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Foreword


If there is one piece of counsel for pastors that towers over all else in this book it is this: Failure is not the last word in a pastor’s life. But you can’t deal with it by yourself. The pastoral vocation is fraught with danger. The kingdom of God is under constant attack. Anyone in the thick of the action (which the pastor certainly is) needs a discerning friend. You can’t do this by yourself.


The precipitating event that resulted in the writing of this book was an unexpected and devastating failure. In the process of picking up the pieces of his failure, J.R. Briggs, a young pastor with promising credentials, became aware of just how widespread pastoral failures are in North America. As he looked around him and looked into what others were seeing, he became aware of the dimensions of pastoral failure, grimly underlined by the statistic that fifteen hundred pastors abandon their pastoral vocation every month because of either burnout or contention in their congregations. In the process of surveying the wreckage, licking his own wounds and listening to pastors tell their stories, he realized that the work of being a pastor is, by its very nature, fertile ground for the weeds of failure. But there is also a corollary: failure can serve as compost for enriching the pastoral vocation so that it brings forth thirtyfold and maybe even a hundredfold.


The stories and insights assembled and crafted in this book will go a long way in deconstructing what J.R. Briggs names the “golden calf culture of success,” probably the leading contributor to failure among North American church pastors. But he does far more than expose the blasphemy and silliness of the golden calf. Detail by detail he develops in us a pastoral imagination congruent with Jesus—unpretentious, sacrificial, modest, prayerful, obedient, present and bold. All of us who embrace the pastoral vocation need all the help we can get to discern and practice these essential qualities if we are to maintain the purity and focus of our pastoral identity.


While reading Fail I recalled the person used by God in my early years of becoming a pastor to rescue me from being seduced by the culture of the golden calf. It was fifty-five years ago. My rescuer was a priest, and I never did get to know his name.


I was new at this pastor business, with minimal experience—three years as an associate pastor at a large city church and recently assigned by my denomination to be the organizing pastor of a new congregation. The location was a small town, fast becoming a suburb of Baltimore. First Presbyterian Church, located in the center of the town, was landlocked, with minimal parking and no room to expand. They requested the denomination for help in organizing a sister congregation. I was given the job.


This was the 1960s, the decade of the “death of God.” Church attendance was diminishing all over the country. Starting new churches was one of the primary strategies for recovering momentum. Much was being written and many techniques suggested for providing a transfusion of evangelistic energy into a failing church. Anxiety, some of it verging on hysteria, pervaded the church’s leadership.


Those of us who had been assigned to develop new congregations felt the pressure to succeed. There was a lot at stake. And there was no lack of experts on the sidelines telling us precisely what to do to stanch the flow of blood and get the church back on its feet again.


Previous to this, my favorite text describing church, a text preached by every pastor who showed up in our small town, was “You are beautiful as Tirzah, my love, comely as Jerusalem, terrible as an army with banners” (Song 6:4). But in my present circumstances, the air filled with statistical gloom and desperate attempts to repackage our image to appeal to the secularized expectations of a “generation that knew not Joseph,” the eroticized, lissome Tirzah and the terrible-as-an-army-with-banners had been scrapped and replaced with fresh imagery provided by American business. When I wasn’t looking, my vocation as pastor was being relentlessly diminished and corrupted.


This was the Americanization of the congregation. Each congregation was turned into a market for religious consumers, an ecclesiastical business run along the lines of advertising techniques and organizational flow charts, and then energized by impressive motivational “vision statements.”


For about a year I had been attempting to internalize and understand the direction of the leaders in “congregational renewal” who, in their writings and seminars, were orienting me in my new work of organizing a congregation. I had booked a flight to Los Angeles to attend one of these seminars. Luckily I had forgotten to pack the latest must-read book by one of the accredited gurus. I saw a book title in the airport bookstore that caught my eye, and I bought The Diary of a Country Priest to stand in as a substitute for my assigned guru. I had never heard of the author, Georges Bernanos. I bought it simply on the strength of the title.


I was a new pastor in my first congregation. The priest writing this diary was also in his first appointment. We were the same age, thirty years. I anticipated finding a companion in what for both of us was new territory as novices in a complex vocation. We had a lot to learn. There were, of course, considerable differences. He was French and a Catholic priest; I was an American and a Protestant pastor. He lived in a country village in celibacy on the edge of poverty; I lived in a fairly affluent suburb with a wife and new daughter. His parish was centuries old with a proper chapel in which to worship; my congregation, such as it was, worshiped in the basement of my home.


