, it was confirmation that I
was a writer. But I was not a real writer. Up until then writing was a way of
telling others what I knew, or what I felt—I was passing on information or
feelings. Writing was a way to get published. In the badlands I became a
writer.

The badlands, this desert time for probing the interior of my pastoral
vocation, continued to do its work. I was getting into the guts of who I was
as a person. I was leaving the performance mode in which I had done pretty
well up until then. I found that there was a way of writing that I had only
peripheral acquaintance with and never pursued—heuristic writing. I began
to sense that my writing was at some deeper level a conversation with
scripture. At the same time a conversation with my congregation. But
conversation, not explaining, not directing. I was exploring the country, this
land of the living. And I was taking my time. I hadn’t set out to do this. I
had neither model nor goal—at least I didn’t think I did. It was a way of
writing that involved a good deal of listening, looking around, getting
acquainted with the neighborhood. Not writing what I knew but writing into
what I didn’t know, edging into a mystery. This, I was learning, was what
real writers did. Novelist Kurt Vonnegut described this writing as walking
through a dense forest in the dead of night with a pencil flashlight between
your teeth, about two feet of the darkness illuminated before you as you
worked your way from word to word.

Heuristic writing—writing to explore and discover what I didn’t know.
Writing as a way of entering into language and letting language enter me,
words connecting with words and creating what had previously been
inarticulate or unnoticed or hidden. Writing as a way of paying attention.
Writing as an act of prayer. In the badlands the act of writing was
assimilated into my pastoral vocation, revealing relationships, drawing me
into mysteries, training me imaginatively to enter the language world of
scripture in which God “spoke and it came to be,” in which “the Word was
made flesh and dwelt among us.” And it became a way of writing in which
I was entering into the language world of my congregation, their crises and
small talk, their questions and doubts, listening for and discerning the lived
quality of the gospel in their lives. Not just saying things. Not just writing
words.



I came across something that Truman Capote wrote, with a sneer, on the
work of a popular novelist: “That’s not writing, it’s typing.” About the same
time, I read Emily Dickinson’s pronouncement, “Publication is no business
of the poet.” Capote exposed much of what I had been doing as “typing”—
using words to manipulate or inform or amuse. Dickinson rescued me from
a lust to be published.

I began to understand the sacred qualities of language. My work as a
pastor was immersed in language. There was hardly anything I did that did
not involve language: the Word of God provided not information but
revelation. Jesus told stories and taught and prayed, not to entertain us or
inspire us but to draw us into a participating, believing, listening, loving
way of life that was, above all, local and personal: prayerful. I wanted to do
that too. A way of using language in which God, whether implicitly or
explicitly, had the first word. And I began to understand that the way I used
language involved not just speaking it and writing it, but listening to it—
listening to the words written in scripture, but also listening to the words
spoken to me by the people in my congregation. In the badlands I realized
that the largest part of language has to do with listening, not speaking—and
certainly not “typing.”

I started paying attention to poets and novelists and artists, the way they
wrote about what they were doing as writers and musicians and painters,
weavers and potters and sculptors. I made friends with the world of art, the
work of the artist. I embraced artists as allies. They took a place alongside
the theologians and biblical scholars in my formation: art as a school of
pastoral formation, the pastor as artist. My artistic medium was words,
written and prayed and preached.

 

A little girl with the old-fashioned name of Charity gave me the word that
opened up the way in which “writer” came to be absorbed in my pastoral
formation during those badlands years.

Charity, at the time I met her, was a plump, bold, cute, and highly verbal
five-year-old. She lived in a city halfway across the country. I knew her
through her grandparents. When I visited in their home, I sometimes would
get to talk with Charity. It was her grandmother, Brenda, who told me this
story. Brenda had taken the train to visit her daughter and son-in-law,
Charity’s parents. Charity’s other grandmother had left the day before, after



an extended visit, returning to her home in New England. I had never met
this other grandmother but knew she took her grandmothering duties very
seriously.

The morning after my friend Brenda’s arrival, Charity came into her
bedroom at five o’clock, crawled into bed with her, cuddled up, and said,
“Grandmother, let’s not have any godtalk while you are here, okay? I
believe that God is everywhere. Let’s just get on with life.”

When Brenda told me that story, I knew that Charity was onto
something. It coincided with the awareness that was developing in the
refining fire that was tempering my pastoral vocation in the badlands. It was
the word “godtalk.” What Charity was onto was that life is the country that
Christians live in, frequently named in the Psalms as “land of the living.”
And what she was also onto was that when the life leaks out of what we say
and write, teach and pray—especially when we are using sterile, lifeless
language that objectifies words like God, Jesus, prayer, believe—we are left
with nothing but godtalk.

I am interpreting Charity’s five A.M. greeting to her grandmother as an
accurate and honest response to a way of life that somehow gets language
used in relation to a holy God disconnected from our ordinary lives,
language that gets flattened into ideas or advice or rules—unstoried godtalk.
Charity missed something essential in her first grandmother’s way of
talking that she was hoping her second grandmother would supply. She
missed the life: “Let’s just get on with life.”

Charity was asking for a relationship with her grandmother in which
God is not depersonalized into godtalk but rather comes across as a
personal presence alive in their dailiness, a dailiness in which God and life
are organically one in both speech and action. Charity was still living in that
unself-conscious, spontaneous childhood world in which everything is still
immediate and personal and relational. Soon enough that relational
connectedness and personal immediacy would be abstracted into ideas, into
acts in the service of roles, into persons reduced to a function instead of a
presence.

When Charity is thirty years old and the disconnect has happened, I
wonder who will challenge and demand, “Let’s get on with life, okay?”
Another child? Quite possibly. Children are primary witnesses in these
matters. Isaiah’s “a little child shall lead them” seems right. Children are
our first defense against the deadening and flattening effect of words that



disconnect God and life. Friends and teachers and parents are sometimes
helpful. But more times than not, these are the very ones who turn out to be
major contributors to godtalk.

So who takes responsibility for keeping Christians alert and present to
everything and everyone around us, keeping our language grounded,
incarnate in this vast and always God-personal world of creation and
salvation? And not in grand abstract generalities but in detail? Who are the
men and women who take on the holy vocation of defending the
community of the resurrection from the dreaded godtalk?

Maybe writers who take responsibility for keeping language in
circulation, free from cliché and slogan and mere utility? Maybe pastors
who take responsibility for keeping the language of faith fresh and personal
and relational? And maybe me, pastor and writer, writer and pastor, taking
responsibility for keeping language in circulation as the spoken and written
Jesus-word, a biblical word of revelation and not godtalk about the
revelation? How about me, pastor and writer, writer and pastor, writing in
the fear of the Lord, using language with a holy reverence, keeping the
spoken and the written word organic to the biblical language of revelation, a
language of participation, inviting my hearers and readers into holy
mysteries and not godtalk?

These were badlands questions that brought out the sacredness of
language, all language, as the common ground worked by pastors and
writers. These were the questions that gave me the vocational assignment as
a writer of lived scripture, lived theology.

 

Just as John of Patmos earlier had given me my identity as pastor, he now
gave me my identity as writer. In the badlands, as I was slowly finding
myself put together, living into who I had been becoming all my life, I was
now acquiring a language adequate for expressing it.

In the badlands I was searching out for myself the interior dimensions
of pastor, acquiring coordination and agility in the language of revelation, a
language that developed out of conversation with scripture and
congregation. I had been writing all my life but I had never written quite
like this before. I was writing still, but now I was not so much shaping
words into sentences to use to tell people what I knew or what God said—
Charity’s godtalk—but a language that was shaping me. I was gradually



acquiring fluency in the vocabulary and syntax used in the “land of the
living.”

The pastoral identity I began with was clear enough: I knew that this is
not a religious job; it is who I am vocationally. And I had made an adequate
launch—gathered a congregation and built a sanctuary for worship. But the
badlands made it apparent there was far too much of it that had not been
assimilated. Too much was still on the outside—a framework to work in, a
harness to keep me and the work connected, but not the thing itself.

I knew what I didn’t want to be and do. But the badlands made it clear
that there was too much that still hadn’t jelled within. I knew that I did not
want to be a pastor who took on the responsibility of “running this damn
church.” I didn’t want to be a religious professional whose identity was
institutionalized. I didn’t want to be a pastor whose sense of worth derived
from whether people affirmed or ignored me. In short, I didn’t want to be a
pastor in the ways that were most in evidence and most rewarded in the
American consumerist and celebrity culture.

Now things were coming together. And writing was one of the ways. I
wrote. I wrote what I was seeing. I began to get a sense that my writing was
at some deeper level a conversation with scripture. At the same time it was
a conversation with my congregation. But conversation—not explaining,
not directing. I was exploring the country. And I was taking my time. I
hadn’t set out to do this. I had neither model nor goal—at least I didn’t
think I did. It was a way of writing that involved a good deal of listening,
looking around, getting acquainted with the territory, the land of the living.
At some point I started getting a sense that I was following in the steps of
Pastor John of Patmos as he picked up his pen in obedience to the angel’s
command, “Write in a book what you see…”

John on Patmos; me in the badlands: Write what you see… I kept
probing my life, my “intently haphazard” years pondering “Shekinah”
clarities that emerged as a congregation was formed and as worship shaped
us as pastor and people. But I had gotten ahead of myself. The badlands
gave me the time and motivation to learn and write a language that wasn’t
just saying something that was true or important or attention-getting but that
was in conversation with scripture and congregation. All language, all true
language, is not so much communication, getting something said accurately
and persuasively, adding to the information and knowledge that can be put
in a library. True language has to do with communion, establishing a



relationship that makes for life: love and faith and hope, forgiveness and
salvation and justice. True language requires both a tongue and an ear.

 

Pastor John of Patmos showed me the way. He wrote what he saw. His
Revelation is the result. It is a thorough immersion in and the last word in
what is often named Spiritual Theology, lived theology, comprising the
entire scriptures and the witness of the communion of the saints. I will
always be a mere apprentice to St. John, and he will always be my mentor.
What I have come to see and continue to recognize is that if I had to put in a
single sentence what I have learned from John regarding the way he wrote
what he saw, it is this: godtalk—depersonalized, nonrelational, unlistening
language—kills. In the land of the living it is blasphemous, whether spoken
from pulpits or across the breakfast table. Pastors and their congregations
can’t be too careful in the way we use language, this sacred language, this
word-of-God language.

What is conspicuous about John, pastor and writer, as he “wrote what he
saw” was that he was totally, personally immersed in his congregations,
their strengths and weaknesses, testings and difficulties. At the same time
he was mindful of the political and economic world in which they lived, the
killing and suffering and evil. And then taking all of this into account, with
his incredible imagination he gathered his congregations into the great
drama of salvation and provided them with a story that rocks with Amens
and Hallelujahs. And not a cliché in the entire book. Nothing abstract or
impersonal. Everything lived in the towns and villages in which they are
living.

That was getting inside me now. I was entering into the lived quality of
theology and scripture, writing my way into the primary substratum of
pastoral life that involves taking the immediate conditions of everyday life
—family, work, place, feelings, weather—into the scripture and gospel
story and making a home there. Entering into, reimagining and repraying
scripture into the details of daily living, personally and relationally, in
place, right here, right now.

And here is something that never ceases to astonish me. Pastor John of
Patmos knew his Bible inside and out. The Revelation has 404 verses. In
those 404 verses, there are 518 references to earlier scripture. But there is
not a single quote; all the references are allusions. Here was a pastor and



writer who was absolutely immersed in scripture and submitted himself to
it. He did not merely repeat, regurgitate, proof-text. As he wrote, the
scriptures were re-created in him. He assimilated scripture. Lived scripture.
And then he wrote what he has lived. His book is certainly not “typing.”

A few years after I got out of the badlands, I wrote an article on Annie
Dillard’s book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, a book that was awarded the
Pulitzer Prize. I recognized it as a tour de force in spiritual theology. I made
the comment in my article that there was hardly a page in the book that
didn’t have an allusion to the Bible, yet there was not a single quote. Her
publisher sent her a copy of the journal that contained my article. She wrote
to me, “I have been treated very generously by my reviewers. But nobody
has ever noticed (at least no one has mentioned it) that the book is saturated
in scripture. I wondered if anyone ever would. Thank you for noticing.”

 

There was no sharp line of demarcation that marked my exit from the
badlands, but at some point—it had been about six years—I realized that
something was different. It didn’t happen all at once. The effects were
cumulative. I found myself more at home with myself, more put together.
Previously unconnected parts of my life were connected, integrated, fused. I
emerged with a lighter step. I had survived. It had been a time in the
refining fire, a time of chastening, a purging of ego, the Spirit moving over
and through my life and vocation, making a cosmos of it. It was in the
badlands that all the parts of my identity connected, fused, coordinated—
like an adolescent making the transition to adulthood. What so much of the
time had seemed like an endless overcast day of drizzle began to open up
with breaks of sunshine and starlight: glimpses of badlands beauty.

 

The annual Montana holy-land pilgrimage offered a leisurely setting for
melding the intensities of my early spiritual heritage with the
responsibilities of my newfound vocation. Ian’s austere, craggy, no-
nonsense Scottish Highlands theology, fragrant with the scent of heather,
gave me a large Trinitarian God framework in which to understand and take
seriously the lives of my congregation and my work with them without
being crowded out by their needs as well as my own. The Monday Sabbaths
with Jan, in silence and prayer and conversation as we remembered the



apparent chaos of the week’s scripture and neighborhood gossip,
unexpected betrayals alongside unanticipated grace, in the maddening,
unsorted mix of saint and sinner that is the congregation, the dull and the
delightful, and so much more, allowed us to see (but not always) the
making of yet another seven-day work of creation and salvation.

Almost imperceptibly an organic fusion was accomplished between
Jan’s early years of Presbyterianism in Alabama with an insurance
executive for a father and my early years of Pentecostalism in Montana
with a butcher for a father. That gave us a broad place in which to
understand and practice our marriage. Sister Genevieve and her nuns
opened a window on a community way of life in the Spirit that was joyful
and content but that was also deeply experienced in handling death and the
devil. Eric Liddell’s showing up and recovering the importance of running
entered the rhythms of my body as a way of prayer, staying in immediate
touch with the creation. And all the time I was acquiring a feel for language
as revelation and poetry under the aegis of John of Patmos, written and
spoken and listened to, getting inside the world of scripture and
congregation and pastor.

I had been in formation as a pastor for much of my life. Those years of
growing up in what now seems to be the sacred space and stories of
Montana catalyzed in Pastor John of Patmos at the conjunction of sanctuary
and classroom in New York—the end that I had started from. Pastor. Pastor
Pete.

Marriage to Jan opened up an entirely new dimension to the pastoral
vocation—hospitality. Our home—a place of hospitality. Congregation as a
place of hospitality. Welcome and meals and conversation. The appointment
to be a new-church development pastor in Maryland sealed our vocational
identity. Three years of exploring our workplace in a congregation of saints
and sinners, constructing a sanctuary, finding a vocational community in the
Company of Pastors, and being immersed in all the details of worship and
prayer while cultivating a culture of hospitality confirmed that pastor was
both who we were and the work we were given to do.

But without those years in the badlands, I would never have become a
pastor, at least not the pastor I’d earlier had a vision of being, a John of
Patmos pastor, the pastor I had hoped I might be.

Looking back now, I see myself in those prebadlands years as a
Labrador puppy, full-grown but uncoordinated, romping and playful but not



yet “under authority,” oblivious to its master’s command: “Sit.” The only
verbal signal that the puppy was capable of responding to was “Fetch,”
which sent him galloping across a field, catching a Frisbee in full flight, and
returning it with wagging tail, ready for more.

