
1

IN
TOUCH

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

Summer 2026Volume 32, Number 2

Editor’s Note
As I enter my third year as this publication’s editor, my 
appreciation for In Touch continues to grow. I enjoy reading 
the reflections that are shared here, and it’s gratifying 
to receive unsolicited comments from readers who also 
appreciate the connection this little publication provides.

But I also hear occasionally from retired RCA ministers or 
spouses asking how they can get on the mailing list. After 
investigation, I learn that sometimes the retiree has not been 
declared “retired” by their classis; other times the generic 
envelope containing the publication was considered junk 
mail by someone in the household and tossed; or it’s because 
someone, at some point in time, had asked not to receive 
RCA mailings anymore; and sometimes no one knows what 
happened. Whatever the circumstance, I always try to get it 
straightened out. If you hear of a retired RCA minister who 
does not receive In Touch but would like to, please send me 
an email and I’ll try to help.

If you have never written for In Touch, or it’s been several 
years since you did, would you be willing to share your 
reflections in an upcoming issue? Articles can range from 500 
to 1,000 words, and these writing prompts are suggestions to 
spark your thinking:
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•	 What are you exploring in your retirement? In what 
ways do you continue to live out your call to ministry? 
How is God working or active in your life?

• �	� What has been most meaningful about your ordination 
in the RCA and/or your time in active ministry?

• ���	 In what ways have your views about ministry changed? 
What did you learn in ministry that serves you well 
today?

 
I’m also happy to respond to any ideas you may have. 
Upcoming article deadlines are August 15, 2026, and 
January 4, 2027. 

Terry DeYoung, editor 
terry.a.deyoung@gmail.com

David Corlett

I have been retired for ten years. As I reflect on this season 
of my life, I am struck by how deeply I have experienced the 
truth of something John Lennon said in one of his songs: “Life 
is what happens to you while you’re making other plans.”
I had many plans when I first stepped down from serving a 
wonderful, dynamic, and very busy church in upstate New 
York. I was exhausted, so my plan was simple: rest, relax, 
and renew myself. Sailing, my favorite hobby, would be how 
I did that. I even wore a shirt that captured my jubilant hope. 
Above a picture of a sailboat, it read: I have a retirement plan. 
Beneath the boat: I plan to go sailing.

For most of my adult life, getting out on my boat brought me 
profound joy. It was my favorite way to escape the pressures 
of pastoral ministry and recharge my spiritual batteries. But 
the demands of my busy church often made it difficult to get 
out on the water. My boat sat unused, sadly, in the boatyard. 
Retirement, I thought, would change all that. Endless sailing 
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bliss awaited me. I couldn’t wait. That was my retirement plan.
Then life happened.

I hadn’t planned on how demanding it would be to maintain a 
house. We had been spoiled, having lived only in parsonages. 
Now we had a home of our own. Each spring in retirement—
when I would normally have been preparing the boat for the 
water—I was instead getting the house ready for summer. I 
was surprised by how much time and energy it required. The 
boat remained in its dormant rest in the boatyard. Eventually, 
I stopped wearing that shirt—and I sold the boat.

Another plan I had for retirement was to make a clean break 
from ministry. I had been a pastor for over 40 years. That 
was enough. I looked forward, almost gleefully, to leaving 
behind consistory meetings, sermon deadlines, stewardship 
campaigns, monthly newsletters…and on and on.
Then life happened.

I hadn’t planned on how much I would miss church life. To 
borrow a boating metaphor, my wife and I felt as though we 
had lost our anchor—we were adrift. For the first time in our 
lives, we were not connected to a fellowship of believers, and 
it did not feel right. So, I made a new plan: I would serve as 
a pulpit supply preacher. I traveled around and preached in 
churches in our area that could not support a full-time pastor. 
I thought this would keep me connected to the life of the 
church. At least that’s what I planned.

Then life happened.

I hadn’t realized that a couple of hours a week could not give 
us a true sense of belonging. Everywhere I preached, my wife 
and I felt like visitors. In time, she stopped attending worship 
with me when I was preaching. She said it filled her with 
sadness, reminding her how much we missed having a church 
family where we could both serve and be served.
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Then something happened that I could never have planned. 
One of the churches where I had preached several times 
approached me and asked if I would consider becoming their 
minister under contract, half-time. My immediate response 
was, “This is not at all what I planned for retirement.” I had 
also seen how part-time pastoral roles could quietly become 
full-time expectations. So, I respectfully declined.