I assumed I was reading the actual diary of an actual priest. Something about the Diary caught my imagination almost immediately. The simplicity of this priest’s life, the care he took to understand and care for his parishioners, the deep loneliness he endured, the incomprehension with which he was treated by the established priests in his presbytery, the daunting task that I had entered into of forming a congregation out of these thirty to forty misfits in my neighborhood, my own fear of not fitting in and failing.


Upon arriving in Los Angeles eight hours later, I knew I had made a fast friend.


On the return trip to Baltimore three days later I reread the Diary. I continued to be gripped by the story. The discernments involved in following Jesus, worked out in conditions of poverty and humiliation, struck me with a depth of authenticity and gospel obedience that I hardly imagined possible.


I later learned that the book was a novel. I read it again. Fiction though it is, there is not a false note in it—every sentence rings true. Through numerous rereadings it has permeated my imagination and has become a major defense against the golden calf. For me it is a major witness to the nuances and subtleties involved in following the actual, revealed Jesus in a culture that has installed religious conventions and fantasies in place of the real thing.


The words the country priest wrote in his diary as he was dying strike most readers as accurate: “Grace is everywhere.”


The stories told by Georges Bernanos in Diary of a Country Priest and by J.R. Briggs in Fail are stories that place experienced failure in a redemptive and hopeful context, in an extensive biblical and local community context. Once we get started, our imaginations, at least mine, keep adding stories: what David experienced in the betrayals of first Ahithophel (Ps 55), then Absalom (Ps 3) and later Mephibosheth; what Jesus experienced in the denials of Peter and the betrayal of Judas. Accounts of misunderstanding and betrayal and failure, whether perceived or actual, are threaded through the fabric of kingdom living—which makes the counsel of these witnesses, whether fictional or actual, life giving. Fail is not the last word. “Grace is everywhere” is the last word.


Eugene H. Peterson


Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Theology


Regent College, Vancouver












Introduction


THE F-Word






But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.


2 Corinthians 12:9






The spiritual journey is not a career or success story. It is a series of humiliations of the false self that becomes more and more profound.


Thomas Keating, The Human Condition
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I am hopeful and disillusioned about the future of the church. I’ve asked dozens of pastors and church leaders to describe the lowest point in their ministry. Too often the answer is “Right now.” A few have even said rhetorically, “When has it not been a low point?” As I survey the landscape of churches, I see an overwhelming amount of lonely, wounded and discouraged pastors whose souls seem to be on life support. The thought jolts me, Is this what Jesus had in mind for pastors—a life absent of joy and peace, and with omnipresent stress and emotional hardship?


A few years ago I was deeply frustrated about being a pastor. More specifically, I was discouraged by the assumed requirements of becoming a “successful” pastor. In the midst of the frustration I had an idea. It was counterintuitive—and slightly satirical—but I could not shake it. After a few days of reflection, I opened my laptop, wrote out my thoughts and posted it on my blog:


I’ve been to my fair share of church conferences in the past decade. Some have been helpful. Most have not.


The process is similar at just about every conference: thousands of dollars are put into marketing budgets, glossy fliers and paying significant honoraria to the top Christian leaders in the country—recognized by the size of their congregation’s weekend attendance—to come and share how their church got to be so large, innovative and attractive. The programming at these conferences is flawless and the presentations are perfect—but for attendees, the drive home is crappy.


I’m a big supporter of learning from wise women and men who have led their congregations well. But it seems the vast majority of pastors who’ve attended these conferences walk away feeling guilty, insecure or like utter failures. Attendees can often feel like they can’t possibly relate to the speakers on the platform. It can breed insecurity and comparison.


Or, maybe worse, we walk away thinking we’ve found the silver bullet, the key concept or the perfect model that we can take back home and implement on Sunday. We’ve been convinced the key method/approach/model/style will solve the problem of why our church isn’t doubling in attendance every three and a half months. Sometimes conferences for pastors and church leaders slowly and persuasively convince me that I—we—are the head of our church. Last I checked, Jesus is still the head of it.


What if there was an Epic Fail Pastors Conference (with the tag line of the event: “Where leaders put their worst foot forward”)? I’m convinced the church needs something like this.