In the badlands I learned to sit.

A LONG OBEDIENCE IN THE SAME DIRECTION

I now knew that I was in this for the long haul. Beginnings get things
started, but what comes next makes the story, in this case, a vocational
formation. By now I had a pretty good sense of what the long haul consisted
of for me. I knew where I was, living on the local American ground of
suburban Maryland. And I knew in a deeper and more tested way who I
was: a pastor married to a woman in “holy orders,” prepared to stay and
cultivate our vocation in the congregation where we had been placed and
see if we could get something to grow.

The phrase that gave us focus was “a long obedience in the same
direction.” I had come on the phrase while reading Nietzsche. This was the
decade of the sixties, and there was a lot of talk and writing about the death
of God. Nietzsche was often cited as the philosopher who had proclaimed
the death of God, and now a lot of people seemed to be taking up the
assignment of preparing for and conducting the funeral. I hadn’t read
Nietzsche since college days and wanted to find out what the excitement
was about.

Early on in my reading I came upon this sentence: “The essential thing
‘in heaven and earth’ is…that there should be a long obedience in the same
direction; there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run,
something that has made life worth living.” That struck me as a text I could
live with. I saw myself assigned to give witness to the sheer livability of the
Christian life, that everything in scripture and Jesus was here to be lived. In
the mess of work and sin, of families and neighborhoods, my task was to
pray and give direction and encourage that lived quality of the gospel—
patiently, locally, and personally. Patiently: I would stay with these people;
there are no quick or easy ways to do this. Locally: I would embrace the
conditions of this place—economics, weather, culture, schools, whatever—
so that there would be nothing abstract or piously idealized about what I
was doing. Personally: I would know them, know their names, know their



homes, know their families, know their work—but I would not pry, I would
not treat them as a cause or a project, I would treat them with dignity.
Preaching, of course, is part of it, teaching is part of it, administering a
congregation as a community of faith is part of it. But the overall context of
my particular assignment in the pastoral vocation, as much as I am able to
do it, is to see to it that these men and women in my congregation become
aware of the possibilities and the promise of living out in personal and local
detail what is involved in following Jesus, and be a companion to them as
we do it together.

Later I wrote a book using Nietzsche’s phrase as the title, A Long
Obedience in the Same Direction. It never received the headlines that
Nietzsche’s death-of-God pronouncements garnered, but quite a few people
read it. I sometimes amuse myself by imagining Friedrich Nietzsche, who is
now long dead himself, showing up in my study as I am writing my books.
He looks over my bookshelves and sees part of a sentence he wrote as a title
on one of the books. He learns that I wrote the book. He beams (although I
do have trouble imagining Nietzsche beaming). How pleased he is to find
that I have kept his wonderful sentence in circulation into the third
Christian millennium.

Then he takes the book off the shelf and looks through it. His face
furrows into an angry frown. The old atheist was convinced that Christians,
by promoting the weak and ineffectual Jesus, kept the weakest, spiritually
diseased, morally unfit and inferior parts of the population alive and
reproducing. They were a malign influence on civilization and would be the
ruin of us all. He thought he’d delivered a deathblow, and now he finds us
still at it.

I love imagining him standing here angry and appalled, his walrus
mustache smoking, astonished that these weak, inadequate, ineffectual, and
unfit Christians are alive still, and still reproducing.

My editor didn’t like the title. “Obedience,” he argued, was a dull word
—“dead in the water” was his phrase for it. It didn’t fit the ambience of
contemporary American religion. I held out: it was a protest word against
the fad-chasing, self-centered individualism of American spirituality. I
wrote him a letter: “I know we aren’t used to this. We have grown up in a
culture that urges us to take charge of our own lives. We are introduced to
thousands of books that we are trained to use—look up information, acquire
skills, master knowledge, divert ourselves…whatever. But use? Well-



meaning people tell us that the Christian gospel will put us in charge of life,
will bring us happiness and bounty. So we go out and buy a Bible. We
adapt, edit, sift, summarize. We then use whatever seems useful and apply it
in our circumstances however we see fit. We take charge of the Christian
gospel, using it as a toolbox to repair our lives, or as a guidebook for getting
what we want, or as an inspirational handbook to enliven a dull day. But we
aren’t smart enough to do that; nor can we be trusted to do that. The Holy
Spirit is writing us into the revelation, the story of salvation. We find
ourselves in the story as followers of Jesus. Jesus calls us to follow him and
we obey—or we do not. This is an immense world of God’s salvation that
we are entering; we don’t know enough to use or apply anything. Our task
is to obey—believingly, trustingly obey. Simply obey in a ‘long
obedience.’”

My editor gave in. Thirty years later the book is still selling at a brisk
rate. But the real point is that if even Nietzsche saw the necessity of lifetime
obedience, we have a much greater investment in the long obedience in the
marathon of following God.
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MY TEN SECRETARIES

Meanwhile, in the words of my friend Tom, I had to “run this damn
church.” I didn’t take any great delight in administrative work, but I knew it
had to be done. The church was not financially capable of hiring a secretary,
but I was spending too much time being the church secretary. I didn’t know
what to do.

I have a pastor friend, Dave, who, when he doesn’t know what to do,
grabs his fly rod, gets into his pickup, and drives a couple miles to the
Blackfoot River, where he spends a couple hours fly-fishing. He claims it
works better than prayer. Sometimes, he says, it is prayer. When I don’t
know what to do, I read a murder mystery. Murder mysteries are the
cleanest, least ambiguous moral writing that we have. All the while you are
reading, no matter how confused you are about motives or the significance
of clues, you know that eventually the murderer will be identified and
justice done. Just stay at it long enough and everything will be sorted out.

Faced with the task of dealing with the congregation’s administrative
needs, I went to my study and reached at random for a murder mystery. I
don’t now remember the title or the author. Early in the book, the detective
is engaged to solve a murder in a small village in the Lake District of
England. He soon realizes that these people are highly suspicious of
outsiders and he would never get to first base asking questions. So he posed
as a scholar looking for a quiet place in the country to pursue a writing
project that involved considerable research. He needed the help of a team of
typists. He put a notice in the local paper inviting applicants for the work.
Out of the several applicants he selected five elderly women, all widows,
who had lived in the town all their lives and seemed to know everyone, both
living and dead. He hired them and put them to work in a room together,
typing excerpts from various books, while he sat in the next room with the
door open, posing as a writer.



The work was humdrum and boring for the women, but the pay was
good, and the “writer” didn’t seem to be very demanding. It turned out that
the women were also gossips, keeping track of the story lines of the village
people. After a couple weeks at his listening post, he had gotten from the
women all the information he needed to solve the murder. And reading the
murder mystery had given me just what I needed to solve the church’s
administrative needs.

I visited several women in the congregation. Most were elderly widows;
a few were homemakers whose children were in school. They would be my
“typing pool.” I decided I needed ten, two for each day, Monday through
Friday, from ten till three. Mostly I wanted someone to answer the
telephone, prepare and mail a newsletter each Wednesday, and type and
reproduce a worship bulletin every Friday. I divided the administrative
work of the congregation into five parts, and assigned them to the five days.
The work was not that demanding—we were still a small congregation—so
I wanted two “secretaries” each day so they could keep each other
company. I asked Irene, who had some organizational skills in office
management, to coordinate the work. Her three boys were all in school.

My secretaries not only took care of many of the administrative details
of the congregation, but they also provided an informal social setting for
sifting out the news of what was going on in people’s lives, keeping me in
touch with circumstances that were useful pastorally. The system of
volunteer secretaries lasted for twenty-five years, happily and efficiently.
One Monday a man called from California to talk with me. I wasn’t in, and
he didn’t leave a callback number. He called each day following, still not
leaving his number. On Friday I was there to receive his call, and he said,
“I’ve called you every day this week and got a different secretary each day.
How many secretaries do you have?” I told him “ten.”

He exclaimed, “Wow! You must have a huge church.”
After twenty-five years the congregation had grown to a size that

required an administrator with the skill to keep all the details together. We
could also afford the salary by then. But I missed my ten secretaries.
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WAYNE AND CLAUDIA

Wayne and Claudia had six children, ranging in age from eight to
seventeen. This was a second marriage for both of them, each bringing
three children into the marriage. A new job for Wayne at the Martin
Marietta aircraft plant brought them to our town. They visited our
congregation one Sunday and asked me to come over that week and get
acquainted. We set Wednesday evening. They told me they wanted a place
where their children could get a moral foundation built into their lives. They
were both up front with me about their motivation—this wasn’t about them,
but about the children. Wayne let me know that he was an atheist. “I don’t
have anything against religion; I just don’t need it. But we will be with
them on Sundays.” Claudia likewise made no pretence of being interested
in God, but she was an organist and would be glad to help out with the
music if we needed her.

That’s how it started. They were in church every Sunday with their
children. Once in a while Claudia would play the organ if our regular
organist was ill or away. But they were not easy people to like. Wayne was
a physicist who knew a lot and talked a lot about the lot that he knew. And
he had answers to everything. Claudia was sharp-tongued and didn’t endear
herself to anyone. The children seemed nice enough but were awkward
socially.

I welcomed them to our congregation. This was going to be a challenge.

 

When I became a pastor, I resolved on a double focus for keeping my
vocation on track: worship and community. At this point in my “long
obedience,” that resolve had been thoroughly tested and had developed an
extensive root system. It had to if it were to survive. The religious culture of
America that I was surrounded with dismayed me on both counts. Worship



had been degraded into entertainment. And community had been
depersonalized into programs.

By the time I arrived on the scene as a pastor, the American church had
reinterpreted the worship of God as an activity for religious consumers.
Entertainment, cheerleading, and manipulation were conspicuous in high
places. American worship was conceived as a public-relations campaign for
Jesus and the angels. Worship had been cheapened into a commodity
marketed by using tried-and-true advertising techniques. If so-called
worshippers didn’t “get anything out of it,” there had been no worship
worth coming back for. Instead of calling people to worship God, pastors all
over the country were inviting people to “have a worship experience.”
Worship was evaluated on the “consumer satisfaction scale” of one to ten.

It struck me as a violation of the holy, a secularization of the sacred.
Taking the Lord’s name in vain. I determined to reintroduce the rubric “Let
us worship God” for my congregation, and then really do it. I knew this
wasn’t going to be easy. The entertainment model for worship in America
was pervasive.

And community. The church as a community of faith formed by the
Holy Spirit. Church in America was mostly understood by Christians and
their pastors in terms of its function—what it did: build buildings, become
“successful,” change the neighborhood, launch mission projects, and create
programs that would organize and motivate people to do these things.
Programs, mostly programs. Programs had developed into the dominant
methodology of “doing church.” Far more attention was given to organizing
and giving leadership to programs than anything else. But there is a
problem here: a program is an abstraction and inherently nonpersonal. A
program defines people in terms of what they do, not who they are. The
more program, the less person. Church was understood not in terms of
personal relationships and a personal God but in terms of “getting things
done.”

This struck me as violation of the inherent personal dignity of souls.
The abstraction of a programmatic approach to men and women, however
well-meaning, atrophied the relational and replaced it with the pragmatic.
Treating souls for whom Christ died as numbers or projects or resources
seemed to me something like a sin against the Holy Spirit. I wanted to
develop a congregation in which relationships were primary, a household of
hospitality. A community in which men and women would be known



primarily by name, not by function. I knew this wouldn’t be easy, and it
wasn’t. The programmatic methodology as a way of developing community
was epidemic in the American church.

When Wayne and Claudia arrived with their children, we were ready for
them.

 

Early on, Jan and I decided to lay the groundwork for a life of
congregational hospitality by beginning in our own home. Whenever we
had six to ten people who were to become members of the congregation, we
invited them to our home for an evening of conversation. Jan prepared light
refreshments, and we would get acquainted. I had already been in their
homes, getting acquainted with them on their home ground in conversation
with them regarding their faith and the church of Christ. Now I wanted
them to experience our home. We listened to one another’s stories—the
places we had come from, the work we were doing, our children and
interests.

We talked about our experience of church, pastors we had known,
Christians we had admired, difficulties we had encountered through the
years. I wanted to provide a setting and atmosphere in which we could get
to know one another in personal ways that were not stereotyped by the work
we did or the roles in which we functioned. I wanted to set a precedent for
our life together by getting acquainted with one another by name, not by
function, to understand our life as a worshipping congregation by what we
would be receiving from one another and from God, not in terms of the
responsibilities we were expected to fulfill. I wanted to provide a safe and
congenial place for gathering to talk about faith and doubt and Jesus. And I
wanted them to get acquainted with Jan and me, what our life consisted of
when they didn’t see us in church, something of what the life of a pastor
and family looked like.

Before the evening was over, I told them of the covenant groups that we
had developed in the congregation, ten or so persons who met weekly or
biweekly in homes for conversation and prayer. This was one of the major
ways we had to develop personal relationships in the congregation—getting
to know one another in the context of our homes. It was our way to
continue the conversation that got started every Sunday in worship as we
listened to God’s Word and God listened to our prayers. It was our way to



get people into one another’s homes in settings where relationships could
deepen naturally and spontaneously.

What I was hoping for was that the people would begin their life in our
congregation in the hospitality of our home and the covenant groups and
that gradually their homes would develop as local islands of hospitality in
the suburban world of isolation and loneliness, the “lonely crowd” that was
getting so much attention by sociologists.

The covenant groups worked pretty well in getting people together for
conversation, but as such they never developed into anything that I could
discern as a haven of hospitality that pervaded the congregation. The
covenant groups provided seeds, but hospitality as a way of congregational
life came in increments that, to begin with, took us by surprise. Like Wayne
and Claudia.

 

In our worship the congregation gave witness each week to what we
believed by reciting the Apostles’ Creed. An elder led the congregation:
“Let us say what we believe…” Wayne always said the first two words, “I
believe”—and then shut his mouth. Out of the corner of my eye I always
watched him, intrigued—I wondered what he might be saying under his
breath while the rest of us were confessing that we believed in God the
Father and Jesus Christ, his Son, and the Holy Spirit. Six months or so after
they began attending our church, I observed one Sunday that Wayne didn’t
stop with “I believe” but continued: “…in God the Father Almighty…” I
kept an eye on him. It continued on successive Sundays. What was going on
here? And then in a couple months, I observed the addition of “Jesus Christ,
his only Son our Lord…” About ten months into this I saw Wayne complete
his confession with “I believe in the Holy Spirit…”

Throughout this time I never had a conversation with Wayne regarding
his professed atheism and this slowly “developing-by-increments”
confession of belief in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Then a couple weeks after I had seen him complete his confession of
faith, as he was leaving worship, he said, “Pastor, I want to be baptized. Can
we talk about it?” We talked about it. He told me about his slow and
cautious working his way into a believing life. I told him that I had been
watching it happen. He was surprised that I had noticed. He didn’t know
that he was being observed. The next week he was baptized, to the surprise



of a number of those he had offended over the past year by his know-it-all
atheism.

 

A couple years later Claudia was diagnosed with cancer. It was far
advanced by the time it was discovered. Within six weeks she was dead. Six
months later Wayne’s job was terminated. After several months of
unemployment, the bank foreclosed on his mortgage. He and his six
children were homeless.

