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      I have dedicated myself to keep a diary so that the rabble can get a glimpse into my extraordinary life. An invitation, almost too good to be true, is at the heart of this endeavour. It looks like I’m being pulled out of the swamp of mediocrity. I will tell you all about it later this week. For the next couple of months, I hope to blow you away with all the things God will do through me for the benefit of others.

      My intuition tells me that this diary will prove to be beneficial for many. It will most certainly be a challenge for my readers not to be eaten up by jealousy. But I suppose the Lord will deal with these poor souls on a one-to-one basis. This shouldn’t get into the way of me writing this masterpiece. Last night, I dreamed about those Bedouins who uncovered the Dead Sea scrolls almost a century ago. Some say it’s the biggest archaeological discovery of the twentieth century. Perhaps, in a hundred years’ time, this diary will be granted the same privilege. Who can tell? With my mind’s eye, I can see ecstatic believers blowing the dust of this journal. Retrieving it from underneath a tree where it was safely buried and preserved somewhere in the Dutch Bible belt. They open and read, and their heart’s desire is to return to the old paths of this diary writer. It was quite hard to fall asleep and even harder to remain modest after this dream, or was it a vision from the heavenlies? Sometimes it’s hard to distinguish my own pride, deep down in the dungeons of my heart, from God’s prompting and leading.

      Deborah, my wife, stressed that this should be an honest diary, though. She’s convinced that the next generations of faithful followers will learn more from my mistakes and insecurities than from a pastor who seems to have it all together. She mentioned something about pride coming before the fall, not sure why she thought this was the right time to pour cold water on my head. “Case, please don’t take yourself too seriously, okay?”

      A year has passed since my adventurous retreat in Ireland that I’ve documented in my first book: The Retreat: A Light-Hearted and Humorous Story about a Soul-Searching Pastor. And what a year it has been. I’m glad to inform you that Deborah and I have moved on.

      I’m no longer pastoring the church of the Reformed Evangelical Seventh-Day Baptists of the Latter-Day Saints in the city of Utrecht. The sweet words of a Frisian pastoral search committee drew me in. Deborah needed more convincing. The parsonage, including a new kitchen and an infinity pool, did the trick for her, although she will never admit it. She also got an offer for a permanent position as a Primary School teacher and didn’t have to think twice about it. So, this means we’ve pitched our tent in the county of Friesland, serving Zwagerheide First Baptist Church. Zwagerheide is only a dot on the map with ten thousand inhabitants tucked away in a lovely forest-like area in the north of Holland.

      Our departure from Utrecht was heartbreaking, by the way. The news hit them like a bolt from the blue. When our farewell service was finished, we stepped into our minivan, and in the rearview mirror, I could see people waving and crying. Some of the men were starting a fire, probably so that they could throw ashes and burn their clothes as a sign of deep and profound mourning. At least, that’s my reading.

      Deborah and my oldest son have interpreted it differently. They agreed that people were crying, but they saw tears of joy. Mainly because they all formed a conga line during their “lament” and were setting off fireworks. Deborah and my son have always been “glass half empty” kind of people. Be that as it may, it will not be easy for the people in Utrecht to find a replacement for a spiritual giant like me. They’re big shoes to fill. Welcome to the wondrous diary of an ordinary pastor.

      February 2

      It’s time for me to hit the hay. Early to bed and to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise. Deborah is already asleep. I’m a bit reluctant to join her, to be honest. The day started off well. I managed to spend half an hour reading the Bible, praying, and memorizing a Bible verse. Every now and then, He chooses to show us a glimpse of His work within us. I felt very spiritual. I had written the verse down and put it in my pocket in case I forgot it, which is very unlikely. Again, I couldn’t help but thinking about all those people who will read this diary, deciding for themselves to burn the candle at both ends to take the Word in just like me.

      A few hours later, I found myself in a lingerie boutique on the outskirts of town. Judge not, that ye be not judged, Christian people. Let me explain the reason for this shopping spree. Deborah has been complaining for years that her friends always brag about their husbands buying something nice for them in this shop. Up until now, I’ve always come home empty handed. I’ve tried to reason with her that lurking around this store’s “private seductive collection” is not appropriate for a shepherd of my stature. To make this very clear: I have no problem seeing all the nakedness on the artwork, but you never know what my sheep think when they see their spiritual father wandering around here like this. Mission accomplished, by the way. I couldn’t wait for the look in her eyes when she unpacked her present!

