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EXPAT:

Leaving the USA for Good

Bruce H. Joffe

This book is dedicated to my children, Jonah and Jen, for theirs is the future in a complex, changing, and (sometimes) conspiratorial world.

Also by Bruce H. Joffe:


My Name Is Heretic: Reforming the Church, from Guts to Glory



The Gospel According to Facebook: Social Media and the Good News

Personal PR:

Public Relations and Marketing Tips that Work to Your Advantage

Square Peg in a Round Hole A Hint of Homosexuality?

Gay and Homoerotic Imagery in American Print Advertising

The Scapegoat

"Perhaps there was something 'rotten in Denmark,' in his own life, or in the life of his society and it smelled. Maybe it was more than just dull; perhaps Abraham felt as if he was caught in a cesspool. Or perhaps his old life was oppressive, constrained, hemmed in. Perhaps it was filled with unnecessary social misery. Maybe he felt so hemmed in that, sometimes, he couldn't even breathe. Or perhaps his old life was filled with yearning, an ache for something more. Yearning for another land, another way of being. That feeling of perhaps being full, but still hungry.

"Are we going to remain in the world of the dull, the repetitive, the same ole, same ole ... or are we, like Abraham, going to respond to that voice that invites us to leave our old way of being and enter a life beyond convention and our domestications of reality? The voice speaks of promise to us, 'I will show you a better way, a better country.'"

Marcus Borg

Days of Awe and Wonder

Obviously, these are just my personal observations and some may be skewed or faulty. Nonetheless, we believe ourselves better off now because of these differences that teach us to value the customs of one country – and its culture – even when compared to another.

Please note that the information shared here is based on our own experiences and observations ... which take into account the province, city, and village where we live.

I share this to be helpful in planning, not contentious, and appreciate your open-minded understanding.
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PREVIEW:
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Greener Pastures?

“At your age, isn’t it about time that you stopped moving around from place to place, seeking greener pastures? Why can’t you just stay put and settle down somewhere ... ?”

With words like these, I have been challenged by people I know – who assume they know me – about the nomadic quality that apparently defines my quixotic travels, seeking and reaping fullness in life.

# # # # #
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I came of age in New York City, graduating secondary school and then earning my Bachelor’s degree at a state university on Long Island. Excelling at Spanish, I worked at a veterinary hospital and in a supermarket to afford spending the summer following my high school graduation – and, later, much of my undergraduate studies – in Spain.

Back in the States, I served (briefly) as an interpreter at the United Nations and then as a public school Spanish teacher. During those years, I earned a Master’s degree in Education and a Ph.D. in Business Communication.

My salary no longer was earned by teaching Spanish, but by working as a college professor ... a public relations specialist ... and a writer/actor on several daytime soap operas.

In between, I studied theology at a Northern Virginia seminary.

Later, I met my partner in life, with whom I have been blessed for more than 25 years now. We moved from my former residence to a charming townhouse nearby. As my earnings increased and investing in real estate beckoned as a road to financial security, we sold the townhouse and moved into larger quarters where we lived for several years, until we decided to downsize and move to an upscale townhouse—still in Manassas, Virginia.

[image: ]

The combination of 9/11 and watching too much HGTV convinced us to sell our Washington-area townhouse and take on a major renovation of an historic property in Mount Jackson, a town in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley. As CEO of my company and a faculty member of the state university system – combined with the expansive possibilities of the Internet – “place” no longer was as important as “possibilities.”

Professional potential took us from Virginia to Wisconsin ... from Wisconsin to Jacksonville, Florida ... from Jacksonville back to Staunton, Virginia, in the Shenandoah Valley ... and then onto “retirement” in Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin.

I continued to teach (online) and preach from a progressive pulpit.

# # # # #
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Fast forward digression ...

About ten years ago, we purchased a small “vacation bolt” in a typical town in southern Spain, where we’ve spent months each year enjoying a different way of life. Last year, we added a property in Portugal where we now live—about a six-hour drive, door-to-door, from our home in Spain.

On March 25, 2018, we departed our country of birth to live in another.

