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He enjoyed early morning more than every other time. He would wake up before the sun rose, make himself a cup of tea then, still in his dressing gown, walk out into the cool air, cross the grass from his little cottage to the church and sit on the bench at the front. From here, he had a perfect vantage point to watch the sun rise. He would smile and sip at his tea and let himself feel hopeful. There was nothing, to him, as hopeful as the daily reminder that the sun still rose and life still went on. There was a magic to that moment like nothing else, and it was that magic that got him through the day. 

Sometimes Peter wondered if his hope was misplaced. Actually that was a lie; he wondered almost daily. The newspapers talked about attendance at churches dwindling, and plenty of people seemed quite willing to ask his opinion on that. He would laugh them off, say that faith in this country was as strong as ever and every Sunday he would scan the crowd at mass and notice it dwindling slightly more. Well, maybe not every Sunday, but it was starting to feel that way. The prevailing emotion during those services was paranoia, which he didn’t think was very conducive to making them good enough to bring people back time and time again. 

Still, he did his best and when all was said and done he supposed that was all that could be asked of him. He maintained the church grounds, ran the occasional event at the local school or town fairs, took confessions now and again, spoke to the rare visitor who turned up at the church outside of Sunday mornings and his life simply crept along as it always had. And then he would lie awake at night in his narrow bed staring at the roof and counting the seconds until he could fall asleep and wake up again to the beautiful rising sun and a renewed sense of hope that the day following would doubtless erode again. A vicious cycle that often reminded him of the old Greek myth about the man who was doomed every day to roll a boulder to the top of the hill only for it to come straight back down again at the end. 

No, that was an unfair analogy. His tasks weren’t menial or pointless, after all. He really did believe he was bringing people hope and joy in lives that maybe otherwise lacked it. His job, after all, eclipsed the importance of his own happiness or contentedness. Being a Pastor represented something bigger than that; it was about being there for a community even if you felt like they didn’t want you, even if it often seemed like they didn’t want you. Even if attendance at his services dropped to one person, he still had to keep running them. That one person would still need him, and if one person needed him that was all that mattered. He would be there for that one person, and he would find fulfilment in that. 

At least, that was what he told himself. 

Sometimes, late at night, he thought back to the day Jenny left. For years he had assumed she understood his role, understood that helping the community came first. And maybe she had, once. But bit by bit it had worn away at their relationship, turned things sour and dark. He hadn’t noticed that the situation was worsening until it was probably far too late, and when that happened he had turned to God for advice. When Jenny realized, she had said, coldly, that in this God could not help him. In this, he had to help himself. So Peter tried, but she still left, and on the night she did she had told him bluntly that the issue was not that he hadn’t been there for her; the issue was that he hadn’t been there for himself. He was so dedicated to helping the people around him that he was unconcerned with his own happiness. Peter had tried to explain that that was the crux of what he was, but Jenny only said that there was little point in a life where you gave everything and kept nothing for yourself. 

He assured himself that she was wrong. Giving what he had and keeping nothing for himself was, after all, a Pastor’s job and yet... and yet he couldn’t deny that in the months and years since Jenny had left, her words echoed in his head more and more as the days seemed to grow colder and lonelier and the people of his community seemed to need him less and less. Sometimes he thought back to the time he had been with Jenny and he wondered if he had not appreciated her enough, or rather, appreciated what they had. He had thanked God every day for Jenny. He still did, really; the fact that he had that love even for a time was more than many had. But he would be lying if he said that he didn’t miss somebody actually being there as opposed to merely their memory. Real happiness instead of the lingering taste of it. 

But he was happy, in his way. He was sure of that. Day after day, night after night he fulfilled his duty and never went to bed feeling like he had slipped in doing what he had to do. He was living the life he always dedicated himself to, and that was enough, right? What did it matter if things seemed to be slipping away from him? He couldn’t help that. He trusted God would show him the right way, and he trusted that all he needed to do was stay the course. That was all he could do, all he could ever ask of himself. And he would, no matter what. 

On this morning, as he sat and watched the sun rising, he reaffirmed that promise to himself and to God. He had a job and in that job he would find salvation. He had to believe that. 

So his day progressed as normal. He weeded the gardens, cleaned up his cottage and as morning turned to afternoon he headed into the church itself with the intention of doing a little reading in the still peace of the empty hall, in where he always felt the most relaxed and in touch with himself. His book under his arm he walked through the front door and was surprised to see that he was not alone. 

