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“Gary Smith.”
There is an instant sense of recognition and comradeship among any of us who have had the experience of interning under the guidance of the Reverend Gary Smith.  It’s not quite a smugness, but we know that we’ve shared something unique, rare, and that our colleagues who haven’t will never truly understand what it means to be part of “Clan Gary.”  Yet I suppose that what really binds us together is the knowledge that we were formed, in part, by someone who truly deserves the accolade, “a minister’s minister.”  
I understand that he’s a good minister for the laity too, but I can speak most personally to the kind of minister he is to other ministers – those who are in the early stages of their formation, and those who’ve been in the business for a while, in the later stages of formation.  (One of the things he taught me is that this formation thing is never really over – he was so very obviously open to continual growth and deepening himself, and never, ever seemed to have thought he’d “made it.”)

When members of Clan Gary meet we usually regale one another with stories of Gary’s sense of humor – like the time he, unbeknownst to all of you, was slowly pushing the first sermon I was to deliver here towards annihilation in the chalice flame; or the letter of reference he wrote for my first search that began, “To whom it may concern, I did not realize that Erik had gotten out of prison yet  . . .”
But what stands out for me is the way he was able to use that same humor so expertly and, seemingly effortlessly, in the service of his ministry.  I remember sermons in which, having brought us to some real tension, or almost unbearably deep feeling, he’d note the time – “but in the seven and a half minutes I have left I’d like to . . . .”  The perfect release.  I remember hearing about the Sunday after September 11th, when he ascended the pulpit, looked out at a congregation full of pain, and confusion, and grief, and fear, and need, and began, “This . . . had better . . . be good.”
And it was good.  It was just what was needed.  Somehow then, and so often, Gary would do, or say – or not do or not say – just the right thing.  And while I can’t say that I’ve yet quite mastered the art, I know that I’ve studied it under a master and I have that example to draw on.  To this day my wife will listen to some of my sermons and comment that I’ve inserted a “Gary line” somewhere or other.  

“What Would Gary Do?” is not only a question I could have turned into an acronym and put on a bracelet, it’s one that has often brought me to the phone or my e-mail to ask my friend and mentor directly, even though later this month it’ll be sixteen years since the end of my internship.  

I believe it was here that I first preached a sermon titled after something Mohandas Gandhi often said, “My life is my message.”  Gary Smith taught me many things.  But he embodied many more teachings than he ever put into words.  He isn’t just someone who performed the tasks of ministry well.  He is a minister.  I will always treasure the opportunity, the lucky opportunity I had to be one of the ministers he helped to train.  The ministry I’ve done has been the better for it.  And so have I.
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