Then life happened.

They continued to reach out, and we had honest 
conversations about what the arrangement might look 
like. I told them I truly wanted to work half-time. I did not 
want to preach 52 Sundays a year. They agreed. We settled 
on a schedule that gave me one Sunday off each month, 
along with four additional Sundays for vacation. It is a small 
congregation, and I came to see how special they are. In 
time, I said yes. I am now something I never planned to be: 
“minister under contract.”

I sometimes describe myself as a “hybrid pastor”—half 
working, half retired. The congregation has been gracious and 
generous about my time away. Never once have I encountered 
resistance when I take time off. At the same time, I find great 
joy in serving as their pastor. I preach 36 Sundays a year, 
provide pastoral care, lead consistory meetings, and teach a 
Bible study class. In many ways, I have never felt as relaxed 
and fulfilled in ministry as I have during these past eight years. 
How much longer will I continue? I’m not planning. I’m taking 
it one year at a time.

At this stage of life, I am also keenly aware that I do not know 
how many years I have left. I turn 78 this year. Perhaps the 
most unsettling aspect of retirement has been how many 
friends and colleagues in ministry have died—fellow seminary 
classmates, fellow clergy, even a few sailing companions. I had 
not planned on how much grief would be a part of retirement. 
You might say, “Death is what happens while you make other 
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plans.” At my age, I have become very cautious about making 
plans.

I would not be much of a pastor if I did not reflect on how 
God’s Word speaks to all of this. I think of the book of James:

Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to 
this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and 
make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen 
tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears 
for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you ought to 
say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that” 
(James 4:13–15, NIV).

Perhaps James is reminding us that God is at work in all the 
moments we never planned. And, I would add: “God is what 
happens to you while you are making other plans.” That, more 
than anything, is what retirement has taught me.

David is a graduate of Hope College, New Brunswick 
Theological Seminary (MDiv), and McCormick Theological 
Seminary (DMin). He has served four churches in the Hudson 
Valley of Upstate New York: as associate minister in New Paltz, 
senior minister of the Reformed Dutch Church of Claverack 
(23 years) and Delmar Reformed Church (16 years), and 
minister under contract of Unionville Reformed Church (8 
years and counting). David and Susan have been married 
for 56 years and have two sons, two daughters-in-law, and 
two grandchildren. David has replaced his sailing hobby with 
beekeeping. dgcorlett@gmail.com

Kathy Davelaar VanRees

When I was a kid, I couldn’t wait for both The Saturday 
Evening Post and LIFE magazine to be delivered by mail to 
our home. I remember particularly a Post with a two-panel 
illustration on the cover: in the first, a young adult sits at her 
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1950s teacher desk while her elementary school students are 
acting up, teasing each other and throwing paper airplanes. 
There’s a thought bubble above the teacher’s head and she’s 
imagining a quiet, beautiful day as a young mother, rocking 
her sweet baby in her comfortable home while a delicious 
meal is cooking behind her.

In the second panel: same woman, and now she is in her 
home with a screaming baby and a toddler wreaking havoc 
in the living room and food burning on the stovetop. And 
sure, you guessed it, the thought bubble above her head now 
remembers a quiet classroom, flowers and an apple on her 
desk, with cherubic second graders diligently working at their 
tasks. I was young, but I certainly understood the meaning 
behind that illustration: we want what we don’t have, but 
then, when we have it, we want what we had before. I thought 
it was funny.

If you think this is meant to express how, in my congregational 
ministry days, I longed for retirement, and then, when 
retirement came, I longed to still be working, guess again. Not 
even for a nano-second have I wished I was back to working 
as a pastor. I enjoyed my years of ministry, and they suited me 
well, but I don’t wish to preach or do other ministry tasks. In 
fact, upon retirement, I promised myself that for the rest of 
my life I would not participate in any gathering/meeting at 
which minutes had to be recorded. I have kept that promise.

My life is full of delightful things. My family and friends and 
spending quality time with them bring me much joy. I have 
five grandchildren, and they are, as you who are grandparents 
know, lights of my life, as well as their parents. 

I read voraciously, sometimes non-fiction but mostly fiction. 
There are excellent storytellers in this world—too many 
to name—but I’m particularly fond of the Irish writer Sally 
Rooney who can get inside the minds of her characters like 
no one else. I recently finished Remarkably Bright Creatures 
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by Shelby Van Pelt. There is no end to good books. I tend to 
purchase rather than borrow and take pleasure in passing 
them on when finished. 

