Report on Sabbatical – 

The Reverend Dr. Roger W. Spencer, Good Shepherd Lutheran Church, Glen Rock, New Jersey  – July 12 through September 2, 2010.

The term “sabbatical” comes from the Hebrew term shabbat or sabbath and means seventh, reminding us of the seventh day of creation when God rested and also the gift of sabbath God gave to his creatures, humans, for us to rest on the seventh day. This also has come to mean a resting time for pastors (and other professionals) in the seventh year of their service. My last sabbatical was in 1993 (seventeen years ago). I guess I missed seven by a bit! 

Overall, I would say that the gift that I treasure most about this sabbatical was the time apart – apart from the normal routine of my ministry and life. This afforded me wonderful opportunity to write, to create, to travel, to reflect and to expand my horizons. My time in Italy allowed me to immerse, literally wallow, in history, art, architecture, churches, ruins, culture, (not to mention food and wine!). It also offered uninterrupted time with my family - 24/7 for four weeks the three of us were together. So I not only had the benefit of their company, but also the benefit of sharing this experience with them. 

Reading

I read seven books during these six weeks. Three that had been sitting on my shelf for one or more years, given to me by friends and associates. The first was Shepherding the Shepherd by Dr. Richard W. Roukema who is a local psychiatrist. He has worked with clergy in helping them through or avoiding burn out. I had attended some seminars with him and found his book, if not specifically helpful, at least reassuring; next I read the book Open Secrets by Richard Lischer, a spiritual journey through a country church and was given to me by one of my former interns; The Lost Commandment by David Greber which posed the question, “Have we missed what Jesus really wants?” After reading the book, which was given to me by a former member of Good Shepherd and was written by his brother-in-law, I would have to answer, “I don’t think so”. It seemed that the commandment to love, sacrifice and give to others struck him as fairly unique and new. Funny, it is what I have built my ministry and I hope my life on ever since I became aware of it decades ago! I also read the book by fellow Lutheran Rick Steves, Italy. His 2010 edition. I literally devoured it both before we left and during the trip itself, referring to it seemingly minute by minute. He included not only travel tips but also a depth of understanding of what we were seeing and the country of Italy itself. I don’t think such concise information could be found in many other places, all written in Rick Steves’ amazingly light style. So much for what I will call the “light” reading. I also read the book Islamic Imperialism: History by Efraim Karsh. This book had been sent to me and I assume other pastors by the Institute for Religion and Democracy. The reviews intrigued me and the history that he recounted was nothing short of revelatory, informative and helpful in my understanding of Islam and its place in our world today. Following that I read a book that had been advertised on Jon Stewart’s “Daily Show” called The Ghosts of Cannae: Hannibal and the Darkest Hour of the Roman Republic by Professor Robert L. O’Connell. This was scholarly to me with hundreds of footnotes (most of which I referred to and read). I thought it might be helpful for me to understand the history of Italy in some depth – at least the ancient history. With that in mind, I followed that book by reading Professor James J. O’Donnell’s, The Ruin of the Roman Empire: The Emperor Who Brought It Down, The Barbarians that Could Have Saved It. This covered Roman history from about 70 AD through 550 AD. It’s most important learning for me was the writings about the early stages of the Roman Church and the foundations of the pre-papal era.

‑​

I began this reading at the beginning of my sabbatical and literally finished the last page of the last book one day before we flew home.

CREATIVITY

I had intended to and succeeded in writing a children’s book, (at least the first draft). I have never done this before and found it both a challenge and also a joy. Unlike St. Paul I guess, I have not “put aside childish things” and so relished the ability to use simple language to get across what I think are extremely important understandings of the faith and the church. (The protagonist of the story is a little six year old fellow, Alexander, named after my grandson who is currently two years old. It also has a talking mouse, a church and, as Pat has told me, probably more theology than it needs to have). I shall be working on second and third drafts as well as looking for someone in my congregation to illustrate it. Who knows, it may be published or at least it will be made into hard copy that I might give to my grandson. All through the story I had him in mind, I also had in mind the very real responsibility of the church to pass on the faith to a new generation. Although the writing of a children’s book may seem “light work”, I took it extremely seriously and extremely joyously.

While I was at it, I decided to write a Christmas Pageant that I hope will be used at Good Shepherd this coming Christmas. It is rather elaborate, harkening back to some of the elaborate pageants that Good Shepherd used to put on when I first came. I believe it has humor, wonder, irony, some sarcasm and the message of the “Word made flesh” that I hope is accessible to all ages. (Just so you don’t think I was busy every minute of those first two weeks before leaving on the trip, I did manage to get in three rounds of golf. There is something blissful about playing golf on a day you would ordinarily be working!)

TRAVEL

With the exception of two small glitches at the beginning and the end, (I was pick-pocketed on our first day in Milan, and we forgot our passports as we got to the airport to fly home), the trip and its components went without hitch and were more than we could ever have expected or hoped for.

It helps when preparing for a trip of this magnitude to have someone with a “black-belt” in travel arranging everything – my wife Pat. It could not have happened without her amazing work and understanding of travel. 

