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THOUGHTS & ACTIONS: A SABBATICAL RETROSPECTIVE
Philippians 4:1-9

This feels so good to be standing in this pulpit this morning.  If you haven’t figured it out yet, 
I love to preach.  This is one of my homes.  One of the places that gives me comfort.  One of the 
places where I am surrounded by family.  One of the places that I love and know I am loved in 
return.  

So, I’m going to preach … but not so much in the usual way.  I’m going to ramble a bit … 
share some of the THOUGHTS I had during the three months I was gone, and interspersed in the 
midst, share some of the ACTIONS that have resulted because of my time.


It took me a couple of weeks to finally start sleeping through the night and actually not 

waking up at around 6:30 in the morning.  The second week we were away, on Friday morning I 
woke up, fixed my coffee and thought to myself, “Gee, I don’t have to write a sermon today … or for 
that matter, the next twelve Fridays!”  About halfway into the time, I realized how nice it was waking 
up in the morning with absolutely nothing to do during the day unless I decided to do it (with 
Karen’s input of course).  No stress.  No appointments.  Those of you retired … can you relate?  


Let me give you just a short recap of what we DID and WHERE we were in the three months:

 Of course the beach was a priority … 45 days on a beach somewhere, including Jacksonville, 
the Keys and St. Thomas.  Between the two of us, Karen and I used close to a dozen bottles 
of sunscreen!  And at those beaches I read 8 books (mostly fictional novels that were a little 
risqué at times).  I was in the water snorkeling for at least 30 hours … found two beautiful 
conch shells, swam with sea turtles, saw countless kinds of fish, saw only one 4 foot 
barracuda down in Marathon … scared me to death!!  And fortunately NO sharks!! 

 There were two trips to Ohio … which racked up over 5000 miles on the car and umpteen 
meals at Cracker Barrel!!  That amounts to roughly 70 hours sitting in the car!!!  We listened 
and sang along to hundreds of songs.  Two audiobooks (thanks to the Jacksonville Public 
Library’s online lending program) ate up a lot of our travel time.  And guess what?  No 
speeding tickets!

 We flew on four different airlines … to Colorado, Oklahoma and St. Thomas, and we only 
missed one connection in Dallas … got to spend the night at a lovely hotel by the airport 
thanks to American, sans luggage!  Have you ever had to buy a toothbrush and toothpaste 
at a hotel?  Not cheap…  On our very first flight to Colorado, our bag was 4 pounds over the 
limit.  You should have seen us scrambling to find stuff we could add to our carry-on bags!

 In the three months … we packed and/or unpacked our suitcases a total of 20 times.  We 
were pretty good at it when we finally went to St. Thomas!!  Under the weight limit going 
and coming!!

 I had the pleasure of visiting the doctor twice while away.  Both times it was after I had been 
with my granddaughters … they must be carriers of all kinds of bugs!!!  Had the worse 
cough of my life after our first trip to Ohio!!

 I drove Emily to her boyfriend’s house three times.  I swam with Audrey in a very cold 
swimming pool (I think that’s when I started to get sick the first time).  I held Nora countless 
hours.  The second time we visited them, as soon as I walked into the room she had to be 
held by me!!!  I LOVED it!!!
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 While at the seminary in Pittsburgh, I sat in 12 lectures and question & answer sessions.  Only 
four or five of which were outstanding, thanks to Phyllis Tickle!!!  You’ll be hearing more 
about those in the next several weeks.  You know, before I went on this trip I thought maybe 
I was going crazy.  My theological thinking was going all over the place.  Phyllis helped me 
understand that what I’ve been going through is something much of the church is 
experiencing across the country.  I let her know before I left that she had made a difference 
in how I viewed our God.  Another side benefit of the conference was that I got to spend 
time with the pastor from my Mom and Dad’s church, the church in which I grew up.  Laurie 
Armstrong is such a neat lady and super pastor.  She is taking great care of my folks!

