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Sabbatical Report to Session 
Sabbatical May 16-August 28, 2022 

Rev. Dr. David Barker 
 
 
I designed my sabbatical with the following goals in mind: 
 

• re-new my practice of resting in the love of God through Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit; 

• read through the Psalter, one psalm each day; 

• read extensively in Native American spirituality and theology; 

• attend and complete week one of Transitional Ministry Training to prepare myself to do 
interim ministry once I’m ready to step away from fulltime installed ministry; 

• rest. 
 
Terry and I vacationed in Maui for ten days (June 4-14); spent a week in Austin visiting family 
(July 31-August 5); and spent a week in Glenwood Springs and Breckenridge, cycling and visiting 
Terry’s brother and sister-in-law (August 18-23).  Terry and I both came down with COVID and 
were pretty much house-bound the first two weeks in July (although I was still able to work 
some).  Otherwise, I maintained a pretty diligent daily schedule of working on my sabbatical-
related goals.   
 
Reading through the Psalter and resting in God 
In spite of having read from the Psalter most of my life (and preaching from it the past 20+ 
years), I’ve never worked my way through it systematically, reading, in order, a psalm a day.  By 
the time of my return to the church, I will have read through Psalm 113. 
 
I found this experience simultaneously enlightening and disturbing.  It also took me a direction I 
never expected as a result of doing it at the same time I was reading Native American 
spirituality and theology (more about this below). 
 
Reading a psalm a day was enlightening in that it quickly became a spiritual discipline.  However 
much I gained from the psalms themselves I gained even more because each morning’s reading 
was a prelude to a time of prayer and contemplation; and that, in turn, became the gateway to 
renewing the practice of resting in the love of God.   
 
Odd as it may sound, for all the encouragement pastors give others concerning daily reading of 
Scripture and prayer, we often are among those least likely to engage in it ourselves on 
anything like a regular basis.  What for others can be a spiritual discipline for pastors is often 
work.  It’s difficult to read Scripture and not think of how it would preach or teach.  This has 
certainly been true for me, and it was a contributing factor to me being so tired prior to my 
sabbatical.  Regular reading of Scripture and prayer, particularly when it leads to ongoing 
resting in the love of God, can be a way out of stress and weariness because it’s a reminder of 
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what you, as a pastor, should and can take care of and, just as importantly, what you should not 
take care of but give to God (or others) instead.   
 
That said, I also found reading the Psalms disturbing.  I’d never realized until I made them my 
daily companions how many of them (especially among the first 90 or so and the vast majority 
of those written by/attributed to David) are overtly militaristic, involving the psalmist calling on 
God to destroy enemies and, sometimes, wipe-out entire populations.  I was struck, too, by the 
number of psalms which seem to tie praise and worship of God to God dealing with people, 
shall we say, robustly (“if you destroy people X, I/we will praise and worship you”).  And the 
theology in many of the psalms can be a challenge: God is frequently portrayed as angry, 
aggressive, and vengeful. 
 
My experiences reading through the Psalter, as suggested above, took on new meaning as a 
result of the simultaneous reading I did in Native American spirituality and theology.  
 
Native American spirituality/theology 
I spent the first eight weeks of my sabbatical in intensive reading and note-taking.  I read all or 
most of the following books: 
 
Kaitlin Curtis, Native: Identity, Belonging, and Rediscovering God 
Vine DeLoria, Jr., God is Red: A Native View of Religion 
Doug Good Feather, Think Indigenous: Native American Spirituality for a Modern World 
Clara Sue Kidwell, Homer Noley, George Tinker, A Native American Theology 
George Tinker, American Indian Liberation: A Theology of Sovereignty 
Richard Twiss, One Church, Many Tribes: Following Jesus the Way God Made You 
Richard Twiss, Rescuing the Gospel from the Cowboys: A Native American Expression of the   
                          Jesus Way 
Randy S. Woodley, Indigenous Theology and the Western Worldview  
Randy S. Woodley, Shalom and the Community of Creation: An Indigenous Vision 
 
Immersing myself in Native American spirituality and theology proved to be an extraordinary 
experience.  As I told the congregation the last Sunday before beginning my sabbatical, I had 
had an interest in this area a long time but never the opportunity to explore it in any depth.  I 
quickly discovered I knew far, far less even than I thought I did.  I will not take the time in this 
report to detail all that I learned but I have ways planned to share it with the congregation in 
the future (I’m happy to share all the notes I took if you want to read them in the meantime). 
 
