Almost as soon as I finished my 3000-mile journey from my little town in Oregon and stepped foot on campus at Harvard Divinity School, the dire predictions began. There is an old saying, spoken only half in jest, that if you can do anything other than ministry, you should. Sure enough, there were some ministers around who sounded like they might be happier in another field. Many of them tried to warn us newbies away. “The hours are impossible!” they told us. “Your work will never be done.” In one class, we read a study showing that ministers are some of the loneliest people in society. In another, we learned all the ways in which congregations are inclined to devour their leaders, and that—in fact—a group of alligators is also called a congregation; a designation perhaps conceived by a minister who decided he could do something else, and went into zoology.
I tried to imagine balancing my time. I tried to imagine not being devoured. And I tried—with all the enthusiasm I could muster—to imagine doing something else. But although I recognized that ministry is a lifestyle as much as a career, and that it demands continuous self growth, doesn’t pay much, and is fraught with situations in which I will feel as though I don’t know what I’m doing, my heart turned again and again toward the blessing, the walking-with, the life of study, the meaning-making. In the end what I knew was that I would be a minister, no matter what, and that I’d better figure out how to make it work. So I set out to recruit the wisest, longest-tenured, most well adjusted mentor I could find. When I met Gary Smith in preaching class, I knew I had my guy. 
After twenty years in the ministry, Gary was still laughing; and he wasn’t just chuckling either—he had a belly laugh. Now I have one, too. “Bring your whole self to ministry,” Gary was always saying. At various times during my internship I witnessed him expressing outrage, delight, disgust, care, love, frustration, steadfast commitment, and occasionally embarrassment that I’d seen so much. But what I’d seen, I explained, was a whole self in ministry; someone who deemed the work worthy of all he had, but knew better than to take himself too seriously, and so was able to laugh. He loves the people of Concord, and loves ministry, and it shows. Not only that, it’s contagious.
Now in my first ministry position, I, too, feel all of the above. The ups and downs can take you for a ride; the moments of self-doubt are unsettling; and I often hear Gary’s voice in my ear. Then I remember to lift my gaze, look out over the horizon of years, and try to be more of a visionary than a perfectionist. After the blessing, the walking-with, the leading, and the preaching, I suspect it is vision, above all else, that will be Gary’s legacy. His vision of what First Parish could be, of what the other interns and I could be, and of what people can do together and mean to each other, has helped us to move toward who we are meant to be. It has been a job well done. 
Thank you, Gary, and I wish you every blessing in your retirement.
Love, Angela
