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      “Should I Stay or Should I Go” by the Clash is blasting through my living room. I’ve asked myself the same question a million times these last few months. Am I still the right man for the job, or am I past my due date? Can I kick it up a notch, or have I reached my plateau?  You know, everyone has their own dungeon deep down, where insecurities, broken wings, and shattered pieces of our lives lie safely hidden from the sight of others. But now that the wind is turning against me, I hear their howling harmonies echoing in my soul. Once again, I’m doubting my calling, and my head is working overtime.

      “Don’t wallow in self-pity, love. And besides, how on earth will the church manage without a spiritual giant like you?” my wife says teasingly. The children start giggling.  “Well, Deborah, I’ve filled notepads with all the pros and cons. I’ve laid my fleeces, prayed for signs straight from heaven. And above all that, I went for long prayer walks without once hearing the voice of the Living God! This spiritual giant feels more like an atheist dwarf to be honest.” I sigh with an empty gaze out of the window.

      “Doesn’t it say in the Bible that you should surround yourself with wise counselors, Dad?" my daughter asks. Every now and then you wonder if you have achieved anything with this whole Christian parenting thing; this was a hopeful moment. “Good idea. She’s right, maybe you should talk to Marcel, honey.”

      Marcel is my good friend and Dutch celebrity preacher. I decided to give him a call, and once again I concluded that not only the Lord, but also Marcel, has a wonderful plan for my life. He pointed me to an all-inclusive three-day long pastors retreat in the sunny southeast of Ireland.

      “Marcel, great country, but I’d rather do my soul searching in a place where the temperatures hit double digits in summer,” I assured him. ‘“Case Parker, believe me, the weather may remind you of the days of Noah, but I’ve heard many good reviews about this retreat and especially about its leader, Cornelius O’Hallihan. This brochure says that ‘He wants to travel with us on our personal journeys with a smile and a tear.’”

      Against my principles and driven by despair, I make an instant decision. “Done deal, Marcel. Ireland here we come!’

      You should know that I desperately longed for a sabbatical. Nine years ago, I became the pastor of my third church after two consecutive, reasonably successful, spells in other parts of the country. You’ll understand my desperation in my current role when you read through the vacancy and job profile.

      Senior pastor job opening

      We, the Reformed evangelical Seventh-day Baptist of the Latter-Day Saints in the city of Utrecht are currently receiving resumes for a full-time senior pastor. We are looking for a shepherd:

      
        	Who can meet the spiritual and mental needs of our children, young people, Millennials, Generation Z, and the elderly. He should have a specific love for those diagnosed with the narcissistic personality disorder, both inside and outside our church

        	Who will persuade those mentioned above to follow our handpicked and carefully selected biblical truths

        	Who can give us “the whole counsel of God” without taking our own hobbyhorses away from us

        	Who finds the perfect balance between love and truth and can be a “good cop and bad cop” at the same time

        	Who can transform our vision statement, together with our stakeholders, to provide common goals and strategies

        	Who will be perfectly clear regarding biblical ethics concerning divorce, remarriage, polygamy, the existence of UFOs, and the role of eunuchs in the church, but fluid as it comes to applying these truths, especially toward our big financial donors. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you!

        	Who is able, in these apocalyptic times, to simultaneously emphasize and clarify the position of Israel, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, the place and time of the rapture and the role of women in church

        	Who chooses to live below the minimum wage: Freely ye have received, freely you shall give! Our promise to you, and your wife, is that our eldership will keep you poor and our members will keep you humble. We will provide everything you need to build character.

      

      ‘This sounds like just the opportunity for you, son!’ my father exclaimed as he pointed me towards this absurdity. My parents knew I was contemplating pursuing a career in business. It had dawned on me the other day that I indeed was climbing a ladder, but that I put it against the wrong wall.  I couldn’t help but notice that, by bringing this option to the table, they hoped I wouldn’t go back to “the world” in which I had felt very comfortable the first half of my life.

      To be honest, I’m glad I spent my there otherwise I would’ve never met Deborah. Next to Jesus, she’s the best thing that happened to me. Together we’ve walked the narrow road for over twenty years now.

