
IN
TOUCH

Reflections and information from and for retirees served by the 
Board of Benefits Services of the Reformed Church in America

Summer 2023Volume 29, Number 2 

Editor’s Note:

Retirement provides us with an opportunity to look back and 
reflect, and to look ahead and ponder what comes next, both 
as individuals and as a church. Each of us is part of a proud 
denomination with a nearly 400-year-old history. Some will 
grieve. Some will rejoice. All will pray. Together we celebrate. 
In this issue we hear from those who are newly retired and 
some who have been on this pathway for years. All have much 
to offer. 

If you would like to share your thoughts, your reflections, your 
journey, shoot me an email.

Bob Terwilliger, editor
terwilliger@juno.com

Sarah Henseler

Seen from a distance, retirement looked like a destination. 
Now that I have arrived, it is clear that it is the start of a new 
journey. Or is it a new leg of a continuing one? Whether it’s a 
brand-new journey, or just a new path, the truth is that there 
is a lot to learn and adjust to: new daily rhythms, new bud-
gets, new freedom (where shall we live now?), and, last but 
not least, calls to new kinds of service. It’s that last, that call 
to service, that reminds me that the retirement journey is a 
continuation of a journey in ministry, one that started out for 
me in parish ministry in Montrose, New York, and now finds 
me completing a ministry of college teaching at St. Edward’s 
University in Austin, Texas. 
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Happily, though, for all of us, the call to ministry has no ex-
piration date, and retirement is not the end of God’s call on 
our lives. I have rejoiced in that fact for the last three years as 
I have engaged in the Episcopal Diocese of Texas’s training 
program for spiritual directors. My retirement will begin with 
a June graduation from the training program that has readied 
me for my next ministry. I am so grateful for the continuity, 
the assurance that God is still guiding me, and the new path 
that God has set me on. Retirement is not the destination I 
imagined as I looked forward to it! It is a journey that I am em-
barking on with gratitude for God’s faithful presence on the 
way.

Sarah received her BA from Hope College, her MDiv from 
Princeton Theological Seminary, and her MA and PhD from the 
Graduate School and University Center of the City University 
of New York. She served the Reformed Church of Cortland-
town in Montrose, New York. She has taught at the College of 
Staten Island, Hunter College, Southwestern University, and 
St. Edward’s University. She also taught English as a foreign 
language in Japan, and was a Scholar in Residence in Moroc-
co. Sarah and her husband live in Austin, Texas. shenseler2@
gmail.com 

Susan Hetrick

When I was asked to reflect on my ministry and my retire-
ment, the only thing that came to mind for both was the word 
“unconventional.”

I was ordained as a specialized minister in the RCA in January 
2013, as the executive director of the Oasis Renewal Center, 
a retreat ministry in Sonoita, Arizona. I had distinctly heard 
God calling me into ministry, and I did quite a bit of the usu-
al stuff—reading Scripture, preaching, praying, officiating 
weddings, serving communion, and leading meetings. How-
ever, for seven years my husband David and I also welcomed 
people into our rural home on 16 acres of rolling wooded hills 
in southeastern Arizona. We offered people a quiet place to 
unwind, pray, commune with nature, and rest. Amenities at 
the Oasis included a labyrinth, interaction with animals (three 
dogs, eight goats, two alpacas, and twelve chickens), a hot 
tub, prayer gardens, and walking trails. We provided a relaxed, 
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homey atmosphere, nourishing meals, comfortable beds,  
and the opportunity to connect with God and connect with 
others. 

Our retreat ministry drew folks from all walks of life and from 
all over the world—consistories and church leaders from the 
RCA, the Christian Reformed Church, the Evangelical Luther-
an Church in America, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), and 
the United Methodist Church; the board of a Basset Hound 
rescue group (twice); an Indie rock band who needed a break 
while touring the southwest; a group of ultra-marathoners, 
including one Barefoot Jake who had run across the U.S. with-
out shoes; the RCA’s emerging women leaders groups, and 
the RCA’s Commission for Women, to name a few. 

