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Dear En Gedi Prayer Partners.


Before my wife and I got married we agreed on a policy between the two of us.  We call it “We only deal in realities.”   What that simply means is we always do our best to be completely honest with each other, kind, but always honest, no placating, no beating around the bush, no bluffing.  If I wasn’t polite to someone at a party, Audrey (my wife) will be the first one to tell me.  If Audrey buys me a gift I don’t like (I am thinking of a car buffer I got about 12 years ago), I say “thank you, but I don’t think I will use this.”  Does this policy make for some awkward moments?  Yes.  But less awkward than getting a “super car buffer” the next year, followed by “super car buffer attachments” the year after, or worse, Audrey lets me go unchecked and I become known as “the jerk at the party”.  In the end it helps keep our relationship exactly what it should be: real.  And next year we will celebrate 15 years of that great reality.  

So what is a “real” pastor?  


A person.


Yep.  It’s that simple.  

A while back I asked Ed Rowell, pastor of Tri-Lakes Chapel, to write an article for En Gedi about how a pastor really feels, what he really wants, and what really makes him tick.  I asked Ed above all the other pastors I know for one reason:  after being in his Church for three years I felt he, of all the pastors I know, would write an article that was one thing: honest.  I didn’t need a letter telling you about how privileged he felt to be a pastor, or how he strives to be the best preacher he can, or anything like that.  I needed a letter that described to you, exactly what I know after interviewing and talking with hundreds of pastors: what is reality for a pastor.  For if we don’t “deal in realities” then we are searching for an answer for something that we don’t really know the question to.  Right?  


So it is with great pleasure I submit to you this article, which is the funniest and most honest letter I have ever read.  If reading it you don’t know whether to take his sarcasm as funny or mean, take it as funny.  And if for some reason you are lead to believe that Ed is alone in his feelings, you are wrong.  I have yet to meet a pastor who cannot relate almost perfectly with his words to one degree or another. 


So.


Read.

Laugh.

And learn to see your pastor exactly as God sees him: a person.  

What I really want for Pastor Appreciation Month

By Ed Rowell,

Tri-Lakes Chapel, Monument, Colorado

October is like Mother’s Day for pastors. If you are at least mediocre at your job, you’ll get a few kind letters and cards from people in your congregation. Some are kind of flowery, and most are pretty religious. The greeting card sentiments tell you in sticky prose just how much you are loved and how important you are. The funny ones comes from the people who just last week held the secret meeting to try and get you fired, and now they send a card that says, “with love and respect for our shepherd.” It’s a miracle all pastors don’t turn to the bottle.

People like to give bookmarks with Bible verses on them. I don’t know why. If you fold them up two or three times, you can use them to prop up the wobbly corner of the communion table. It’s a good year when no one gives you more “Jesus junk” (more plaques for my walls, mugs that highlight the Ten Commandments when filled with hot liquid, or little figurines of praying hands and such). I guess when people see that stuff in Christian bookstores and catalogs, they must think, who would buy this crap? I know. I’ll get it for Pastor!
If you believe your pastor wakes up to stained glass windows and the sound of a choir in the background; if you think he has Scripture verses embroidered on his pajamas, and the only joy in his life is the hope of another chance to parse Greek verbs or the joy of attending another committee meeting; if you believe that his children are all the result of immaculate conception, well, the chances of giving a gift that will connect with his heart are pretty slim. 

He’s a real guy. 

If he pretends to be perfect, on some other spiritual plane, it’s just because of all the years of pressure from his flock to be perfect. How about just telling him, “My gift to you is to lower my expectations.” He might take it the wrong way, but I think he’d be better off knowing that, don’t you?

I can’t speak for every pastor of course. But I’d prefer a hand-written note over a greeting card sentiment any day. It touches me when you talk in specifics, not generalities. I really appreciate a thoughtful gift; it’s one of my love languages. It’s worth knowing your pastor’s love language. He might hear “You’re loved” by someone who cuts his grass or snow blows his driveway as a year-long gift.  Baked goods are always awesome, unless he’s already too fat like me. Then it’s just another temptation, so keep it small. I love getting framed pictures of me with a kid I baptized, or with a couple at their wedding. (Unless there’s somebody mean in the picture, in which case I’ll have to throw it away.) 

