


In this issue, the MESSENGER brings tidings of a revolutionary experiment now
being quietly conducted within our own church, an experiment which truly reaches
out to laymen. Although this thing that has been happening is an experiment in the
New Church, it 1is beyond the experimental stage in certain other churches in the
New World and s an old practice in the Old World. . . . A year ago one of our younger
ministers, David Garrelt, left his pastorate on the East Coast and with a friend,
Thomas Grimm, minister of another Protestant denomination, answered a call from
the El Cerrito, Calif., New Church. With approval from the open minded El Cerrito
group, these two ministers began a teom ministry which combines work in secular
jobs as well as in the institutional Ckurch. In their tmmersion in the workaday
world as “worker-priests”’, a traditional term for such ministeries, David and Tom,
are rubbing elbows with some of the deepest needs felt by laymen, as well as coming to
earthy and inescapable grips with symptoms of our ailing socuety.

In this same issue we see the larger Christian Church in its reaching out to laymen,
as expressed by Miss Pitchford and Mr. Smith and the American New-Church
Tract Society. We also publish some of the continuing dialogue on the proposed
moving of our New-Church theological school: the proposal and discussion being
indications of our own felt needs to reevaluate and rearrange the education of our own
ministers for their work in the world.

the worker-priest—

minister in the world

by David J. Garrett

N THE SHORT TIME of nine months, that I have worked as a home furnish-
ings salesman in a department store, I do not feel qualified to draw carefully
tested conclusions about the ‘“worker-priest’” program. By ‘“worker-priest” I
mean one who conducts his ministry in a secular job, as well as within the institu-
tional church, and derives part of his income from it. However, there are some
comments growing out of my experience to be shared with you.

By working in a non-church vocation, the minister participates in a relation-
ship with people that is not possible in the usual church setting. I am a junior
salesman among over a hundred seasoned sales personnel. My position is a
subordinate one in which I often have to go to others for advice and help. Rather
than lead, I must follow orders. I must accept correction and conform to estab-
lished rules. My opinion is respected, if at all, not because of my status but be-
cause of its cogent bearing on the store’s needs.

Working in this manner, I experience the same pressures and opportunities to
which the layman is exposed (on his terms and in his setting), and share the same
risks in keeping or losing my job. There is an involvement in this different from
the theological student’s summer job and part-time work. The advantages to
me as a minister are obvious. I know, first hand, what the layman’s work-
world is like during the conduct of my ministry. I can put myself in
his shoes. I can experience what he feels when I come home in the
evening and when the P.T.A., the dad’s club, the church, the Scout
Cubs, etc., make demands on my leisure time. I think I am getting a
fairly accurate picture of how the Church looks to him and it is not
always an edifying one.

I am aware, at this point, that some of my expectations for the church will
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inevitably appear in this article. I shall continue anyway.
In conversations on the job, of which I have many, it
often happens that a fellow salesman learns I am a
minister. Some take a quick mental inventory of things
they have said that may have offended my “tender
sensibilities... Others visibly censor their language and
jokes. Still others will make time to discuss church-
work with me and compare their church experiences
with mine An impression that many have of the church
as an unreal, idealistic realm has been reinforced. Some
of my fellow-workers are quite willing to accept it as
such—a haven from the rugged pressures of the world.
Others imply the church is irrelevant and therefore
impotent. While I recognize that both types of people
may lack information about the Christian Church’s
significant efforts to communicate with the world, their
feelings about the church are nonetheless honest and real.
I have to realize that this is probably the picture laymen,
in general, have of the church (including my own). Some
want to keep it a quiet place away from ‘“what goes on
out there”’—they are the satisfied laymen who steadfastly
maintain its traditionally conservative role in society.
Others insist the church will not be taken seriously unless
it stops “‘talking about’’ what life ideally is and becomes
a redeeming participant in society’s affairs—they are the
people who stay away from the church but have much
that is creative to offer it.