We held retreats for leadership groups, for women, for men, 
for people entering midlife, for yoga practitioners, and for 
artists. We hosted ten Catholic nuns who evacuated their 
convent to escape a wildfire. We also hosted individuals, cou-
ples, and families who just needed to get away for a few days, 
including a wine connoisseur from England, two hikers from 
Germany, a veterinarian from France, and eleven Folklórico 
dancers from Mexico. 

When I was asked what I did as an executive director of a 
retreat center, I usually said that I invite people into my home, 
I feed them, and I listen to them. I spent a LOT of time just 
allowing people to talk about whatever was on their heart. 
Many people had spiritual questions, but most people just 
needed to talk through something that was going on in their 
lives. The conversation always began with, “Can I ask you 
something?” I always answered, “Of course!” Apparently, I 
have a big invisible sign over my head that says, Tell this wom-
an your life story. She will listen! That was the essence of my 
somewhat unconventional ministry. 

In March 2020 when COVID struck, everything came screech-
ing to a halt. We could no longer host people in our home. 
Retreats and bookings were cancelled. Churches across the 
world closed their doors. The retreat center closed its doors.
For seven months in 2020, I worked with the local Methodist 
church, producing a weekly church service that was broad-
cast over a local radio station in Patagonia, Arizona. I learned 
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all sorts of new skills: writing prayers for an audience I could 
not see; recording Bible verses, prayers, transitional phrases, 
and the occasional sermon with an app on my phone; and 
computer-assisted sound editing! Working remotely to pro-
duce a radio church service was certainly unconventional in 
our televised video and internet-centered world. And for me, 
it felt like the exact opposite of my Oasis ministry: I was send-
ing a message out, not inviting people in; I was speaking, not 
listening. 

As I finished up the broadcast for Sunday, November 15, 2020, 
I felt a distinct shift. I suddenly felt that my season in ministry 
had come to an end and God was telling me it was time to 
retire, despite being only 56 years old. 

David and I deliberately planned for an unconventional retire-
ment. Neither of us were excited about the idea of moving 
to a 55+ community with pickleball courts or a golf course. 
That felt way too unadventurous, and besides, neither of us 
played pickleball or golf. Instead, we wanted to be near a 
beach, someplace with a lower cost of living, where we could 
enjoy nature and art and a new culture. We researched several 
options (Puerto Rico; Belize; Roatán, Honduras; Costa Rica; 
Mexico), pored over International Living magazine articles, 
did cost comparisons, and traveled around the Caribbean. We 
sold the goats, the alpacas, and the chickens.

In December 2020, my husband David and I flew to Puerto 
Vallarta in Jalisco on Mexico’s west coast. As we flew over 
the jungle-covered mountains surrounding the turquoise bay, 
my heart sang, “I’m home!” We planned to stay six months 
and “test drive” retirement. We rented a furnished studio 
apartment three blocks from the beach (which, oddly, had no 
windows to the outdoors!) and set about exploring our new 
surroundings, meeting new people, and trying to figure out 
what to do all day when we didn’t have jobs! 

I have always loved art and began painting when I was very 
young. Puerto Vallarta has a vibrant art scene with a weekly 
art walk, the Arte Vallarta Museo, beautiful public sculptures, 
and dozens of galleries and artist studios. We spent hours 
walking around the city looking at murals and visiting galler-
ies. I found a small art supply store close to our apartment, 
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bought some canvas and paints, and began creating small 
paintings at our kitchen table. We also explored the hun-
dreds of restaurants that the city offered, and walked daily on 
the Malecón, the long boardwalk by the ocean that leads to 
Puerto Vallarta’s iconic Los Muertos Pier. With all that walking, 
both of us lost weight!

Four months into our stay, our home and retreat center in 
Arizona sold, and we went back to the states to tie up all 
the loose ends. We took a two-week trip to Belize in Central 
America to explore retirement options there, but discovered 
that while Belize is a welcoming and beautiful country, it just 
wasn’t the right fit for us. 