Within a few hours of its posting, my phone began ringing and my email inbox began to fill at a significant rate. Within just a few weeks I had received thousands of blog hits and hundreds of emails, phone calls and text messages from pastors and church leaders across North America, each speaking with a sense of urgency about the dire need for a conference like I had suggested. I was astounded by the response. In almost a decade of posting hundreds of thoughts on my blog, nothing I had written had received this level of attention.


I had unintentionally touched a nerve. Pastors need safe and intentional spaces in which to talk about their failures, identity and mistakes. Yet there is little opportunity. Numerous individuals made commitments to do whatever it took to turn this idea into a reality. A few friends and I began to dream about whether this idea might actually be a worthy pursuit. Did we have enough courage to host an event like this, something completely counterintuitive from other ministry conferences? And if we did, would anyone show up to an event on failure?


Hosting a Conference on Failure


Inevitably, we decided to pull the trigger. I formed a team to help create an authentic and honest space for pastors to discuss what most had thought about but few were actually talking about. We wanted to give much-needed space to process our own stories of failure and see how the waters of the gospel cut through the canyons of our brokenness.


We hosted the first Epic Fail Pastors Conference in my community of Lansdale, Pennsylvania, a small suburb on the north side of Philadelphia. No glossy fliers. No big marketing budget. We called our presenters “Experts on Failure.” In order to keep costs low we couldn’t pay our speakers. No large arena with stadium seating. Instead, we rented an old, locals-only, hole-in-the-wall bar where the beer is cheap and the food is even cheaper. We were told the building was originally a church, but years ago it failed. The building was later sold to an Elks Lodge, who then sold it to a local businessman who turned it into a bar. Pool tables replaced pews. Beer signs replaced stained-glass windows. Profanity-laced rap songs at a teeth-rattling volume replaced soothing hymns accompanied by an organ. Considering the nature of the event, the location seemed perfect.


We wanted pastors and former pastors to tell stories, reflect, pray, listen, eat meals slowly, connect with others and take Communion together. The goal was not to celebrate success, yet we were not looking to celebrate failure either. Our goal was simply to celebrate faithfulness in ministry (regardless of the outcome), to highlight our need for grace and to acknowledge Jesus as the foundation of all we do in ministry and in life.


We anticipated a raw but hope-filled event—and it was. A friend encouraged me to keep this passage from 2 Corinthians 4 as the foundation of our time:


But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may also be revealed in our mortal body. So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you. (vv. 7-12)


A few verses later:


Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal. (vv. 16-18)


Deep in my bones I was convinced many pastors wrestle with thoughts of failure—and yet few are willing and able to talk about it. We knew it would be a risk to host an event to help pastors develop a robust theology of failure, but we sensed it was worth the risk of failure to do so.


Looking back, it is easy to remember the maddening process of trying to plan a conference on failure. It is filled with second-guessing, incessant questioning of one’s own motives and seemingly endless Catch-22 situations. What if we plan this conference on failure and four people sign up? Did we succeed because we failed at an epic failure conference? Or what if ten thousand people sign up? Would I be a sellout and a hypocrite by pulling off an extremely successful conference on failure? It was almost enough to make me lose my mind. Can you imagine the headline: “Epic Fail Pastors Conference Canceled Due to Low Registration”? Could we recover from such irony? A first-time, low-budget conference on failure held in a failed-church-turned-bar in a suburb of Philadelphia that is anything but a tourist destination seemed like a large enough risk.


We had originally thought that it would be a small, regional event. We were surprised that people traveled from seventeen states—some not knowing many of the details, but knowing deep down they had to attend.


During the final session of the conference, a pastor named Collin raised his hand and said, “Thanks so much for providing a space like this. It was totally worth the time, energy and effort to be here. I hope you do it again. If you do, I’ll be back.” The statement was affirming. But what made the statement significant is that Collin lives in Australia. I asked him why he would travel literally to the other side of the world to talk about failure with pastors. His response was saddening: “I can’t find anyone in my province who is willing to talk honestly about failure and ministry. I can’t even find anyone on my continent. This was the only space I could find.”


Initially, all the buzz and attention was encouraging, and yet it grieved me deeply—clear evidence there is a lack of safe space for pastors. What would inspire someone to fly halfway across the globe to talk about failure? Why would a pastor drive 1,200 miles by himself to spend three days in a bar? Why would a pastor be so afraid to address failure he felt he had to tell his elders his was going “on vacation” as cover for attending, believing his elders would be upset?