 Speaking of Mom and Dad … I ate at McDonalds with their morning breakfast group six 
times.  Had the “senior” coffee most mornings … geez, I’m getting old!  Karen and I played 
Pinochle with Mom and Dad … they’ve always loved cards.  We had a family reunion where 
all of the family was together for the first time in five years.  Jeremy got to see his grandma 
and grandpa, cousins, aunts and uncles for the first time in that many years.  And I had the 
privilege of attending church on Mother’s Day with Mom for the first time in at least a dozen 
years!  What a wonderful gift!!

 On our first trip to the Keys way back in April, Karen and I had planned on walking together 
and working out while we were gone.  Well, we walked together one time in the Keys our 
first week.  It poured while we were walking.  Karen decided she had had enough of that.  
She also brought two tomato soup cans that she planned to lift while away … starting a 
form of physical therapy after her recent neck surgery.  She did indeed lift them … one time 
… from the bag they were in up to the counter where they sat for two weeks.  I was no 
better.  I did manage to walk some and even workout while we were in Cincinnati and the 
few days here at home in between trips.  But let me tell you, the food over the last three 
months was great!!!  Dad’s homemade spaghetti!!  Graeter’s Ice Cream in Cincinnati … 
Raspberry Chocolate Chip!!!  My favorite!!!  I’ve put on ten pounds!!!  Gonna have to work 
hard to get rid of it the next few months!!!

I hope you can tell by this brief synopsis, that we had a wonderful time and one of great 
reflection for me as well.  Going to the seminary in Pittsburgh, visiting the churches in Colorado and 
Oklahoma, and getting together with many of our friends was affirming and poignant in many 
ways.

Let me briefly tell you about two of the visits.


Our first visit to a church was Pueblo, Colorado.  There, for five years at the First Presbyterian 
Church, I was the Associate Minister working with youth and young adults.  Katie’s job with us here.  
The city was celebrating Founders Day that particular weekend and while we were there we got to 
see the unveiling of a section of steel from the World Trade Center that had been donated by the 
fire department in New York City.  Pueblo, per capita, has more “metal of honor” recipients than any 
other city in the country.  This was a way to honor those men and women.  It was a moving tribute.

We also got to spend an evening with six couples that were dear friends of ours while we 
lived there.  What fun reliving some of our times together after 25 years.  

Bobbi Reynolds was there with her husband, Ron.  If you remember from one of my sermons 
prior to my departure, Bobbi was with me on a mission trip and used grout to try and adhere tile to 
the wall in a bathroom … they fell off.  We laughed again about that, but then she told me that 
thanks to my encouragement, she prayed out loud for the first time at a meeting we were in 
together.  I kind of put her on the spot with the request, but she did it and it opened the door for a 
lifetime of public prayer.  She and Ron have lead “Cursillo” groups through the years, where she has 
prayed many times.
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I attended worship twice on that Sunday.  The 8:30 Contemporary Service and then the 
10:45 Traditional Service.  Introduced by the pastor in both services, I was so pleased to get to see 
dozens of folks I haven’t seen in more than twenty years.

Do you remember me talking about Kay and Alan Herrington?  They are the couple who 
have a gay son and I once preached a sermon that was very offensive about homosexuality.  After 
the 10:45 service, I did speak with them.  I apologized for what I had said all those years ago.  Kay, 
with tears in her eyes, said to me, “Terry, thank you for sharing that … people change and I’m so 
glad that you now understand.”   

After church, an open house had been arranged and an invitation had been sent to the 
youth I had worked with to come and see me.  Let me tell you, that was an eye opener!!  Those 
youth are now in their 40’s with children of their own.  Scary.  Where does the time go?  We saw old 
pictures of mission trips and retreats.  What great memories!!

All in all, it was a very affirming time there.  I was reassured that my call into the ministry was 
real and I had made an impact on many lives … And most for the better!


The trip to Oklahoma was different in one way.  No, it was affirming for sure and we had a 

great time being with our old friends, reliving all those memories as well.  One of those friends who 
I had had an influence on was actually ordained on the Sunday we were there.  Jenny Steil, about 
five years ago, decided that she would become a minister.  She and I had worked together in the 
church on a number of projects and over the five years I was the pastor, we had many discussions 
about the possibility of her call to ministry.  Finally, after her children were grown she did it … went 
back to seminary … and Karen and I were there to see it happen.  It was a moving service of 
worship and Jenny was surprised to see us … many tears were shed.