At the end of September 2021, we drove back to Puerto Val-
larta with our dogs, intending to stay. We applied for residen-
cy. We now live in a Mexican-style house with a backyard in a 
lovely, friendly neighborhood, just six blocks from the beach. 
I have an art studio where I spend my afternoons and have 
shown my paintings at two different local art galleries. 

Puerto Vallarta has been called the friendliest city in the 
world, and it truly is! We have met lots of locals and expats 
from all over the world and have made some very good 
friends. We have been able to welcome visiting friends from 
up north, including a retired CRC pastor and his wife, whom 
we hosted at the Oasis nearly ten years ago! It was wonderful 
to reconnect with them.

I’m learning to navigate an entirely new culture in a new lan-
guage. My Spanish is improving daily, and I have been able to 
settle into life in Mexico with only a few hiccups. It helps that 
there’s a Costco nearby. I’m impressed with the efficiency and 
low cost of the health-care system, thrilled with the price of 
food in the markets (fresh shrimp for $3.00/pound, avocados 
for less than $1.00/pound!), and delighted with the festivals 
and celebrations that are put on by the city throughout the 
year, all featuring extravagant decorations, parades, music, 
and fireworks. There is always something to celebrate!

I don’t miss much about living in the U.S., with the exceptions 
of family and Taco Bell. I honestly feel safer in Mexico than I 
felt in the U.S. with its vitriol and gun violence. I’ve learned 
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that life here moves at a slower pace and people genuinely 
care for one another. There is a different focus to the day. It is 
more important to stop and ask how your neighbor is doing 
than to arrive at an event on time. I have learned not to get 
impatient with anything—things will happen when they hap-
pen. Mañana!

I have been asked if we have found a church to join, or if I 
intend to begin a new ministry or a church in Puerto Vallarta. 
The answer to all those questions is no. I can only explain it 
this way: ministry and involvement with the church focused 
and sustained me for most of my life. It was essential while 
we were raising our four children and provided me with a 
community, true friends, spiritual grounding, an identity, and 
a career. I served the RCA over the years in congregations, 
on commissions, in my classis, and at General Synod, and I 
enjoyed every minute of it. I am truly grateful for, and love, 
the church. However, when I retired it was as though a door 
slammed shut behind me. That season is over. God is up to 
something different now and has moved me from the high 
desert mountains of Arizona to the jungle-covered mountains 
of Jalisco. Adventure awaits!

Susan grew up in Massachusetts. She earned her BA in En-
glish literature with a minor in humanities/art history from 
the University of Arizona in 1986. She earned her MDiv from 
Phoenix Seminary in 2006, went through the MFCA program 
and was ordained by the Classis of the Southwest in 2013. She 
served as the executive director of the Oasis Renewal Center 
for seven years. She also served the RCA on the Commission 
for Women, and was the president of the Classis of the South-
west in 2018-2019. She retired from ministry in 2020 and now 
happily lives in Puerto Vallarta, Jalisco, Mexico. She and her 
husband, David, have four grown children. pastorsusanhet-
rick@gmail.com 

Toni Macon

Who is the Reformed Church in America?

I joined the Reformed Church in America in 1983 at New Life 
Community Church in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, while I was 
teaching high school with the Dominican Sisters. I had grown 
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up in Reformation churches: Congregational, Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.), Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 
and United Methodist. It was the tag end of Robert Schuller’s 
“Hour of Power” that pointed me to New Life Community 
Church. There, I found a home for worship, for study, for com-
munity. It was there that I learned of the Dutch heritage and 
its part in the Reformation of Western Europe. It was there I 
was ordained a deacon. And it was in this congregation that I 
heard the call to the ministry of Word and sacrament.