Mark and Nancy, his neighbors, who were also members of our
congregation, invited Wayne to move in with them until he could get his
feet on the ground. Marcia, the oldest child, had just graduated from high
school and joined the Air Force shortly after her mother died. Cheryl’s
Spanish teacher, Henry, and his wife opened their home to her. Jan and I
took the remaining four, Gloria, Scott, Steve, and Jerry, into our home. Our
daughter, Karen, shared her room with Gloria. I converted our basement,
the same basement that a few years before had been the church sanctuary,
into a dormitory for the boys.

Acts of hospitality proliferated. First of all in relation to Jan and me.
Meals brought in, thoughtfulness expressed, encouragement given. As the
months continued, signs of it spread throughout the congregation. The
months turned into years. Claudia’s death precipitated a hospitality sea
change in the congregation that continues to this day, a robust hospitality.

 

I had been pastor of Christ Our King Church ten years when the Wayne and
Claudia stories were lived out in our community. Ten years of
nonmanipulated worship; ten years of nonprogrammed community. These
ways of worship and community, so un-American, had been working
themselves into the soul of the congregation and into my soul gradually,
slowly, but also deeply.

Neither Wayne nor Claudia had been easy to affirm or care for or like.
The conditions that provided for a confession of faith like his and
hospitality like this had been in formation inconspicuously but pervasively
for ten years: Wayne’s confession, slowly formed without anyone’s (except
my) noticing, Sunday after Sunday; a community’s hospitality gathering
sinew and intent quietly, mostly unnoticed, and then catalyzed by Claudia’s



death into a way of life that would continue to shape the character of the
congregation another forty years, flourishing still.

A way of worship that was nonmanipulative. A way of community that
was nonprogrammatic. One of the things I relished about being a pastor was
being immersed in these ambiguities, the not being in control that allowed
for the slow emergence of insights and resolve that developed into
confessions of faith, and the unplanned, spontaneous attentiveness “one to
another” that over the years became a culture of hospitality.
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JACKSON

The telephone rang. I picked it up. A woman’s voice: “Pastor, I have a
problem. Can I come and talk with you?” Variations on that introduction are
numerous in a pastor’s life. What would it be this time? She interrupted my
hesitating silence, “Maybe not a problem—it’s a good problem.” And then
she introduced herself, “This is Donna. Remember me? I was Leif’s
kindergarten teacher a few years ago.”

I remembered her. Attractive and alive with enthusiasm. In Donna’s first
year of teaching, my wife had been a volunteer teacher’s aide in her
classroom one day a week. She had also become acquainted with our
daughter, Karen, in a pottery workshop they both attended. Jan and Donna
liked each other and developed a casual friendship. One day, having greeted
each other at the grocery store, they were making small talk, and something
Donna said prompted Jan to say, “Why don’t you come to church some
Sunday?” Donna laughed. “Sunday is a blue-jeans day for me—I don’t
think I’d fit.” Jan said, “Karen always wears blue jeans to church. I think
you would fit in just fine.” Through the years when they would meet in a
store or on the street, there would be some banter that usually included a
reference to blue jeans. But she never came to church.

“Yes, Donna, I remember you. So what is this good problem?” She told
me she had a friend, an old friend from high-school days, who thought he
had become a Christian and asked her if she knew anyone he could talk to
about it. She thought of me, although we had never met face-to-face (but I
had seen her in action while visiting her classroom).

“Can I bring him to meet you?”
After school the next day she brought Jackson to meet me in my study

at the church. The three of us got acquainted. I learned that Jackson had
recently come back to his hometown after several years’ absence, the last
five of which he had lived in the federal prison at Leavenworth, serving a
sentence for trafficking drugs in and out of Mexico. He had been released



from prison and now was serving out another six months of probation in
which he was able to work through the week but had to spend the weekends
in the local jail.

Then Jackson told me what had happened three days earlier, Sunday
night, in his jail cell. “In the middle of the night I woke up, and my cell was
full of light—a kind of pulsating light. It lasted maybe five minutes, it
seemed like a long time. And then it was dark again. I was still in my bunk
wondering what had happened, and then it came to me: ‘I think I’m a
Christian.’ But I have no idea what that means. I don’t know any Christians.
Donna thought you might be someone I could talk to.” He assured me that
drugs were not involved. “I haven’t used cocaine for over five years.”

We agreed to meet for lunch every week and talk about what it means to
be a Christian.

I soon learned that everybody in town knew Jackson. He had been the
most accomplished athlete the local high school had ever graduated. He had
a personality that exuded “juice,” an infectious friendliness that was
irresistible. When he entered a room, everyone there knew it, a kind of
charismatic presence apart from anything he did or said.

Jackson had flexible hours. He was a used-car salesman, so we went to
out-of-the-way restaurants and diners after the major lunch traffic had
subsided, and we talked about faith and Jesus and prayer and just what went
into being a Christian.

After about six weeks of these meetings, Jackson said, “Don’t
Christians pray before they eat?” I said that, yes, most do.

“Well, why aren’t we doing it?”
I said that since he wasn’t used to this kind of thing, I didn’t want to

make him uncomfortable by imposing my practices on him.
“If this is what Christians do, we better do it.”
So I prayed before we ate. Then one week I said, “Jackson, you pray

this time.” He looked at me hard, stared in disbelief. And then he bowed his
head and prayed. He prayed a long time. When he finally said Amen, he
looked up and said, “I’ve never done that before.”

From then on we prayed by turns. One week it was Jackson’s turn to
pray. We had ordered soup. After the soup was served, he bowed his head
low over the soup. The waitress brought bread she had forgotten earlier and
said, “Is something the matter with the soup?”



Jackson, with his head still bowed and with his eyes tightly shut, turned
his face toward her and said, louder than he needed to, “We’re praying.”

There was no way to be an anonymous Christian when you were in the
company of Jackson.

One week Jackson came with a question about some tracts that had been
left in his jail cell. “What’s a tith-ee?” A tith-ee? I scrambled to understand
what he was asking. And then I got it—“tithe.” I told him it was a practice
of giving 10 percent of your income as an offering to God in worship.

“And Christians do this?”
I told him that not everyone did, but that there was precedent for it in

the Bible and many Christians used it as a guideline.
“Now that I’m a Christian, I think I better do it. Since I’m in jail on

Sundays, how about if I give my offering to you every week? And tell me
again, how do you pronounce that funny word?”

And on and on it went. Exploring all the nooks and crannies of
Christian practice. Getting the inside story of being a Christian. Figuring
out just what this life of believing and praying consisted in. Learning how
to read the Bible, not just to learn something but to engage in a conversation
with God. I learned a lot, too, getting the inside story on what the Christian
life looked like when encountered for the first time.

When the six months stint of his weekends in jail ended, he became part
of our congregation and worshipped with us. He brought Donna with him.
They both wore blue jeans.

 

Jackson was a recovering alcoholic and drug addict when I met him. He
had developed his cocaine habit when he was serving in the military in
Vietnam. One of the conditions of his probation was weekly attendance at
AA and NA meetings.

Word began to get around in the subculture of recovering addicts.
Largely because of Jackson, our church was becoming the congregation of
choice among recovering addicts in our county who were motivated to find
out more about their Higher Power.

One Sunday after the benediction, a woman introduced herself and then
said, “What’s going on here? I looked around and counted the people I
knew. I felt like I was in an AA meeting.”

“So how did you know we were here?”



“Jackson told me.”

 

An intriguing thing about this for me was that I had learned early on that I
was incapable of dealing with alcoholics and had taken the counsel of a
man who had spent much of his life working with them not to even try. He
told me I was too sympathetic, too compassionate, totally naive about the
addictive personality. When I protested that that’s just the way I was put
together, he said, “Eugene, that’s what I mean. Addicts lie a lot, and you
believe every lie they tell you. Addicts deny a lot, and you accept the
denials without questioning. Don’t try to help them. If you feel you have to
do something, send them to me.”

I thought back through my life, wondering what it was that
incapacitated me from being any help to the alcoholic. And then I
remembered my paternal grandfather—an alcoholic. He was a carpenter
who lived in Seattle, in Ballard, a Swedish immigrant neighborhood. When
his drinking got out of control, which it did periodically, my dad would get
a call from his sister: “Come and get Papa. Dry him out.”

And my dad always did. He’d drive to Seattle, get his father, and bring
him to Montana to live with us for three or four months. There was always
a carpentry project for him to work on. One summer it was building a
garage. Another it was enclosing our front porch, in effect adding another
room to our house. He never talked much, but I liked being around him as
he worked. I asked him for stories from Sweden, but he either couldn’t or
wouldn’t do it. But he didn’t exactly ignore me. Instead, with his jackknife
he produced miracles of whittled tops from empty spools of thread and
animals from scrap lumber and gave them to me. He let me get tools for
him and carry boards.

Sometimes he would disappear, and my father would get a call from a
bartender, usually in the middle of the night, to come and get him, passed
out. One summer he was gone for three days and when found was
incoherent and raging, with snakes and spiders crawling all over him. I
added a new term to my vocabulary that year: delirium tremens, the dread
d.t.’s. His sick room was my basement bedroom. When I would enter to get
an article of clothing, he would wail, “Grog, grog…Eugene, grog, please,
some grog…”



The next summer he died in a bar in Seattle. We drove out for the
funeral. I was eleven years old. When we filed by the open casket, I saw
that one cheek was a massive bruise. And then this: his daughter, my Aunt
Helen, fell on the casket, cradling his face in her hands and sobbing, “Papa,
Papa, Papa, oh, Papa, oh Papa…”

I think now that every alcoholic I have ever met was my grandpa. My
father’s patient, uncomplaining, futile rescues; my grandpa’s helpless
inability to tell me stories of Sweden and my helpless inability to give him
“grog” my aunt’s uncontrollable sobs bathing his face with her tears. No
wonder all this emotion and loss and sorrow incapacitates me from dealing
with the alcoholic.

It is a huge irony that I ended up as a pastor to so many recovering
alcoholics. But “recovering” is the key word here. These men and women, I
think without exception, know the difference between dealing with
alcoholism as a problem, which they are doing in their recovery, and living
a life of faith in Christ as a gift and accepting me as their pastor as they do
it.

 

Eventually Jackson and Donna asked me to marry them. They wanted a
simple wedding with no guests, just Jan and me. But they did want some
music. They both loved country music. “How about a song by Emmylou
Harris?” She was a favorite of theirs.

I suggested something more in keeping with the new life they were now
living. “How about ‘Farther Along’—what I think of as Christian country?”
They agreed.

So after the prayers and scripture, the exchange of vows, and the
blessing, Jan and I, accompanied by my five-string banjo, sang

Farther along, we’ll know all about it,
Farther along, we’ll understand why;
Cheer up, my brother, live in the sunshine,
We’ll understand it all by and by.

Considering their new beginning and the long road ahead in their
marriage and their life in Christ, it seemed an appropriate wedding song for



Donna and Jackson.
When Jackson writes to me now he signs his name “Jackson ‘Farther

Along’ Nelson.”
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THE ATHEIST AND THE NUN

The dean pulled me aside as I was walking to my classroom. A Thursday
evening, the first class in the spring semester. In his hand he held a roster of
the students enrolled in my class. He pointed out one name, “I thought I
ought to warn you. This guy has been coming here for years. He claims to
be an atheist. Worse, it turns out that he is an obnoxious atheist. I have no
idea why he hangs around this place. Be wary.”

I had no trouble identifying him even before he gave his name. Burly,
with a full black beard. His torso seemed too large for his legs. He walked
with something of a swagger. I learned later that his friends called him Bear.
It was easy to see why.

The setting was St. Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore. Each spring
semester for twenty-two years on Thursday evenings I taught a course
there. I was an adjunct professor in their Ecumenical Institute. The Institute
offered night classes for men and women who were doing supplementary or
continuing education.

Having made my decision to be a pastor and not a professor twenty-six
years earlier, I never second-guessed that decision, never looked back. But
the invitation to give courses at the Ecumenical Institute, as it turned out,
was neither diversion nor detraction from my pastoral work. It contributed a
kind of reinforcement, an enrichment. It gave me a supplementary
congregation very different from the suburbanites I gathered for worship
each week and with whom I lived as a companion. My classes were
multiethnic, a gathering of people off the streets of Baltimore from
missions, New Age cults, workers with the homeless, men and women who
hadn’t found their place, looking for a place. Some were Christians looking
for guidance and stimulus in sharpening their witness and understanding.
Some were professionals bored with professionalism. They kept me in
touch with an energy that seethed in the city but also with its poverty and
crime. My sense was that all of them were looking for God but often didn’t



have a name for what they were looking for. Their language and their
stories protected me from being lulled into complacency by suburbia.

The seminary also maintained a connection with the life of the mind, a
devout community of intellectual seriousness that did not exactly flourish in
my congregation, homes in which there was a TV in every room. St. Mary’s
Seminary trained priests for holy orders. It was the oldest Roman Catholic
seminary in America. I had a couple friends who were professors on the
faculty. The life of the mind, the theological mind, flourished here. The
library was elegant. The conversations were lively. A few hours a week at
the seminary were enough to keep my mind engaged with the life of the
Spirit, the Word of Life, a living link with the life of the mind.

The pastoral vocation in America is always in danger of becoming
flabby with consumer religion and lazy with clichés. Those years and hours
at St. Mary’s Seminary provided a defense against both the flabbiness and
the clichés.

 

This semester my course was A Theology of Ministry in the Workplace.
There were eleven students. I introduced myself. We got acquainted—their
names, what they did for a living, and so forth. Then I gave an orientation
to the course. The working assumption was that ministry is what we do for
a living, all of us, any of us. It is not a specialty work for pastors or priests
or missionaries. As we met together around this seminar table, we would
describe what we did for a living and see if we could find ourselves as
workers in a workplace in the biblical story, a vocation of salvation. We
would use Jesus’s words in John 5:17 as our text: “My Father is still
working, and I also am working.” The Gospel of John as a whole would
provide background and resource.

“The major requirement of the course is to write a paper on your
personal assessment of the theology of a ministry that you are in. Each will
present a paper in class. That will be the text that we will discuss. I’ll orient
you through the first three weeks; the fourth week you will take over, read
your papers, and discuss them. I’d like you to start thinking about it. After
these three orienting lectures, one of you will have to be first. That’s a
disadvantage, I know, but somebody has to do it. Any volunteers?”

Bear volunteered. “I already know what I am going to write about, ‘A
theology of work in the social security administration.’ That is my place of



work.”
Pretty clever. I wondered what he would make of that. But obviously he

could get by without mentioning the name of God.
The class fell to, discussing possible topics. They were to have chosen a

topic when we came to class the following week. Discussion was animated.
Except for one woman, a nun. She taught fifth grade in a parochial school.
About fifty years old, plain, sullen, lumpish. She said nothing. Attempting
to get something started with her, I asked, “Why are you taking this
course?”

“It’s not my idea. Faculty requires it—continuing education.”
The next week she didn’t have a topic. She said, “I don’t have a

ministry.”
“Josephine, didn’t you tell me when we were talking before class that

you ran a bingo game every Saturday for the elderly in a nursing home?”
She was curt. “That’s not ministry, that’s penance.” I backed off.

 

The next week Bear said he wanted to change his topic. “My father is
dying; I want to write about my father and me.”

Well, at least it was going to be personal.
The next week, the week before Bear was to read his paper, he

announced, “I’ve changed my mind; I want to write about myself. ‘The
theology of my ministry to me.’”

Interesting progression: from an institution, to a dying father, to…
himself. What was this going to be? I was mindful of the warning the dean
had given me. What was Bear up to? Was he going to be his own God?

