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Ministry in Mid-Life

by JACK CONNELL 

In spite of my attempts to be at least somewhat cool and relevant, there’s no concealing the fact that I’m middle-aged. My spiked hair is thinning, my tiny glasses contain strong corrective lenses, and my new goatee is generously sprinkled with gray. When I became a pastor, Willow was just a tree. Missional wasn’t even a word yet. Contemporary worship was a guitar and an overhead projector. And you could still spot an occasional leisure suit at church growth conferences.   

I’m finding that ministry in mid-life requires me to acknowledge new realities, face new limitations, navigate new challenges, and seize new opportunities. Here are a few of the “biggies” that I think we mid-lifers would be wise to pay attention to—before our AARP card arrives in the mail.  

Dealing With Disappointment 
Many of us entered ministry with the thought that we had a better-than-even chance of becoming high profile, widely admired Christian leaders. Fueled by our deep love for Christ, our type-A personalities, and perhaps a healthy dose of ego, we fully expected that we’d become world-changers—writing books and speaking at major conferences. As we approach mid-life, however, the vast majority of us are coming to terms with the fact that we’re still reading books instead of writing them and attending conferences instead of speaking at them. We’re pretty good at what we do. We’re serving Christ and making a difference in people’s lives. But did we become our generation’s Billy Graham? Not even close.  We haven’t been within shouting distance of a news headline.  

One day a few years ago a friend was talking to me about his challenges climbing the corporate ladder, and he said these words: “Jack, I’ve had to come to terms with the fact that I’m not going to be the next Bill Gates, just like you’ve had to come to terms with the fact that you’re not going to be the next Bill Hybels.” I chuckled and nodded on the outside, but on the inside I thought: Whoa, wait a minute! How do you know I’m not the next Hybels? He can’t pastor Willow Creek forever; I’d be willing to move to Chicago if they called.” But they haven’t called. And they’re not going to call. And that conversation with my friend was another step in the sobering realization that my ministry trajectory is not quite as lofty as I one day hoped it might be. I’m much more Duffy Waldorf than Tiger Woods (and if you haven’t heard of Duffy, well, that’s my point).   

This gap between our youthful dreams of kingdom “success” and the modest realities of mid-life can lead to a season of great pain. Feelings of failure. Disappointment. Anger. Envy. Self-pity. The desire to quit. I know because I’ve experienced them all. But I’m slowly learning to view the disappointment of mid-life as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for spiritual transformation. It’s a time to embrace brokenness. It’s a time for learning how to walk humbly before God and others. It’s time to purify my motives. It’s a time to realize, as Rick Warren (another one of those superstars) says, that it isn’t about me anyway. And perhaps in learning these critical mid-life lessons, we can be transformed into Christian leaders whose lives are marked in the second  half by genuine wisdom, joy, gentleness, and freedom—when we’re finally doing ministry for all the right reasons.  

Finding Friends
A couple years ago I was at a denominational meeting and struck up a conversation with a pastor who’s quite widely known in our circle. We weren’t close friends by any stretch; we’d met only a couple times before and now were chatting during a 15-minute coffee break. I asked him the standard opening question: “So…how’s it going?” and took a sip of my coffee as I waited for the standard “I’m-fine-how-are-you” answer. Instead, he looked at me intently and said “How much time do you have?” After I momentarily choked on my coffee, I replied: “I guess I have all the time you need” (since I didn’t really want to go to the next session anyway). We found a quiet corner in the conference center, and for the next hour this great pastor poured out to me some of the painful junk he was experiencing in his life and ministry. I don’t know that I said five words the entire hour; I just listened and nodded as this heartbroken pastor spilled out his pain.  

A few days later I got an email from him expressing appreciation for the time we’d spent together. I replied that I was happy to be there for him, but that I had to ask him one question: “We hardly know each other; we’re practically complete strangers. And so I can’t help wondering—why did you share all that with some guy you don’t even know?” And here was his answer: “I don’t have anyone else.”      

Henri Nouwen wrote: “Too many of us are lonely ministers practicing a lonely ministry.” I suppose there are a number of possible reasons for this: busyness, insecurity, pride, fear of disclosure, wanting to avoid the appearance of favoritism, the fact that our comfort with big groups can mask a discomfort with individuals. But whatever the reason, many of us are at the half-way point of our lives, and we have lots of acquaintances, cell phones full of stored numbers, perhaps dozens or hundreds or even thousands of parishioners—and not one true friend.  

