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OUT TO PASTOR:  A NEWSLETTER FOR RETIRED PASTORS

Third Edition – October 2020   David S. Barnard, Editor
Advice:   (What I Wish I'd Known Then; What I’d Tell a Newly Ordained Pastor). 
FIND COLLEAGUES:  Ministry is lonely!  No one outside the pastorate really understands the role or the pressures it brings.  My advice would be to intentionally connect with other pastors in your community, getting to know each other in a personal way.   I found quickly that some pastors saw the others in town as competition, or just wanted to promote their own agendas, but the majority were sincere fellow servants striving to serve the Kingdom of God.  Most colleagues were more than willing to share with others on the journey, and often generous with support and helpful information about the community and the churches.     I was saved from some naïve missteps by the wisdom of older pastors over the years, and tried to pass that on to newcomers in my later years.   
One of the most humorous was from a seasoned pastor in the Village of Bath when I first moved there.  He walked around the streets with me to point out important locales.  As we walked through the older section of town, with grand, old homes from the earlier years of glory,  he pointed to them and said, “Just remember:   the folk who live in these houses are the true Bath-ites.  The rest of us are just Bath-erds!”   Words of hard-earned wisdom! 
Struggles:  (Speaking from Experience; Hard truths; What hurt?  What healed?
                             (Contribution from Cynthia Huling Hummel) 
 
Humor:     (My Most Embarrassing Moments; You’ve Got to Laugh;

                    Contribution from Jeff Kellam). 

KIDS’ SERMON MISS:  You know how everyone says to you as they leave church and shake your hand (after coughing into their right hand of fellowship), “That sure was a great children’s sermon! I got more out of that than your long, boring, political diatribe! Yep, the kid’s story sure was great!”   I thought, what is it that makes for such good children’s stories? Cute kids? Mouthy brats who make faces and wave at anyone who thinks they’re cute? No, it’s the object. As in, “object lesson.” 
 So one Saturday night as I was thinking up a sermon (just kidding, honest), I happened across a cute story about a little girl who enjoyed leaving shiny new pennies here and there for people to run across. I think the girl was Annie Dillard, but if it wasn’t, it sure sounds as if it were. She got a kick out of the sheer grace of an unexpected gift discovered serendipitously by passers-by, back in the days when people actually bothered to pick up a penny. She noted that some folks actually smiled, and the point was that those so gifted had no one to thank or pay back for the little gift.

 I was about to preach on grace, and thought that along with what Augustine, Calvin, Kierkegaard, the Niebuhr Brothers, and the Brothers Karamazov had said about grace, um, along with Jesus, of course, I’d get a roll of brand new shiny uncirculated pennies and leave one on this pew, that choir chair, this hymn rack, that spot on the carpet, etc. Then, in the sermon I would tell the Dillard story, speak again of unmerited grace, and worshippers would come up to me and say, “Look at this! You preached about shiny pennies, and look what I found right there in the pew!” Then I would respond, “Looks like you’ve been graced!” and they’d never forget that morning.

 Would have worked, too, if the eagle-eyed, all-too-efficient, penny-pinching ushers hadn’t gathered up every darned penny I had so carefully placed in the worship space early that morning.   “Hey, Jeff! Look what we found. Somebody must have spilled a whole roll of new pennies in the church. But don’t worry; I think we got the mess picked up before anybody got in there.” 

Inspiration:  (Scripture that Speaks to Me; Vital Faith Building; Spiritual Disciplines That Got Me Through).
 TRYING TO STAY CURRENT:  While I always have a book of theology or Biblical studies or church history going, I try to keep current by reading news (probably too much) and faith-based magazines.  Two of my long-time reads are Christianity Today, to get a somewhat more conservative perspective, and Christian Century, to get a bit more liberal outlook.   I don’t read either cover to cover, usually, but pick and choose what I think will be informative and inspiring.  I’d like to hear what others subscribe to just to broaden my input of new ideas and information.  
The Oct. 21 edition of Christian Century has an article by Barbara Brown Taylor, an author whose works I always find illuminating.  But this one speaks to us retired folk who get to  fill pulpits in area churches.  She says when she left parish ministry, she was surprised to find that “my preaching life was born again.”  She found the unique status of “guest preacher” to be enjoyable and challenging.  (I’d love to hear some of the stories you readers might share about this experience).   She has some advice to prepare that I’ve found important:  “Always ask questions.  Remember they love their pastor.  Don’t pretend to be something you’re not.”   She also shares that “The most surprising gift was the freedom to preach without fear of being fired - or, if not fired, at least roundly criticized with apparent relish.”    She says that freedom improves her sermons and helps make up for the difficulty of entering an unknown congregation, which leaves a lot uncertain.  Her comfort in the process comes from this:  “All those uncertainties unpack my bags until there are only a few things left:  a sacred text, a trust in the Spirit, an experience of being human, and the desire to bear good news.”   Sounds good to me!
Pastors’ Pet peeves:   (People Who Drove Me Nuts; Annoying Things People Say to Their Pastors). 
WEDDINGS:  Sure, I’ve performed weddings over the decades that warmed my heart and reflected the joy of Christian marriage.   But too many have left me feeling more like a rented figurehead just there to cover the legal and, maybe, spiritual concerns, but no more.  It’s quickly evident that these young lovers are mortgaging their future on thousands of dollars in flowers, photography, musicians, food, and favors, but the service itself is just a pesky requirement to get done as quickly as possible. 
In planning for the service, the give-away request is “Just keep it short and sweet.”   I always ask if they would like a particular scripture used;  the response is normally a blank look and mumbled, “Whatever you pick will be fine.”  (Is it cruel that, during the rehearsal, I almost always go through the order of service and say, “Next is my wedding sermon.  It won’t be over 45 minutes long tomorrow, so please try to look attentive!”   The shocked faces make it worth it!)  I could write a book about the wedding parties that arrived late, stashed flasks in their tux pockets and tried to be subtle about sneaking a sip, and those who asked if they could remove the pulpit and communion table so it “looks more open.”  
Certainly, I love the faithful couples who truly come to be united in Christian marriage, percentage of the requests that came over the years.    Any others have stories to share just to bring a smile to the rest of us?  Or ideas how to advocate for a deeper level of commitment in the entire process?  
Please Share this Newsletter and Your Input
Think about your own history and please email your wisdom and experiences to me at stanton69@zoominternet.net.   (Let me know whether to add your name and email, or to post yours anonymously).  I will edit as I think best.  Please use one of the categories above, or come up with more if you think it would be helpful! Please pass this along and invite other retired pastors to participate.  Your feedback on how to improve this effort is welcomed. 
To be added to the mailing list:  email me at stanton69@zoominternet.net  and ask to sign on.  To stop receiving these newsletters, just email and ask.  
SAD REALITY:   I honestly had no idea how mean church people could be.  It was a huge shock to me.  Living in the fishbowl of ministry in a small town was incredibly hard at times.  Everyone knew my business and I couldn’t protect my family from the constant scrutiny.  What healed?  Some folks came to me and apologized for their “meanness.”  I think, mostly, time is a healer- that, and my diagnosis of Alzheimer’s.  It sort of puts everything else in perspective.        















