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PROLOGUE


EXPLORING CONNECTIONS


 What are the spiritual resources of ministers? What prevents them from becoming dull, sullen, lukewarm bureaucrats, people who have many projects, plans, and appointments but who have lost their heart somewhere in the midst of their activities? What keeps ministers vital, alive, energetic and full of zeal? What allows them to preach and teach, counsel and celebrate with a continuing sense of wonder, joy, gratitude, and praise?

These are the questions of this book. They concern the relationship between the professional and the personal life of those who want to work in the service of the Gospel. They call for a careful exploration of the connections between ministry and spirituality.

Ministry is service in the name of the Lord. It is bringing the good news to the poor, proclaiming liberty to captives and new sight to the blind, setting the downtrodden free and announcing the Lord’s year of favor (Luke 4:18). Spirituality is attention to the life of the spirit in us; it is going out to the desert or up to the mountain to pray; it is standing before the Lord with open heart and open mind; it is crying out, “Abba, Father”; it is contemplating the unspeakable beauty of our loving God.

We have fallen into the temptation of separating ministry from spirituality, service from prayer. Our demon says: “We are too busy to pray; we have too many needs to attend to, too many people to respond to, too many wounds to heal. Prayer is a luxury, something to do during a free hour, a day away from work or on a retreat. The few who are exclusively concerned with prayer—such as Trappists, Poor Clares, and some isolated hermits—are really not involved in ministry. They are set free for single-minded contemplation and leave Christian service to others.” But to think this way is harmful; harmful for ministers as well as for contemplatives. Service and prayer can never be separated; they are related to each other as the Yin and Yang of the Japanese Circle.

In this book I want to explore the connection between ministry and spirituality and show how service is prayer and prayer is service. After considerable thought, I felt that the best way to set about this exploration would be to look at ministry as “remembrance” and at the minister as a living reminder of Jesus Christ. In both the Old and New Testament “to remember” has a central place. Abraham Joshua Heschel says: “Much of what the Bible demands can be comprised in one word, ‘Remember.’” 1 And Nihls Dahl, speaking about early Christianity, says: “The first obligation of the apostle vis-à-vis the community—beyond founding it—is to make the faithful remember what they have received and already know—or should know.” 2 So it is in keeping with the core of the biblical tradition to look at ministry in the context of remembrance. Therefore, I will discuss our spiritual resources by looking at the minister as a reminder: first, as a healing reminder, second as a sustaining reminder, third as a guiding reminder. The terms healing, sustaining, and guiding have been discussed in a masterful way by Seward Hiltner in his Preface to Pastoral Theology.3 In the following three chapters I would like to use the same terms to express my great indebtedness to Seward Hiltner as my teacher and to share my conviction that spiritual resources can be sought and found in the heart of our ministry. Moreover, these terms will help to establish a connection between our present-day concerns with the spiritual life and the many new insights into interpersonal relationships that we have received from the social sciences in recent decades and incorporated into the practice of the ministry.






THE MINISTER AS A HEALING REMINDER








INTRODUCTION

 Let me start with a story about Elie Wiesel. In 1944, all the Jews of the Hungarian town of Sighet were rounded up and deported to concentration camps. Elie Wiesel, the now famous novelist, was one of them. He survived the holocaust and twenty years later returned to see his home town again. What pained him most was that the people of Sighet had erased the Jews from their memory. He writes:

I was not angry with the people of Sighet . . . for having driven out their neighbors of yesterday, nor for having denied them. If I was angry at all it was for having forgotten them. So quickly, so completely . . . Jews have been driven not only out of town but out of time as well.1

This story suggests that to forget our sins may be an even greater sin than to commit them. Why? Because what is forgotten cannot be healed and that which cannot be healed easily becomes the cause of greater evil. In his many books about the holocaust, Elie Wiesel does not remind us of Auschwitz, Buchenwald, and Treblinka to torture our consciences with heightened guilt feelings, but to allow our memories to be healed and so to prevent an even worse disaster. An Auschwitz that is forgotten causes a Hiroshima, and a forgotten Hiroshima can cause the destruction of our world. By cutting off our past we paralyze our future: forgetting the evil behind us we evoke the evil in front of us. As George Santayanna has said: “He who forgets the past is doomed to repeat it.”

With this in mind I would like to discuss how the minister as a reminder is first of all a healer who, by healing our wounded past, can open up a new future. I will touch on three areas: the wounds, the healing, and the healer.

THE WOUNDS

 The French writer-politician André Malraux writes in his Anti-Memoirs, “One day it will be realized that men are distinguishable from one another as much by the forms their memories take as by their characters.”2 This is a very important observation. The older we grow the more we have to remember, and at some point we realize that most, if not all, of what we have is memory. Our memory plays a central role in our sense of being. Our pains and joys, our feelings of grief and satisfaction, are not simply dependent on the events of our lives, but also, and even more so, on the ways we remember these events. The events of our lives are probably less important than the form they take in the totality of our story. Different people remember a similar illness, accident, success, or surprise in very different ways, and much of their sense of self derives less from what happened than from how they remember what happened, how they have placed the past events into their own personal history.

It is not surprising, therefore, that most of our human emotions are closely related to our memory. Remorse is a biting memory, guilt is an accusing memory, gratitude is a joyful memory, and all such emotions are deeply influenced by the way we have integrated past events into our way of being in the world. In fact, we perceive our world with our memories. Our memories help us to see and understand new impressions and give them a place in our richly varied life experiences.

I have always been fascinated by the way immigrants, especially Dutchmen respond to the U.S.A. when they come here for the first time. The first way they make themselves feel at home in their new country is to look at things which remind them of the old country. Then they start to see all the things which are larger, bigger, wider, and heavier than at home. Finally, often after several years, they begin to compare things within the country: the East with the West, the city with the countryside. When that happens then they are at home. Then they have built up a large enough store of memories in the U.S.A. to compare its different parts and aspects.

These observations show how crucial our memory is for the way we experience life. This is why, in all helping professions—such as medicine, psychiatry, psychology, social work—the first questions are always directed to the memory of the patient or client. “Please tell me your story. What brought you here? What are the events which led
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