And then there is knitting. Decades ago, I was awarded a 
Lilly grant to enable me to take a four-month sabbatical. 
Its centerpiece was hand work, particularly knitting, and I 
traveled to places where this craft is finely accomplished. 
Now, these many years later, I continue to be a good 
practitioner of this craft. Last winter I made many “Melt the 
Ice” hats—red knit protest hats modeled after resistance hats 
worn by Norwegians during World War II to protest Nazi 
occupation. 

Another great satisfaction is my participation in a local 
congregation, a strong and vital congregation with whom 
I’ve had a long connection. There are several ordained staff, 
some of them young, and it’s difficult to put into words how 
encouraging it is to see them strongly engage in the tasks of 
ministry. Recognizing how good this work can be when it’s 
done faithfully and with skill sometimes brings tears to my 
eyes. I am comforted, inspired, and grateful.

Kathy grew up on a fruit farm in Fremont, Michigan, and 
graduated from Calvin University and Western Theological 
Seminary. She served as pastor of Third Reformed Church 
and Hope Church (RCA), both in Holland, Michigan, and the 
Reformed Dutch Church of Claverack, New York. She was an 
interim pastor of Lynnwood Reformed Church in Schenectady, 
New York, and the Douglas Congregational United Church of 
Christ in Douglas, Michigan. She lives in Holland, Michigan. 
kdavanrees@gmail.com

Tom Dekker

I’m an addict—a college football addict, that is. At least I used 
to be. 
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I read an Apple News article early this year titled “BC/
AC,” which adapts the more familiar BC/AD (Before Christ/
Anno Domini). Instead of marking the greatest before/after 
moment in human history, the focus of the article was the 
2025 University of Indiana football team. You don’t have to 
be an avid college football fan to know that in the past two 
years, Indiana football, once one of the doormats of college 
football’s long, storied history, emerged as the 2025-2026 
national champion. The article pointed to “Before Cignetti” 
became Indiana’s coach two years ago and how the program 
changed “After Cignetti,” as the coach redefined how college 
football programs transition from losing to winning.

The article described how coach Curt Cignetti is reshaping 
college football teams, how they are built, and how 
universities have come to evaluate their coaches. The arrival 
of Cignetti has undermined the meaning of patience, where 
coaches were given three or four years to turn around a 
program through recruiting and transforming a team’s culture. 
Instead, the new expectation is immediate success by pairing 
the “Name, Image, and License” rights of athletes with the 
transfer portal. This is Cignetti’s modus operandi.

This view of before/after, then/now, past/present prompted 
me to consider how I’ve changed and how my approach 
to ministry over 41 years could be defined as “ministerial 
sanctification.”

There is a naivete to youth. It didn’t take me long to realize life 
was filled with more questions than answers. Idealism doesn’t 
equate often with realism. So much of life is lived in the liminal 
spaces. Part of this journey meant learning my strengths and 
growing edges, defining my gifts and not-so-gifted areas, and 
discovering peace in spaces that were more often fluid than 
concrete, unsolved rather than solved. God’s got this, even if I 
don’t.

Related was the transition from assumptions to discovery. 
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Having grown up in West Michigan and serving my first 
church ten miles from where I grew up, my assumptions 
about life and people and how the world worked were 
grossly narrow, until I took a call to metro Chicago where 
many of those assumptions were disrupted and challenged. 
New, unfamiliar turf forced me to withhold expectations and 
judgments and begin to observe and listen more attentively. 
The world was far more complex and diverse than what I grew 
up understanding. My world was being reordered and my 
theology reshaped in so many ways.

Over the years I discovered that presence was often more 
important than words or answers. Meeting with individuals 
seeking pastoral comfort or guidance taught me there often 
weren’t words to take away the pain or provide quick fixes or 
sure answers, yet my presence mattered in a significant way. 
People aren’t always in need of words or answers. What they 
often need is someone to come alongside, to remind them 
they are not alone, to stop and listen rather than speak. 

I discovered over time that life focused too often on the 
present things of this world and not often enough on our 
future hope and glory. Spending time with individuals 
struggling through terminal illness or being present to a 
family who just lost a loved one served as a fresh reminder 
that ministry and life is about far more than this present 
world. There’s a sweet aroma that can fill the air with hope 
of the future and the assurance that we rest in the loving and 
merciful arms of a God who is more than faithful and capable 
to hold us in his arms and care. Not often enough did I take a 
moment to breathe in that rich fragrance. 