We no longer reside in the USA, but divide our time now between our primary house in Lousa, Castelo Branco, Portugal and our home-away-from-home in southern Spain. Yet we still are citizens of the United States and care (cringe?) deeply about what's happening there. And we have chosen — deliberately — not to be barraged day and night with all the atrocities, crimes, and conflicts of the Trump administration which had divided the country, estranged families, stolen from the people, alienated us from our allies, poisoned our environment, and brought us
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time and again to the brink of unthinkable disasters and carnage.

# # # # #
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My heart continues to cry for the beloved country and I will express disgust and rage at those who purportedly represent us but actually profit and privilege from their perches.


No, I don’t regret the moves we made.



All things considered, our lives have been enriched by knowing people from all walks of life throughout the United States and around the world. Social media conveniently bring many together, enabling us to cross-pollinate the people and places we’ve known over the past 50+ years: John Bowne High School classmates, SUNY Stony Brook alumni, and dearly beloved friends in Manassas, Mt. Jackson, Staunton, Racine, Jacksonville, Sturgeon Bay, Spain, and Portugal.

We now face challenges of a different sort here in Portugal, the world's third most peaceful country (following Iceland and New Zealand) and, reportedly, the friendliest one—especially to expats.

In essence, we must start from scratch – finding friends, doctors, dentists, veterinarians, hair cutters, food, and our way around – all in a language we don't yet speak or quite understand. We need to learn how to slow down, how to enjoy the simplest pleasures of life, and to trust that tomorrow will bring its own promises and priorities.

Thank you for taking part in our journey. After all, it’s not the destination – but how we get there – that matters most.
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Getting Going
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“Get going, already,” motioned the young couple who had purchased our house in Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin, and were waiting, eagerly, for us to depart from what was now to be their new home.

In addition to our house, they had bought a good deal of our furniture –– as well as my favorite toy, an all-wheel drive Jaguar.

We had disposed of most of our possessions and keepsakes.

Except for the contents of one 8 x 8 x 20 foot shipping container filled with an assortment of “household goods” and our beloved artwork, collected and curated together over 25+ years together (plus not too few U-Haul "wardrobe" boxes filled with blankets, comforters, bed linens, towels, and other household goods that we'd purchased for donation to the needy in Portugal—especially victims of the fires), everything else we owned, including Russ’s Jeep Grand Cherokee, had been sold, gifted to loved ones, or donated to nonprofit charities.

Turning back one last time to wave a final good-bye, I realized that we had divested much, if not most, of the content comprising our life in the United States, as we prepared to make the one-way journey to Portugal with our three dogs, three large suitcases, and two allotted carry-on bags containing computers, passports, and other essentials. Over the past ten years, we had been fortunate and privileged to own “vacation bolts” in Spain and/or Portugal, and to travel there once or twice annually,

enjoying a month to six weeks during each visit.

But this time would be different.

It wasn’t a visit. We’d be staying, not returning. One-way, not round-trip, tickets.

This was the first time we were traveling with our dogs, three miniature schnauzers, who’d accompany us in the cabin on the three flights taking us to our new home: Green Bay > Chicago, Chicago > Philadelphia, and
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Philadelphia > Madrid (where we would rent a car large enough to transport our family and assorted paraphernalia on the four-hour drive to our property in Lousa, a tiny town on the outskirts of Castelo Branco, the nearest major metropolis to the Spanish border).

Endlessly, we had talked about living in Europe alongside other the expats – from the UK and the Netherlands, Australia, Canada, Sweden and elsewhere – who had become part and parcel of our family and circle of friends in Spain and, later, in Portugal.

But they were European Union nationals. Different rules applied to them than applied to us. Even the Brits, though fearful of potential consequences their “Brexit” might cause, were convinced they would never be forced to leave the countries to which they had emigrated. Certainly, protections and provisions would be included in the terms and conditions negotiated during the UK’s exit from the EU.

For our part, we loved the lifestyle we lived in Spain and Portugal. Life was easier (or easy-going) and slower there. Far cheaper, too. And healthier. We walked rather than drove most days; typically, we ate less but healthier; and we drank far more red wine. As a “mañana mentality” took hold, we felt far less stressed and much more liberated. All in all, our quality of life greatly surpassed our cost of living.


Yet ...