I chose to go to a multi-denominational, multicultural semi-
nary for my studies. Since I had chosen the RCA, I needed to 
be able to express our history, theology, and worship amongst 
other denominations and thought I would have the best op-
portunity at Colgate-Rochester Divinity School in Rochester, 
New York. And I was right! At the time of my MDiv studies, 
there was one faculty person and one other student from the 
RCA among many. I loved learning from others, but could 
hold my own as an RCA-er in discussion, worship, theology. 
The Classis of Rochester gave me experiences and guidance. I 
was part of the first class of General Synod Seminarian Sem-
inar participants at Fordham University in 1988. Later, I was 
able to lead the General Synod Seminarian Seminar from 1993 
through 2006 and also served on the General Synod Council 
for four terms. I was given the opportunity to serve as the 
“educator” for the denomination from 2004-2012 in the area 
of power, clergy, and sexual abuse in the church, and contin-
ued to help classes and churches until my retirement in these 
areas. I was also active in the Regional Synod of New York 
and in every classis within which I was fortunate to live.

In recent years with the ever-growing division in the RCA, I 
want to share a wonderful statement that was adopted, I be-
lieve, at the 1988 General Synod, which I have used numerous 
times in ministry and discussions. This RCA identity statement 
celebrates our biblical understanding, our historic creeds and 
theology, and it allows the Spirit to continue to work and re-
form those called to this part of the reformation family. I will 
also say, this statement embodies the Reformed Church in 
America that I joined way back in 1983 and the one I still iden-
tify with today. It starts off like this:
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We who are members of the Reformed Church in America 
are not our own, but belong to Jesus Christ, our faithful Sav-
ior, God, our faithful Creator, and the Holy Spirit, our faithful 
Counselor.

(Sound familiar? Catechism and creed, biblical theology. 
What’s not to affirm?!)

When the Holy Spirit placed us in the Reformed Church in 
America we entered a communion begun in 1628. We have 
been given the fruits of the Reformation. The revelation of 
God through the Scriptures is our norm for faith and life.

(I was called to be in this family of history, of community 
that grappled with theological and biblical fights during 
the Reformation and came through understanding more 
about God and God’s continued revelation through Scrip-
ture in scholarship, discoveries in archeology, and always 
in discussion with the present. For our God and our 
Church is not static!) 

We are members of the church catholic. The great creeds 
express our faith. The great liturgies guide our worship. We 
gather together with other believers in congregations, class-
es, synods, and ecumenical councils, hearing from each other 
what the Holy Spirit teaches.

(The breadth of Reformed thought and worship is quite 
spacious. This part of the statement reminds me of this—
that we are part of a larger group, yet in the Reformed 
part of the church catholic. There are boundaries at either 
end. I believe this is what we, as the RCA, have been 
bumping up against for many years now. For those who 
do not believe in infant baptism, well, you have now ven-
tured on the other side of the RCA boundary. For those 
who do not believe in an open table or that elders invite 
children to partake of the table, then you are on the other 
side of the RCA boundary. You can still be Reformed, just 
not RCA. Yet to achieve being a thousand churches doing 
one thing—following Christ in ministry to a lost a broken 
world, so loved by God—we stretched the boundary and 
it broke, and hence division began to grow stronger.) 
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We who live together in the Reformed Church in America 
have been called by God to security in Christ and chosen for 
service in God’s mission. We who had been enslaved to sin 
became free to live for others in gratitude to God. We know 
ourselves to be justified by grace through faith alone and 
summoned to establish justice for others.

(I LOVE THIS! It is not about me or you, but all about 
God! How refreshing!)

We are baptized into Christ as a sign and seal of our entry into 
the covenant. We are called to eat at the one Table of the Lord 
with people of every church and race and nation; and share in 
the task of evangelism in which God invites every person to 
feast at the Table of the Lord.

	 (DITTO!!)

With the whole church, we await the Great Day of the Lord, 
when Jesus Christ will judge all things and banish all evil, 
suffering, and death; in our time, Christ works through us to 
replace war with peace, oppression with deliverance, poverty 
with sufficiency, and bigotry with love.

(I look forward to the Day of the Lord, but until that time, 
we are called to serve God and one another with Christ, 
and are given the marching orders above.)

We are a church living by prayer and obedience, for God is 
sovereign over all, whose will must be done on earth as in 
heaven. We celebrate God’s love for all creation!

(Amen! Amen!)