Time also taught me that my identity and belonging rested in 
Christ, and my self-worth was not found in how others judged 
me, or in how well I performed or pleased or agreed with 
someone. This allowed me to live by and hold to my beliefs 
and convictions, rather than to sway in the winds of pressure 
or dissenting opinion. Within those conversations, time taught 
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me the importance of listening for deeper pain and hurt that 
may be bubbling within the other person and less about 
debating, defending, or conveying my opinion.

Ministry taught me that relationships and people are far more 
important than polity, programs, systems, and structures. It’s 
easy to lose that perspective.

Perhaps the most significant growth was to recognize 
the beauty of the world’s diversity and the diversity of 
those living within it, to welcome it openly, to grow more 
comfortable with it, and to learn amid all that diversity that 
what Christ values most is unity—his timeless desire “to bring 
all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, 
even Christ” (Ephesians 1:10). It is that very diversity that 
has broadened and deepened my theology, gifted me with a 
much richer understanding and appreciation of God’s grace 
and the world’s need for it, and blessed me with a fuller view 
and enrichment of the breadth and diversity of God’s creation 
and creatures. 

My prayer is that this journey from past to present, then 
to now, before to after, might not end with retirement but 
continue to grow a more Christlike future within me—to 
“continue to work out [my] salvation with fear and trembling” 
(Philippians 2:12). Join me in the journey. Thanks be to God.

Tom grew up in Grandville, Michigan. After graduating from 
Hope College (1974) and Western Theological Seminary 
(1977), he served Hope Reformed Church in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan; Green Oak Reformed Church in Oak Lawn, Illinois; 
New Life Reformed Church in Milwaukee, Wisconsin; and 
Hamilton Reformed Church in Hamilton, Michigan. He retired 
in 2018. Tom and his wife, Mary Jo, have two daughters and 
five grandchildren and spend half of the year at their cottage 
near Baldwin, Michigan, and half at their home in Hamilton. 
tedekker70@gmail.com
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Shirley Heeg

The difficult part of being retired is that you don’t really get 
a vacation. I’m guessing that’s the reason my cousin and his 
wife are deliberate about booking a cruise during the time 
they are living in Florida for the winter. (Okay, possibly, they 
may want to explore the world, make new friends, enjoy the 
ship’s activities, the views, the memories. I’ll concede they 
probably have a bunch of great motives, but still, basically, it’s 
hard to take a vacation from personal life, isn’t it?) Personal 
Time Off sounds a bit counterintuitive. Retirement from 
ministry feels much like that to me. “Aren’t you retired?” 
someone will inevitably ask when we meet these days. “Yes,” I 
answer, “although I still preach now and then.” I keep it simple, 
but the more complicated truth is that I’ve retired three 
times. If practice makes perfect, I should at least be perfectly 
content with the process of retiring by now. I can’t even claim 
that. But I do love the views! Those are worth sharing.
 
First, I should explain that I am officially retired, according 
to our government, staff employment records, or any other 
normal statistic. I entered ministry as a second career and 
served two congregations that amazed me, puzzled me, and 
trusted me for years. I still marvel at that. 

After living for 15 years in Minnesota, John and I returned to 
our previous home in northwest Michigan, in a resort area 
where cherry blossoms welcome the season. Our place is 
tucked away on acres of woodland with a small meadow 
behind the house. For the first two years back, I was a 
transition minister at a local church. John re-painted the barn 
and changed it into a workshop. At the same time, hundreds 
of miles away, our older daughters and their husbands bought 
homes in Minneapolis, found work, made friends, and started 
their own families. Then our youngest daughter moved to 
Pittsburgh with her new husband. They all spent their summer 
vacations here with us. We updated the swing set, had great 
times on the beach, and built countless bonfires. But summer 
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months go fast, and although our son continues to live nearby, 
our house is far quieter most days. Deer mosey up to graze in 
the yard. Turkeys barely glance in our direction as they roam 
through the meadow. We put up a bird feeder.
 