We all found out the next week. Bear read his paper. He had written a
confession of faith. He wrote about his years of coming to the Ecumenical
Institute, attracted in a vague way to God and theology and church, but also
defended with the heavy armor of atheism against anyone’s attempt to
convert or get close to him. The Institute seemed safer than going to church
—more anonymous. He traced his change of topics from the impersonal
social security system to his personal relationship with his father and now
to his relationship to God. He wrote of his pose as an atheist—how at first
he just took delight in getting attention as an atheist in a theological school,
but how for the last year or so the zest had been draining out of the charade.
Those years of being depersonalized by the depersonalizing social security



system in which he worked slowly uncovered a desire for something more
intimate as he found himself wanting to spend time with his dying father.
He talked of how the text for the course, the parallel between the Father
working and Jesus working, kept swirling around in his imagination. And
then thinking, “Why not go all the way? Why not God? Why not Jesus?”

Bear wasn’t showing off. There wasn’t a hint of swagger in his voice.
He had acquired considerable agility in handling theological language in his
years of night classes at the Institute, but he wasn’t putting it on display, not
trying to impress us. Except that we were impressed, all of us by now
involved in his confession—an altar call, no less.

Bear set down the conditions that prevailed for the rest of the semester:
honest, probing, vulnerable, prayerful, and personal. And Christian. We all
got practice in using language theologically in ways that didn’t reduce God
to an idea or an abstraction or a foil. Each week we listened and discussed
another paper that gave witness to God in the local, God on the job, God in
the homeless, God in the people around us, God in and with us.

Those Thursday evening conversations continued through the spring
semester, our lives, mine included, validated in our workplaces, energized
by what we were learning to recognize as the Holy Spirit.

Except for Josephine. She never entered the conversation. She sat there,
shy and withdrawn. The one person at the table who didn’t “have a
ministry.” I never challenged her silence. Now I was the shy one—I didn’t
feel privileged to invade whatever was going on within her.

The final paper in the seminar was given by Josephine. I didn’t know
she was going to read. She told me just before class. She had picked up on
my earlier noticing that she conducted a bingo game for the elderly every
Saturday at the nursing home. She took that as her work. As she read her
paper, we were brought into a semester of Saturdays in which she reverently
and lovingly served Christ to those old men and women. We all felt like we
were in that nursing home with her. We were astonished. Timid Josephine!
She covered the nakedness of Jesus in an old man. She wiped the spittle
from the face of Jesus in a woman. We couldn’t believe our ears. She
observed that the bingo cards were the same shape as the Mass cards used
at worship on Sundays. And that the bingo chips were the same size as the
communion wafers. She reimagined that bingo game as the Eucharistic
Mass. She was the officiating priest. The calls of “bingo” that punctuated



the room were liturgical responses. The last line of her paper was “Saturday
is the holiest day of the week.”
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JUDITH

Judith is an artist. Her primary medium is textiles. Most of the time she
begins her work with raw cotton or wool. She cards, spins, dyes, and then
weaves her fabrics. Her weavings are usually on a small scale—a nest of
bird’s eggs, a portrait of David’s Abigail, three crows—which she frames
and gives as gifts to her friends. She makes her living by repairing
tapestries in museums in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington D.C.

Judith had an alcoholic husband and a drug-addicted son. She had kept
her life and her family together for years by attending twelve-step meetings.
One Sunday, she was about forty years old at the time, she entered Christ
Our King Church. She came at the invitation of some friends she knew
from her meetings—“You need to come to church. I’ll meet you there.” She
knew nothing about church. She was raised in a morally upright home but
had no acquaintance with institutional or formal religion. In her family the
word “God” was not a part of its working vocabulary. She was well read in
poetry and politics and psychology and knew a great deal about art and
artists. But she had never read the Bible. If she had heard the stories of the
Bible, she had paid no attention. As far as she could recall, she had never
been inside a church.

Something, though, caught her attention when she entered this church,
and she continued to come. In a few months she became a Christian and I
became her pastor. I loved observing and listening to her. Everything was
new: scriptures, worship, prayer, baptism, Eucharist—church! It was a tonic
to me to hear and see through her excited perceptions everything that I had
lived with all my life. All her questions were exclamations: “Where have I
been all my life? These are incredible stories—why didn’t anyone tell me
these! How come this has been going on all around me and I never knew
it!” We had delightful conversations. We became good friends.

Meanwhile her primary community was made up of artists. Painters and
poets and sculptors, mostly, with a few of her twelve-step friends sprinkled



in among them.
After four years or so of this, I moved across the continent to take up a

new assignment. Letters replaced conversations. The following is a portion
of a letter that is a witness to the interiority, the “insides” of what church
feels like to a newcomer:

Dear Pastor: Among my artist friends I feel so defensive about my life—I
mean about going to church. They have no idea what I am doing and act
bewildered. So I try to be unobtrusive about it. But as my church life takes
on more and more importance—it is essential now to my survival—it is hard
to shield it from my friends. I feel protective of it, not wanting it to be
dismissed or minimized or trivialized. It is like I am trying to protect it from
profanation or sacrilege. But it is strong. It is increasingly difficult to keep
it quiet. It is not as if I am ashamed or embarrassed—I just don’t want it
belittled.

A longtime secular friend, and a superb artist, just the other day was
appalled: “What is this I hear about you going to church?” Another found
out that I was going on a three-week mission trip to Haiti and was
incredulous: “You, Judith, you going to Haiti with a church group! What
has gotten into you?” I don’t feel strong enough to defend my actions. My
friends would accept me far more readily if they found that I was in some
bizarre cult involving exotic and strange activities like black magic or
experiments with levitation. But going to church is branded with a terrible
ordinariness.

But that is what endears it to me, both the church and the twelve-step
programs, this façade of ordinariness. When you pull back the veil of
ordinariness, you find the most extraordinary life behind it. But I feel
isolated and inadequate to explain to my husband and close friends—even
myself!—what it is. It’s as if I would have to undress myself before them.
Maybe if I was willing to do that, they would not dare disdain me. More
likely they would just pity me. As it is, they just adjust their neckties a little
tighter.

I am feeling raw and cold and vulnerable and something of a fool. I
guess I don’t feel too badly about being a fool within the context of the
secular world. From the way they look at me, I don’t have much to show for
my new life. I can’t point to a life mended. Many of the sorrows and
difficulties seem mended for a time, only to bust open again. But to tell you



the truth I haven’t been on medication since June and for that I feel
grateful.

When I try to explain myself to these friends I feel as if I am suspended
in a hang glider between the material and immaterial, casting a shadow
down far below, and they say, “See—it’s nothing but shadow work.”
Perhaps it takes a fool to savor the joy of shadow work, the shadow cast as
I’m attending to the unknown, the unpaid for, the freely given.

Judith gets it right. Nobody has any idea what she is doing. She feels
apologetic about that. But she embraces what she is given—that seemingly
fragile hang-glider church suspending her in the mystery: “the unpaid for,
the freely given.” She is an artist of church: “Don’t look at me—see the
shadow down there. Look at the shadow work. You might see what God is
doing.” She knows so little about church, yet she knows what it is. She is an
artist who knows about the invisible that energizes and shapes visibility, the
Spirit that keeps aloft the ligaments and sinews and fabric of the hang glider
that she is strapped into, this seemingly fragile church that casts on the earth
what she calls shadow work.



35

“INVISIBLE SIX DAYS A WEEK, INCOMPREHENSIBLE THE
SEVENTH”

Every Sunday after a morning of leading my congregation in worship, I
walked the quarter of a mile home. My next-door neighbor was often
working in his yard and always greeted me cheerily, “Well that’s done,
pastor. A one-day workweek. Must be nice.” I was welcomed home to the
neighborhood with that greeting followed by a chuckle for thirty years. He
always said it as if he had just thought it up on the spot.

I never minded too much. Evan was a good neighbor and a practicing
Catholic. Our wives were friends, and our children were playmates.
Whenever he said it, I remembered a more elegant version of his quip that I
heard from a Scottish Presbyterian elder who had grown up in the
Highlands, where “pastors were invisible six days a week and
incomprehensible the seventh.”

I don’t know about the incomprehensible part, but the fact is that pastors
are invisible six days a week. The only time that most of the people in our
congregations see us at work is when we are leading worship on Sundays.
There are a few other occasions when we do our work in public—
conducting a funeral, blessing a wedding, preaching at the high-school
baccalaureate—but when we visit the sick, only the sick person and his or
her family knows of it. When we write a letter, only the person who gets it
knows. When we pray, only God knows.

Most if not all of the people to whom we are pastor are very visible in
their work: teachers in the classroom, businessmen and women in their
places of employment, physicians in their surgeries and consulting rooms,
checkout clerks in grocery stores and stockbrokers working the phones,
policemen on patrol, and politicians on the campaign trail. The people they
serve know if they are on the job or not and have a pretty good idea of
whether they are doing it satisfactorily.



But not pastors. Away from the sanctuary, the people to whom we are
pastors see us only in bits and pieces in settings and among people where
the word “God” is more likely to be used as an expletive than in prayer. A
great deal of our most important work is done behind the scenes. What
people observe on Sunday is only the tip of the iceberg. The harmonies and
rhythms that give solidity and weight to what everyone sees taking place in
the sanctuary are slowly and incrementally formed in the ocean depths of
the lives of both pastor and people. I thought it would be useful to find
ways to convey something of the invisibilities that held our lives together as
pastor and congregation as a people of God when we were not visibly
together, something of what undergirded what they saw on Sundays and the
occasional glimpses we had of one another on weekdays.

I wanted to let them in on, as much as I was able, the “invisibilities” of
my life as their pastor, invisibilities in which they also were involved, even
though not listed on their job descriptions as engineers and homemakers
and students. Being a pastor is not a solo job. It might look like it on
Sundays, but that is far from the truth. I wanted to find ways to develop a
corporate congregational identity that had some sense of the formational
harmonies and rhythms that kept our lives together. I wanted to counter the
rampant American individualism, ice floes bouncing around on the surface
of the water, “tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine.” No—we are an
iceberg, a church, and most of what makes us what is seen on Sunday as we
move rhythmically and easily with one another, efficient and graceful in
response to God, is invisible.

What do pastors do between Sundays? What do lay Christians do
between Sundays? I wanted to develop a congregational awareness that was
shaped under the influence of Sunday worship and that then infiltrated the
hours and days of the week implicitly in every workplace and household. I
wanted to develop a pastor/people relationship that included all the days of
the week, weekdays on a par with Sundays. I wanted them to know what I
did between Sundays as I prayed for them by name, studied the scriptures
so that I could translate them into the language and circumstances of their
lives “between Sundays” and lead them in acts of worship that give depth
and ballast to their lives wherever they are and whatever they are doing. I
also wanted to know what they did between Sundays, living out in their
dailiness what they had received in word and sacrament in the Sunday
worship.



I began with a negative. Sunday worship was not the place to tell them,
at least not explicitly, what I did when they didn’t see me. Sunday worship
was not a platform to put on exhibit what I did when out of their sight and
make sure they knew how important it was. Sunday worship was about God
and about inviting them into what God was doing in the world and in their
lives. I wanted to be as inconspicuous as possible. Invisibility, of course,
was not an option. But I would not call attention to myself or to what I was
doing when I was out of their sight.

I began to deliberately imagine ways that I could convey how intricately
our lives are involved with one another’s even when, maybe especially
when, we did not see one another. Much of this would be done indirectly,
by manner and tone. But I thought that writing a weekly congregational
letter might help. I used it to develop a congregational awareness of who we
were when we weren’t in church together.

 

Amen/Yes. In one of the first services of worship in our basement, the
“catacombs” era, our two-year-old daughter, Karen, was embarrassed when
she was the only person in the congregation who responded with an audible
Amen to the Amen with which I concluded my prayers from the pulpit. She
did it because she was used to it—we always concluded our table prayers
this way. Later in the service I mentioned this family practice of ours, and
since we were now meeting as a family of Christ in the basement of our
home, would they join my family in concluding the prayers with an audible
amen. This is not standard practice with Presbyterians. But they did. They
are still doing it. A simple thing, but I was pleased at how much energy it
released into the act of worship.

But there is more to the story. In the early days of learning language,
daily adding new words to her vocabulary, Karen asked what Amen meant.
I said that it was a word that meant Yes. When we say Amen, whether at the
supper table or in church, we are affirming the prayer that another offered:
“Yes, that’s right. I’m in on this too.”

She said, “So why don’t we just say Yes?” I told her that she could if
she wished. But the people who had started the Christian church in the first
place said Amen because that was Yes in their language, and Christians
have just kept doing it. And Jesus was very fond of the word and said it a
lot.



From then on, sometimes she would say “Amen” and sometimes “Yes”
and sometimes “Amen Yes.”

I especially liked the Amen Yes. Every time she said it, I was reminded
of Paul’s words to the young first-generation church in Corinth: “Whatever
God has promised gets stamped with the Yes of Jesus. In him this is what
we preach and pray, the great Amen, God’s Yes and our Yes together,
gloriously evident. God affirms us, making us a sure thing in Christ, putting
his Yes within us.”

I named the weekly congregational letter Amen/Yes. It arrived midweek,
keeping us tethered to the Sunday just past and the Sunday soon to arrive. I
would use it to keep us in touch with one another, pastor and congregation,
under the aegis of “the great Amen, God’s Yes and our Yes together.” It
would be a single page, front and back, so it could be read easily. I would
not use it as a newsletter, posting schedules, meetings, programs, activities
—it would not be a bulletin board. I would use it to shape a congregational
imagination in which we embraced one another as peers in the Christian
life, to develop congregational and pastoral rapport. I reported brief
conversations that provided texture in our life together. I put in a lot of
names, knowing that names are the most personal words in the language
and therefore verbal building blocks for relationships. I reflected on what I
was doing when they didn’t see me. I reflected on what they were doing
when I didn’t see them.

I wrote it every Tuesday. The church secretaries mailed it out every
Wednesday. A deliberate use of language to connect Sunday language with
weekday language, weekday language with Sunday language. Sometimes I
would insert a deliberate mistake or inaccuracy to see if they were reading
it. They were.

 

The Unbusy Pastor. The seed that germinated into the weekly Amen/Yes
had been planted the year after we completed our three-year postulancy. As
a congregation, we had achieved critical mass, we were self-supporting
financially, we had built a sanctuary that gave visibility to our worshipping
presence in the neighborhood. It was the beginning of what I earlier called
the badlands era in which the euphoria of establishing a church had gone
flat, the adrenaline of being involved in a challenging enterprise had



drained out. I had worked hard for those three years. The congregation had
worked hard. We couldn’t sustain it.

Except that I tried. I formed committees. I made home visits. Longer
hours. A longer workweek. Just a few years previous to this, Roger
Bannister, the first four-minute miler, wrote his autobiography in which he
described life following his high-profile athletic celebrity. He wasn’t
breaking records anymore. He compensated by working harder and harder.
He described himself as a carpenter who “made up for his lack of skill by
using a lot of nails.” That was me. I had tried to slow down. I had tried to
relax. But I was afraid of failing. I couldn’t help myself.

One evening after supper, Karen—she was five years old at the time—
asked me to read her a story. I said, “I’m sorry, Karen, but I have a meeting
tonight.”

“This is the twenty-seventh night in a row you have had a meeting.” She
had been keeping track, counting.

The meeting I had to go to was with the church’s elders, the ruling body
of the congregation. In the seven-minute walk to the church on the way to
the meeting I made a decision. If succeeding as a pastor meant failing as a
parent, I was already a failed pastor. I would resign that very night.