This leads me to another point that has been confirmed
in my experience as a ‘‘worker-priest.” Ministers and
laymen are inclined to talk of Christians as those who
are within the institutional church. This is where Chris-
tianity has its purest expression. They are the church.
But after working in a secular job, I find myself revising
assumptions like this one. I am no longer sure that
there is a sharp cleavage between the church and the
world. I am forced to conclude that many times Chris-
tianity is out there in society, although frequently under
another guise (as profound self-honest and honesty with
others, genuine service to people, doing a job well with
personal satisfaction, integrity, and a minimum of inter-
personal pettiness). While the world repeatedly replaces
the Christian life in the church.

As you already may have guessed, my ministry in
sales work provides more learning for me than opportuni-
ties to help others. I have had to be more observant and
a better listener. What it means to be a Christian on
the job has been detailed and I now make a clearer
distinction between ‘‘church work” and the layman’s
Christian vocation. Some of the cliches about business
as a world apart from religion have been reexamined.
For example, I have seen salesmen discourage customers
from buying merchandise they don’t need or unsuited to
their purpose. I have heard them refer people to other
stores offering quality service and merchandise. Two
men have given me sermons on the wastefulness and
extravagance of the American public. I have spent
evenings hearing a fellow-employee tell about the church
to which he once belonged whose ‘‘success’”’ as a com-
munity social club scared him away. I have listened to
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men say that carefully prepared, doctrinally sound, and
adeptly communicated sermons communicate little or
nothing to them that is helpful in their workaday world.
Nowhere have I found a person who volunteered that
his life is an integrative process because of the healing
and realism of the Christian faith. But I have heard
people say this of psycho-therapy. By and large, religion
is assumed to be doing good, loving people, and loving
God. But the church apparently does little to assist
people in internalising this and applying it to work
situations. People have to formulate a relevant faith
alone.

One of the hopes in becoming a ‘“‘worker-priest” is
that people’s image of the minister as removed from the
arena of life will change. I wish I could say that this has
happened to me. Perhaps with time and extended con-
versation with laymen, I will be recognized for what I
am—a person, a human being like anyone else, a working
man. After all, ministers have been on a pedestal for a
long time and they and Ythe laity are not going to be
converted overnight. Meanwhile, there seems to be a
preference to keep the minister in the role of an ‘“un-
spoiled man of God.” It is less disturbing in people’s
relationships with the clergyman and gives them com-
fortably, distant access to him.

Some of my readers will wonder if I have brought
anyone to Christ and into the church as a result of being
a ‘“‘worker-priest.”” I find that many people already
know about Christ from their Sunday school and church
training. For a few he is real—I think particularly of a
reformed alcoholic whose only weapon against drinking
is the power of Christ. He encountered the living presence
of God in a skid-row mission. Today, he is able to hold
down a job sweeping floors in the store. Many others
are church-going folk who get along quite nicely and
don’t talk about religion much—it embarrases them.
I wonder what goes on in the churches they come from.

There is yet another kind of person to whom I have
alluded previously who doesn’t ‘“dig this Christ bit”.
They are the ones I find most open, willing to talk about
their inner questions and needs, and covertly asking for
help. The preaching approach would go over their
heads and alienate them. Reasoning with logic and
argument is no more effectual. What seems most helpful
is to assure them I am interested in them as persons and
that I haven’t got something to sell. I encourage them
to talk. I listen. I ask questions to get them to clarify
what they are thinking and asking. I suggest possible
directions in which to pursue their thinking further. I let
them know I understand how they feel about searching
for meaning. This sometimes leads to discussions when
we see each other again. More often, I relieve some of
their feeling of aloneness and augment their courage to
keep looking. When they learn I am a minister, it
naturally leads to telling them where is my church and
what kind of ministry I'm engaged in. Admittedly, my
ministry among them is in bits and pieces. I feel it is
far from adequate. But if my church’s ministry to the
community and my ministry get off the ground, with
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