Each place we visited we stayed in Vacation Rentals By Owners, a website that allows people to rent apartments. Each apartment was better than the next, centrally located, well equipped, affording us the opportunity to eat breakfast and many dinners in the apartment, therefore not having to pay for restaurants all the time. And as we went from apartment to apartment we got to meet the owners or the owner’s representative and establish relationships with them.

Funding of this venture was possible because of two sources. The first was my ongoing educational allowance which has been generously funded by Good Shepherd over many years. At the end of each year, when there was money leftover from that current year’s education endeavors, I would put the remainder into an account with Thrivent. When we went to that account it enabled us to go to Italy. Added to that was a very generous grant from the New Jersey Synod’s Brauniger Fund. This fund was set up by Mr. Brauniger to enable parish pastors to travel outside of the United States. I owe a debt of gratitude to him and to his foresight.

I shall not attempt to tell you everything we saw but give you a quick overview of where we went. I hope to show pictures and give presentations over the course of the year giving more detail of what we saw, the museums, the churches, etc.

We flew out of JFK in New York and landed in Milan the next morning. It was raining and we slogged through the rain to our first apartment. In Milan we took a bus tour the next morning that showed us DaVinci’s Last Supper, the Duomo, the beautiful cathedral in Milan and also La Scala Opera House, perhaps the most famous opera house in the world. (The second day we spent on the telephone trying to retrieve credit card and ATM cards after having lost them in the pick-pocketing episode.) We left Milan for Venice.

Venice was a dream. (Although I hesitate to say Venice was our favorite spot – it wasn’t – each place we stopped had its own beauty, its own character, and its own reason for being on our itinerary. But Venice was truly, in itself, beautiful). We saw the San Marco Cathedral, the Accademia Museum, Correr Museum and hopped boats left and right to get all over Venice. 

From Venice we took a train to Florence. We stayed right in the center of Florence, one and a half blocks from the Duomo which was a beautiful turquoise and white structure. We went to the Accademia Museum and the Museo Museum seeing perhaps one of the greatest pieces of art, Michelangelo’s David. We sat and stared for a good 45 minutes. (We found ourselves staring for what we might consider an inordinate amount of time in a number of places in our travels. So many places that just took our breath away). 

From there we rented and kept a car for a week as we stayed in apartment in Tuscany in the midst of fields of sunflowers and vineyards. Here we had a chance to see medieval history and visit many of the local walled cities, one more interesting than the next. (One highlight was visiting Sienna for their Paoli – the annual horse race where different neighborhoods of the city back a horse for “bragging rights” for the coming year. They put down a dirt course in the middle of the town and these saddleless riders risk life and limb for a one minute race. We did not see the race – 60 thousand people were more than we could cope with at the time. But it was electric to be there for the equivalent of their “superbowl”.) Throughout Tuscany we had the opportunity to go to many different churches to see art and beauty in virtually any and every church we entered.

From Tuscany we traveled by train to Rome for our four day stay in that magnificent city. As a history major, to walk among ruins of the centuries, especially among some of the ruins of the founding societies of our western culture, was remarkable. We managed to “conquer” Rome in three days. We saw all there was to see!?! We barely scratched the surface but those things we did see will stay with me and influence me for the rest of my life. We went through the Vatican Museum which culminated in an hour and a half sit-down stay at the Sistine Chapel. I just sat and looked, sat and looked, sat and looked. The beauty of the painting of the Sistine Chapel was one thing, but to sit on those chairs where, in the not too distant future, the Cardinals of the Roman Catholic Church will sit to select a new Pope sent shivers up my spine. And of course, St. Peter’s Cathedral. As a Lutheran, we are not taught to say this, but St. Peter’s is truly the center of Christendom for the church. The time I spent there barely introduced me to this magnificent place.

‑​

We stayed in a section of Rome called Trastevere. It is a living, gritty section of Rome that comes alive at night. We were so happy to have our apartment in that area. 

We left Rome by train for Naples to pick up a car that we kept with us for a week’s stay on the Amalfi Coast. While we spent time seeing many different ancient towns and ruins such as Pompei, this was really a week of vacation. The sheer beauty of our apartment, sitting 500 feet above the Mediterranean Sea looking out over this beautiful stretch of water, full moon on our first night there, was wonderful. A time to sit back, think and enjoy the fact that we had the “great opportunity” to spend a month in Italy. 

One thought that kept recurring throughout the time, was what a blessing this was to be able to make this journey. A blessing I know few receive. I am very thankful.

I also know I could not be away from my pastoral for 6 weeks without having a congregation with capable leadership and a staff which is second to none. They respected and enabled this sabbatical by giving Good Shepherd “fearless” leadership in my absence. (Also, a thank you to Pastor Carol Brighton who led worship for five of the Sundays I was away).

I returned home feeling as I had hoped I would feel at the end of the sabbatical – rested, fulfilled, brimming over with excitement and enthusiasm and raring to go for my ministry at Good Shepherd.

As I said in my first sermon back, the title which was “Seeing God in Italy”, I saw God doing God’s same “old” things that he has done for centuries, for eons, but I saw them in a new place, in new light, with new eyes. And that is a sabbatical.

Respectfully submitted,      Roger W. Spencer