One day, sitting on the patio with a cup of coffee, I read a 
Facebook post by a young woman who had grown up in one 
of the churches I had served. She is married and has a family 
of her own now, living on the West Coast. She often shares 
photos of her kids and of the beautiful area, but this post 
instantly caught my attention because it was so different. “I 
have no more hope,” she said. “Not for the world, not for the 
future, not for my family. My family is in crisis. I can’t handle 
the disappointment. No more dreams. I am just going to try to 
survive, try to help my family survive, and try not to give up 
altogether.”

This was not a moment to cherry-pick a Bible verse for her. 
It was not a time to scroll past and leave the attending to 
someone else. I began to type. “There’s no way I’m throwing 
more words at this. I know your smart mind and passionate 
heart. Will hope-on for you, will absorb whatever I can from 
afar for you.” Almost immediately, she sent me a private 
message to share her story. Such a heartache! And, almost 
imperceptibly, she called me pastor as she asked for my 
prayers and the prayers of the church that I no longer serve. 

Then I texted a friend from that church who now lives in New 
York City and is a mutual Facebook friend with both of us. 
She hadn’t seen the post until now. Her reaction was “Yikes!” 
Almost immediately, I saw that she added a comment there. 
Later, she let me know they were also connecting privately.
 
Surprisingly, my own reply to this young woman’s post soon 
got a thumbs-up notification from a fellow who had led the 
youth group at our church when she was a teen. He also sent 
me a private message saying he and his wife currently were 
on a cruise ship in Norway, but added, “We are keeping in 
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touch with the world.” They were praying.
 
That’s the view of ministry I’d still book a passage for! Prayers 
rising from the fjords of Norway, from a third-story apartment 
on a busy New York City street, from a house in the woods 
here in West Michigan—all for a troubled young woman on 
the Pacific Coast. Not prayers because we are close friends, or 
because we gather in a building, but prayers because we are 
the church. 

I realize I’m retired from the business and care of a local 
congregation. Yet, the church, when it’s most like our Lord, 
has no time limits to our commitment, no boundaries to our 
reach. We don’t solve problems. We are those who continue 
to trust the life-giving love of God in the midst of them for 
ourselves and for others. We offer what we have, and by 
God’s grace, the various gifts of ministry are our resources. 
This is our truth. 

So, these days, when I stand with others in the pews to recite 
the Apostles’ Creed, that small line near the end chokes me 
a bit. “I believe in the holy catholic church.” That is catholic 
with a small c. Yes, we know the lengthy explanation for that, 
but lived experience is the still small voice here. Perhaps now 
I’m called with a small c. That whole retirement discussion 
is pretty much just noise in my head. It’s the holy part that I 
can’t quite get over, that I don’t want to miss.
 
Shirley graduated from Western Theological Seminary with a 
master of religious education (1989) and a master of divinity 
(1991). She was ordained in the RCA and served as pastor of 
the Congregational United Church of Christ in Hart, Michigan, 
for six years. In 1997, she became pastor of Church of the 
Savior, RCA, in Rochester, Minnesota. In 2009, she completed 
mediation and conflict resolution training for family and 
domestic abuse and became a qualified neutral in the state 
of Minnesota. After her husband retired, they returned to 
Michigan, and she accepted a call from Hart UCC, this time as 
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a co-interim for two years as they searched for a pastor. These 
days, she is a guest preacher and writer and hopes to be a 
good friend. shirley.heeg@gmail.com

Tom Hendricks

Once official pastoral ministry began for me, I never 
questioned God’s call. In seminary I wasn’t certain God 
wanted me to serve in this way. At that point, I was only 
certain that he wanted me in seminary. It was a step-at-a-time 
process.

Before retirement I served four small- to mid-sized 
congregations as solo pastor. These were in four states, in 
four classes, and in four regional synods (Chicagoland, West 
Michigan, and two in Greater New York City). I was received, 
loved, taught, and provided the opportunity to minister in 
each of these churches. Part of what forms my love for our 
denomination is my sense of denomination. There were 
friends, perspectives, and faith-sharing opportunities from 
diverse zones of the RCA. It was not “this classis,” or “that 
region,” or “out East,” but rather the Reformed Church. I’ve 
always seen us as a whole and loved us as a whole despite 
our many faces.

The ethnic traditions that are coming into the RCA presently 
are not mine, and I recognize that God is blessing his church 
through them. Peter’s vision in Acts 10—the sheet from 
heaven with its multiform contents—stretched him and helped 
to make him a powerful builder of the early church. Will that 
vision teach me anything?

