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Jesus lived a rhythm of prayer and action, and he called his disciples to do the same.
And after he had dismissed the crowds, Jesus went up the mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone.
(Matthew 14:23)
In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed. (Mark 1:35)
But now more than ever the word about Jesus spread abroad; many crowds would gather to hear him and to be cured of their diseases.
But he would withdraw to deserted places and pray. (Luke 5:15-16)

The thing that arrests my attention in these gospel accounts of Jesus’ rhythm of action and prayer is that he sometimes actually
walked away from the action in order to pray. I confess that as a pastor, I too often allowed the action to set the pace of my life in
ministry. We cannot afford to do that and sustain meaningful leadership of congregational life. Here are some questions to consider:
Orientation
• What kind of life rhythms or spiritual practices contributed to your well-being and ministry before the pandemic?
Disorientation
• Are there practices of self-care or prayer rhythms that aren’t working for you anymore?
• What has changed?
• What new things has the pandemic experience taught you about keeping regular spiritual practices?
Reorientation
• Who do you really want to be as a pastor?
• What have you learned about yourself during the pandemic that you don’t want to forget?
• What do you need in order to move in the direction of who you want to be, and who do you think God has called you to be?
Self-care for pastors is not something to attend to when there is a lapse in the action. It must become one of the priorities of your
ministry. Otherwise, you will be unable to sustain the good things that you are doing or to do the good work that God is imagining
for your community.
• The first step is to schedule it. Decide when you are going to “go to the mountain to pray.” It may be daily; a half day/week;
a whole day/month; a week/year. It is a gift for the congregation to know that because you keep a daily rhythm of prayer
each morning, you do not move into “action” until 9 a.m. But remember, there are no magical formulas for a life of prayer.
• Honor your intention (and keep it on your calendar). This way, when you are sitting with a committee trying to decide
when to meet, you know when you are not available for the next meeting.
• Find a spiritual director/companion/friend who will help you take care of yourself. The care and love of someone who
is invested with you in your ability to sustain the work of ministry can be a huge help ~by listening deeply to you on a regular basis. A spiritual director often asks just the right question or speaks clarifying and guiding words after listening deeply
to frustrations, joys, and questions. Spiritual directors also give “permission” to move more purposefully toward the call of
one’s Spirit heart. Need a director? Check out the new Mennonite Spiritual Directors Network website that includes a list of
available directors (https://MennoSDN.org). Zoom works great if there is no one available in your area.
Finally, you likely will not be able to keep the rhythm you desire. Do not despair. Nothing is lost on the breath of God! Put it
on the calendar again. Keep working at it—letting go and forgiving yourself when you don’t meet your own expectations, or when
you have a season of high demands that leave you floundering for self-care time.
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The challenge of keeping a rhythm of action and prayer—giving care and receiving care—is a lifelong journey. Even the writer
of Philippians seems to know that: “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving
let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7).

What to (not) do with a retreat day
Why retreat?

Your life and the life of your congregation have been turned upside down by the realities of the COVID-19 pandemic. If you have
not been keeping a regular rhythm of “going up to the mountain to pray” as Jesus did, now is the time to start!
The spirituality of your congregation is affected by your soul care practices. Making time for the nurture of your soul and spirit,
for conversations with God about your own inner stuff, for soaking up the gifts of creation, for time to just be is very important
and a good use of your pastoral hours. Not just a good use but an essential use of your on-the-clock time. Make no apologies. Tell
your family and your congregation that you need time to “clean your glasses.”
You who wear glasses know how it is. Your glasses can get very dirty before you recognize that they are not clean. Dirty with
things like your own fingerprints, splashes from encounters with things, and smears from your sweat, and so on. On occasion I have
looked at someone and wondered, “Is that a blemish on their cheek?” In reality, the problem is that my glasses are dirty and, in fact,
everything I see looks smudgy or spotty. This is a great metaphor for the importance of regular retreating. It is a time to clean your
glasses, which sometimes is quite an ordeal as you come to terms with the spots of stuff that are actually part of you—and not part
of what you are looking at.

