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If I remember right, about my first “official” moment at First Parish was a Monday night meeting of the governing board at Gary’s house.  I had started that very day, and in my initial orientation discussion in his office, Gary had let me know that it would be a good thing if I could make it to the meeting.  Given my position, of course I said that I would come, and I left Gary’s office to get on with my work.  But on this particular Monday, I felt a bit of a nagging concern about going out that night, which a few minutes later I found I had to express to Gary.

“Gary,” I said, with just a bit of fear of what his reaction might be, “You know that the Patriots season is opening on Monday Night Football tonight, right?”

Well, Gary broke out in that wide grin of his, and laughed, and said, “Do you know how happy I am that you even know that?”  And then he assured me that the meeting would be well over by kick-off, which it was.  That was the fall of 2004, so we didn’t even know then what a wonderful couple of months we had in store as Boston sports fans!  I will always remember Gary calling out Gene Brown in church that October, saying, “Friends, this is what a Cardinals fan looks like!” (Gene grew up in St. Louis, poor guy).
Looking back, I am so thankful for my time with Gary at First Parish and beyond.  Gary was and is a mentor to me in every sense of the word.  By his example and by his guidance, he’s taught me how to be a minister.  He’s taught me how to be a father.  He’s taught me how to be a caring person in this challenging world.
Gary believed in me well before I believed in myself.  He encouraged me and challenged me.  I was reluctant to wear a stole in the pulpit at First Parish early on, but then Gary gave me a speech about congregational polity, and local custom, ending with, “If you need me to, I’ll stand there and the stole on you myself.”  I wore the stole, though I will admit I often didn’t feel I really deserved it.

One of the greatest days of my life was when I was ordained on June 3, 2006, at First Parish, with Gary preaching.  By that day, as Gary suggested I would, I already felt ordained by the people at First Parish, and by Gary and Jenny and Ann Willever, and Karen Foley, and so many more.  Gary wisely told me once that ordination doesn’t really happen just in that one moment in that one ceremony, but that instead it happens over time as you minister to and with people, as they learn to see you as a minister, and as you learn, yourself, to take on that role.

My appreciation of Gary as a minister and a mentor has only increased as I have begun serving my congregation here in Vermont.  I remember I dared once to mildly criticize the way in which he was dealing with some challenges with the First Parish board.  He was patient with me and explained his thinking, but I still thought I knew better, at least in that one case.  About a year ago, working through some challenges in my own board, Gary’s ministry at that time came back to me, and I realized just how right he was.  At the moment I realized that, in a board meeting, I had to laugh a little, which I managed to do out loud, and then had to make some excuse for my errant and inappropriate chuckle.  Oh, Gary—you’re still teaching me, though I no longer get to see you every day.

Still, Gary, my friend, it’s almost every day that I think of your ministry, and of your manner and understanding, and I find myself wishing at times that I could just go back for a while and sit with you for hours trying to make sense of the difficulties and joys of this work.

Gary, you have indelibly touched my ministry for the better, and I know you will continue to do so for the rest of my life.  You make me smile.  You help me believe.  I love your presence in my soul.  Thank you.