      At lunchtime, I already felt a little less spiritual. This had nothing to do with my shopping endeavour. Let me be clear about that. No, I read the newsletter of the Janmaat family. Deborah and I support them financially with a few nickels and dimes (we are saving up for a new campervan ourselves) in their attempt to reach some tribes in the Pacific with the Gospel. While I was reading their personal updates, I couldn’t help but doubt my own usefulness for the Lord.
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        * * *

      

      John Janmaat (39)

      Beloved! Words can’t describe what has happened to us this week. While we were playing hide and seek with our two rascals, we stumbled upon an unreached indigenous tribe. Betty used the bridge illustration to gently persuade the tribal chief to receive Christ, and so he did. We started a translation project for the Old and New Testament the day after. Ruben and Rebekka are leading this project. They are our pride and joy! It’s fun to see them debating about translating the book of Malachi into this formerly unknown tribal language. Recently, I received a message from the Vatican. They intend to nominate me for canonization. I will be the first living non-Catholic Baptist missionary to receive such an honor because of our fruitful labor here over the years. I’m still considering, not sure what to do. Will you join me in prayer?

      
      Betty Janmaat (32)

      Dear daughters of the Most High. A special word for you ladies. Last week, some biblical archaeologists visited me. They followed me around for five days and came to the unanimous conclusion that I am probably the woman mentioned in Proverbs 31! Their final report brought tears to my eyes: “Her children rise and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her: Many women have done excellently, but you surpass them all.”

      Chances are that my picture and name will be included in the footnote of an updated version of the Woman’s Study Bible. Before I forget, here’s a little update on the two troublemakers of the family.

      
      Rebekka Janmaat (4)

      Rebekka is flourishing. John helped her with her Hebrew exam this week, and she passed with flying colours. The seminary over here has asked her if she would like to teach a bit of Hebrew in between her naps. She herself indicates that this is a matter of prayer for her, as she is afraid it may conflict with her ministry among the Swalineze toddlers. We uploaded a video for your enjoyment of Rebekka on our YouTube channel. You will see her reciting Romans. But as you know, with children, not all that glitters is gold. Last night I heard her sneaking out of her room at 2:00 a.m. When we confronted her the next morning with this act of disobedience, she apologized and explained that she went out to sit on the porch to pray for you all. It was hard for me and John to decide if we should discipline or praise her. We’d like to hear how you guys deal with this kind of parental trouble.

      
      Ruben Janmaat (13)

      They say that clergymen’s sons always turn out badly. Our Ruben is turning into a rebellious teenager. The other day, we asked him to take the garbage out. Before we knew it, he had taken the neighbor’s garbage out as well! The Lord had shown him that his good works should be known to everyone. Be that as it may, John and I are still trying to get our heads around the fact that Ruben seems to be unable to do exactly what we tell him to do. He has turned down an offer for his first professional contract as a footballer because he’s convinced that the Mammon might get a grip on him. He’s doing fine at school. He’s the youngest student at his university, doing a major in Pauline theology. As a side hustle, he’s paraphrasing the New Testament to rhyme in order that a group of rappers over here, suffering from dyslexia, may be able to understand the Word.

      Before I forget. John had a vision last night. He saw someone. It could well be a pastor. He had a grim look on his face, and evil was all around him. He was driving a new campervan and doing a burnout while laughing hysterically. We felt burdened to share this vision in our newsletter. Maybe the Lord wants to speak to one of our supporters. Who knows? Well, that’s us for now! Grace be unto you; may the Lord bless you as He blesses us.

      I was about to send them an angry letter about how important it is to remain humble, especially when your core business is converting tribes. But I decided that speaking is silver, and silence is gold. I hope one of their supporters has the gift of discernment and will delay buying a new campervan.
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        * * *

      

      Just after lunch, Deborah came home. I was very disappointed, to say the least. At first, I could see the joy and anticipation in her eyes when she saw the pink-and-white bag with a black bow on the table. Once she had unwrapped it, though, her face turned into what looked like an emerging thunderstorm. Apparently, her friends’ husbands knew exactly what women want, but I was from a different planet. As she slammed the door loudly, I could just make out her saying that if I ever bought her shapewear again, she’d change the locks on the front door and every other door I could use to get near her. Well, pressure brings diamonds. That’s also true for marriage, I suppose. To make matters worse, I probably had left a window open today. My entire wardrobe, including all the coat hangers, was all over the front lawn. Must have been a local windshear.

      Now that I’ve entrusted my first day to you, dear diary, it’s safe to say that the couch will probably be the best option for me tonight.