We met in my study. I convened the meeting and scrapped the agenda. I
told them what Karen had said twenty minutes earlier in our living room.
And I resigned. I told them I had tried not to work so hard, but that I didn’t
seem to be able to do it. “And it’s not just Karen. It’s you too. I haven’t
been a pastor to this congregation for six months. I pray in fits and starts. I
feel like I’m in a hurry all the time. When I visit or have lunch with you,
I’m not listening to you; I am thinking of ways I can get the momentum
going again. My sermons are thrown together. I don’t want to live like this,
either with you or with my family.”

“So what do you want to do?” This was Craig speaking. His father had
been a pastor. He knew some of this from the inside.

“I want to be a pastor who prays. I want to be reflective and responsive
and relaxed in the presence of God so that I can be reflective and responsive
and relaxed in your presence. I can’t do that on the run. It takes a lot of
time. I started out doing that with you, but now I feel too crowded.

“I want to be a pastor who reads and studies. This culture in which we
live squeezes all the God sense out of us. I want to be observant and
informed enough to help this congregation understand what we are up



against, the temptations of the devil to get us thinking we can all be our
own gods. This is subtle stuff. It demands some detachment and
perspective. I can’t do this just by trying harder.

“I want to be a pastor who has the time to be with you in leisurely,
unhurried conversations so that I can understand and be a companion with
you as you grow in Christ—your doubts and your difficulties, your desires
and your delights. I can’t do that when I am running scared.

“I want to be a pastor who leads you in worship, a pastor who brings
you before God in receptive obedience, a pastor who preaches sermons that
make scripture accessible and present and alive, a pastor who is able to give
you a language and imagination that restores in you a sense of dignity as a
Christian in your homes and workplaces and gets rid of these debilitating
images of being a ‘mere’ layperson.

“I want to have the time to read a story to Karen.
“I want to be an unbusy pastor.”
This had turned into something of a harangue. I didn’t know that so

much sediment of discontent had accumulated in the previous six months.
The six elders had listened patiently.

“Why don’t you just do it? This is the way you started out with us.
Nobody complained, did they? As far as I know, everyone was delighted.
The people who didn’t like you this way have left. So what’s stopping
you?” This was Jason, a retired colonel—a problem-solving mind,
impatient of ambiguities.

“What’s stopping me is that I have to run this church.”
“Why don’t you let us run the church?” This was Craig again.
“Because you don’t know how.”
Mildred was less than tactful. “It sounds to me like you aren’t doing

such a good job yourself. Maybe we could learn.”
They did. And I did. Instead of a resignation that night, we had a

reorganization. We spent the next hour discussing how to go about this.
When the evening was over, they had taken over “running the church.”
They assured me they could handle this. All of them said they had learned
the “running the church” aspects in their own jobs, professions, and careers
—“on the job.” Each in his or her own way said, “Trust us.”

We agreed that from then on I would attend no committee meetings. I
would continue to moderate the monthly session (the meeting of elders), but
that would be it. If they needed me to meet with them or their committees



as a consultant for twenty minutes or so, they would invite me. The hands-
on work of running the church—how and when and who—was their
responsibility. The energy flowing around the table was palpable.

Two weeks later there was a meeting of the stewardship committee. It
was budget time. Important decisions would be made. I was at home and
restless. I picked up a book, but I couldn’t concentrate. Karen didn’t ask me
to read a story with her. After thirty minutes of pacing and fiddling, I
walked to the church and into the meeting of the committee. They were
seated around a table. I pulled up a chair off to the side. They looked at me
inquiringly. I said, “I wasn’t doing anything this evening. Just thought I’d
stop in and encourage you.”

Jim, the presiding elder, an insurance agent, said, “You don’t trust us, do
you?”

Taken aback, I said nothing. And then, “I guess I don’t. But I’ll try.” I
left. I didn’t go back.

Trusting them wasn’t easy for me. For these three and half years of new
church development I had been the leader. Things had gone well. I liked
being in charge. Jim’s remark when I showed up at that budget meeting hit
the mark. I didn’t trust them. But I had said I would learn. And I did, but it
took me a while. Sometimes they made plans and decisions I didn’t
particularly like, but I knew I couldn’t have it both ways. If they let me be
the pastor I wanted to be, I would have to let them be the elders they wanted
to be. Mildred was right: I hadn’t done such a great job of running the
church. I let them do it. It turned out that they were perfectly capable of
learning on the job.

And that was it for “running” the church. I did my part when asked.
Occasionally I would offer a suggestion or write a note. But no more
committee meetings. Over the next twenty-six years and two more major
building campaigns, growing to a congregation numbering five hundred,
still no committee meetings.

With their blessing I was free to cultivate the “invisibles” that made up
so much of my pastoral vocation in the long obedience. They made it
possible for me to be an unbusy pastor.

An unintended consequence of this decision, now that that I was
unbusy, free to be the pastor that I had spent much of my life becoming,
was that I now had energy and time to pay attention to the work of the men
and women in my congregation in their workplaces. They were helping me



in my workplace. I developed an imagination now to help them in theirs.
Together we were restoring dignity to the term laity: we were in this
together. Running the church was not a full-time job for them. They spread
the work throughout the congregation, trusting others to help them do the
work in the same way that I was trusting them.

As we did this together, the conviction spread through the congregation
that one of the most soul-damaging phrases that had crept into the Christian
vocabulary is “full-time Christian work.” Every time it is used, it drives a
wedge of misunderstanding between the way we pray and the way we work,
between the way we worship and the way we make a living.

One of the achievements of the Protestant Reformation was a leveling
of the ground between clergy and laity. Pastors and butchers had equal
status before the cross. Homemakers were on a par with evangelists. But
insidiously that level ground eroded as religious professionals claimed the
high ground, asserted exclusive rights to “full-time Christian work,” and
relegated the laity to part-time work on weekends under pastoral or priestly
direction. A huge irony—the pastors were hogging the show, and the laity
were demeaned with the adjectives “mere,” “only,” or “just”: “He or she is
just a layperson.”

As we together were making the transition, I to unbusy pastor, they to
full-time Christian teachers and bankers, homemakers and farmers, I wrote
a reflection for Amen/Yes.

Most of what Jesus said and did took place in a secular workplace in a
farmer’s field, in a fishing boat, at a wedding feast, in a cemetery, at a
public well asking a woman he didn’t know for a drink of water, on a
country hillside that he turned into a huge picnic, in a court room, having
supper in homes with acquaintances or friends. In our Gospels, Jesus
occasionally shows up in synagogue or temple, but for the most part he
spends his time in the workplace. Twenty-seven times in John’s Gospel
Jesus is identified as a worker: “My Father is still working, and I also am
working” (Jn. 5:17). Work doesn’t take us away from God; it continues the
work of God. God comes into view on the first page of our scriptures as a
worker. Once we identify God in his workplace working, it isn’t long before
we find ourselves in our workplaces working in the name of God.



For months afterward when visiting in a home, I would notice that that
paragraph had been cut out and pinned on a bulletin board or attached to a
refrigerator door. I took it as evidence that we were becoming a
congregation of Christians who were confident of the dignity of our
vocation, which was identical both within and outside the church sanctuary.

I was reading Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick at the time. There is a
turbulent scene in which a whaleboat scuds across a frothing ocean in
pursuit of the great white whale, Moby Dick. The sailors are laboring
fiercely, every muscle taut, all attention and energy concentrated on the
task. The cosmic conflict between good and evil is joined; chaotic sea and
demonic sea monster versus the morally outraged man, Captain Ahab. In
this boat, however, there is one man who does nothing. He doesn’t hold an
oar; he doesn’t perspire; he doesn’t shout. He is languid in the crash and the
cursing. This man is the harpooner, quiet and poised, waiting. And then this
sentence: “To insure the greatest efficiency in the dart, the harpooners of
this world must start to their feet out of idleness, and not out of toil.”

Was this a confirmation to cultivate what I had named an “unbusy
pastor”? A harpooner? Pastors are in a position to be reminded daily that
there is something radically wrong with the world. We are also engaged in
doing something about it. The stimulus of conscience, the memory of
ancient outrage, and the challenge of biblical command place us in the
anarchic sea that is the world. The white whale, symbol of evil, and the
crippled captain, personification of violated righteousness, are joined in
battle. History is a novel of spiritual conflict. The church is a whaleboat. In
such a world, noise is inevitable, and immense energy is expended. But if
there is no harpooner in the boat, there will be no proper finish to the chase.
Or if the harpooner is exhausted, having abandoned his assignment and
become an oarsman, he will not be ready and accurate when it is time to
throw his javelin.

The metaphor, harpooner, was starting to get inside me. Somehow it
always seems more compelling to assume the work of the oarsman,
laboring mightily in a moral cause, throwing our energy into a fray that we
know has immortal consequence. And it always seems more dramatic to
take on the outrage of a Captain Ahab, obsessed with a vision of vengeance
and retaliation, brooding over the ancient injury done by the Enemy. There
is, though, other important work to do. Someone must throw the dart. Some
must be harpooners.



Melville’s harpooner found company in my imagination with Jesus’s
metaphors that feature the single, the small, and the quiet—salt, leaven,
seed—that have effects far in excess of their appearance. Our culture
publicizes the opposite: the big, the multitudinous, the noisy. Is it not, then,
a strategic necessity that some of us deliberately ally ourselves with the
quiet, poised harpooners, and not leap, frenzied, to the oars?

The metaphor is not perfect. No metaphor is. But harpooner continued,
and continues, to serve me well for cultivating quietness and attentiveness
before God and my congregation on the voyage in which Moby Dick and
Captain Ahab seem to be calling all the shots

 

The Mess. “What do you like best about being a pastor?” The question
came from a young woman, Stephanie.

“The mess,” I said.
A group of seminarians from a nearby school—there were ten of them

—had asked me to lead them on a thirty-six-hour retreat. They were about
to graduate and enter into the vocations they had just spent years preparing
for. For three of them, being a pastor meant starting over in a second career.
They wanted to spend a couple days in prayer and conversation as they
anticipated what was ahead of them.

My answer, “the mess,” was unpremeditated. It stopped the
conversation. But sometimes a spontaneous response reveals something
important that had never surfaced just that way before. But mess wasn’t
quite the right word. I backpedaled. “Well, not exactly a mess, but coming
upon something unexpected that I don’t know how to handle, where I feel
inadequate. Another name for it is miracle that doesn’t look like a miracle
but the exact opposite of miracle. A slow recognition of life, God’s life,
taking form in a person and context, in words or action that takes me off-
guard. Theologian Karl Rahner was once asked if he believed in miracles.
His reply? ‘I live on miracles—I couldn’t make it through a day without
them.’ Still another name for it is mystery. Pastors have ringside seats to
this kind of thing. Maybe everyone does, but I often feel that pastors get
invited into intimacies that elude a more functional and performance way of
life.”

Morris, an engineer who had spent twenty years calculating structural
stresses and reading blueprints, asked me to elaborate.



“Okay. If we take the visibilities of Sunday morning as normal, the grid
against which the rest of the week is evaluated, we will not be prepared for
what does not qualify as normal—for the mess, for the disorder, for failures
and disappointments, for suffering and death, for bursts of beauty in a
falling-apart life. We are in charge of Sunday morning. People expect us to
keep their belief systems coherent. People expect us to represent moral law
and order in the community. We have adequate time to prepare ourselves
for what is to be said and sung. The choir may sing out of tune. A
screaming infant may need to be removed from the sanctuary. But mostly
there are no surprises.

“But once we leave the sanctuary and are no longer calling the shots, we
are functionally invisible. Our Sunday visibility no longer defines us. We
live in a messed-up world, and the people to whom we are pastor are
involved in the mess. We become witnesses to what cannot be seen or heard
by a people whose senses are blunted by secularity, by oughtness, by a job
description.”

I had a letter stuffed in my pocket that I had received just before coming
on this retreat. I pulled it out and read a portion of it. It was from a pastor
friend who was giving me a report on his son, Richard, who was completing
his first two years as a pastor. His summary sentence was that his son was
“experiencing the syndrome common to many new pastors, impatience with
people’s slowness or unwillingness to change.”

I asked these seminarians who were about to become pastors what they
thought of this new pastor’s “impatience with people’s slowness.”

They were getting into this now. I sensed a change in the tone of our
conversation. Instead of talking about what they did as pastors, they were
now talking about who they were as pastors.

Stephanie, who had kicked off this part of our conversation, interjected:
“I’m not very patient with Richard’s impatience. I wonder how many
miracles he has missed in his impatience.”

Morris again. “This is good, helpful. Now that we are talking this way, I
realize that for those twenty years that I was an engineer sitting in the pew
each Sunday, I never had a patient pastor—they were all trying to get me
‘with the program,’ shape me up, get me, as they put it, ‘involved.’ I don’t
want to become a pastor like that. I don’t think that is what pastors are for.”

Several times in the course of our conversations Matthew had compared
what he was understanding the pastoral vocation to be to the life of an artist



—potters and musicians and writers. He himself was a poet who had just
had his first slim book of poems published. He was noticing a lot of parallel
between poets working with words and pastors working with souls—that
just as every poem is unique, so every soul is unique. “If we just copy
rhythms or rhymes, we end up with doggerel verse.” I added to his poet
analogy the words of my long-dead friend, von Hügel, that “there are no
dittos in souls.”

Irene hadn’t said much in our conversations. But she had been doing a
lot of note taking. A consensus seemed to be emerging, and we were
nearing the time for departure. I asked her if she would tell us what we had
been saying. She was shy, hesitant. Then she said, “I don’t know if I can do
that. Let me tell you what I have been saying, without saying anything
aloud. When I get a congregation, I want to be a patient pastor. I want to
have eyes to see and ears to hear what God is doing and saying in their
lives. I don’t want to judge them in terms of what I think they should be
doing. I want to be a witness to what God is doing in their lives, not a
schoolmistress handing out grades for how well they are doing something
for God. I think I see something unique about being a pastor that I had
never noticed: the pastor is the one person in the community who is free to
take men and women seriously just as they are, appreciate them just as they
are, give them the dignity that derives from being the ‘image of God,’ a
God-created being who has eternal worth without having to prove
usefulness or be good for anything. I know that I will be doing a lot of other
things too, but I might be the only person who is free to do this. I don’t
want to be so impatient with the mess that I am not around to see the
miracle being formed. I don’t want to conceive of my life as pastor so
functionally that the mystery gets squeezed out of both me and the
congregation.”

I asked Irene if when she got home she would write out what she had
just said to us and mail it to me. The above is what I received in the mail a
week later. If I were to be asked for a brief word of counsel to the pastors of
America, this is what I would say. I would give it this heading: Pastor
Irene’s Manifesto.

 

I remembered an incident that had taken place in Athens the previous
spring. Jan and I with another couple had been in Israel for a couple weeks



and were returning home with a stopover of a few days in Greece. One day
we were strolling through the Parthenon on the Acropolis. I was telling Jan
and friends Greek stories. After a while I noticed a young woman and man
following us, listening in. At one point the woman said to me, “Can we
walk with you? We started out with a guide but got bored—he didn’t tell us
any stories. So we dropped out. Would you mind?” We welcomed them to
join us. Her name was Roxanne; his, Mark.

We finished up on the Parthenon and walked down to the city streets.
For the next couple of hours we explored the city. When we got to the
Areopagus, I talked about Paul’s preaching his sermon on the Unknown
God.

Roxanne said with surprised excitement, “Paul was here? I didn’t know
Paul was here. What was he doing here?”

And then Roxanne asked me, “What do you do? Are you a history
professor?”