I realized there should be dozens of these types of conferences for pastors across the country. I was not hoping for all the attention. All I was trying to do was find a place to appropriately process my fear of and experience with failure with other courageous people. Because I could not find such a space, we sought to create one ourselves. And somehow, to our great relief, people showed up.


People shared their stories and struggles with refreshing courage. They opened up about their battles with depression and suicidal thoughts, their terror of failure and their broken hearts over a failed church nine years prior. They shared how dry, lost and alone they felt. I looked at my watch. We were seventeen minutes in and people were standing up telling complete strangers stories of pain, loss, fear and deep wounds. Seventeen minutes. There were no superstars, no impressive videos, no greenrooms and no lanyards. There were no vendors pushing their products, no book tables to purchase conference resources and no announcements from sponsors. All I could think was, We are on to something here.


No one left impressed that we put on a stellar performance during the conference. Pastors told us they experienced the undeniable presence of God in the room. This gritty bar had become a sacred space, marked with courageous admissions, powerful times of worship and significant healing.


At the end of the event, pastors wrote down their thoughts on index cards:




	My resistance to vulnerability is feeding my deepest shame.


	Epic Failures make for good Pastors.


	Facing and embracing failure is the most successful thing I can do.


	The gospel is enough . . .


	In my shame, I see God identifying with me.


	I’m not giving up on vulnerability.





The event culminated in a time of sharing Communion. We reveled in its mysterious power: the broken body and spilled blood of Jesus, given so that a broken world could be made whole again. We communed—with God and each other—handing out loaves of bread and glasses of wine. We invited people into extended and unrushed conversations with those around their tables about what God was doing in their journey through their brokenness. “Finish the loaves,” we told them. “Bottoms up on the wine. Linger and talk and pray until it’s all gone.” There was laughter and prayer and tears and refills. It was, as one retired pastor put it, “a kiss from God on our bruises.”


Confession. Humility. Healing. Hope. Jesus. It was, by God’s grace, a success.


Our team has hosted and facilitated several Epic Fail Pastors events in different places throughout the country—and we continue to do so—each one similar yet beautifully messy and noticeably unique. We continue to hear stories laced with painful pasts, look into the eyes of exhausted leaders, see the sagging shoulders of discouragement and listen to the desperate longings for deep repair. We know there are many other pastors who would benefit from intentional spaces and sacred conversations to process failure outside the context of an Epic Fail Pastors event, which is why I am convinced a book like this needed to be written.


Expectations for a Book on Failure


Why write a book on failure and ministry? Because ministry is fertile ground for failure, and failure is fertile ground for ministry. Other pastors are feeling what you are feeling, wrestling with what you are wrestling with and trying to stumble in the direction of grace. We desperately need a robust theology of failure, something almost entirely absent from the language and psyche of many pastors today. As Paul David Tripp wrote, we must realize the mirrors of ministry success that we are looking into are not accurate and are much more like the curved mirrors at a carnival that distort and mislead us away from who we really are.1 Breakdowns often lead to breakthroughs—and sometimes failure can be the very thing that provides the breakthrough we need to experience true ministry.


Throughout the book I am going to share stories of wounded pastors. The stories are real, but most of the names have been changed due to the sensitive nature of the topic. I hope you will find a sense of solidarity and connection with these pastors and their stories. My desire is that this book will help you to ruthlessly preach on a daily basis the same gospel to yourself that we so consistently and passionately preach to others. I hope the fullness of grace meets the fullness of truth in your life through the context of failure.


Relatively speaking, our failures and sufferings in North America are minuscule compared to what many of our brothers and sisters around the world experience every day. There are thousands who are persecuted in various oppressive ways because of their trust and faith in Jesus. While our failure and wounds are significant, it is important that we keep them in perspective as we explore this topic in our context.


I refuse to be pithy in my approach to such a significant topic. This will not be filled with moaning and groaning, complaining and sulking. And I hope you do not find a tone of cynicism. (Who wants to spend time reading about that?) Yes, deep pain and severe wounds are real, but I want raw truth and stalwart hope to spill out onto the pages.


This is not a book about how to learn from our failure so we will not fail again. Nor do I offer ways to become even more successful climbing the ministry ladder. You will find no surefire answers or fail-proof methods. The focus is to encourage, support and help those who have experienced—or fear experiencing—failure and are in need of a perspective on grace and the hope of a recovery. At the end of the book I’ve included study questions for personal processing or group discussion. I’ve also provided additional resources to further your learning and processing.