      February 3

      Okay, let’s get down to business. I’m going to satisfy your curiosity. It’s a privilege for me to announce that I’ve been invited as the keynote speaker for this year’s Heaven on Earth Conference. The annual highlight for the most exuberant, enthusiastic Christians in my part of the world. Every year thousands upon thousands travel to this conference to enjoy seminars, limited sleep, and dodgy sanitary facilities while camping in leaky tents. Strangely enough, it’s also often the place where God seems to do a special work in people.

      They’re expecting just over ten thousand people to turn up for this festival. What a day it that will be. That I, Case Parker, will walk onto the biggest stage possible for Dutch preachers! For most of my life, even after coming to Christ, I have felt inferior. I was the son that stayed in his bitterness, and the son that went away. I was the seed that fell among the thorns, the house built on the sand. I was the friend who tore everything to pieces with one kiss, the leper who didn’t return. The rich young ruler who left disappointed. I was the blind man who wanted to see, the deaf man who wanted to hear. It wasn’t until last year that I realized that the fattened calf was being prepared for me too. That the ring was also put on my finger and that the cloak also covered my sin and shame. That inferior mindset is now just water under the bridge.

      Up until now, I’d only received invites from small and obscure churches to come and preach. Often during summer break, when the more gifted and eloquent public orators enjoyed their holidays. I found an old letter in my email from one such church inviting me to come and speak. It surely tells you how the people thought of me before. I can’t wait to see the surprise on their faces when they see me shining on stage in a couple of months’ time.
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        * * *

      

      Dear C-list itinerant preacher,

      All our A- and B- list preachers were busy doing other far more important things. How wonderful it is, then, that you have the humility to serve us, even though you know you are our last resort. We strongly believe that the Spirit blows where we want Him to go. In other words, we’d like to give Him all the room necessary within our own framework. That’s why we think it’s right to share our set of rules and regulations so that you won’t stand in His way.

      
      
        
        Date: May 4 (two days from now)

        Theme: Worm (see sermon series)

        Fee: To be agreed upon (see fee)

      

      

      A. Appropriate clothing and hairstyle

      You are required to conform to our clothing and hairstyle regulations regarding itinerant preachers. The founding mother of our congregation, sister C(aroline) Razy, in a vision, saw someone climbing our pulpit in a white shirt with blue shorts underneath and matching stockings worn just above the knee. We take her insights very seriously and strongly suggest you follow them. In the unlikely event that these pieces are not in your wardrobe, you can rent a set, in the size you prefer, for €50,00 per Sunday.

      Next to this, your hairstyle is of the utmost importance to us. Our sister was very clear on this as well. You can choose between two tonsures. The first is what we call the St. Peter tonsure: Shaving the top of the head, making sure there is plenty of hair on the sides. Your second option is the St. Paul tonsure: Shaving the sides, making sure there is plenty left on top. We have a shave and cut tutorial on our website. If you do not comply with either of them, our local hairdresser will do the job for you. This will cost you an additional €25,00.

      
      B. Entering the church hall

      As we sing our first song of worship, you and the elders enter the sanctuary. Please make sure to follow the well-ordered, regular, and synchronized formation that the elders have demonstrated for nearly half a century. Please come to a standstill near the pulpit, facing east, reaching out your hand. The elder who will hand you the announcements, Br. Janssen, will shake your hand and wish you all the best. Please touch his hand, but don’t squeeze it. He has severe arthritis and carpal tunnel syndrome in
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        	He has preached two or three times for different groups. Research has shown that half an hour of intensive preaching is equal to twenty hours of labor. I can’t reveal the source; if it proves to be fake news that wouldn’t be convenient.

        	He spent most of the day talking to a great variety of people. Especially for introverts like me, that is an agony. Some received a vision that they want to share, others think the music was too loud or that there wasn’t enough parking space at church. They often think they’re the only ones wanting a quick word with their pastor. I’ll tell you this; they’re not.

        	While he preaches, he scans the room, and he sees people missing. His eyes go back and forth over the sanctuary, and he wonders where they are. Is it his preaching or the sermon series? Did they fall out with other brothers and sisters? Is that emerging church down the corner involved in sheep stealing?

        	The adrenaline levels are still high after coming home dead tired. It only takes one little spark to set him on fire. Bad table manners, a toddler’s scream or a rebellious sigh from a teenager rolling his eyes. The under shepherd finds it hard to control himself and wonders if he is even fit for the ministry, being short-tempered like he is. When his wife states the obvious about being kind and gentle in church but a monster at home, that seals the deal for him. It’s time to quit. My suggestion is to avoid eye contact with every pastor until two hours after the sermon.
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