If you are thinking of a gift, here are a few ideas.  Does your pastor have a hobby? I sure hope so. I hope your church isn’t one of those that makes a pastor feel that he either can’t pursue recreation, or that he has to do it in secret. Recreation is an essential way to deal with stress and it will get him out among some people who don’t expect him to be “on” all the time. Something from a store that caters to his interests would be enthusiastically received.  Actually, the best gift ever was from a friend who took me to his secret fly-fishing hole. He knew my heart, and the gift of his time with him was awesome! (Only give your pastor the gift of your time if you can refrain from talking about church, especially the parts you don’t like, for the entire day!)

I hope your pastor reads. I hope he reads more than just theology and church stuff. Amazon.com has more than just Christian fiction (and Jesus Junk) plus he can shop while in his Scripture-embroidered pajamas. It may also shock you to know that he might have enjoyed a DVD of the Bourne Conspiracy more than that 12-hour documentary of John Bunyan you gave him. (Hey, if he’s a genuine nerd, God bless him. Just don’t assume it’s so. That’s all I’m saying.)

I hope he spends time with his family. So when you are writing in his card, be sure and promise not to call him after dinner or on his day off unless someone dies. (Not being able to find the clean table cloths in the church kitchen is not a real emergency. I’m sorry.) We are always appreciative of gift cards from restaurants. Our family schedule makes it hard to eat at home every meal, and when we all get home late from work and there’s no food in the house and we have a gift card to utilize, whoohoo! If you own a vacation home, (or have connections with En Gedi!) time away with family is perhaps the greatest gift you can give. And while you’re at it, make sure the elders or deacons aren’t expecting him to pay a supply preacher out of his own pocket. (I’m serious. Some churches do this.) Maybe you can coordinate something for the whole church to do together, like plane tickets to Steamboat Springs.

That’s all the easy stuff. If you really want to step it up and make your pastor feel like his ministry is making a difference, here’s the ultimate list of gifts that would make any pastor feel like someone else is paying attention to the things we care about.

-  Quit being petty. The vast majority of what a pastor hears from his flock is complaints—it’s the sand in the gears of my pastoral heart. Maybe once a year you hear a complaint with any real substance. So please, just stop it for a year and see how good you both feel. “How much more effective could your pastor be, dear brothers, if you would each just grow up, put up, or shut up?” (That’s from the Gospel of Ed, verse 14)

 -  Get serious about the whole Gospel. You have no idea how discouraging it is, year after year, to teach about the outwardly focused nature of the Gospel, only to see people continue to believe the church is all about us. I’m not talking about handing out tracts to strangers. I’m talking about incarnating the Gospel message, and living with the realization that everything I say or do—at home, school, with neighbors, co-workers, the waitress at the coffee shop—all reflects back on Jesus?

-  Take responsibility for your own spiritual formation. We all know that “I’m just not being fed” is code for “I’m mad at my pastor and I think you should be too.” Unless you are illiterate (in which case you wouldn’t be reading this), you can study the Bible on your own. “Not being fed” is a ridiculous thing for a 21st century Christian to say. 

-  Skip the compliment about me and my sermon. I’d rather hear how it affected you.  One lady in my church tells me every week, “Best sermon ever, pastor.” Seriously? If there was that much improvement from week to week, I’d be a household name. Once in a blue moon I’ll hear, “That one really got under my skin” or “Do you remember that sermon last summer on ….” Because of that, we’ve decided to change our lifestyle and …” Man, when I hear that, I am motivated to keep preaching. 

When I leave a hospital room, or leave a home after the mortuary has picked up the deceased, or feel God’s Spirit moving during a sermon, or hear of someone coming to faith because their neighbor took the time to invest in their lives and show them the Christ-way, I have a satisfaction that can’t be topped by any gift or card.

Still, I appreciate the sentiment behind Pastor Appreciation Month. I really do. If you’re in my flock, I love knowing that I matter to you. So don’t save the love for one day a year. Give the guy a break, stand up for him as a matter of principle, be generous to him year-round, and watch the difference it makes! Remember, God will give your church the best pastor you deserve.

Thanks for all your reading this month.  This article wraps up our pastor appreciation month blast of info, we pray you enjoyed it.  We will continue to release our videos, with a new one coming out this weekend, so stay tuned.  
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