In addition, this book will probably disappoint you. In all likelihood I will fail in writing a book about failure. The topic of failure and ministry is so vast I cannot possibly cover every topic, emotion or situation in one book, regardless of its length. Some failures are on a systemic level; others are on a personal level. Some failures are tragic and devastating; others are smaller and less discernible. Some failures are moral; others are merely practical. Plumbing its depths is nearly impossible.


While the systemic nature of the failure of denominations, organizations and leadership within the North American church will be addressed briefly, the bulk of this book deals with the personal feelings and effects of failure—whether real, perceived or claimed—in the lives of pastors and Christian leaders. This is not to say that the systemic issues of church culture should not be addressed; assuredly, they have been and will continue to be confronted. There are writers much more wise and insightful than I who challenge these systemic failures, but this is not such a book.


My qualification to write on this topic comes from firsthand experience in ministry failure as well as deep-seated fear of failing as a pastor. Too often I forget the grace and good news Jesus offers, which is the very reason I need it daily. It’s also the reason I needed to write a book on this topic.


I will not offer a formula for avoiding or an equation for recovering from ministry failure. What I am after is communicating that failure is the crucible of character formation. While my primary audience is pastors, the book is intended to also relate to Christian leaders in a variety of contexts: church, parachurch, nonprofits, Christian institutions, mission organizations and so forth. I give you permission to grieve, reflect or rejoice in whatever appropriate expression it may take. I want to give you tools to work through significant issues in order to come out the other side with restored hope.


As I write, I am not trying to slap a Band-Aid on your wounds or throw a few Bible verses your direction in order to make the pain go away. Wounds are serious. They should be handled tenderly and should not be taken lightly. I will refrain from quick answers and easy solutions. I want to abstain from initiating feelings of guilt and shame for what you have or have not done. I want to avoid communicating a works-based gospel. Instead, I want to provide grace-oriented opportunities to lean into the arms of our Father.


May this book be soothing ointment to your heart and healing salve to your soul.









1


Failure


The Trigger of Our Biggest Fears






We are fools for Christ, but you are so wise in Christ! We are weak, but you are strong! You are honored, we are dishonored! To this very hour we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally treated, we are homeless. We work hard with our own hands. When we are cursed, we bless; when we are persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we answer kindly. We have become the scum of the earth, the garbage of the world—right up to this moment.


1 Corinthians 4:10-13






To the degree you face and name and deal with your failures as a leader, to that same extent you will create an environment conducive to growing and retaining productive and committed relationships in ministry. Sometimes the quickest path up is down, and likewise, the surest success comes through being honest about failure.


Dan Allender, Leading with a Limp
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My Story


Growing up I attended a well-respected, private Christian high school in a city known for its rich history and academic prestige. I was a three-sport athlete—including an all-state selection in basketball. I was awarded one of three leadership scholarships at a reputable Christian college in the Midwest. Shortly after graduating from college, my wife and I married and moved to Colorado Springs to work for a Christian publishing company. This position allowed me to interact closely with Christian leaders and authors. Fresh out of college, I had access to people and opportunities I never thought I would have.


After a few years I was hired to pastor a group of twentysomethings/young adults at the second largest church in Colorado Springs, the evangelical Vatican. I was cutting my teeth among a growing, vibrant group of young adults, and seeing numerical growth and momentum under my leadership. Additionally, I had written three books before I turned twenty-eight.


A few years later Gary, the senior pastor of a megachurch in the Philadelphia area, introduced himself to me and asked if I might be interested in starting an alternative service geared toward those in a post-Christian context (mostly younger adults), similar to what I was currently doing in Colorado Springs. Gary told me he was going to retire in a few years and was looking to groom a young pastor to replace him. I was surprised and honored, but told him I was uncertain I was interested in such a ministry position. He did not waver and encouraged me to join his staff, promising to build into me and mentor me. My wife, Megan, and I sensed what we believed to be God’s direction to leave Colorado and move to Philadelphia to join this almost three-thousand-member church to develop a new alternative ministry from the ground up and be mentored by a respected and experienced pastor.


Though we moved to a place where we knew no one, we quickly encountered the sky-high expectations that were placed on us. It was a difficult transition to the culture of the area, trying hard to stave off feelings of loneliness and attempting to carefully navigate the burden of unarticulated expectations.