Why was this trip different though?  The church, First Presbyterian Church of Duncan, 
Oklahoma has gone through some very tough times.  When I left there in 1992, worship attendance 
was right around 200 in a sanctuary about half the size as this.  Two ministers later and now 
searching for a stated supply, only about 50 people attend on Sundays.  I was heartbroken as I 
looked around the sanctuary and saw the gray heads of some of the old members who were trying 
to keep the place alive.

Again, though, I was reaffirmed in my call.  Those five years were some of the best that I’ve 
ever had in ministry.  It was there that a minister’s ex-wife once told me, “Terry, if you ever lose your 
joy, you need to get out!”  That visit reminded me of Margaret’s words, made me think a lot about 
my call and ultimately to see again that there is indeed much JOY that I experience right HERE … 
And it is because of YOU, the people that love me and whom I love.


I obviously could go on for another hour or more sharing stories with you, but I want to 

conclude with our trip to St. Thomas.

As you know by now, the reason why I wanted to travel to St. Thomas was so that I could 
experience why my brother Mark had always called that place his “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”  
As we were heading to our hotel, we were actually greeted by a rainbow over the bay!  Mark loved it 
so much, that in his will he arranged for Mom and Dad to take a trip there, along with his partner of 
11 years, Brad, to spread his ashes at his favorite beach.  The beach is actually on St. John, a ferry ride 
away from St. Thomas.  Mom and Dad couldn’t remember the name of the beach (they are getting 
old), but Dad described it to me in detail.  

Well, a week ago Wednesday we rode the ferry to St. John, rented a car and started off on 
our journey.  By the way, driving on the left side of the rode was quite the experience.  Only once 
did I end up on the wrong side, after we got back into the car after walking to one of the beaches.  
Karen let me know immediately I was on the wrong side!
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St. John is very hilly (that’s an understatement) with hairpin turns and a speed limit of 10 –
20 miles an hour.  Believe me you couldn’t go any faster than that!  We drove by several beaches, 
beautiful beaches for sure, but they didn’t fit Dad’s description.  However, about 45 minutes into 
the trip we were coming down a hill and noticed a “viewpoint” for Trunk Bay.  Dad had said that to 
one side of the bay was a small island where people snorkeled and to the other was a rock cliff.  I 
pulled the car over, jumped out and there before me … no question … was the place where Mark’s 
ashes had been placed.  It hit me hard.  I knew he was there.  I cried and cried.  It was truly one of the 
most beautiful places I have ever seen.  I had found Mark’s “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”…

We spent a couple of hours there on the beach.  Snorkeling, imagining my brother sitting 
there on the beach.  Karen filled a bag with sand that we brought home.  Some of it we’re going to 
send to my Mom for her birthday in August.

I think that experience gave me some much-needed closure.  It was kind of like finding that 
last piece of the jigsaw puzzle and finally filling the space.

Just one quick side note.  We ate lunch late that day after we continued touring the island, 
stopping at an out of the way place called “Skinny Legs”, a bar and grill.  We walked through a maze 
of t-shirts and souvenirs to get to the bar and there to greet us was a “Terrible Towel” and a huge 
Steelers’ banner hanging on the wall!!  Felt like home….


Paul writes to the Philippian Church: “Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 

whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any 
excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.  Keep on doing the things 
that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.”

I don’t believe I really ever understood what Paul was talking about until I experienced these 
last three months.  It is so easy to get caught up in all the negative energy around us these days … 
especially four months away from an election.  Our THOUGHTS and ACTIONS … that’s what it’s all 
about.  And I guess … we should be different, shouldn’t we?

In closing, let me just say this:
Thank you for this wonderful gift.  You do get a sense of what this has meant to me … and 

my call to ministry … don’t you?  In the weeks ahead, I will share with you the new insights I have 
into life with our God.  But for now let me simply say … I’m ready to throw myself into my call again 
… with a renewed sense of joy … this call of God to lead you and love you!

Amen and Amen.