      Nevertheless, I followed their advice and applied for the job, and the rest is history. After wearing myself out for more than nine years, I’m confident it’s time for me to travel to the Emerald Isle to finally resolve the answer to my conundrum: Should I stay, or should I go?
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      Before I fill you in on my Irish adventure, let me tell you a bit more about why I needed this sabbatical. Forty-seven years ago, I was born and raised in the Northeast of Holland where they strongly believe that pennies never become pounds. My school results were promising, and with those results, the expectations grew.   During get togethers, my parents made sure to tell my relatives, who have worked in the bogs cutting turf for generations, that I was going places. “If he continues like this, he’ll be the first Parker to graduate!" Although this was probably too much weight to bear for my young and fragile shoulders, I knew deep down that their love for me would stay even if I followed the footsteps of my dad and granddad, down into the bogs.

      Nevertheless, I wanted to fulfil their expectations. The same process started when I came to Christ. When he lifted me out of the slimy pit, the mud-and-mire people continued to have high expectations of me. I was asked to give my testimony, preach and teach the Bible, and people were cut to the heart by my story of conversion and the Gospel that changed my life for the good. I began to believe that God could use me for his purposes. Others encouraged me to press on and attempt even greater things for him.

      A year before I became a Christian, I met Deborah. She also came to Christ, and we got married, although many thought we were too young to make such big decisions. Now, twenty years later, we’ve never looked back. In those days, I started to believe that I was turning from penny to pound. I felt called to the ministry, started seminary, and this could only mean that the Almighty God couldn’t make it without me, right? I felt like a modern personification of Psalm 1:3: “In all that he does, he prospers.” Looking back, I sense that God knew what he was doing. He knew that young trees can’t handle strong headwinds.

      The inferior mindset of my upbringing made way for a subtle form of pride. I wouldn’t shout from the rooftops; my pride was more internalized. The more I got involved in public ministry, the more I needed the applause and encouragement from those I ministered to. After graduating from seminary, it was time to start my first pastorate. In my first year in Amsterdam, Leeuwarden, and now Utrecht, the people gave me the affirmation I so desperately yearned for. I felt like the newly signed star player who was leading the team to the top of the ranks. If anyone had asked me back then: “Case, who are you?” I would have foolishly answered, “I once was blind, but now I’m seen.”

      I am ashamed to confess that the same hands that applauded me also pulled wool over my eyes. My identity was increasingly tied up with my role as a pastor. I saw myself as God’s employee, instead of his beloved. I acted like a tool in his toolbox and no longer as a child sitting at his feet. The axe started to boast over him who cut with it. The saw magnified himself against the One who wielded it.

      The first cracks in my carefully polished exterior began to become visible when someone left our church membership. Sister Priscilla was upset because I didn’t greet her when she went door-to-door last Halloween. I made my defense by explaining that I didn’t recognize her in her Texas Chainsaw Massacre outfit, but the damage was already done. Who would be next? That question haunted me for days. Even Deborah couldn’t help me put things in perspective, and worry came over me like a giant wave on a small beach. My quiet times became sparse. I felt more and more disconnected from God. My prayer list was filled with all the troubles, cataract surgeries, and other illnesses of my parishioners. Sermons became perfectly crafted stories, but my heart and soul were no longer in it. There, sitting safely on my high horse, the Gospel became something I could explain, but I had lost the awe. The intimate relationship between the good and almighty Father and his child felt more like a cold-blooded marriage in which both spouses live like brother and sister.

      Pride came before the fall. My fall took place in slow motion, away from the sight of others. No adulterous relationship with a church member or a financial scandal. No public outburst of anger or straying from sound theology. No, knowledge about God replaced knowing God. Academically intellectual Christianity replaced my times of prayer and my long walks in the Dutch forests interacting with the Most High. The lack of true intimacy with Christ gave me a big head but left me with a joyless heart. The ministry became a burden, people became a burden, and the cracks grew bigger and bigger. I knew the rules; I could explain them to others but had stopped playing long ago. People became big, and God became small. I began to search horizontally for what had been given to me vertically: acceptance, love, forgiveness, affirmation—amazing grace. But amazing grace turned into amazing Case.

      I fooled myself into thinking that I had arrived, that I was no longer a work in progress. I was just like the Dutch ice-skater Hilbert van der Duim who, in 1981, lifted his hands triumphally, forgetting there was one round left before passing the finish line. No one could touch me. I once was a penny, but now I was a pound. I fulfilled everyone’s expectation. I pulled myself from the bog, not realizing I was slowly but surely sinking in a much deeper one.  But it was just what the doctor ordered. The penny needed to drop. If you would’ve asked me, one day before takeoff, “Case, who are you?” I would have been unable to give you a proper answer.
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      The alarm clock! Today’s the day. A final kiss and hug from my wife and children. Behind every great man stands a great woman, or at least a surprised one. I strongly believe that her position as a pastor’s wife is even more difficult than mine. Up to now, she’s known all the good, bad, and ugly from three congregations. She has seen her husband taking blow after blow, not always for the right reasons. Where I was able to fight, reason, and discuss, she often suffered in silence.