I am so glad I chose and was adopted into the Reformed 
Church in America because of its unique witness in the Ref-
ormation churches. I am sorry for those who are leaving, and 
yet, they will be happier in another section of the “Reformed” 
family than they have been. I always remember my vows at 
ordination and installation in which I promised “that I believe 
the gospel of the grace of God in Jesus Christ as revealed in 
the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments and as 
expressed in the Standards of the Reformed Church in Amer-
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ica. I accept the Scriptures as the only rule of faith and life. I 
accept the Standards as historic and faithful witnesses to the 
Word of God. … I will conduct the work of the church in an 
orderly way and in accordance with the Liturgy and the Book 
of Church Order.

I was able to uphold those vows and to find my home in the 
RCA. I hope others will perhaps remind themselves of whose 
we are and who we are together. Thanks for welcoming me 
into the family, and may the family continue for the glory of 
God.

Toni received her BA in theater arts, English, and second-
ary education from Marquette University, and her MDiv from 
Colgate Rochester Divinity School. She served Hope Church 
in Holland, Michigan; Marbletown Reformed in Stone Ridge, 
New York; Church of the Saviour in Coopersville, Michigan; 
and Wallkill Reformed in Wallkill, New York. Toni was also the 
RCA trainer/educator in the area of clergy sexual abuse and 
power, and a specialized minister-at-large. Toni lives with her 
husband, the Rev. Gary DeWitt, in Miami, Florida, where she is 
an active member at the Coral Gables Congregational United 
Church of Christ. Talk about herding cats, she enjoys traveling, 
her great family and friends, playing pickleball, supporting her 
local library, and reading banned books. tonimacon@yahoo.
com 

John Paarlberg

As I write this in mid-May, the marsh marigold at the edge of 
our small backyard pond and the quince bush in another cor-
ner of the yard have dropped most of their blossoms. A week 
or two ago they were in their glory. The lawn, which we’ve 
deliberately left unmowed, is dotted with dandelions and 
violets, the host plant for numerous species of fritillary butter-
flies. The swamp milkweed and Joe Pye weed which I planted 
last year are beginning to poke their green shoots above last 
year’s fallen leaves. They will be important sources of nectar 
and food for monarch butterflies and other pollinators later 
this summer. The catbirds returned from their winter range 
a few days ago and today I saw my first oriole of the season. 
On warm days I’ve been serenaded by the trilling of American 
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toads and the banjo-like twangs of the northern green frog. 
The trees—cottonwoods, maples, willows, aspens, butternuts, 
elm, and linden—have all leafed out, the last of them, a swamp 
white oak and a black tupelo, just this past week. Also last 
week I installed a package of bees in the backyard hive (a 
hobby passed on to me by the Rev. Herm Luben) and planted 
a northern red oak, a few foam flowers, Virginia bluebells, and 
common sneezeweed. While planting these native wildflowers 
I’ve also been removing non-native invasive species—garlic 
mustard (bushels of the stuff), oriental bittersweet, and multi-
flora rose.

Retirement has afforded me more time to tend and keep cre-
ation, at least in my own backyard, and spring is an especially 
busy time of year. The work is never finished, only partially 
successful, and deeply satisfying. And there is always more to 
learn. 

I’ve been guided by people like Douglas Tallamy, author of 
Nature’s Best Hope: A New Approach to Conservation That 
Begins in Your Yard (Portland, OR: Timber Press, 2019). Talla-
my’s hope is that by having less lawn and more native plants 
we can help regenerate biodiversity and make more room for 
our fellow creatures. Native oaks, for example, support 534 
species of butterfly and moth caterpillars—more than any oth-
er native tree or plant, according to Tallamy, while our fertil-
ized and chemically treated lawns are ecological deserts.

