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Reflections from Jan Nielsen

on the Celebration of the Ministry of Rev. Gary E. Smith

May 8, 2011

One bright September day, I trotted into Gary’s office as the new intern.  I wanted to do well so I had tried to come prepared.  As I sat up straight on the edge of the rocking chair next to his desk, I clutched my neat stack of file folders, one for every possible facet, I thought, of ministerial preparation.  I hoped that I looked prepared, competent, confident, at least on the outside.  Inside, I carried a jumble of questions.  

I had left behind a law practice (my file folder obsession a holdover from my legal training) and Roger and I had moved our three young children from Arkansas in 1997 so that I could follow a call to the ministry.  Three years after we had arrived in Cambridge,

I sat in Gary’s office and still I wondered: “Did we do the right thing?”  “Was it right to leave our home, to move the kids?”  We’d managed okay as a family for three years with mom in Divinity School, but “what about now,” I wondered, “with me working, for the first time, as a minister?”  “Would the kids be okay?”  (When I began here at First Parish,

Hannah and Meredith were in first and third grades at Alcott School; Nathan would go to the Milldam Nursery School here.)

That day sitting in Gary’s office, my unspoken questions remained unanswered:  “Can I really do this? Can I be a mother and a minister?”  Shortly after hello, Gary saw through my façade and cut to the heart of it all: “So, you’re the type who has to have it all in order, always prepared for everything, right?”  Gary got it right; that was me in the fall of 2000: trying my hardest to plan for whatever life might bring.  

Fast forward to a cold, icy November Sunday.  It was the weekend after Thanksgiving,  

also known as the dreaded “intern Sunday,” that day when enough folks are still out of town that most ministers who can have their interns preach.  Mid-way through the 11 o’clock service and minutes before I was about to preach my sermon, Gary walked to the pulpit.  Here’s what I remember him saying:

“I have an announcement.  In the interest of helping First Parish’s interns to become the best ministers in all the land, I have a surprise reading for Jan. Let’s see if she can work it into her sermon.”  
Gary chuckled with delight; I wanted to die.  The intern committee had warned that Gary was known for what they called “a wicked sense of humor.”  I wanted to disappear, or run back to the Ozark hills, anything but stand up and preach.  I knew I had no choice; 

I knew if I tried to run, Gary probably would have sent Doug Baker to drag me back to the pulpit.

I learned that day that in ministry, as in life, things can come up for which we could not have planned and for which we may not feel prepared.  I also learned that, to quote an old sermon title of Gary’s, “You Must Be Present to Win.”  Even when it seems that things in life are spinning way out of control, it can be important to stick around and be present to whatever life brings.  I stayed with it that day and so did you, the people in the pews, and when, by grace, I managed to mumble the slightest reference to that surprise reading, you not only laughed, you applauded and cheered.  Gary is a wise teacher.  

It’s been ten years now since my internship.  You, along with the congregation I serve in West Hartford, ordained me in 2002 and, only weeks later, I stood in the pulpit where I have served for the past nine years.  Today, Meredith is a college freshman; next year, Hannah will be a high school senior and Nathan a freshman.  So far, the kids have survived, despite the fact that their mother turned them into “preacher’s kids” without their consent.       

Through the years, Gary has been there for me, mentoring me on the phone or on email, 

sometimes while sitting across from me at lunch or dinner, but always there when I wanted advice or just needed someone to listen.  Over time, my calls to Gary became less frequent, not because I didn’t need his wisdom, but because I began to know in my heart what he would say.  Even now, on those days when things seem really complicated, I can still hear Gary’s voice and I know what he will say:    

Show up.  Be present.  You can’t prepare and plan for everything.  Be real.  Be proud of your roots.  You don’t need to be anybody else; be yourself – (accent and all). 
And maybe most importantly for me, I still hear Gary’s voice saying: 
“Yes you can be a mother and a minister.”
Gary, you have taught me not just how to be a minister, but also how to be a better person.  You have taught me by your example how to be fully and authentically human.  For your ministry, and for your teaching, and for your friendship, I remain deeply grateful.  Thank you, Gary.  