      “Honey, please make sure that you keep us informed, will you? I know you and Marcel will probably get in over your head on this little Christian road trip, but me and the kids want to see our curiosity satisfied as well, okay?”

      “Understood, love. I’ll let you know when I’ve heard anything out of the heavenly skies, so we know what to do!”

      “Please promise me that you won’t be keeping up appearances, will you? There is a time to be soberminded, earnest, and grave…but this is not it. Have some fun. God won’t mind.”

      “Deborah, I solemnly declare that I shall enlighten my fellow shepherds with my brilliant mixture of humor and profound wisdom and that I won’t take myself too seriously!” One final kiss, and I’m off with Marcel, my driver for the day.

      We have a two-hour drive towards Schiphol Amsterdam Airport for our Ryanair flight that costs us just €19.99 for a round-trip flight! “Are you absolutely sure we don't have to cling to the undercarriage for that price?” I ask after seeing the price on my ticket.

      “Rest assured, Case! My anointing has brought me to all four corners of the world, but as long as I don’t have my private jet fully funded by my followers, Ryanair will be my faithful ally!” Marcel assured me optimistically.

      In many ways Marcel is my opposite. He's outgoing; I'm self-conscious. He is a man of faith; I am more of a doubting Thomas. I come from the countryside of northeastern Holland; he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth in the suburbs of Amsterdam. Even the church he is pastoring is way bigger than mine. He constantly urges me to believe that the Bible teaches that whatever you pay attention to will grow.

      For the past year, I have been trying to make him realize that this is not what the Scriptures teach. It probably comes from one of those management and leadership books that many pastors find more important in this day and age than their Bible. Marcel is one of Holland’s celebrity preachers. In addition to fostering a flourishing church, he is a lecturer and writes books on how to achieve success in the Kingdom. He is a lot of things that I’m not. You could say that he’s Paul, and I am like the slightly weird cousin of Timothy.

      As we hit the A37 and the sun shines through our windows, Marcel begins to share one of his stories.  “Case, dear friend, I mentioned that I was the main speaker at the Tabernacle Conference of Fire and Ice Ministries last week, right?”

      I'm nodding and expecting a report full of extraordinary miracles, but it is a lot better than that.

      “Case, after the sick were healed and many chains of addiction were broken, I was in the main hall selling my books at the bookstand when one lady caught me by surprise. She asked me to sign my new book with my favorite Bible verse. I blacked out, and after an awkward silence I just smiled and wrote down: ‘Be blessed, beloved sister! Psalm 38:7 KJV, Much love, Marcel.’

      “After signing the book, I remembered the lady when I was bathing, and I quickly went out and got my Bible to see which verse I encouraged her with. Case, please promise you won’t laugh, will you?”

      “Of course, I won’t, Marcel. I’m an earnest servant,” I assured him.

      “Well, this is what it says: ‘For my loins are filled with burning; And there is no soundness in my flesh.’ Oh Case, I couldn’t help but picture her coming home from the conference and calling her husband and children to come and sit down with her, opening the Bible together to find the verse I’d given her.”

      I break the promise and laugh so hard that I can’t breathe for a minute or two. It feels so good to cry tears of joy.

      “Case, you know I was joking, right? A comedian, Tim Hawkins, shared it in one of his shows, and it was too good to be left untold, don’t you think?” Marcel said.

      At times, I'm not sure what to believe while Marcel is speaking. I often ask myself what is really going on behind his mask of spontaneity, humor, and optimism.

      We make it to Terminal I. This is where we meet our fellow travelers. A diverse group of pastors and ministers that all seem to need a break from caring for their flock. Reformed orthodox brothers accompanied by hipster modern evangelicals. God's multicolored wisdom destined to spend three days together.

      Several of my colleagues have been brought by their spouses to the airport. Some are embraced warmly. With some of the others I have the strange feeling that their wives only came to make sure that their husbands boarded the plane and wouldn’t come back for at least three days. I can empathize with them. The pressures of the pastorate can be intense. How many times did I hear Deborah speak without listening to her? I’ve sat across from my children as they were sharing their stories, but many times I’ve looked straight through them, thinking of church business instead of engaging with them. We all say that family is more important than the church, but most
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