Scientists have said that we are in the midst of one of the 
greatest extinction spasms in geological history. Each year 
thousands, perhaps as many as tens of thousands, of spe-
cies become extinct, mostly due to habitat loss and climate 
change. The number of insects has been reduced by 45 
percent globally since 1974. E.O. Wilson called them “the little 
things that run the world.” Insects build soil, pollinate plants, 
and provide food for countless species, including, at least 
indirectly, us. “If all humankind were to disappear,” Wilson 
wrote, “the world would regenerate back to the rich state of 
equilibrium that existed ten thousand years ago. If insects 
were to vanish, the environment would collapse into chaos.” 
Without them, humankind would last only a few months.

“Let everything that breathes praise the Lord!” sings the 
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psalmist. In the creation story in the first chapter of Genesis, 
God brings life into being by saying, “Let the earth bring forth 
living creatures of every kind,” which sounds more like per-
mission-giving than controlling or managing. “Let the earth 
bring forth…” might suggest that we need to get out of the 
way and make space for the earth to do its thing. Make room 
for your fellow creatures. Let life flourish. Let them be. Let 
them praise the Lord.

Practices like “No Mow May,” refraining from mowing during 
the month of May and allowing flowers to bloom in your lawn 
to help early season pollinators, is one way of making more 
space for our fellow creatures. Tallamy’s “Homegrown Nation-
al Park” movement is another. His goal is to have half of the 
green lawns of privately-owned properties converted to na-
tive plantings. What if every church dedicated at least half of 
its green space to native wildflowers, shrubs, and trees? What 
if each homeowner did that? We’d be restoring the earth one 
backyard—or churchyard—at a time.

Creation care has also been a significant part of my involve-
ment with the New York State Council of Churches. I serve as 
the Albany Synod representative on the Council’s executive 
committee and chair its social justice commission. The Council 
was part of a coalition of groups who successfully advocated 
for the New York State Common Retirement Fund to divest of 
its holdings in fossil fuel companies.

There is an urgent need to address the climate crisis. The UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has de-
termined that we have until 2030 to dramatically reduce fossil 
fuel emissions. The vast majority of fossil fuel reserves will 
need to stay in the ground if we are to avert climate disaster, 
yet oil companies continue to explore for new reserves and 
drill new wells. Continuing to fund these activities raises seri-
ous moral questions. Climate change will cause—and indeed 
already is causing—human suffering, and it is the poor and 
future generations who will suffer the most. According to the 
World Health Organization, between 2030 and 2050, climate 
change is expected to cause approximately 250,000 addi-
tional deaths per year, from malnutrition, malaria, diarrhea, 
and heat stress. United Nations Secretary General António 
Guterres has called investing in new fossil fuel infrastructure 
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“moral and economic madness,” and the World Council of 
Churches has spoken of the “the moral imperative of fossil 
fuel divestment.” Many churches and other faith based groups 
have decided to partially or fully divest from fossil fuels.

The Reformed Church in America has not. But there are things 
we can do. I’ve been working with others in trying to call 
attention to the fossil fuel–free options available in the RCA 
retirement plans. Most participants are invested in one of the 
Fidelity Freedom Funds, which include substantial holdings 
in major fossil fuel companies (as well as in major tobacco 
companies, for-profit prisons, nuclear weapons, firearms and 
ammunition manufacturers.) We should not be funding our 
retirement by sacrificing the well-being of our children or 
the lives of the poor. The good news is that we don’t have 
to. There are other funds available in the RCA retirement and 
403(b) plans, some of which are fossil fuel–free. But each of 
us must make that choice. Perhaps we can yet avert the worst 
effects of the climate crisis—one retirement account at a time.

“The real work of planet-saving,” wrote Wendell Berry, “will be 
small, humble, and humbling, and (insofar as it involves love) 
pleasing and rewarding. Its jobs will be too many to count, too 
many to report, too many to be publicly noticed or rewarded, 
too small to make anyone rich or famous.” As small and hum-
bling as planting an oak tree or taking care how you invest.