A woman sat in the pews, looking up at the cross. From behind he could see she had blonde hair, but she didn’t look like one of his regulars. He approached her and upon seeing her face he became sure of it; he had never met this woman before in his life. She had a calm, gentle looking face and wide, searching green eyes, that seemed to scan the figure on the cross. Something about that expression intrigued him and, while he usually had no issue talking to his visitors, he found himself feeling strangely... nervous, perhaps? That couldn’t be right. Talking to people was his job. 

He cleared his throat. 

The woman looked at him and smiled. ‘Hello Pastor,’ she said. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m good,’ Peter said. ‘And yourself?’

The woman shrugged. ‘Can’t complain. Just wanted to get away from things. Spend some time here, do some thinking, you know?’

‘Would you ah, like me to leave you alone?’ Peter asked, unsure of how to proceed. Sometimes his presence was less welcome that he would have liked, when the person was here for quiet contemplation. 

‘Not at all,’ the woman said. ‘Sorry, that wasn’t meant to seem like I was pushing you away. Truth be told, I’m not really sure why I’m here. It just feels kind of...’

‘Peaceful,’ Peter said. 

The woman nodded. 

‘Even though I work here, I find the same thing,’ Peter said. ‘I mean, you’d think that it would lose its power, being here day in day out, but sometimes I just like to come in here and read, or just close my eyes and let the thoughts just unfurl.’

‘You come here to be closer to God?’ the woman asked. 

‘Actually, I think I do it to be closer to myself, in a lot of ways,’ Peter said. 

The woman nodded, looking thoughtful. ‘That’s interesting. Would you like to sit?’

He thanked her and did. 

‘My name is Sally,’ she said. 

‘Peter,’ he replied. ‘Are you new in town? I haven’t seen you around before.’

‘Fairly new, yes,’ she said. ‘Needed a change of scenery from the city, and, well here I am.’

‘Well if you came from the city this town is about as much of a change of scenery as you can get,’ Peter said. 

‘That’s why I like it,’ Sally said. ‘The city can be so... I don’t know, loud? Wild? Whatever it is, it never seems to rest.’

‘Sometimes rest is good,’ Peter replied. ‘Well in my case, it feels a bit like that’s all the time. I grew up here.’

‘Was never tempted by the big bad city, Pastor?’

Peter laughed. ‘What can I say, I’m singularly boring.’

Sally shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t call a man of God boring. On the contrary, you’re quite fascinating.’

Peter raised an eyebrow. ‘I am, or men of God in general?’

Sally grinned. ‘Well it’s a bit of both, isn’t it? Men of God in general are fascinating, and by merit of being a man of God I guess you must be too, right?’

‘I doubt it,’ Peter said. ‘I don’t think there’s very much at all that’s interesting about me.’

‘Untrue,’ Sally said. 

‘You don’t know me. How can you be sure?’

‘I know people,’ Sally said. ‘And every person has very much that’s interesting about them. Especially people like you. What makes someone dedicate their life to service?’

‘You think I shouldn’t have?’ Peter asked. 

‘No, I didn’t say that,’ Sally replied. ‘I’m just asking why. It’s interesting to me.’

It occurred to Peter then, strangely, that this was not a question he had ever been asked. He wasn’t sure he had a ready answer. ‘I guess I just... I just always wanted to help people,’ he said. ‘There used to be a town Pastor here when I was a kid, and he had this... this quality about him, this way of making you feel safe and at ease no matter what. I always thought he was so amazing in that way. He was wise in a way other people just weren’t. I wanted to be like that. I wanted to be able to make somebody feel as comforted as he could make me feel growing up.’

‘Well, has being a Pastor helped you attain a new level of wisdom?’ Sally asked. 

Peter chuckled. ‘I don’t think so. Being a Pastor doesn’t make you less of a person, and I think people are inherently unwise.’

‘That is a very inspiring outlook. I must say, you’ve done a lot to put my mind to rest.’

‘So tell me,’ Peter said. ‘Why do you need your mind put to rest?’

There was silence for a moment and Peter wondered if he had gone too far. A troubled look briefly crossed Sally’s face and was gone again. 

‘I don’t really know,’ Sally said. ‘Sometimes you just feel scrambled and you want a way to feel better. Churches have always sort of had that quality for me. That ability to make me feel at peace.’

‘Well you are one of the few who feels like that these days,’ Peter
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