I said, “No, I’m a pastor.”
She said, “Oh, pastor. I knew that it must be something good!” She

grabbed my arm and held on.
Pastor—it must be something good: an affirmation of who I was from

someone who didn’t know who I was. I wasn’t used to this. Very few
people know what a pastor is when he or she is not doing something
socially recognized as pastor.

Then she told us her story. She was on a trip through Europe by herself
as a gift on graduation from her university in Quebec. She was French
speaking—all her English words were spoken with a French pronunciation.
She had been reared as Catholic but had drifted away from it in university.
While in France she had happened on the ecumenical Christian community
at Taizé and recovered her long dormant faith. She decided that she no
longer wanted to continue as a tourist but would turn her trip into a
pilgrimage. She went to Spain, walked a few pilgrimage miles on the
Camino de Santiago, prayed at St. Teresa’s Ávila and St. Ignatius’s
Manresa.

Rome was next, with its churches and holy sites. Having run out of
pilgrimage sites, she had come on to Greece. She met Mark, an American,
on the train, and they were now traveling together. She didn’t know that
there were holy places in Greece, didn’t know that there were early
churches established here, didn’t know Paul had been here. Suddenly she



was back on pilgrimage again, visiting and praying at the places of her
spiritual origins. And now she had met a pastor, of all things. She was full
of questions, brimming with enthused curiosity, as she reinforced her
newfound identity as a Christian.

And now, a year later, as we were finishing up our retreat, the Roxanne
story came to mind as a way of reinforcing our identity as pastors when we
are not self-conscious of being pastors. Much (most?) pastoral work takes
place when we don’t know we are being pastors.

“LET US WORSHIP GOD”

Meanwhile, the most visible thing I did each week was stand before the
congregation in the sanctuary on Sunday and say, “Let us worship God.”
Sunday worship anchored the week. The act of worship, letting the
scriptures be authoritative as the text to live by for the rest of the week, the
recasting of our collective lives in answering prayer, the meeting with one
another as brothers and sisters—not competitors, not threats. It was not only
the most visible, it was also the most important thing I did. But there was a
great deal of invisibility beneath that Sunday visibility.

Claire was a new Christian. She was vice-president in a Baltimore bank
and a recovering alcoholic. After she had been with us for five years, she
was promoted and assigned to a bank in Philadelphia. When a person or
family left our congregation, the last Sunday they worshipped with us we
had a service of dismissal just before the benediction, prayed a blessing,
and presented them with a framed photograph of the church sanctuary that
had been taken by one of our artist photographers. The week after we had
done this with Claire, she came to my study to reflect on her years with us
as a new and developing Christian. It was a totally unanticipated way of life
for her. She had never worshipped in a Christian congregation. I asked her
what the most difficult thing was for her in the service of worship.

“The silence. You say ‘Let us pray,’ and then you don’t say anything for
maybe twenty or thirty seconds—but it seems forever. I couldn’t handle the
silence. I’d get all anxious and fidgety. I almost quit coming I was so
uncomfortable. And then after a couple months I calmed down. Then I
started liking it. And now, when you finally start praying, I say inwardly,
Oh, not yet, pastor. I’m not ready yet. I guess I thought that worship was
something I had to do, or it was something you were doing. It was in



worship that I became quiet and listening and present before God for the
first time in my life. And the silence was my way in. Those twenty-five
seconds of silence were better than any of your twenty-five minute
sermons.”

Eunice always sat a couple pews behind and a little to the left of Claire.
She was there every Sunday for twenty-six years. When she left the
sanctuary after the benediction, she always handed me a folded piece of
paper that she had torn from the worship bulletin and said, “This is what
you preached today.” After the first few times, I knew it was not a good
idea to look right then at what she had given me. Later in my study, after all
the worshippers had left, I would read what Eunice had written, her
summary of my sermon in ten words or less. “Don’t quit, tomorrow’s
another day”…“Keep smiling, it’s going to be okay”…“Don’t let the
bastards get you down”…“There’s light at the end of the tunnel”…“This is
your lucky day”…There was never any mention of God or the scripture text
or her own soul. The sermon that I had spent seven or eight hours preparing
reduced to something that could just as well have come out of a fortune
cookie. Maybe it did. In the privacy of my study I crumpled the paper and
threw it, with considerable irritation, into the wastebasket. But after a
couple years I got over it and replaced my irritation with a grudging thanks
for this tangible weekly evidence that for at least one person in the
congregation I had not been incomprehensible, only misunderstood.



PART IV

GOOD DEATHS

I think that the dying pray at the last
 not “please” but “thank you.”

—Annie Dillard

Jan and I were visiting a Benedictine monastery, Christ in the Desert, in
New Mexico. One of the brothers was leading us on a path from prayers in
the chapel to the refectory where we would have lunch. The path led
through the cemetery. We passed an open grave.

Jan said, “Oh, did one of the brothers just die?”
“No, that is for the next one.”
Three times a day, on their way from praying together to eating

together, the monks are reminded that one of them will be “the next one.”
And I was reminded that there is a long tradition in the church’s life that

the pastoral vocation consists in preparing people for “a good death.” That
tradition does not flourish in the American church. The widespread “denial
of death” (Ernest Becker) that suffuses American culture now permeates the
Christian church. But death, whether as metaphor, “I die daily,” or as
physical fact, “Blessed are those who die in the Lord,” is given a lot of
attention in our scriptures.

Resurrection does not have to do exclusively with what happens after
we are buried or cremated. It does have to do with that, but first of all it has
to do with the way we live right now. But as Karl Barth, quoting Nietzsche,
pithily reminds us: “Only where graves are is there resurrection.” We
practice our death by giving up our will to live on our own terms. Only in
that relinquishment or renunciation are we able to practice resurrection.

A beech tree in winter, white



Intricacies unconcealed
Against sky blue and billowed
Clouds, carries in its emptiness
Ripeness: sap ready to rise
On signal, buds alert to burst
To leaf. And then after a season
Of summer a lean ring to remember
The lush fulfilled promises.
Empty again in wise poverty
That lets the reaching branches stretch
A millimeter more toward heaven,
The bole expand ever so slightly
And push roots into the firm
Foundation, lucky to be leafless:
Deciduous reminder to let it go.
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THE NEXT ONE

The first baptism I performed in the underground sanctuary of what would
soon become Christ Our King Church was of our son, Eric. Later he
became a pastor who baptized. The baptismal font, from which I baptized
him into the death and resurrection of Jesus, had been given to our new
congregation-in-formation by an older Baltimore church. It was over a
hundred years old at the time of Eric’s baptism. It was constructed of
substantial oak, a solid piece of liturgical furniture that, along with the oak
communion table given to us by that same church, rooted our congregation
in generations of acts of worship on Maryland soil, proclaiming death and
resurrection. Baptism is our first basic intimation of death—first a dying
and then a resurrection in Christ.

We were new at this: worship and baptism and Eucharist. But we
weren’t starting from scratch. The baptismal font and communion table had
been brought over from Scotland in the mid-nineteenth century by a
Presbyterian pastor sent to form a congregation in Maryland.

 

Steve and Sarah were both seniors in college. They had grown up in our
congregation. I was the only pastor they had ever known. For the last
couple years when home on vacation they would come—sometimes singly,
sometimes together—and talk with me about becoming a pastor. “How does
it feel…what exactly do you do…when did you decide to do this?” This
was spring vacation. Graduation was imminent. It was time to make
decisions about what they would be doing the rest of their lives. Their
opening question this time was “What do you like best about being a
pastor?”

“Baptisms and funerals.”
On another occasion, when I was on retreat with the seminarians, I had

answered that question with, “the mess.” This time it was “baptisms and



funerals.” Sarah and Steve said they expected something more on the order
of “Leading worship and preaching.” Maybe if I had taken time to think
about the question, I would have said that.

We talked about it. Leading worship and preaching is certainly the most
conspicuous thing I do. But my spontaneous response touched on
something basic about pastoral work that is not conspicuous. That is what
we ended up talking about that day—that most pastoral work consists in
pointing away from yourself to something other than you.

I had never articulated it just this way before. “You are at your pastoral
best when you are not noticed. To keep this vocation healthy requires
constant self-negation, getting out of the way. A certain blessed anonymity
is inherent in pastoral work. For pastors, being noticed easily develops into
wanting to be noticed. Many years earlier a pastor friend told me that the
pastoral ego ‘has the reek of disease about it, the relentless smell of the
self.’ I’ve never forgotten that.”

This was new territory for Sarah and Steve. The three of us discussed it
for the next hour, how a clamoring ego needs to be purged from the pastor’s
soul. From every Christian’s soul for that matter, but pastors are at special
risk. Baptisms and funerals are especially useful in this purging, acts of
worship in which the pastor is most inconspicuous, almost incidental to the
real action. All the attention and all the emotions are focused on the one
being baptized, the one being buried. Baptism—buried with Christ, a
relinquishment, a death, and then raised into a life that practices the
resurrection of Christ. The funeral—a death that is a witness to resurrection.
At neither baptism nor funeral is the pastor front and center. Get used to it.

That same baptismal font from which Eric was baptized in Maryland
has since been placed in the church study of his congregation in Washington
State. Placed alongside desk, books, telephone, and computer—the usual
paraphernalia of the pastor’s study—that baptismal font, where he got his
start in this death-and-resurrection business, now grounds and centers his
daily work in the death of Christ. Also resurrection, but first, and don’t
forget it, the death.

At funerals Eric always uses the phrase “[name] has completed his (her)
baptism.” The death that becomes resurrection. At the baptismal font, at the
graveside. I like that—dying with Christ, raised with Christ.

 



The telephone call was from my brother. “If you want to see Dad before he
dies, you better come quickly.” I did want to see him. Jan and I took the
next plane to Montana. I told my congregation that I didn’t know when I
would be back—my father was dying, and I wanted to be with him in his
death. He had been ill with cancer for a couple years. As it turned out, we
were with him for ten days.

My mother was in advanced stages of Alzheimer’s. Jan took care of her.
Our daughter, Karen, was working as a freelance artist in Helena. She drove
a couple hundred miles to be with us and to take care of the meals and
laundry. I took care of my father, who was in a lot of pain. A public-health
nurse came to the house and taught me, practicing on an orange, how to
give morphine injections. He had difficulty walking—mostly I had to carry
him.

We had never been very close. He gave most of his attention to his
meat-cutting business. I was covetous of his attention but never got what I
wanted. But in these ten final days of his life, I received a full measure of
the intimacy that I had missed growing up. It was more than enough. I was
with him constantly, giving him his morphine injections and carrying him.
The intimacy went deeper than the physical—a retroactive soul intimacy.

My brother and sister and I were with him through his last night. And
God was very much with us. He died as the spring sun was rising. We read
Psalm 90 with him. As he died, we were all able to be with him touching
and holding him. As the undertakers removed his body from our home, an
osprey circled above the ponderosa pines, giving its distinctive cry. We all
heard it as a benediction. My brother and brother-in-law were both pastors.
The three of us conducted the funeral. A good death.

Eight months later my mother died of a heart attack while sleeping. My
sister and brother, with their spouses, had been taking turns caring for her.
Our family of pastors again conducted the funeral of our mother. She had
been ordained as a pastor years before any of us were. While I was reading
the scriptures, tears erupted. I tried to hold them back, then gave in. I
remember thinking, “All these people get to grieve, now it’s my turn,” and
let it come, sobbing uncontrollably. After thirty seconds or so, I recovered
my composure and finished what I was doing. After the benediction, I
didn’t want to see anyone and slipped into a room just off the chancel. My
daughter, Karen, came in and sat beside me, without words, putting her
hand on my thigh. And then a man I didn’t know came in, put his arm



across my shoulder, spoke for three or four minutes in preacher clichés, and
prayed. After he left I said, “Oh Karen, I hope I have never done that to
anyone.”

“Oh Daddy, I know that you would never do that.”
She was very gracious. But I had done that—thankfully though, not for

a long time.
Back in Maryland, resuming my pastoral work bracketed by baptisms

and funerals, the impact of these two funerals, these good deaths, began to
seep into my consciousness more personally than ever. I reported the deaths
to my congregation. The legacies of death. The phrase “good death”
became a part of the congregation’s vocabulary. My father, a priest in his
butcher shop, giving me my first sense of congregation; my mother’s songs
and stories, instilling in me a pastoral imagination.

I was the oldest child. My parents had always been ahead of me,
clearing the way, showing the way. And now they were gone. I suddenly
felt vulnerable, naked, exposed. I had conducted many funerals, but none
had brought these feelings to the surface quite like these two. I was the next
one.
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WIND WORDS

I was walking down the seminary hallway to give my lecture. As I passed
the president’s office, he bounced into the hall (Sam is nothing if not
ebullient), took my arm, led me to a mahogany leather chair across from his
desk, and sat me down: “Eugene, why don’t you come here next year and
be our pastor-writer-in-residence? You would love this place.”

No small talk, no preamble. Abrupt, energetic, to the point. His energy
was infectious.

I had only met President Calian the day before when I arrived at
Pittsburgh Presbyterian Seminary to deliver lectures over the next three
days. In seven months I would be unemployed. But he didn’t know that. I
didn’t know what I would do to make a living. I didn’t know where we
would live.

I asked him how he knew I was planning to leave my congregation. Jan
and I hadn’t yet told anyone.

“I didn’t know. Didn’t know you were free to do this. Intuition, I guess.
After last night’s lecture and seeing you just now, it seemed to me a perfect
fit. It seemed the right thing to do to ask you. We can’t give you any money,
but we have a furnished apartment and you can take all your meals in the
refectory. You will have no duties except to team-teach a theology course
with me for one semester. But if you don’t have a job lined up and don’t
have a place to live, I think I’m the providence of God in your life right
now.”

That’s how we ended up at Pittsburgh Seminary for the academic year
1991–92.

 

The previous summer while we were in Montana reflecting on and
assessing our lives in the sacred space and time of our annual holy-land
pilgrimage, we found ourselves wondering if we were sensing a change in



the air. Since the time of my Pastor John of Patmos conversion to a pastoral
vocation in New York City, Jan and I had never imagined not being a pastor
and pastor’s wife. And we had never considered being pastor in another
church. But that summer we found ourselves wondering if our vocational
life was beginning to take a turn.

Fatigue was part of it. The congregation was manageable, about five
hundred. But we had now lived in the neighborhood for twenty-eight years,
and a lot of people who didn’t have a pastor considered us their pastor—a
“working congregation” of at least a thousand. And that was not
manageable. But writing was also part of it. I had never felt any conflict or
tension between being a pastor and being a writer. The vocational yin and
yang were pretty well integrated into the way of life that Jan and I had lived
for thirty years. But for the last couple years I had written almost nothing—
the immediate demands of the day-by-day life of the congregation that I
was accustomed to being absorbed into the larger rhythms set down in
Lord’s Day worship and then improvised in the salvation melodies and
creation riffs between Sundays were feeling more like interruptions—
intrusions.

So we decided to make this pilgrimage month a time of listening,
listening, really listening to the Spirit, the Wind Words. Our listening post
was the edge of a cliff overlooking our amphitheater lake where the
acoustics were ideal for listening to the Wind Words. Every day at noon
before we prepared lunch, we spent an hour listening and talking,
discerning and paying attention: Come, Holy Spirit. By the time we returned
to our church in Maryland that summer, we had made our decision: in one
year we would leave our congregation. We didn’t know how we would
make a living but assumed writing would be involved. We didn’t know
where we would live but hoped that the Pacific Northwest might provide a
home—our three children had already moved there. But however the details
worked out, we would leave our Maryland congregation.