John received his BA from Hope College and an MDiv from 
Yale Divinity School. He served RCA churches in Holland, 
Michigan, and North Syracuse, New York, and as the RCA 
minister for social witness and worship. He then served as 
the senior pastor at the First Church in Albany, New York, and 
retired in 2017. John and his wife, Marilyn, live in Loudonville, 
New York. jpaarlberg@gmail.com 

Doug Scholten

I Had a Plan

Fresh out of Western Theological Seminary in 1982, I received 
a call to become the copastor of Fellowship Reformed Church 
in Muskegon, Michigan. I had a plan that I would stay there a 
few years before moving into a solo pastorate. My wife, Mary, 
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and I moved 36 miles north of Holland and bought our first 
home. We had seven good years there as our son and  daugh-
ter were born and we were embraced by a loving congrega-
tion and staff. Sherwin Weener was a great mentor for me as I 
learned what it is to be pastor, leader, and preacher. Sherwin, 
though 15 years my senior, shared the ministry, inviting me to 
do half the preaching as he recognized I had gifts in that area 
that experience would deepen.

In my sixth year there the church hosted the church consul-
tant Lyle Schaller for a conference. As a benefit of hosting the 
conference, Lyle did a consultation with Fellowship Church 
and the pastors. In my one-on-one time with Lyle, he said that 
it was time for me to step into a solo pastor role. I recall that 
he said to me, “You will be gone from here within a year.” His 
words proved prophetic; in ten months I had a call to be the 
senior pastor of Community Reformed Church in Buena Park, 
California. I followed a long-tenured pastor who retired from 
the church after 24 years. I could not imagine staying at one 
church that long. I had a plan to minister in Buena Park for a 
few years and then signal my openness to return to the Mid-
west where my wife and I grew up. Yet as the years went by 
and the ministry flourished, one decade became two; then 
I passed my predecessor’s tenure as I celebrated 25 years 
there. We had come to love living in California, and the church 
and the ministry in that context.

Something began to change in me in the next few years. Mary, 
a marriage and family therapist, said she thought I was experi-
encing burnout. So I made a plan.  My plan was to retire from 
the church, now called Christ Community Church, by my third 
decade mark. But, because I would only be 62 then, I planned 
to become an interim pastor, helping churches through tran-
sitions between their installed pastors. I signed up for The Art 
of Transitional Ministry training, put on by the PCUSA. I com-
pleted the training about six months before I began taking 
our consistory through the book by William Vanderbloemen 
entitled:  Next: Pastoral Succession That Works.  I wanted a 
smooth transition for the church as I concluded my ministry 
with them.

I had a plan to help the church I had spent half my life serving 
to transition well into the next season of its ministry. Howev-
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er, yet again, my plan did not come to be.  As I approached 
my announced date of retiring from Christ Community, the 
church called a team of three pastors to take my place. How-
ever, within six months of my departure the team had fallen 
apart, and the smooth succession plan did not succeed.

Interim transitional ministry was not valued in my classis at 
that time. While I could have done interim ministry with RCA 
churches in Michigan and other states, my services were not 
needed in my locale. Most churches in my area used commis-
sioned pastors from their staffs while they searched for their 
next lead pastor.  I did not want to relocate to another state 
for a year or two, because my wife was still engaged in her 
practice as a marriage and family therapist and her license 
was only for the state of California. So since my plan was not 
working out, I did some guest preaching in area churches and 
became a retiree chaplain with RCA Board of Benefits Ser-
vices, staying in touch with retired RCA pastors in my area.

Additionally, during the COVID pandemic, I took on the role 
as the preaching pastor of an RCA church in our area that 
was in a search process for a part-time pastor.   Since they 
held their services online, I preached via Zoom each Sunday 
at 10:30 a.m. When things began to open up again, Mary and I 
wanted to find a church close to our home to be a part of, so 
I planned to conclude my preaching with the vacant church. 
Not wanting to leave them without a preacher, I offered to 
continue to preach for them by uploading my sermons to my 
YouTube channel where they could download them into their 
Sunday services. They liked the idea, and so we have done 
that for over a year now.

Consequently, when I counted the sermons I preached in 
2022, it was about 60.   I enjoy the discipline of weekly study, 
sermon preparation, and the preaching of a sermon. Likewise, 
I like being able to attend and worship at a neighborhood 
church where I am just another parishioner. While this was not 
“my plan,” perhaps it is God’s plan for this present season in 
the third third of my life.