Visits and vacations are different from full-time living and residence. So, we dawdled, too comfortable in our intimacies and surroundings to actually make such a major move.

Perhaps it was the regular, routine Social Security payments I had worked a lifetime to earn. More probably, however, the political changes – first subtle, then crassly overt – which had changed the climate of our country, provided the real motivation for us to get going and relocate.
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# # # # #
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Since my public school days, I’d seen a president assassinated, the murder of his assassin, and the death of his assassin’s assassin ... all reported by the media, often “live” on our black and white TVs;

Later, I saw that same president’s brother assassinated as he, too, campaigned to become our country’s number one man;

I’d seen a Democrat – from Texas yet! – inherit the presidency, but decide not to seek another term because we had become so deeply entrenched in a war triggering marches on Washington and uprisings at campuses across the country (where students were shot dead by “first responders”);

I’d seen a president and his vice-president, both disgraced by scandals, resign from the two highest offices in the land;

I’d seen our first “unelected” president, when a congressman – but not the Speaker of the House – succeeded his predecessors;

I’d seen a well-meaning peanut farmer from Georgia elected president, a decent and truly Christian man, relegated to the back burners of history ... remembered more for his brother’s beer than his own accomplishments (which finally are being realized and accredited);

I’d seen a beloved, second-rate actor become president and be shot (along with others) in front of our televised eyes ... and, yet, despite the outcry, no real gun controls were effected;

I’d seen a father and son each elected president—the first for a single term, the second for two;

I’d seen a president selected by a partisan Supreme Court when the votes were so close and the election errors so many that day after day, week after week, a “winner” still couldn’t be called;

I’d seen a likable boomer – one of my own generation – impeached while in office because of alleged improprieties
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dealing with questionable real estate transactions and this president’s penchant for women, including consensual sex with a young intern whose stained, blue dress immortalized the evidence of his infidelities;

I’d seen the first black man elected President of the United States, yet denied his rightful responsibilities during eight years of impasse with a do-nothing Congress;

And I’d seen the first woman nominated to be our country’s commander-in-chief ... only to be trumped, trounced, and toppled by a lying, cheating, hateful, tax-evading, bankrupt, conflicted con man who had become a “brand” that abused and took advantage of people, denouncing them daily with tweets and promoting a helter-skelter agenda of favoritism to the rich.

Flabbergasted, flustered, and furious, I began asking everyone who’d listen a series of “since when” questions.


Since when:



•  Did the executive branch of our government become so authoritarian that the legislature cowers instead of confronting the mess (or rushes off to retire with its ill-begotten gains and lifetime pensions)?

•  Did members of Congress become “leaders” of this country, rather than representatives of the people who elected them ... as if we were mere pawns in some preconceived, haphazard game of high stakes chess or roller-skating championships?

•  Did it become all right for nepotism to be an acceptable way of governing this country, where non-credentialed family members wheel and deal with emissaries from foreign countries for personal gain right there on site in the White House?

•  Did it become legitimate for subordinate staff and aides to claim “executive privilege” and refuse to testify before Congress and/or its designated special investigators?

•  Did we become a people who cheer – whose religious leaders bless – malicious, slanderous, hateful, and divisive words of a toxic, laughingstock president and his henchmen?
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•  Did our country stand alone, apart from the rest of the world (especially our allies and trading partners), in such critical matters as climate change, first-strike warfare, trade wars and economic tariffs ... all based on the nonsensical ramblings of one man whose ignorance is only surpassed by his ego and arrogance?

•  Did we have such a revolving door of executive and administrative staff – ambassadors, advisers, agency heads, justice officials – coming and going ... due, in large measure, to firings or their fear of being associated with criminals and/or criminal offenses?

•  Did responsible statesmen so deliberately ignore and refuse to investigate multiple alleged crimes and charges of injustice against a lifetime judicial nominee, so as to effectively rush through the confirmation of a new justice with dubious standards and questionable morality? Especially when that judge will serve as jurist in a potential trial of high crimes and misdemeanors (including treason) committed by the man who nominated him?

•  Did our principal international nemesis (Russia) become a country whose leaders and politics are coddled and colluded ... or where independent “back channels” between the Kremlin and White House are surreptitiously planned by players from both regimes?