We also decided not to say anything to anyone for nine months. We
would use the nine months as a buffer to test the authenticity of our
discernment. We consulted with two families who knew us well. Otherwise
we carried on as usual—“until death do us part.” If the decision held up, we
would tell the congregation after the nine months. That would give us three
months for leave-taking. In August, twelve months after listening for the
Wind Words at our Montana listening post on the cliff, we would leave.



 

Four months into our assigned time of discernment, our younger son, Leif,
came home for Christmas vacation. We told him that this might be our last
Christmas together in this house. We hadn’t told anyone yet but would
probably be leaving midsummer. He was doing graduate study at the
University of Colorado in Boulder, studying creative writing with the
novelist Ed Dorn—his launch into a writer’s life in poetry and fiction. One
day as we were talking about the writer’s life, he said, “Dad, novelists only
write one book. They find their voice, their book, and write it over and over.
William Faulkner wrote one book. Charles Dickens wrote one book. Anne
Tyler wrote one book. Ernest Hemingway wrote one book. Willa Cather
wrote one book.”

I wasn’t quite sure I agreed, but he obviously knew more about the
subject than I did, so I didn’t say much.

A few days later, he said, “Remember what I said about novelists only
writing one book? You only preach one sermon.”

I protested. “I don’t repeat myself in the pulpit. I work hard on these
sermons. Every week is new, the world changes, the lives of these people
are changing constantly. And each sermon is new, these scriptures
personalized into their language and circumstances. I live with these
scriptures; I live with these people. My sermon is a way for them to hear
their stories integrated into God’s story, or God’s story integrated into their
stories. Either way it’s a story in the making—new details every week, new
in the telling, new in the making.”

That stopped him. He changed the subject.
On Christmas morning we had our traditional breakfast of Jan’s freshly

baked Swedish tea ring and shirred eggs with link sausages. Then we
opened our gifts. When I opened Leif’s gift for me, I exclaimed, “Leif,
cowboy boots! How did you know that I’ve always wanted cowboy boots?”
(Cowboy boots are expensive. How did he, a penurious student in graduate
school, afford this?)

“I’ve been watching you for years, Dad. Every time I come home, take
off my boots and throw them on the floor, you are right there, fondling
them, trying them on. I thought it was time you had your own. But there are
strings attached. You have to wear them in the pulpit on Sunday.”

“I can’t do that. Wear cowboy boots with a pulpit robe? I can’t do that.
It wouldn’t be, well…fitting, appropriate. Pastors are supposed to be



inconspicuous, not call attention to themselves. If I showed up in cowboy
boots, that’s all they would see. Worship of God would go out the window.
And the sermon? Forget the sermon. Cowboy boots would trump the text.
No, I can’t wear cowboy boots into the pulpit.”

Leif had quit listening. “Sorry, Dad. That makes me feel bad. It looks as
if this will be the last time I will hear you preach at Christ Our King. I was
thinking that the cowboy boots would give it a touch of celebration. Mark
an era. Guess I’ll have to take them back.”

I did wear the cowboy boots on Sunday. Leif was right—it did mark an
era. And if not a celebration, at least a hint of jauntiness. But I was also
right—there was more whispering in the pews about the boots I was
wearing than listening to what I was saying.

After Sunday worship as we were having lunch, Leif said, “Well, Dad,
that was your sermon. I’ve been listening to that sermon all my life. Your
one sermon, your signature sermon.”

This time I changed the subject.
Later that week, Jan and I drove Leif to Baltimore–Washington

International Airport for his flight back to Colorado. I was wearing my
cowboy boots. In the course of our preflight small talk Leif said, “When I
get back to Boulder, I think I’ll look for another church. First Church is too
big—I don’t know anybody; nobody knows me.”

We didn’t hear any more about changing churches. In a telephone
conversation three months later, I remembered what he had said at the
airport. “By the way, Leif, have you found another church?”

“No. I tried a bunch of them but I’m back at First Church. None of
those other pastors had found their sermon.”

Oh. So that’s what he meant.

 

The decision to leave did hold up. We anticipated it would be extremely
difficult—uprooting ourselves from all the emotional attachments and well-
developed intimacies that gave such a rich texture to our lives. Leaving this
place of worship and witness where God had faithfully revealed himself and
God’s Spirit had created so much resurrection life. But as it turned out,
leaving our congregation was surprisingly easy. Effortless almost. They
expressed a decent sadness at our leaving but nothing hysterical or
melodramatic. It seemed a confirmation that this was the right thing to do,



not only right for us but also right for the congregation. And the cowboy
boots were the appropriate foot-wear for returning, as we then anticipated,
to the West.
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FYODOR

I had no way of knowing it at the time we said our good-byes to our
congregation that seeds sown several years before were going to produce a
new congregation, but a congregation that would take us a while to
recognize as such. The seeds were translations into an American vernacular
of parts of the New Testament and Psalms that I had been doing for several
years for my congregation. They were occasional, piecemeal, local, pastoral
work. But some of them had been published through the years in the
context of other things that I was writing. I thought of them as pastoral
translations.

On April 30, 1990, I received a letter that would eventually give us this
new congregation. The letter was from the senior editor at NavPress who
had read some of these published fragments, inviting me to translate the
Bible into contemporary, vernacular American English. He began by telling
me that he had read a book I had written on St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians.
What he liked most in the book, and the part he couldn’t get out of his
mind, was my translation of Paul’s Greek text. He told me that he had made
copies of the sections of translation, taped them together, and had been
carrying them around for a whole year now, reading Galatians to his family
and friends. He was getting really tired of Galatians and wanted to see if he
could get me to translate the entire New Testament.

I was intrigued, but didn’t take the suggestion seriously. Translate the
Bible?

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m glad you like it. But I’m a pastor. It took me two
years to do that—and Galatians is one of the shorter books in the New
Testament. And besides, I did it as a pastoral act.”

I had sensed that these people to whom I was pastor were slipping into a
kind of Americanized religion in which they were becoming conformed to
the security systems and consumer satisfactions of the culture around them.
I wanted to recover the energetic vigor of Paul’s insistence on living



original lives in Christ, not lives sustained by hand-me-downs from the
culture. Subtle signs had been accumulating for some time that these people
to whom I had been a pastor for twenty years were losing their sharp sense
of Christian identity. I wanted to tell them again who they were, free men
and women in Christ: “for freedom Christ has set us free!”

Galatians is Paul’s freedom letter. I spent two years teaching and
preaching Galatians, hoping to free their Americanized imaginations for
living freely in Christ. As I was doing that, I translated Paul’s Greek into
my congregation’s American, the language they used in their workplaces
and around the house—“Christ has set us free to live a free life. So take
your stand! Never again let anyone put a harness of slavery on you.”

For a number of years I had also translated from Hebrew several psalms
for my congregation into what I thought of as “American.” But I didn’t
think of it as translation. It was a pastoral act, a way of teaching them to
pray. Sometimes I did it for a single individual as a way to provide guidance
in prayer. A common difficulty in developing a life of prayer is trying to be
“nice” before God, using polite language, telling God what we think he
wants to hear. But the psalms, the prayer book of the Bible, are not at all
nice or polite. The Hebrew in which they were first prayed and written is a
rough language, down-to-earth, very little of which we would designate
“spiritual,” and certainly nothing pious. The Hebrews used the same
language when they prayed that they used to scold their children, buy and
sell in the market, praise the beauties of mountain and stream, eagles and
doves, and complain bitterly of injustice and betrayal. They didn’t have a
special language for prayer and another for everything else. One language
—business language, social language, street language, prayer language.

So I wasn’t entirely a newcomer to the world of translation, but the
translation I had done always had been in the immediate context of my
congregation, a local pastoral act getting the lived, colloquial quality of
these ancient Hebrew and Greek originals into the American words and
metaphors and syntax these people had been using all their lives.

Translating the Bible apart from the congregation that I was leading in
worship, teaching and preaching, was something that would never have
occurred to me.

Three months after that April 30, 1990, letter Jan and I made our
tentative decision to leave Christ Our King—the month of the “Wind
Words.” In the year that followed, the decision to leave was thoroughly



tested with numerous confirmations along the way. Our last Sunday was
July 21, 1991. It was turning out to be a good death.

We were nearing the end of our twenty-nine Christ Our King years.
Meanwhile letters continued to be exchanged between me in Maryland and
the editor in Colorado. Interest picked up on my part, knowing that I would
soon be free to take on this serious assignment if the editor continued to be
serious about it. The editor, soon to be my editor, made suggestions. I
provided drafts.

We met for the first time on August 27, 1991, at a daylong meeting in
Colorado with the NavPress staff and senior editor who had proposed the
translation. The editor had an impressive Dostoevsky beard, gray and
flourishing, that conferred considerable authority. After sixteen months of
saying a tentative maybe, Jan and I said yes to the proposed translation.
With that yes my work for the next year came into focus: I would translate
the New Testament and Psalms into “American.” In the process I would
discover that I again had a congregation.

From then on, between ourselves, in awe mingled with affection, Jan
and I referred to our editor as Fyodor. We would work together for the next
ten years, an intense collaboration that became The Message. In the process
a deep, enduring, and prayerful friendship was established.

And a bonus: we already had the gift of the appointment as pastor-
writer-in-residence at Pittsburgh Presbyterian Seminary for the academic
year 1991–92. It turned out to be a most congenial, hospitable, and God-
fearing place to do the translation.

Just as I had earlier discovered that I had been a pastor all my life
without knowing it, I now discovered that I had been a translator for a long
time without knowing it. As I set out to translate the New Testament and
eventually the Old Testament into contemporary American, I found that
most of the work had already been done. The translation, The Message,
grew from the soil of thirty years of pastoral work. Planted in the soil of my
congregation and community, the seed words of the Bible germinated and
grew and matured. When it came time to do the actual writing there in
Pittsburgh, I felt that I was walking through an orchard at harvest time,
plucking fully formed apples and peaches and plums from the laden
branches. There is hardly a page in the Bible, this lively revelation of God
in Christ, that I had not seen lived in some way or other by the men and



women, saints and sinners, to whom I was pastor—and then verified in my
neighborhood and culture.

I lived in two language worlds, the world of the Bible and the world of
Today. I had always assumed they were the same world. But my
congregation didn’t see it that way. So out of necessity I became a
“translator” (although I wouldn’t have called it that then), daily standing on
the border between two language worlds, getting the language of the Bible
that God uses to create and save us, heal and bless us, judge and rule over
us, translated into the language of Today that we use to gossip and tell
stories, give directions and do business, sing songs, and talk to our children.

And all the time those old biblical languages that I had spent several
years teaching in the seminary thirty years before, those powerful and vivid
Hebrew and Greek originals, had been working their way underground in
my speech, giving energy and sharpness to words and phrases, expanding
the imagination of the people with whom I was working to hear the
language of the Bible in the language of Today and the language of Today
in the language of the Bible.
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THE PHOTOGRAPH

We arrived in Pittsburgh in a Penske rental truck with a few housekeeping
goods and an old photograph. The first thing we did after unloading was
place the photograph on the kitchen table—a faded photograph curled at the
edges, mounted in a cheap dime-store frame. The face in the photograph
was my maternal grandfather, Andre Hoiland.

My grandfather Hoiland died twenty years before I was born, so I have
no memory of him. But by being given Hoiland as my middle name, I have
kept the name in circulation. I knew only two things about my grandfather.
He came to Pittsburgh in 1900 to work in the steel mills. When he had
saved up enough money, he returned to the family farm in Stevanger,
Norway, and brought his wife and nine children to America. This time he
bypassed Pittsburgh and continued by train to Montana, where some
Norwegian neighbors had immigrated to earlier. The second thing I knew
about him was that he told troll stories, stories that then continued to be
passed on and elaborated on by my storytelling aunts and uncles and
mother.

His photograph was on our table because we, like him, were in
Pittsburgh as a stopover in this transition interim in our lives. He was fifty-
eight years old when he arrived in Pittsburgh; I was the same age when I
arrived ninety years later. Most mornings, eating oatmeal cereal and rye
toast, Jan and I imagined what his life must have been like in the steel mills,
the huge shift from a farm overlooking a pristine Norwegian fjord to being
buried in the noise and heat and ugliness of mill work where three polluted
industrial rivers—Allegheny, Monongahela, Ohio—joined. Immersed in a
new language, separated from his children and wife—what was that like?

We were experiencing, though not so radically, some disorientation of
our own. The photograph on our kitchen table, flanked by salt and pepper
shakers, marked Pittsburgh as a historical site in our family—my
grandfather in Pittsburgh, a significant place of transition. We were not



complete strangers in Pittsburgh; my grandfather had slept there. But we
didn’t know exactly where in Pittsburgh or for how long (maybe two
years?).

But the troll stories spilled out details that kept us familiar with the
names and participants in a geography, immigration, and work that now
included us. Grandpa Hoiland left a heritage of storytelling in the family.
My uncles and aunts and mother told troll stories, embellishing the story
trove of their father. It was a treasure ample enough for us to get in on the
inheritance.

The basic Hoiland troll story from which all the troll stories developed
was of a troll named Skogen. It was adequately capacious to keep all the
family members together in a welcoming bouillabaisse of narrative.

When the Hoiland family immigrated to Montana, they brought Skogen
with them. Trolls are mischievous creatures, pranksters who delight in
playing tricks on people, but endearingly playful, tumbling and romping
like kittens and puppies. They are two to three feet tall and have a tail. It is
well documented in ancient runes that trolls are a uniquely Scandinavian
mutant of the basic human species. They are all over Norway and Sweden,
living in caves and other shelters, and usually, despite their
mischievousness, put up with by Norwegians. The Swedes, not nearly as
tolerant, treat them as pests.

When the Hoiland family left Norway, they knew they would never see
a troll again. The children clamored and begged their father to find a way to
bring Skogen, their favorite troll, with them. Papa Hoiland finally, but
reluctantly, gave in. But it would have to be clandestine. Nobody must
know. So they built a chest with breathing holes to keep him alive but
hidden on the voyage. They carried an enclosed bucket of lutefisk, the
national dish of Norway, to feed him. But there was a problem. Trolls,
playful and adorable as they are, stink. Trolls are elusive and mostly stay
out of sight. They are usually detected by their body odor. Four sons,
Reuben, Sven, Ernie, and Egil were assigned the responsibility of moving
the chest around the ship’s deck so that the troll stench would not attract
attention. Their strategy was to always keep it in position so that the wind
would blow any smell out to sea, away from where people were gathered.
They did a good job. They arrived in New York harbor with Skogen
undiscovered.



From New York they took the train to Montana. From the train station,
they hired a wagon to take them to the lake where some Norwegian friends
had preceded them and secured some lakeshore land. They camped there
until they could obtain housing. They opened the chest and released Skogen
from his cramped quarters. After all those weeks of confinement he simply
went wild, leaping and somersaulting, climbing trees and jumping into the
lake. He was the first troll ever in Montana, probably in the entire country.
But he was also an illegal immigrant, so they had to keep him out of the
way, which wasn’t all that difficult since he was naturally shy and reclusive.
But when it was just the family there, he had the run of the place and made
the most of it.

That was the basic Skogen story from which my grandfather’s
imagination developed an endless stream of troll stories, turning into a
complex mythology of tales that included all the brothers and sisters as they
became Americans. The distinction between the troll and my uncles and
aunts wasn’t always clear. Probably all the stories had some kernel of fact to
them, but in the telling and retelling, it was anybody’s guess what it was. By
the time I heard the stories from my mother and uncles and aunts, my
feeling was that every detail was true in some sense or other, but maybe not
factual. This was oral family history in which everyone participated as they
went along. By the time I became a father and grandfather, I had entered
into the mythmaking myself and was making free with embellishments of
my own.