As a dinosaur, I miss the old RCA. Before our recent biblical 
and social controversies, it seems as though we were a 
happier lot. I land in the more conservative camp in one 
of these controversies, believing same-sex relations to be 
contrary to God’s revelation. But it is certainly no worse than 
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my own failings. An RCA colleague recently said he thinks 
“right-wing extremism has divided our nation and created 
schism in our congregations.” He’s probably correct. I would 
proffer, however, that accommodation to our surrounding 
culture has contributed as much division. This has left some 
of our pastors and churches feeling as though they had very 
little choice but to leave. Though I may agree with some of 
their theology, I disagree with their decision to leave. Most 
of us hold John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion in 
high regard (just short of inspiration status!). Did we forget 
what he said about “claiming too much for ourselves if we 
dare withdraw at once from the communion of the church 
just because the morals of all do not meet our standard or 
even square with the profession of Christian faith” (book IV, 
chapter 1, section 18)? A zeal to maintain unity, Calvin says, 
kept the Old Testament prophets and church from creating a 
schism.

This is God’s church. We need to proclaim God’s truth—and 
stick around. My struggle with all of this has concluded with 
the decision that the RCA is my church, too. I love it, and I will 
work within it and do my best to build the kingdom. My RCA 
is part of the larger imperfect church on earth. I have missed 
the mark as much as any Jesus follower.

I was baptized and active in the United Church of Christ 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, until I was 11. When my parents 
moved to the suburbs, we visited many churches in our new 
community. Following these visits my parents called a “pow-
wow” and asked my sister and me what church we liked best. 
We told them we liked Grace Bible Church because we found 
several of our friends there. But only one church knocked 
on our door to follow up our visit—the local RCA church. 
We joined that congregation and in 1964 I was confirmed 
following a consecration service at Camp Geneva in Holland.

If I have any strengths for ministry, they’re probably in 
preaching, administration, and teaching. I have continued 
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using them in retirement, thanks to God’s blessings of health 
and industry. My personal and professional journeys are 
intimately mixed with the Reformed Church. This diverse 
church is where I hang out until God calls me home. In North 
America and globally we have a rich history. In league with 
the church’s head, Jesus Christ, and the Word of God, we 
can have a future which will strengthen and add to that rich 
history.

Tom graduated from Grand Valley State University in Michigan 
and Trinity Divinity School in Illinois. He was vetted through 
the old dispensation process at Western Theological Seminary 
and ordained in the then-South Grand Rapids Classis. He 
served Faith Community Reformed Church in Stickney, Illinois; 
First Reformed of Muskegon, Michigan; Bogart Memorial 
Reformed in Bogota, New Jersey; and Meadow Hill Reformed 
in Newburgh, New York. He served on the General Program 
Council of the Reformed Church twice and as president of 
Chicago Classis and has traveled extensively. He is married 
to Barb, a retired teacher, and they have a son in Michigan, 
a daughter in Colorado, and four granddaughters. They 
are members of Fifth Reformed Church in Grand Rapids. 
barbtomhendricks@yahoo.com

Phil Schuiling

I retired six years ago after 40 years of pastoral ministry, and 
it did not take long to realize I needed to learn a new way to 
live. The first months were wonderful, with lots of time to rest 
and recover since I was pretty worn out. I had leisure time to 
forge deeper connections, read thoughtfully, and enjoy my 
family unhurriedly. People said, “You can do anything that 
you want. What do you want to do?” That was a very difficult 
question to answer.
 
I was used to a structured, preordered life. I heard many times 
that I should “take control of my own agenda,” “live a purpose 
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driven life,” “put first things first,” etc., but I could not do it 
very well. My days were filled with sermon preparation (in 
Michigan, two services per Sunday), consistory agendas and 
meetings, teaching midweek and Sunday school, Stephen 
Ministry and ChristCare classes, weddings and funerals—all 
with ordinary and crisis pastoral care thrown in. I made Bev a 
priority, taking Fridays for date days and family nights, with 
occasionally scheduled spiritual retreats. That made for a 
good and full life. But frankly, I didn’t have much discretionary 
time.
 
Then I retired. For better or for worse, my entire schedule was 
my own. I was determined not to turn into the old man who 
stood on the porch and yelled at the kids, “Get off my lawn!” 
But how? The answer came from a conversation that I had 
with a good friend decades ago, also a pastor, who suddenly 
found himself out of the pastorate and out of the parsonage, 
with an unclear future. Would he soon, or ever, have another 
call? To provide for his family, he went to work in a factory. 
By day he worked hard, and by night he took care of his 
family and worshiped his God. One day over coffee I asked 
him how he lived with such uncertainty, and his answer was 
both simple and profound: “Every day I do what God puts in 
my hand.” That was it, and I watched him do it, day after day, 
week after week, month after month, until God planted him in 
a church where he thrived.