•  Did our government cater exclusively to the richest 1% of the country, while denying the other 99% even scraps from the banquet table?

•  Did the administration in power benefit and take so much in personal pursuits and paranoid pleasures ... a country whose president spends one-third of his time playing golf, a third tweeting or watching TV, and another third grand-standing before his base?

•  Did it become legal to ambush trillions of dollars in new debt a year for tax cuts to appease the already privileged and patrons ... only to warn that Social Security, Medicare, and other government programs we were required to pay into must be minimized?

•  Did our chief executive dedicate himself with such glee
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to so swiftly and unilaterally dismantling myriad social welfare and infrastructure programs that guided and protected our people, basically to strike his predecessor president?

•  Did it become acceptable to acknowledge – without corrective measures – that more than two-thirds of what a president says are proven lies?

•  Did money so effectively dictate the rules of the realm, rather than the voices and votes of the people?

•  Did the legitimate, mainstream press – always considered the fourth pillar of our government – degenerate into an “enemy of the people" ... while hurried and bizarre social media platforms became the pedestals for fake news and alternative realities?

•  Did we end becoming a melting pot of diversity, benefiting from the talents and hard work of immigrants seeking to contribute to a better life?


•  Did democracy die in the USA?



# # # # #
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Since when did all these heinous things happen in a country birthed by liberty, freedom, and justice for all?


When?



Since November 2016, when Donald Trump was anointed president and commander-in-chief of this hitherto generous, gallant, compassionate country ... although some will maintain that planning for much of this usurping had been long in the making—by a complicit Congress, curtailed court system, and conspiring officials, whose patrons pull their (purse) strings ... to divert attention from their back room back-stabbing. And by too many people who should know better, but prefer to gloat in their deplorable despair and disdain.

We lived in a place and time where – by and large – our elected representatives are beholden to their patrons, rather than to their constituents. They answer to no one (except themselves and their keepers) and exempt themselves from
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the rules that they make.

We lived in a place and time where the disparity between the income of corporations and their executives is radically beyond the grasp of working people. And, yet, despite all the loot the rich have accumulated and stashed, it’s not enough.

So, our Congress is intent on denying the safety nets ordinary people depend on, while giving even more money to those hoarding what they already have.

We lived in a place and time where our legitimate mainstream media, hitherto the bastion of freedom and justice, have been summarily dismissed and replaced with alternative facts, truths, and realities. Bloggers and slanted nonsense are held in the same regard as our responsible press.

We lived in a place and time where political gerrymandering has corrupted our Electoral College such that twice – twice! – within a generation, the people’s choices for president were overruled and citizens denied their right to vote.

We lived in a place and time where we are isolated from the rest of the world, often the brunt of its jokes. We’re the only nation in the world not to sign on to global environmental protection agreements and accords. We’ve vacated our promises to trade with, protect, and support other countries (which now question whether we can be trusted anymore).

We lived in a place and time where moneyed people against public education, investment people who caused our near financial collapse, opportunistic people who inflated the prices of critical medicines, energy executives who knew naught about diplomacy, hunting advocates, and people whose memories failed them on imperative legal matters, are now running the very government offices they had hijacked ... but scientists and otherwise knowledgeable people are forbidden to speak truth to power.

We lived in a place and time where a destructive,
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conflicted, ignorant, narcissistic, self-serving, delusional, degenerate believes he’s entitled to follow his own misguided interpretations of the words enshrined in our Constitution and other guiding documents. And that his own, private businesses should benefit from the country’s public business.

We lived in a place and time where some of us sign petitions, write letters to editors, make telephone calls, knock on doors, use every technological advantage to speak our hearts and minds, march on occasion, gather for community and committee meetings ... but our representatives decline to address us, collectively, in meetings.


Indeed, we lived in a desperate place and time.



What kind of desperate measures, if any, should we be taking?

Each must do what we believe best, according to our own particular situations, strategies, and peculiar circumstances.


For us, the decision was to leave.



We will always consider ourselves American citizens, cast our votes in USA elections, and care about the land where we were borne.

But to intake and inhale this poisonous venom, a contagious cancer that has spread across the United States and, through it, the world?


No!