Concurrent to starting this new ministry, I was asked to preach three or four times in that first year. I had never preached to crowds of almost three thousand people—let alone a room larger than three hundred—but for whatever reason, God’s favor was on my teaching and the response from the church was affirming. Due to some severe health issues Gary was experiencing, as well as other organizational factors within the church, I was asked to preach more regularly—often in stretches of two to three Sunday mornings per month. Many saw a trajectory of me eventually becoming the senior pastor. I was seen as the heir apparent (some staff members called me “the Golden Boy,” which I resented). Because of the sense of inevitability, I felt immense pressure to succeed. I enjoyed teaching and other additional opportunities, but it was quite unsettling.


One Sunday morning between services I walked back to my office to collect my thoughts before preaching again in a few minutes. A well-meaning couple stopped me in the hallway and gushed about my teaching. With all the sincerity and earnestness they could muster, they told me something I will not soon forget: “We just know that you are going to be the next Andy Stanley.” I respect Andy Stanley greatly. I am grateful for his ministry. But I was stunned. Is that what people expect me to be? I wondered. I could never live up to that. Can’t I just be me? If I don’t become the next Andy Stanley, will people be deeply disappointed? I thanked them, quickly headed to my office and shut the door. My mind and heart raced with fear, anxiety and a deep awareness of the expectations others were placing on me. I was scared.


Over the next several months my wife and I came to a clear awareness that becoming a senior pastor of a megachurch was not the calling God had on my life. A few months later Gary and the elders were involved in a messy struggle. After twenty years of ministry he left, causing confusion, anger and hurt within the congregation.


In the midst of the mess Megan and I found that things were different than what we had been told during the initial interview process. The elders asked that I attend the next elder meeting and shared what next steps might look like for the church now that Gary was gone. During that meeting they asked if I had anything I wanted to share. I shared that it might be difficult to hear, as I knew that Gary was grooming me to become his successor, but I was not interested in taking the position.


They looked puzzled and asked me to clarify what I meant. I told them what Gary had told me: how the elders had asked him to, in essence, find his successor and train and equip that person to be ready to take over the leadership role of the church when he retired. The room fell awkwardly silent. One elder spoke up and said incredulously that what I had shared was the first time they had heard of such a thing regarding this succession plan.


What? Are you serious? I thought. Then how was I hired? My mind was racing. Completely humiliated, I asked for an explanation. The elders stated that according to the bylaws of the church Gary did not have the authority to pick his successor—the elders alone choose the senior pastor. An associate pastor told me later that had the hiring process been the decision of the other senior leaders on staff, I never would have been hired, but they had nothing to do with it. It was entirely Gary’s decision.


It felt like a punch in the stomach. We had moved away from our friends, our home and our church in Colorado to be mentored by a pastor in the Philadelphia area, believing it was God’s call on our lives. The senior pastor was no longer there, the vision of the church was changing significantly, and we were left wondering if we had a part to play moving forward. Being told by some remaining senior leaders of the church they would not have hired me had it been their choice pushed Megan and me over the edge. We were beside ourselves as we began to hear new details not disclosed to us during the hiring process. We felt deceived. Megan was so deeply affected she could no longer attend Sunday services.


During this time Megan and I also found out that we were unable to conceive. Infertility left a searing wound on our hearts—and it was personal for me: test results revealed I was “the problem.” Infertility dug wells of grief deep into our hearts that continued to overflow. Because we had moved to a new part of the country where we hardly knew anyone, we grieved alone. Through disbelief, grief, anger, shame and back to disbelief again, we carried this burden of infertility by ourselves—and it was wearisome.


As the events at the church compounded, we knew we no longer fit within the future vision of this church. The new vision set by the remaining leaders of the church, in addition to the erosion of trust, was all that we could bear. Before moving east we had thought seriously about planting a church. We had almost joined friends in a church-planting initiative in Asia, but instead we believed God called us to this large church in the Greater Philadelphia region. Now, fully aware of the turmoil, we began to sense we were being released to plant a church in the region. We approached leadership hopeful that, despite the pain, hurt and misunderstanding, they would send us out to plant a church with their blessing. We were certain this was God’s next assignment for us. The leadership of the church, however, was certain it was not. They told us—quite adamantly—that we were not to do this and that it would be sin to pursue church planting in the region.
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