Recently my wife, Wendy, asked if we could take a long walk around a nearby lake and “talk about a few things.” This generally means I’m in big trouble. I was. We walked and talked for quite some time, until finally as we were approaching the car again, she said, “Jack, you’re wrapping up the first half of your life. You’re at halftime. (I thought she had suddenly turned into Bob Buford). And my hope for you is that in the second half of your life, you’ll do the friendship thing better than you’ve done it in the first half.” Of course, I got defensive: “What do you mean? I have lots of friendships. I’ve even preached sermons on friendship.” And she said, “You do have lots of wonderful people in your life, lots of people who care about you. But you keep them all at arms-length. You talk about surface stuff. You don’t take off your pastor-mask and let people have access to the deep parts of your soul. And you can’t go on like that, Jack. You need more than that. And in the second half of your life, I hope you’ll do better.” So I pushed her into the lake.   

I married a wise woman, and I don’t know that she ever said wiser words than those. And so as consumed as I’ve been during the first half of my life with doing and accomplishing and achieving, I want the second half of my life to be consumed with friendship and community and relationship. I’ll keep working hard and serving passionately, but I’ll do it with the mid-life wisdom that realizes how empty it all is if I’m not relentlessly pursuing true friendships. 

Staying Within Sight of the Edge 

For a brief time in my early 20s, I attended a church that was pulsating with life and vitality. Worship services were packed. The parking lot was overflowing. Ministries were booming. Morale was high. Lives were being transformed. There seemed to be no limit to what God could do in that place.  


A few months ago I was invited to be a guest speaker at that same church. I was honored to accept and looked forward to a Sunday morning in the dynamic church of my young adult years. What a letdown. When I drove onto the campus five minutes before the service, there were still plenty of parking spaces left. Want a spot right next to the front door? Sure. Want to park your fleet of busses? No problem; plenty of room.  The once-bustling lobby was as busy as a school hallway in the middle of July. The worship center was less than a third full (maybe word leaked out that I was the guest speaker?). The worship service seemed flat and lifeless. My presence brought the median age of the congregation down about five years. And when I stood to speak, I wanted to ask, “What happened? I attended here 25 years ago and this place was alive—what happened?” 

But it was obvious what had happened. The church had gotten stuck. Twenty-five years had passed between my visits, but the music style was…the same. The service format was…the same.  The ministry menu was…the same. The look of the printed bulletin was…the same. I think the choir robes (yes, some places still have them) were…the same. Somehow the ministry styles and methods of the 1980s had become sacred, and by 2008 this once-thriving church had been left in the dust by our rapidly changing culture. The age of the senior pastor? I’d guess about my age—a pastor in his late 40s who loves God and loves people, but hasn’t stayed anywhere near the edge.     

“We’ve never done it that way before” is often seen (justifiably, I think) as the motto of a dying ministry. Most of us can remember times when our new ideas and fresh proposals were greeted with those suffocating words. The problem is that as we approach middle age, we’re increasingly likely to be the people in the church who say those words. If we’re not careful, we become married to the methodologies of our early ministry days. We become defenders of the status quo. We wonder what in the world these young leaders are doing to “our” church. And we can end up leading ministries that slip off the abyss into complete irrelevance.  

I believe firmly in the wisdom that comes with age and experience, and I look back on some of what I did in my early ministry years as just plain nutty. But at the same time, I want to stay on the edge—or at least within sight of it. I don’t want to become a fossil before my time, a barrier to the new things the Spirit may be up to in the church. So I’m making an extra effort to hang around with younger pastors. I’m attending conferences for young leaders. Reading books by young authors. Visiting young churches. Trying to be open to young ideas, and cheering on emerging leaders. I hope I’m not a middle-aged guy trying to be young (gag me with a spoon—do they still say that?), but I do hope I’m a middle-aged guy who’s trying to stay fresh, vital, alive, creative, and open to the “new wine” of the kingdom. And perhaps in this middle-age season of my life, the wisdom of experience can be combined with the bursting creativity of youth to create a new kind of synergy that keeps my ministry relevant in this new day.  

Sustaining Energy

At my ordination service back in 1988, the speaker was one of the great preachers of my denomination. He was a tall, imposing presence with a booming baritone voice and a handshake that could crumple you to the ground. I remember how intimidated I felt when I met him before the service and as I sat in the front row and listened to his sermon. At one point he said these words: “I am sick and tired of hearing about pastors who are burning out.” And then he looked right at me, trembling in the first row, and it felt as if his eyes were drilling holes in my forehead as he thundered out: “Jack, I don’t know about you, but I’d rather burn out than rust out!” And I felt like I should stand up and salute and say, “Yes sir, me too, sir!” Maybe get down on the floor and give him 20 pushups.  

Eighteen years later, I did burn out. I simply did not have the strength and stamina to keep going, and almost couldn’t believe what I was saying as I stood before the congregation I loved and announced my resignation. My exhaustion was of course not even remotely the fault of the ordination speaker—it was the direct result of 18 years of flawed decision-making on my part. Poor self-care. Inadequate boundaries. Workaholism. Too many meetings, too many sermons, too many events, and not enough white space in my calendar.  