Internalizing the strife, we were grief-stricken, mentally exhausted, spiritually drained, and physically disabled.


The time had come for us to move on ...

We would move from the USA to Europe as expats.
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Pluperfect or Past Perfect?
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Professor and pastor probing the intersection of media, religion, gender, and other cultural norms.

These words inscribed on Facebook, LinkedIn, and other social media sites profile how I imagine myself.

So, there: now you know enough about me.

Reading between the lines, however, would inform you that we had moved around the USA quite a bit – living in New York, Virginia, Maryland, Wisconsin, Florida – as career changes and professional opportunities beckoned. Fluent in Spanish, I traveled throughout Mexico, South and Central America, as a liaison for international adoption agencies.

As mentioned, mi marido and I had long considered living in another country and experiencing a different culture. Learning a new language to converse and communicate, we believed, was an admirable goal. Some people are so defensive of their own ways and means that their sense of identity and nationalism is threatened when other ways are engaged in and embraced.

With credentials from the University of Madrid, a vacation bolt in Andalucía, and a growing circle of friends there, Spain seemed a natural first choice for us. But the process of applying for and being granted retirement residency in Spain can be onerous and demanding at best, next to impossible at worst.

Many countries of the European Union are also part of what’s known as the “Schengen” zone. The same Schengen application form is used to apply for residency in any of its 22 EU nations. But the interpretations of myriad functional requirements often vary from country to country.

Take finances, for example.

All Schengen countries want to know that you have the financial means to provide adequately for yourself and your dependents, without being a burden on the country and its economy. All countries seek proof that you have
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the necessary wherewithal—albeit from Social Security, other pensions and annuities, investments and savings, bank accounts, even credit immediately available via “charge” cards.

Spain dictates specific annual earnings expected retirees must receive: “The minimum income required is 400% of the IPREM (Public Income Index) annually plus the required percentage per each additional family member.” At the time, that meant, for a retirement visa and residency in Spain, one was expected to receive no less than $2,500 per month or $30,000 a year. Add $7,500 more for each dependent.


Wow!



How many Spaniards – especially those living in small towns throughout the country – earn that kind of money? Very, very few! For a country where the cost of living is so relatively low, I maintain Spain is shooting itself in the foot by requiring such high-income levels from prospective retirees who would likely support the economy by spending money on their homes, food, and lots of leisure time activities.

Consider Portugal, now: €14,000 annually is an approximated income you have to make to get a “D7” residency visa in Portugal. But it can change depending on the number of "dependents" (wife, children, etc.). That amount is basically considered 100% of the minimum wage (MW) required for the husband/or wife (the visa's owner) + 50% of the MW for his wife/her husband. For each child, it’s 30% of the MW. Portugal’s 2018 monthly minimum wage was 580 euros.

[image: ]Unless it has changed, financial means or financial subsistence in Portugal doesn’t require proof of income, simply proof of access to funds. Savings, bank accounts, investment funds, etc., all count as money to which you have access.

“You can qualify for permanent residency in Portugal simply by showing a reliable minimum income of at least 1,100 euros per month,” U.S. News & World Report
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reported in a May 9, 2017 article. “This program is not intended specifically for retirees and is open to anyone. You can apply and qualify at any age, and the income you show can be earned or passive.”

In other words, money in banks ... savings and retirement accounts ... investments ... even a line of credit on your “charge” card will count towards meeting your financial means in Portugal, as long as you have access to the money. The same holds true in many other EU countries: Italy and France are particularly popular, among others.