Basic things to do on a day retreat

• Be alone and be silent (unless you are talking aloud to God or singing or shouting or crying). If you are sharing the day with
others, avoid chit-chat. Solitude and silence are a powerful resource for managing ego needs.
• Attend to the loves of your life, beginning with your love of God and God’s love of you. Make sure you either write or
speak something to God about your relationship. Be sure to listen for God’s side of the conversation. What do you think
God’s prayer might be for you?
• Attend to your desires and your fears. Ask yourself what you really wish were true about your life and the life of your
congregation. How do you wish your life would be? What do you really want? Give it words—tell God about your longings.
Also, notice and name what gets in the way when you think about what you really want or wish for. Notice and name the
reason or reasons you don’t want to—or can’t move in the direction of your desire. Ask God for help with your fears about
being honest about what you are really afraid will happen. When are you most afraid to be yourself? What do you need from
God when you are afraid? Ask for what you need with openness to God’s Spirit within.
• Speak or write a conversation with God/Jesus/Spirit. Give words to your feelings about your job, your primary relationships, the problem person at church, whatever is grabbing your attention at the time or weighing you down—or making you
feel more alive than you have for a long time. Listen for God’s response to you or imagine how God is responding.
• Walk and notice where your attention is drawn. Follow your attention. Walk barefoot and feel the earth under you if possible. Contemplation means to take a long, loving look at something. Resist the urge to collect sermon material—just walk
and notice, reflect and contemplate without purpose.
• Be creative and play without purpose. Whittle a stick, doodle, paint, knit, create a collage, pick up the instrument you
haven’t played in years and play whatever you feel like playing. Use items in nature (sticks, stones, leaves, etc.) to make a
mandala on the ground.
• Sleep. It could be that you are so tired physically that what you need is to take a really long nap. Especially if you keep falling
asleep as you are trying to do some of these other things—don’t fight it. Go ahead and sleep—that could be very good use
of the day if that is what you need most.

Things to be careful about on a day retreat

• Phone and computer. Practice not being available—as well as not having something to add to a conversation. Kiss your
loved ones goodbye, tell them where you will be, and silence your devices. Add an automatic response message to your device
that says you are “on retreat.”
• Reading. Don’t plan on reading a book unless you are disciplined to read reflectively (which means you likely won’t get
through a chapter). If you take a book along to read, you need to stop to actually “listen” to the phrase or words that catch
your attention, or else you will just be reading for information. Retreat days are about transformation, not information.
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• Accomplishment. You are using your skills of problem-solving, theologizing, negotiating, mediating, visioning, explaining,
listening, visiting, and reading all the time. These are the tasks that go with the job of a pastor. People always want to know
your opinion about things. Your ego is very accustomed to this reality and likely loves it! Your retreat will be most restful if
you can let go of needing to accomplish anything. You don’t have to have one articulate thought for eight hours.
• Expectations. Don’t expect anything earth-shattering to happen. Again, it is your ego that wants you to be able to say,
“Oh, wow—I had this amazing day retreat when I felt so inspired and enlightened.” Just let that go. You do not need to
produce or accomplish anything. Sabbath days are about resting and renewing—not accomplishing or producing anything except a deeper, more alive and honest relationship with God, which is actually the most important gift you bring to
your congregation!
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Retreating suggestions
1. For everything there is a season: Reflecting with poetry
Listen and attend to your body and soul as you slowly read the following poem.

“For Everything There Is a Season . . .” by Ruth Haley Barton1
Sometimes on the Sabbath
all you can do is
settle into the soft body of yourself
		 and listen to what it says.
Listen to
the exhaustion that is deeper than tiredness
		 the hunger that is for more than food
			 the thirst that is for more than drink
				
the longing for comfort that is more than physical.
On the Sabbath
body and soul reach out for time of a different sort
time that is full of space rather than activity:
		 time to watch the burning bush in your own back yard . . .
			 the movement of the wind among bare branches . . .
				
the last leaf that clings to the branch before its final letting go.
Letting go is hard,
letting go of that which no longer works . . .
		 should fall to the ground
			 sinking into the earthy mud along with everything else that is dying
				
no longer recognizable for what it used to be.
It seems cruel but it is the way of things.
One generation gives its life for the next
One season slips away so another can come.
		 One crop of fruit falls from the tree so that more can be borne.
			 One wave recedes while another gather strength to crash upon the shore.
It seems cruel
but it is the rhythm of things.
		 And rhythm has its own beauty.
Reflect
• What word or phrase stopped you? Listen deeply to what your body is telling you.
• Journal or talk to God about what you are feeling/needing/open to . . .
• Is there a burning bush in your backyard that you have been ignoring?
• What isn’t working for you? What do you need to let go of in order to birth something new?