I could pull it off in my 20s, 30s, and early 40s. The abundant energy of youth (supplemented by a few thousand cups of coffee) was able to get me through one more weekend, one more Easter, one more building program, one more leadership challenge. But as I approached middle age, the kryptonite began to wear off. I wasn’t Superman. And the long-term neglect of my emotional, physical, and spiritual health led to that heart-wrenching resignation day. 

God has given me a second chance. I’m in a wonderful new place of ministry and leadership, but I need to run the race much more wisely now. I’m not going to be a slacker, and I don’t think I’m in any danger of rusting out. But I do need to do ministry in a way that allows me to sustain strength and energy for the long haul. We all know what this involves: staying faithful to spiritual disciplines, regular times of solitude, controlling our schedule, enjoying activities that renew and replenish us, building healthy patterns of diet and exercise and sleep, learning to say no. I’ve even developed a “rule of life” that helps me arrange my life in such a way that I will last—and wonder of wonders, I’m following it.    

I had lunch a few weeks ago with a group of twentysomething youth pastors and chuckled to myself as they inhaled double-decker cheeseburgers, chicken wings, and onion rings. I remember the delight of those days! But I also felt a tremendous sense of satisfaction as I ate my chef’s salad and yogurt parfait—because I’m learning to make the decisions that will allow me to sustain energy and maintain effectiveness into mid-life and beyond. I simply need to think about self-care with greater intentionality and focus. My survival in ministry depends on it. 

Savoring the Sweet Spot

One of the gifts of middle age is the perspective that comes from a variety of ministry experiences. Since my graduation from seminary I’ve been the youth and Christian education pastor of a medium-sized church, the solo pastor of a small church, the senior pastor of a large church, and an administrator at both a Christian college and a theological seminary. I guess I have a hard time keeping a job. And beyond these paid roles, I’ve had the privilege of volunteering my time for a number of Christian organizations and ministries in many different types of positions. This variety of experiences has given me the opportunity to gauge my passions, experiment with my gifts, and discern my areas of greatest effectiveness and strength. I’ve also, frankly, had the opportunity to learn what I’m not very good at, don’t enjoy, and have little or no passion for.  I’m embracing mid-life as the season for leveraging all these learnings about myself into a second half of ministry where I’m serving more and more in my sweet spot—those areas of ministry that align most completely with my passions and gifts.  

A middle-aged friend showed me what this looks like. He’s a professor at a Christian college and was recently invited to become the senior pastor of a large church. It was a prestigious opportunity—one that would greatly enhance his visibility, his influence, and his salary. Here’s what he told the search committee when he turned them down: “If there were two of me, I’d keep doing what I’m doing at the college and come and serve at your great church. I’d do it in a heartbeat. But there’s only one of me, so I need to focus on what God has made me to do best—and that’s to teach.” He had a number of different leadership roles in his first couple decades of ministry, but he’s clearly found his sweet spot, and from here on out, this is where he intends to concentrate his time and energy. 

As it did for my friend, savoring the sweet spot might mean turning down “more attractive” opportunities and staying where you are. It might mean just the opposite—transitioning out of your current role into one that’s a better fit for your gifts and passions. It might mean staying in your current role, but with a slight tweak or a major realignment of your responsibilities. It might mean departing from convention or having a difficult conversation with your board or even disappointing people. For me, it’s meant two major transitions in the last two years. But there’s only one of me…and there’s only one of you. And I believe we’ll make the best use of our mid- and later ministry years if we serve as much as possible in the sweet spot of the way God made us.     

From Protégé to Mentor   

Just yesterday I attended a church leadership conference where the featured speaker (and I’m okay that it wasn’t me) talked about the importance of seeking out mentors—people who are a step or two ahead of us and to whom we can look for counsel, encouragement, and modeling. His comments prompted me to reflect on the many wise mentors I’ve had over the years—family members, professors, and leaders who have graciously poured their life into mine.  


Now it’s time for me to turn that around. I hope and expect that I’ll always have significant mentors in my life; I know I’ll need them. But in mid-life and beyond, I also hope to be more and more in the mentor role myself. I make no claims to be any kind of wise sage, but perhaps the mistakes I’ve made and lessons I’ve learned in the first half can allow me to be a bit of a “Paul” for the “Timothys” in my circle of influence. 

I got an email last week from a 24-year-old pastor of a small, rural church, asking if we could have lunch. We chit-chatted about life and ministry for a while, and then as our conversation was wrapping up, he said: “I’m looking for someone who’s quite a bit older than me and more experienced in ministry who could meet with me once in a while and mentor me in ministry. Would you be willing to have lunch with me once a month or so and do that?” I winced at the “quite a bit older” phrase, but couldn’t have been happier and more honored to say, “I’d love to.” I think that’s increasingly what my ministry will look like in mid-life and beyond—as long as the restaurant has a good chef’s salad. 

JACK CONNELL is the middle-aged vice president of Northeastern Seminary at Roberts Wesleyan College in Rochester, New York. He and his wife Wendy have four children.