Newly retired, his words came back to me. This was my new 
way of living: I will get up, each day, and do what God puts in 
my hand. But could I do it? I like to know (no, I need to know) 
in advance what is going on in my life. I need the rhythm of 
work and leisure for which I was created. At 65 I wanted (no, 
I needed) my wonderful daily nap. (A sign the other day read, 
“I regret the times as a child when I refused to take a nap!”) 
What if God didn’t know all this stuff? Well, surprise, God 
understood me and my life better than I did. 

So, I waded into this new way of living. Each morning, I woke 
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up and thanked God for the new day and asked him, “Lord, 
what will we be doing together today? What are you going 
to be putting in my hand?” And I did it perfectly every day 
and was immediately comfortable with this new rhythm 
of life. (Okay, that last sentence is not true at all.) I am still 
learning and living this new rhythm of life very imperfectly, 
and yet I am finding this is for me the very best way to live. 
God continues to guide me in ways I could never plan myself. 
Retirement looks quite different than I could have imagined, 
and I am much more involved in ministry than I could have 
imagined. As I said, the first months of retirement were simply 
recovery. Ministry, while full of incredible joy and blessings, 
can be exhausting. And I was both blessed and exhausted. So, 
over time, God refreshed me. 

Gradually he “put in my hands” times of standing with families 
during deaths and funerals, celebrating weddings for couples 
whose parents I had married. After a year, a church called 
me to a be a “co-interim pastor” along with a good friend. 
I did the preaching and attended board meetings, and he 
worked with the search team. Perfect. Then I “retired again” 
for months. One morning I woke up and said to the Lord, 
“I’m feeling great again, Lord. If you have more for me to 
do, I am ready.” The next morning a church called me to be 
its “kind of” interim pastor, preaching each Sunday, which 
grew to consulting with the church board, which grew to 
include some pastoral care, and so on. It was timely and 
wonderful. Then that ended. And I “retired” again. After some 
months, a funeral home called me and asked if I would help 
provide services for families who didn’t have a pastor, and I 
started with them and continue to do so today. This is a new, 
meaningful, terrifying, and interesting experience where I 
must continue to learn constantly.

At the same time, this new way of life is not always easy, nor 
do I always do it well. Some busier days I just get up and take 
off, leaving God and his direction far behind. Sometimes I 
whine a little that God is giving me too much or I grumble the 
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opposite, that I am spending “too much time on the bench.” 
Yes, in baseball terms, I sometime think of myself as “God’s 
lefthand pitcher.” I sit on the bench of ministry life until God 
needs me. Then the Manager of My Life taps his left hand, 
points to me, and says, “Schuiling, get up and get back in 
the game.” And I do so until he puts me back on the bench. 
Of course, we are never really out of the “game” of serving 
Jesus—he still puts opportunities for service in our lives each 
day.

I know that many, many times I miss his calls. I am too busy, 
preoccupied, or proud of my own plans to hear his voice. 
But he knows I am trying. He gives me grace and loves me 
anyway.

I have learned not to judge what he puts in my hand. One 
time I went on a long walk with God and, surprisingly, I shut 
up long enough to ask him Richard Foster’s request: “Lord, if 
there is a word that you care to say to me, I would be pleased 
to hear it.” The thought response came: “Take your daughter 
Kristin out to lunch.” I replied, “Great, I will do it. What else do 
you have?” Silence. I got home and Bev said, “Are you going 
to take Kristin out to lunch? I think she feels a little badly that 
you haven’t asked recently.” That was my most important “do 
first things first” activity that only God could provide.

God may have a quite different rhythm and plan for your 
retirement. This is simply what God has for me.

Phil earned a bachelor’s degree from Hope College, master 
of divinity from Western Theological Seminary, and doctor of 
ministry from Fuller Theological Seminary. He was pastor of 
Rose Park Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan, for 10 years 
and New Hope Community Church in Aurora, Colorado, for 
30 years. He has been married to Bev for 50 years and they 
travel around visiting their three children and spouses and 12 
grandchildren. philschuiling@comcast.net
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