“What’s that funny looking branch on that tree, grandpa?” I was sitting
with three of my grandchildren on the lakeshore about fifty feet from a
twelve-foot cliff that my children and now my grandchildren jumped from,
making cannonballs in the lake. A Rocky Mountain juniper grew at the
edge of the cliff, and one of its branches was bare and drooped with the
weight of some kind of diseased growth at the end of it—a thick round ball
of needles about ten inches in diameter. Seven-year-old Lindsay had asked
the question.

“That’s Skogen’s tail.”
“But how did it get there?” This was five-year-old Sadie.
Time for a new troll story. “When my grandparents arrived here from

Norway with their nine children and the troll Skogen, they found this place
on the lake—it looked just like Norway—and built a cabin. You know a few
Skogen stories. This is one of my favorites. You’ll remember that trolls are



mischievous and like to sneak up on people and play practical jokes.
Skogen was like all trolls that way. His tail was longer than most, and he
was very vain about it. He was forever grooming it and admiring its
reflection in the lake.

“But he had also picked up a bad habit since arriving in Montana. When
people were swimming in the lake, he would sneak up on them underwater
and bite off a toe, or a finger, or part of an ear. It wasn’t such a big thing,
and because they all loved Skogen so much and had so much fun with him,
they indulged him. All my aunts and uncles walked funny because of
missing toes. Uncle Reuben leaned back on his heels, like he was trying to
keep his balance with a strong wind at his back. Obese Aunt Ursala
shuffled. Uncle Egil listed to one side. My mother had only half an ear on
her left side, but most people didn’t know it because she kept it covered
with her hair.

“One Sunday after church my grandfather invited the preacher to come
and have dinner. After the chicken and dumplings, they all went for a swim.
Skogen was excited—all those toes in the water! But in his excitement at
having the preacher there, he got carried away and bit off the preacher’s leg
right at the knee.

“Well, that was too much. Skogen had gone too far. All my uncles and
aunts started chasing Skogen. He ran up onto the cliff and jumped into the
water. As he jumped, his tail got caught in the juniper tree and was ripped
off. Skogen got away, but his tail is still there, as you can see. Skogen was
very vain about his tail. To be seen without that tail would be too
humiliating—he just couldn’t bear it. So he has never been seen since. But
every once in a while you can smell him, just a whiff of troll stink, and so
we know he is still around. And every once in a while we would learn that a
guest who had been visiting, on returning home, would realize that there
was a toe missing.”

Lindsay, who got this started, said, “Grandpa, is that true? Does Skogen
really like body parts?”

“No, Lindsay, I just made it up.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
I did my best to reassure her. But it was a week before she would get

into the water, and then only with great caution.

 



Pittsburgh, with my grandfather’s photograph for company, marked the
transition from being a pastor with a congregation alive with stories to
being a professor of classrooms of students I didn’t know and who didn’t
know me. Later it would be primarily as a writer of books for a
congregation of readers whose faces I would never see, whose voices I
would never hear, reading books by a man they would never see or hear. I
thought my days as pastor were over. The loss was palpable. Like a death,
like I had left the still waters and green pastures of pastoral life (pastural
life?) for life in the desert. Jan and I were not at all reluctant to do this.
Energies were accumulating as we anticipated our new assignment. We
knew we couldn’t continue the rigors, both physical and emotional, of being
pastor to a congregation. All the same, we were aware that it would be a
transition involving both gain and loss.

The year in Pittsburgh provided the time, place, and community to
translate the New Testament and Psalms into The Message. As that work
was coming to completion, we were invited to join the faculty at Regent
College, Vancouver, Canada, and spent the next five and a half years there
teaching spiritual theology. Sam, the Pittsburgh Seminary president, with
his wife, Doris, had us for dinner in their home the evening before we set
out for Vancouver. He asked, “What will you miss most about not being a
pastor?”

“The intimacy, being a part of everyone’s story and having them be part
of ours. That daily blending of ordinary and salvation life, the conversations
that so often develop into prayers. This incredible company of friends
following Jesus. Creating forms of worship and hospitality that
unobtrusively subvert the secularity and individualism of the culture.”

I had never thought of it quite that way until I said it. But there it was.
Not entirely, of course. But I had grown up in a family of storytellers. I had
been a pastor in a community of storymaking. The text I lived by, the Bible,
was a long, deep immersion in a way of life that was rendered in story.

Story is a way of language in which everything and everyone is
organically related. Story is a way of language that insists that persons
cannot be known by reducing them to what they do, how they perform, the
way they look. Story uses a language in which listening has joint billing
with speaking. Story is language put to the use of discovering patterns and
meanings—beauty and truth and goodness: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In
the seemingly random and disconnected pieces of experience and dreams,



tasks and songs, promises and betrayals that make up daily life, words and
sentences detect and reveal and fashion stories in places of hospitality.
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DEATH IN THE DESERT

Unlike my grandfather, who, after collecting his family from Norway,
immigrated to Montana, when we left Pittsburgh the next day, Jan and I
went to Canada, across the continent all the way to Vancouver and Regent
College, where I was installed in the recently endowed James Houston
Chair of Spiritual Theology. On our arrival at the bed-and-breakfast we had
booked, our hostess greeted us with “Welcome to godless Canada, this
godforsaken desert.”

Undeterred by the gloomy welcome, we easily found West Point Grey
Church within walking distance, where we worshipped with a hundred or so
Christians each Sunday. And we soon discovered that we were only a
twenty-minute walk the other direction to the Spanish Banks, an extensive
sandy beach on English Bay. It didn’t take us long to establish our Sabbath
ritual: worship with the Christians in the morning; return to our apartment
and prepare a picnic lunch; then walk to the Spanish Banks, spread a
tablecloth on the sand, and eat our lunch in the company of the godless
Canadians.

In our thirty years of keeping Sabbath together we had simplified our
definition of Sabbath-keeping to three words: pray and play. On Sabbath we
would do nothing that was necessary, obligatory, “useful.” We would set the
day apart for the unfettered, the free, the unearned. Pray and play.

On our first Sunday lunch on the Spanish Banks, we were struck by the
vigor with which the Canadians participated in at least 50 percent of
Sabbath practice, these Canadians that our bed-and-breakfast hostess had
alerted us to as godless. They knew how to play. We had never been in the
midst of such a riot of play—ever. Frisbees sailing, kites flying, volleyballs
set up and spiked, kayaks and canoes and sailboats. Maybe we were being
introduced to a form of symbiotic Sabbath-keeping: we were helping one
another. Each Sunday Jan and I prayed in the morning to kick things off,
and the Canadians picked up where we left off and played all the afternoon.



The observation was more than playful. It provided a point of vantage
for noticing the trajectory of intentions that had been set in motion long
ago, now ripening into maturity. Our bed-and-breakfast friend’s use of
“godless” and “desert” to describe our new country revived an old memory.
When Jan and I were first married, we had talked seriously of dedicating
the last ten years of our working life by offering ourselves as missionaries
to a seminary in a third-world country. Now, after a month or so in Canada,
we realized that the third world we had intended to go to thirty years before
had come to us. The students with whom we were working were from
Zimbabwe, Kenya, South Africa, Brazil, Argentina, Korea, Japan,
Indonesia, India, Sri Lanka. Our student body was thoroughly international.
If we were in a godless country and a spiritual desert, we were missionaries.

 

But a godless country? A spiritual desert? Well, maybe. But that was
nothing new for us. We had started out as pastor and pastor’s wife to form a
Christian congregation in the 1960s, the decade of the funeral of God. The
death of God was written up in the obituaries of newspapers and periodicals
all over both Europe and North America. Pollsters were busy issuing
monthly reports on the precipitous drop in church attendance. There was
widespread panic, especially among pastors, at times verging on hysteria.

If God were dead, the church couldn’t be far behind. Life-support
systems were being proposed right and left to keep the church going.
“Relevance” became the mantra of choice. New forms of church
organization were proposed. Innovative strategies of public relations,
misnamed evangelism, were launched with impressive fanfare. Worship
was replaced by entertainment. Statistics trumped kerygma.

Didn’t these people, especially the pastors who were driving
ambulances with their sirens screaming from church to church, from
conference to conference, know anything about death? A good death?
Didn’t they remember Jesus’s words that “unless a grain of wheat falls into
the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much
fruit”?

 

The Negev in Israel is a barren, featureless, and seemingly endless stretch
of wilderness. There are no mountains, no rivers, no trees. Understandably,



it is not a popular destination for people who go to Israel to get a feel for the
biblical world. But that is why we were there, Jan and I, with a few friends,
to get a feel for the biblical world. We walked in the Negev for five days.
For the first day we didn’t see anything—there was nothing to see. And
then gradually, bit by bit, detail by detail, the emptiness of the desert began
to show us a fullness that we had not anticipated.

It was our guide who insisted on the walking. “You don’t get this by
taking pictures. You have to make the trip.” And the way you make the trip
is on foot. “You acquire the biblical story mostly through your feet, only
peripherally through your eyes and ears.” My friend Arthur introduced me
to the Spanish poet Machado’s line, “The way is made by walking.”

And so we walked—for five days. We walked through the landscape in
which our faith was formed. Abraham walked here and built altars. Isaac
walked here and dug wells. Moses walked here and herded sheep. We
walked and assimilated through our feet the obvious but slowly
comprehended realization that faith is formed on unimpressive ground,
among invisibles, with few distractions.

We took a bus north to the Galilee and resumed our walking. Another
five days of walking. We walked from village to village to village,
Capernaum to Bethsaida to Chorazin and back to Capernaum, the
“evangelical triangle” that served as the home base for Jesus’s preaching
and teaching. There is nothing left of these towns but ruins, but the ruins
show that they were small towns and probably not of any political or
historical significance since there are no ruins of forts or palaces.

It doesn’t take many days of walking through the Negev, that seemingly
godless and godforsaken desert, to realize that it might well be the least
propitious piece of geography on earth on which to form a people of God
that would “bless all the families of the earth.” And it doesn’t take long
while walking in the “steps of Jesus” in out-of-the-way Galilee to realize
that he chose to work with a few run-of-the-mill working-class people to
launch and live out the story that is the gospel, the good news that is the
kingdom of God.

 

Thirty years earlier, Pastor John of Patmos had supplied me with the
imagination that served as the ultrasound that identified my nascent
vocation as pastor. He continued to provide me with images that took the



sting out of “godless” and “death.” Godless Canada and America’s dying
church didn’t seem all that different from Abraham’s Negev and Jesus’s
Galilee. Robert Browning, one of our great poets, wrote a long and great
valedictory poem on John that he named “Death in the Desert.”

By this time we were used to godless and godforsaken, to death and
deserts. Jan and I had been living among the godless in godforsaken deserts
all our lives under the patronage of Pastor John of Patmos. Barth again:
“only where graves are is there resurrection.” We rather like the company.

Amen Yes.



AFTERWORD

Letter to a Young Pastor

Dear A—,
Your letter revives a wonderful memory—those years of vigorous

correspondence between your father and me. The last mention he made of
you in his letters was that you had “flunked churchgoing.” I urged him to
be patient. His death a year or so after that prevented me from knowing the
outcome but his patience must have paid off since here you are, ten years
later, not just back to “churchgoing” but for the last five years now pastor
of a church, or as you put it, “finding my way as a pastor.”

And yes, I would be honored to receive and respond to your letters, a
welcome sequel to the letters your father and I exchanged. But I am not
sure you can expect answers from me—think of it as something more like a
conversation between two friends who share this pastoral vocation on the
Way.

Your phrase “finding my way as a pastor” sets up resonance within me.
As I look back on a lifetime in the pastoral vocation what I remember most
is a kind of messiness: a lot of stumbling around, fumbling the ball, losing
my way, and then finding it again. It is amazing now that anything came of
it.

As we enter into conversation regarding just what goes into making up
a pastoral vocation, one thing that comes to mind is the uniqueness—being
a pastor is unique across the spectrum of vocations. Not better, not
privileged, not anything special, but unique in society as a whole, also (but
maybe not quite so much) unique in the company of the people of God. Not
much transfers from other vocational roles to who we are, what we do.

One aspect of that uniqueness is that we make far more mistakes in our
line of work than other so-called professionals. If physicians and engineers
and lawyers and military officers made as many mistakes in their line of
work as we do in ours, they would be out on the street in no time. It amazes
me still how much of the time I simply don’t know what I am doing, don’t
know what to say, don’t know what the next move is. The temptation in that



state of being is to determine to be competent at something or other.
Unfortunately, there are many “ways of escape” in which we can exercise
and develop areas of administrative or therapeutic or scholarly or
programmatic competences in the church and in so doing avoid the
ambiguity of being a pastor.

But I also had a sense much of the time (but not by any means
continuously) that “not knowing what I am doing” is more or less what it
feels like when I am “trusting in God” and “following Jesus.” The position
in which the church has placed us by ordaining us to this vocation means
giving witness to what we don’t know much about and can’t explain—living
into the mystery of salvation and holiness.

Here’s a Psalm phrase that has given me some helpful clarity in the
midst of the murkiness: “Blessed is the man who makes Yahweh his trust,
who does not turn to the proud, to those who go astray after false gods”
(Ps. 40:4). The “proud” for me in this context are those pastors who look
like they “know what they’re doing”—who are competent and recognized
as such, who have an honored position in society and among their
colleagues. And going “astray after false gods” amounts to living in
response to something manageable, turning my vocation into a
depersonalized job that I can get good at. I’m probably reading more into
this text than it warrants, but it has given me a couple of images (“proud”
and “astray”) that set off little alarm signals when I have sensed that I was
betraying or avoiding the uniqueness of pastor.

As I reflect with you on my fifty years in this pastoral vocation, it strikes
me right now as curious that I have almost no sense of achievement.
Doesn’t that seem odd? What I remember is all the little detours into
“proud” and “astray” that I experienced, the near misses, the staggering
recoveries or semirecoveries of who I was and what I was about. People
who look at me now have no idea how precarious it felt at the time, how
many faithless stretches there were.

In retrospect, I think that the two things that preserved the uniqueness of
pastor for me were worship and family. I knew in my gut that the act of
worship with the congregation every week was what kept me centered and
that it needed to be guarded vigilantly—nothing could be permitted to dilute
or distract from it. And I knew that family provided the only hope I had of
staying grounded, faithful, personally relational, in the daily practice of
sacrificial love.



Maybe those things as such don’t make pastor unique—everybody has
to deal with them. But our vocation is very public in what we do in relation
to God and a life of love. That public exposure opens up the possibilities of
either bluffing our way or constructing a way of life that is competent but
quite apart from trusting God or braving the intimacies of love. People
watch us. They see and are influenced either for good or bad by the
seriousness and reverence in which we order our response to God (the
showcase for this is Sunday worship); and they notice the way we live with
our families and friends—they see or don’t see forgiveness and grace,
blessing and patience in our body language, gestures, and offhand remarks.

The daily, inescapable reality is that in neither of these areas, worship
or family, are we in complete control. If we try too hard we end up being
self-conscious, substituting our ego and performance and reputation for the
very thing we are committed to doing.

Is that enough for a start? Even though we have never met personally,
because of my long friendship with your father, I feel we are part of the
same family, which, of course, we are. But also companions in finding our
way as pastors in this American culture that “knew not Joseph” and doesn’t
quite know what to make of us. That makes for lonely work. We need each
other.

The peace of our Lord,
 Eugene
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