The process of applying for the right to reside in a Schengen EU country includes completing and/or acquiring much time-consuming paperwork, lots of patience, and more money than might be imagined. Included among the documents (some only available for a fee) required to be submitted with the official visa application: Original passport, a copy of the passport, and another accepted form of identification (driver’s license, state ID, or voter’s registration card). Plus a copy of this. A notarized document explaining why you are requesting the visa ... the purpose, place, and length of your stay (and any other reasons you need to explain). Proof of permanent retirement income from an official institution (social security and/or private source) to live without working. Proof of accommodation: either a lease or title deed of property you own. Proof of other sources of income or properties (if applicable). Proof of health insurance with full coverage, necessarily including repatriation coverage. Criminal History Information/ Police Background Check, which must be verified by fingerprints. It cannot be older than three months from the application date. The certificate must be issued from either the State Department(s) of Justice or from every state you’ve lived in during the past five years. This document must then be legalized with the Apostille of the Hague Convention by the corresponding Secretary of the State. Alternatively, FBI Records, issued by the U.S. Department
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of Justice and legalized with the Apostille of the Hague Convention by the U.S. Department of State in Washington, DC, are acceptable. (A local police background check will not be accepted; but you must also get a police record from the countries where you have lived during the last five years.) A recent doctor’s statement signed by the physician on the physician’s or medical center’s letterhead (not older than three months) indicating that you have been examined and found free of any contagious diseases according to the International Health Regulation 2005. Married? Your spouse must submit the same documents as you, together with a marriage certificate (original, issued in the last six months, plus a photocopy). Minor children must also submit the same documents as the applicant, along with original birth certificates issued in the last twelve months ... and a photocopy.


Quite a list, huh? But, that’s only the beginning!



For Spain, every document submitted must be translated into Spanish ... and not just by anyone. Only “certified” translators identified – many of whom charge

$40 per page to translate – are acceptable. Despite being fluent in Spanish and having taught the language for quite a few years, I wasn’t on the list and couldn’t do our own translations.

But, for us, the real sticking point was the annual retirement income requirement. We owned (without a mortgage) our home in Spain and could live quite comfortably in our small town on my monthly Social Security payments. Nonetheless, $1,700 per month supplemented by a $250 private annuity didn’t come close to the $2,500 Spain required. Especially not when factoring in Russ as my spousal dependent.

We could enjoy visiting Spain twice each year for up to 90 days per visit when separated by 180 days ... but we couldn’t live there full-time.

# # # # #
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I will always admire Canada and respect the Canadian social contract with its people. But I wouldn’t want to live there. Wisconsin has been cold enough for us. Delving into international retirement trends, we learned that many Canadians owned property in Mexico, where they retreated, if possible, to escape the blustery cold.

So, next, we looked into Mexico as a potential retirement haven. But the stories about traveling through Mexico – especially around towns near the U.S. border – were chilling in a different way: the fear factor. Americans inadvertently (but sometimes deliberately) had been targets of drug cartels and other criminals in the country.

We considered the Lake Chapala and Ajiic areas outside Guadalajara – known for its “ideal climate” and the number of English-speaking expats residing there – but these places, not far from Mexico’s second largest city, also became headlines when Americans were found murdered there.

“They were in the wrong place at the wrong time,” explained people quoted in the news stories. “They should have known better: You don’t go out here alone at night ... especially to certain places. You travel only on the major highways and roads. Don’t wander around. You learn that, to stay safe, it’s wise to live in a gated community.”

That wasn’t what we wanted; our dream included late-night strolls along cobble stone streets of old towns with lots of lanes and paths.

Mexico’s Yucatán peninsula – home to cruise ships calling on expansive, intentionally constructed resort destinations like Cancún, Cozumel, and Playa del Carmen – advertised itself as Mexico’s “safest place to be.” Yet, rather than these tourist traps featuring all-inclusive vacations and panhandlers shilling free meals at luxurious spots in exchange for touring the premises and listening to pitches on the benefits of buying their time-shares, we decided to take a close look at the historic city of Mérida and its nearby beaches—especially Progreso.

It’s hot there. Very hot. Hot and humid and buggy.
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I like the heat—just not tropical rain forest heat. And I don’t like bugs. But almost everything’s air-conditioned and, once you become acclimated to the weather, it isn’t so bad ... at least most of the time.

We stayed in a charming little hotel in downtown Mérida, on a small street not far from the city’s market. With Walmart, Costco, Home Depot, Office Max, and other U.S. brands, we felt “at home,” although stifled by the climate if not put off by the language.

But Mérida wasn’t where we wanted to be—even its own people looked to escape the oppressive heat by heading to the beaches, not even an hour’s drive away. We headed there, too.