When people ask me now if I am retired,  I often say, “Well, 
sort of, but maybe not.” As has been said, “Old ministers nev-
er retire, they just go out to pastor.”
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“The human mind may devise many plans, but it is the pur-
pose of the Lord that will be established” (Proverbs 19:21).

Doug received his BA from Northwestern College and his 
MDiv from Western Theological Seminary. He served Fellow-
ship Reformed in Muskegon, Michigan, and Christ Community 
in Buena Park, California. Doug and Mary live in La Palma, Cali-
fornia, and have a married son and daughter and three grand-
children. doug.scholten@gmail.com

Rick Veenstra

Bob Terwilliger, whom I first met as a freshman at Hope Col-
lege in 1965, asked me to write an article for In Touch. As it 
happens, I just began reading a book on leadership by Henry 
Kissinger, which was published in 2022 when he was 98 years 
old. I suppose that I should be able to write a short piece of 
reflection at age 75. I will let you be the judge.

At the point of my retirement in 2017, I had served the RCA 
for 45 years. As a regional leader from 2004 to 2017, the final 
years were challenging, to say the least. I recall agreeing to 
represent the GLR (Great Lakes Region) on “A Way Forward 
Task Force” in 2013. The group included one person from 
each of the eight regional synods and a former General Syn-
od president to be a resource, encourager, and, I suspect, a 
referee to keep the peace. We were to meet together for a 
few days in an attempt to discern a way forward for the RCA 
in the light of our differences regarding marriage and human 
sexuality. The task force consisted of persons who were open 
and affirming, along with those who maintained that a gay 
lifestyle was incompatible with Christianity.

The meeting was unlike any that I had experienced as an RCA 
pastor. We expressed great differences, yet grew to respect 
one another. We studied the Bible together. We prayed to-
gether. We shared our stories. We wept together and prayed 
some more. We considered a variety of ways forward. In 
doing so, we found that our approaches to Scripture and its 
interpretation were fundamentally divergent. We also discov-
ered that our perceptions of the nature of the gospel itself 
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were incompatible with one another. A glaring lack of align-
ment on mission, vision, and values seemed insurmountable 
to us. After much gut-wrenching dialogue, we came to the 
unanimous conclusion that the best way forward was to give 
each congregation/minister the opportunity to choose grace-
filled recovenanting or grace-filled and accountable separa-
tion. We believed that following such recovenanting and sepa-
ration, almost surely new networks and alliances would have 
been formed. At least, that was my view then and remains so 
today.

In 2013, our denomination was not willing to face the depth of 
the division among us. Our report to the General Synod was 
movingly presented by two members of the task force with 
diametrically opposing views. The delegates gave little sup-
port to our recommendation and it was roundly defeated. It 
appeared to me that the leadership of the RCA wanted noth-
ing to do with such a radical suggestion.

In retrospect, a proactive approach to the reality of our di-
vision in 2013 would have been healthier than the reactive, 
piecemeal approach that has ensued in the years since then. I 
certainly could be mistaken, but I don’t think so.

I was sad in 2013 and I am sad now. After 45 years of service 
to the RCA, I feel that our denomination has failed to appro-
priately lead us through this crisis. However, I remain grateful 
for the denomination of my birth through which I learned to 
follow Jesus and serve him for the bulk of my adult life.

Rick received his BA from Hope College and his MDiv from 
New Brunswick Theological Seminary and Western Theologi-
cal Seminary (bi-level multi-site program). He served Emman-
uel in Paramount, California; Ross Reformed in Gary, Indiana; 
and Fifth in Muskegon, Michigan. Rick then served as a spe-
cialized interim minister in 14 different congregations in the 
Great Lakes Regional Synod, and on the revitalization staff 
and as regional executive for the Great Lakes Regional Synod. 
Rick and his wife, Kathy, live in Spring Lake, Michigan. rick-
veenstra47@gmail.com 
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