1. From “Sabbath in Late Fall,” Beyond Words, October 31, 2013, https://transformingcenter.org/2013/10/sabbath-in-late-fall/. Reprinted with permission.
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2. Joining with Jesus: A guided meditation through Scripture
Listen to and reflect on Mark 6:30-52:

The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and taught.
He said to them, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”
For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.
Listen deeply to Jesus’ invitation to stop and rest.
Now many saw them going and recognized them,
And they hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them.
As Jesus went ashore, he saw a great crowd;
and he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd;
and he began to teach them many things.
When/how has your compassion been ignited for those who are like lost sheep? Who are they?
When it grew late, his disciples came to him and said,
“This is a deserted place, and the hour is now very late;
Send them away so that they may go into the surrounding country and villages
and buy something for themselves to eat.”
But Jesus answered them, “You give them something to eat.”
When have you felt without what you need or unable to “feed” the people who are in front of you—looking to you?
(Verses Mark 6:37b – 43 – feeding of the 5000)
Those who had eaten the loaves numbered five thousand men.
Immediately Jesus made his disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side,
to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd.
After saying farewell to them, he went up on the mountain to pray.
Are you with Jesus—going up to the mountain—or with the disciples in the boat? Or somewhere else?
When evening came, the boat was out on the sea, and Jesus was alone on the land.
When he saw that they were straining at the oars against an adverse wind,
he came towards them early in the morning, walking on the sea.
How are you feeling the effects of an “adverse wind”?
He intended to pass them by.
How do you respond to Jesus’ intent to keep walking past the disciples who were in trouble?
But when they saw him walking on the sea, they thought it was a ghost and cried out;
for they all saw him and were terrified.
But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said,
“Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.”
Have you ever mistaken Jesus for a ghost?
How have you heard Jesus speak into your fear?
Then he got into the boat with them and the wind ceased.
And they were utterly astounded, for they did not understand about the loaves,
but their hearts were hardened.
When/how has your heart hardened because you did not understand something—even something really good—like these miracles?
Continue a dialogue (written or aloud) with Jesus about this story.
Is there an invitation that you are sensing from Jesus?
What bothers you about this story?
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3. The gift of being yourself: A journaling exercise
Allowing God to accept me just as I am helps me accept myself in the same way. This is essential for genuine spiritual transformation. . . .
Any hope that you can know yourself without accepting the things about you that you wish were not true is an illusion. Reality must
be embraced before it can be changed. Our knowing of ourselves will remain superficial until we are willing to accept ourselves as God
accepts us—fully and unconditionally, just as we are.
God’s acceptance of us as we are is not in any way in conflict with Divine longing for our wholeness. Nor is our acceptance of our self.
But until we are prepared to accept the self we actually are, we block God’s transforming work of making us into our true self that is
hidden in God. We must befriend the self we seek to know. We must receive it with hospitality, not hostility. No one—not even your
own self—can be known apart from such a welcome.2

Notice where you are drawn. Listen deeply. Journal. Walk and “ponder these things in your heart.”
Do you sense a new invitation as it pertains to accepting yourself just as you are—as God does?
4. Reflect and write: A poetry exercise
Write a poem using the “Golden Shovel” poetic form. The form was created by Terrance Hayes and inspired by Gwendolyn Brooks.3

1. Choose a favorite scripture verse or phrase. Or it could be a line from your favorite hymn, or some other sentence or phrase
that inspires you. Indicate the source of your choice.
2. Write the individual words of that line down the right-hand side of your paper—one word under the next.
3. Write a poem using each of those words as the last word in a line—so if you begin with a phrase that includes six words,
you will have a six-line poem when you are done. The theme of your poem can mirror the phrase, or be about something
completely unrelated.
4. On a computer, you can type out the poem and then select it and move it to the right margin.
Example:
Psalm 46:10
I find it is hard to be.
No loss of desire, but still
my monkey mind and
all its cohorts know
just how to snag my attention that
will carry me away until I
stop and realize that I am
distracted again. O help me God.
(JHP 2020)

2. David G. Benner, The Gift of Being Yourself: The Sacred Call to Self-Discovery (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press), 53.
3. See Robert Lee Brewer, “Golden Shovel: Poetic Form,” Writer’s Digest, June 24, 2014, https://www.writersdigest.com/write-better-poetry/golden-shovel-poetic-form.
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5. Welcoming prayer: Reflection and blessing

“Welcoming Prayer” by Thomas Keating4
Welcome, welcome, welcome.
I welcome everything that comes to me
in this moment because I know
that it is for my healing.
I welcome all thoughts, feelings, emotions,
persons, situations, and conditions.
I let go of my desire for security and survival.
I let go of my desire for approval.
I let go of my desire for control.
I let go of any desire to change any
situation, condition, person, or myself.
I open myself to the love and presence of God
and the healing action and grace within.
4. Reprinted with permission of Fr. Thomas Keating and Contemplative Outreach (www.contemplativeoutreach.org).

Rev. Jane Hoober Peifer, MDiv retired from 24 years of pastoral ministry in 2013. She lives in Harrisonburg, VA, where she
provides spiritual direction and retreats for individuals and groups. “I’m passionate about helping pastors learn how to care for
their own souls as they go about the work of leading and guiding God’s people for the sake of the world.”
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