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This is my second sermon on Ministry – which is a “timely topic” given the decisions you must make in a 
few short months regarding the ministry that you want in this community. I talked of the minister as 
prophet last week. Now I’d like to talk of the minister as pastor. But for me, an explanation of the 
minister in this important role can only be caught in stories of people relating to people. 
 
A minister who served a large congregation in Evanston, Illinois during the Second World War tells the 
story. Some clergy, even in the midst of that terrible conflagration, even though the genocidal atrocities 
and other barbarisms of the Nazi government were becoming known, felt that it was necessary for them 
to speak out against war no matter what, and the minister in Evanston was one of them. He served the 
Methodist church, which was the most significant congregation in what amounted to a company town, 
since Evanston is the home of a major Methodist university. 
 
The congregation bridled against their minister’s pacifisms, and finally held a general meeting to discuss 
whether they could or should continue under his leadership. 
 
At that meeting, it seemed like everyone who had something to say reached the conclusion that, 
because of the stand he was taking, their minister had to go. 
 
But then one of the members arose and said, “You all know that my wife died several years ago. When 
she did, I was at the hospital through the night. Our minister was there, too. After she died, I thanked 
him for all he’d done and told him to go home and that I’d do the same. 
 
But I didn’t go home, for I had decided to go out to Lake Michigan, to dive in the water, to see how far 
out I could swim before I could swim no more. 
 
When I got to the lake, I took my shirt off, and then started to walk back and forth in the darkness along 
the shore, not quite ready to dive in yet. I walked back and forth until, as dawn started to come up, I 
noticed that about a hundred feet back from where I was, there was another shadow walking with me. 
And as the sun brightened, I could see who it was – our minister. 
 
“Finally he called down to me and said, ‘George, don’t you think it is time for us both to go home?’ 
 
“I did,” the man said, “And all was well. And my feeling is that our minister can say anything he wants 
from the pulpit on Sunday mornings whether I agree or disagree. For he will always be my minister. 
 
He wasn’t even there, but this was a pastoral moment that resulted in the minister staying on in 
Evanston for the rest of that war and for some years thereafter. 
 
A dear friend of mine ws a chaplain at a major hospital on the west coast, and one night he received a 
call from the pediatrics ward where he was working, asking him to come up because a little baby, some 
six months old, had died and the family had been with that child for several months as it was suffering in 
the hospital. He knew them very well and went up to walk into the room and find the mother still 
holding her child, unable to let go. My friend walked over to a chair beside her and simply sat down. He 



reached over and patted her hand – nothing more – patted her hand and then sat back. The woman sat, 
holding her child with tears upon tears. After about ten minutes, she turned to my friend, Murray, and 
said, “Would you like to hold my baby?” And Murray said, “I can think of nothing I would want to do 
more.” He took the child and held it for a long while before passing it on to a nurse. And after sitting 
longer with the family, he went his way, carrying on with the tasks that were his and involved so many 
more in any given day. 
 
What do these stories tell us? One thing, I suppose, is that when we live into the lives of others, we help 
them in ways that are too profound to explain. I‘ve known too many times when trying to live with 
another person is something I didn’t understand and could only hope that what I did was of value. All of 
us have that happen. We try to understand what’s there and try to be with the people who need us and 
whom we need as well. 
 
Years ago when I was in seminary, I was sent out to the Q ward of a state hospital where people with 
irreparable brain damage were kept. I found myself working with a group of women who couldn’t do 
very much for themselves and couldn’t communicate that much either. Some mornings I would walk in, 
sit down in the middle of the group, and just roll cigarettes for them, since the state only provided 
tobacco and papers. I was glad I knew how to do that for them, and could help a bit. I remember talking 
with a woman one day, and another, and another, and another, and another, until one day, when I 
asked a simple question, she said, “Yes.” I walked out happy, having lived that far into her life. 
 
Another thing these stories tell us, I suppose, is that simple gestures can have earth-shattering 
consequences. We never know when we reach our hand out to someone else, just to touch them, how 
much effect can be there. Yet I’m here to testify that the moments come when earth-shattering events 
result. 
 
And there’s one more thing that I haven’t illustrated, though I could tell stories that do: that sometimes 
pastoral care doesn’t work the way you want. Sometimes pastoral care backfires. Yet it’s worth the risk. 
 
Different people have different needs. 
 
“Life,” an old friend used to say “is like a baseball game--you win a few, you lose a few, and some get 
rained out.” But what he didn’t say, that I think is most important, is that it’s worth the effort to go to 
the game and play, whether you win or loose. 
 
Pastoring gives great value to the ministerial task: 
in moments of loss when families let you be a part of their lives; 
in moments of pain that are sometimes shared with you and you alone; 
in celebrations that give life its meaning; 
in quiet moments of surety; 
and in so many other ways. 
Another thing: on more than one occasion, I have been impressed by the pastoral care I’ve received. Not 
given, but received. For one of the things about ministry is that it is a shared event, especially in its 
pastoral elements. We all reach out to each other. We all do these things. And often we never stop to 
think about the moment of ministry that is there. Yet it is. And, thankfully, this happens to clergy too. 
 
Years ago a dear friend died. I’d been with her on so many afternoons, talking about birds, talking about 
family, reminiscing about things that had happened so many years before as she slowly lost her life 



through cancer. I talked with the family too, walked with her son up and down the street on several 
occasions, talking about his mom and how important she’d been to him and how she helped to stir him 
on his way to the decent life he had. And then things came to their conclusion. She died. The service 
took place. There was a time of talking with the family, and then a time of returning to the regularity of 
life, and finding ways to move on. 
 
Then one day, standing in a different pulpit, like I am right now, I looked toward the back of the 
congregation and saw the son of that woman sitting there, in that different church in a different 
community, having come to be there with me once more, and it had its special meaning. 
 
There was a little girl who had Down’s syndrome. Her mother, very young, had come to me, delighted to 
say, “I’m going to have a baby in two more months and I want to know if you’ll be here to dedicate my 
child.” Her concern was because the birth was going to be in the summer when I was usually away. But I 
said, “I’ll be around at that time, and I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
I did look forward to it, till the phone call came from the hospital and from the delivery room – from that 
young mother, who never thought that Down’s syndrome could be part of a young mother’s experience, 
to say. “My baby has Down’s.” 
 
I remember walking by that room and looking in at a baby that didn’t seem to be moving the way it 
should. I remember walking down to that mother who wanted me there when I was new to the 
community, wanted me there though I didn’t know really what to say. I remember walking in to stand 
with her nonetheless and just be a part of her life. 
 
And several times since then, in different towns, in different places, in different moments, that mother’s 
face has been in the congregation again, awing me at the power of ministry over the years. 
 
I probably told my father too many times before his death, that I didn’t know of a place in Michigan he 
could go to where he wouldn’t run into someone who had been a part of one of his congregations or 
who knew him somehow and wanted to walk with him again or just shake his hand. It is an amazing 
thing in ministry. 
 
What’s that old saying of H.L. Mencken? “Cast your bread upon the water and it shall return to you 
buttered.” Maybe that’s what pastoral ministry is about. Not that we expect it to come back, but that 
reaching out to others somehow has a greater experience for the person who reaches than it could ever 
have for the person who is reached to. 
 
Pastoral ministry is so important to any ministry. It undergirds all the rest, and makes this life the value 
that, for me at least, it is. 
 
I have this conviction, you see, that pastoral care reaches down through the years, weaving all of us 
together. 