Russ and I had traveled there to look at “Big Blue,” a property in Progreso, just two blocks from the Gulf of Mexico beach. The stately building boasted five big bedrooms, five full baths, a separate “casita” with its own facilities, and a heart-shaped swimming pool ... all enclosed and private. We’d seen it listed online by more than one property agent based in Mérida, although one seemed to be more familiar with the property and the Canadian family that was selling it. It had been on the market for a while, the agent informed us, and the owners were “motivated” to sell it.


“What does that mean?” we asked.



“Come down and look at it,” replied the agent. “I’ve spoken with the sellers and feel sure that they’ll sell it to you for $10,000 less than their asking price.”

That’s why we flew down to Mérida and drove out to Progreso.

The house was truly awesome. But it needed work. And furnishings. Especially if it were to become the bed and breakfast we envisioned. How much would it cost us to have the repairs and updates made, with so many trades – electrical, masonry, plumbing, carpentry – involved? What would we pay for all the new appliances – air conditioners, a commercial kitchen, all the usual suspects – that needed upgrading?  And  what  kind  of  estimate  would  be
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appropriate for the furnishings, especially comfortable new bedrooms and mattresses?

For three days, we divided our tasks. The property agent had a brother who, as a construction overseer, had contacts with all the local trades who’d come in and provide “reasonable estimates” for the work that needed to be done. Meanwhile, Russ and I would hit all the big box stores to get an idea of what the appliances and furnishings would run.

We made an offer—exactly what the agent told us the owners would accept. Leaving later that morning, we waited at the airport for a response, laptops opened and WiFi on. Just before boarding, we received the news: “Sorry. The owners changed their minds. They’ll sell you the house ... but want the full asking price.”

Six years on the market. We offered what was recommended before we flew down to check out the property and Progreso. But, now, it didn’t feel right. If we were misled about the acceptable price for the property, what else might be mistaken? Perhaps all those quotes from the property agent’s brother weren’t reliable, either?

A bit disappointed, but convinced we’d made the right decision in not pursuing this property, we headed back to Wisconsin.

Where should we consider next?

# # # # #
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I engaged and employed all my contacts and connections in seeking a church that was seeking a pastor. Preferably a Spanish-speaking pastor. Like the patriarch Abraham long ago before me, I felt a tugging at my spirit urging me to move on to a place whose Spirit would call.

That’s when I came across this mission statement from an international church in Panama serving all people, but especially English and Spanish speakers, which was looking for a new lead pastor:

“To be a bridge of cooperation and understanding
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among religious groups of all faiths; of acceptance of others regardless of social class, race, gender, or sexual orientation; between all of God’s children, mirroring and practicing the love God has for us; of freedom in the study of religion, the interpretation, and the practice of faith; and for God’s love in a troubled world, expressing a generosity of spirit to all those in need.”

Now, that sounded like a perfect fit in terms of my personal beliefs.

I submitted a letter of application, along with my CV, via email.

“Hi Reverend Bruce, thanks for contacting us!” I heard back, almost immediately. “We are thrilled to receive a note of interest from someone with your background and we would be glad to forward you the application package. We hope you find the opportunity interesting and hope to get to know you.” With regards, the message was signed by the pastoral search committee chair.

# # # # #
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Within days of completing and submitting the application materials requested, I heard back from the pastoral search committee: “We would like to schedule an interview this coming Monday. Any chance we can hold it at 7pm or 8pm CST?” It would be an hour conversation.

The plot was thickening, but what did we really know about living in Panama? Our only experience with the country was a cruise ship excursion through Panama City, culminating on a boat that would take us through the fabled Panama Canal. But what would it be like to live there? What was its quality of life and cost of living? Even closer to the equator than Jacksonville, Florida, or Progreso and Mérida, Mexico, how hot and humid would the climate be there?

We did a bunch of research online, as I awaited my phone interview. Theologically and ministerially, the interview went quite well. I was offered the job, which I
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was unprepared to either accept or reject. There were too many questions that needed answers.

Panama is very, very hot and very, very humid. It is also very expensive, especially the areas around the church. How much would it cost us to move there—including our three dogs? Would the church help defray some of these costs? When did they expect me to start? How long would it take for us to sell our house and our cars? Would the church pay for Russ to join me for a week or so to do house-hunting, while I was being oriented to the church?
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