At this point, I will simply say three things: 

• There is no such thing as a single, unifying Native American spirituality or theology.  
While there are several fundamental beliefs that virtually all Native Americans hold in 
common (i.e. all creation is sacred and human beings are in no way above the rest of 
creation but simply a part of it as animals and trees and rocks are) the number and 
diversity of tribes is such that you have to be very careful in drawing generalizations.  
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• In light of this, I chose to focus on the spirituality and theology of the so-called Plains 
Indians, those tribes in the Midwest from Colorado north to Canada.  Of these tribes, I 
ended up reading most about the Lakota Sioux, in part because there are a number of 
contemporary Native American theologians who are members of that tribe. 

• While Native American spirituality and theology were formulated long before white 
European Christians found their way to what we know today as North America, there is 
no doubt that to the extent the actions of these white European Christians vis-à-vis 
Native Americans were driven by their faith, Native Americans found themselves re-
thinking much of their own belief systems. 

 
I discovered it was difficult for me to read about the spirituality and theology of Native 
Americans apart from knowledge of their fate at the hands of white European Christians who, 
themselves, were often motivated by a worldview rooted in their own spirituality and theology.  
This is what resulted in my reading of the Psalter taking on meaning it otherwise wouldn’t have. 
 
Let me give you one example.   
 
Westward expansion of the United States at the expense of Native Americans was rooted in the 
concepts of Manifest Destiny, American Exceptionalism (that Americans were God’s new 
Chosen People and America was the new Promised Land), the Doctrine of Discovery (articulated 
by the church, that because indigenous people were not Christian nor embraced Western 
European culture they were non-human and, therefore, could not claim rights to any land they 
occupied), and Christian Empire (“discovery” and colonization of Native lands and the 
conversion, enslaving, and, if necessary, murder and genocide of Native peoples was a God- and 
church-ordained undertaking in the name of spreading the Gospel and growing the Kingdom).  
These concepts did not arise coincidentally but were rooted in western European 
understandings of Scripture, especially the Psalms (where, as noted above, the psalmist 
repeatedly calls on God to destroy peoples who happen to be in the way of the advancement of 
the Chosen People) and the conquest narratives in Old Testament looks like Joshua where God 
orders the Israelites to slaughter entire populations, including women and children. 
 
This led me to additional reading of these books: 
 
Sarah Augustine, The Land Is Not Empty: Following Jesus in Dismantling the Doctrine of  
                               Discovery 
Mark Charles & Soong-Chan Rah, Unsettling Truths: The Ongoing, Dehumanizing Legacy of the  
                                                            Doctrine of Discovery 
Wes Howard-Brook, “Come Out, My People!”: God’s Call Out of Empire in the Bible and Beyond 
John Mohawk, Utopian Legacies: A History of Conquest and Oppression in the Western World 
Steven T. Newcomb, Pagans in the Promised Land: Decoding the Doctrine of Christian Discovery 
Larry Len Peterson, American Trinity: Jefferson, Custer, and the Spirit of the West 
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The bottom line for me in my simultaneous reading of the Psalter, Native American spirituality 
and theology, and the history of European conquest of Native Americans is that I was led to re-
consider and re-think much of my own theology and understanding of the Triune God.  This 
proved to be a profound experience for me resulting in a deeper, more nuanced understanding 
of my faith and, I trust, a greater sensitivity to my responsibility, as a Jesus-follower, to carefully 
understanding, living, and communicating the Gospel. 
 
Art of Transitional Ministry 
The PCUSA long referred to this as interim ministry training but, several years ago, renamed it 
“transitional ministry” because, first, they felt it was a more accurate description of the nature 
of the training and, second, that it reflected the reality that all congregations are—or should 
be—in transition given the magnitude of change with which all congregations are dealing.  In 
other words, transitional ministry is not limited just to the work done by interim ministers with 
congregations in between called pastors. 
 
That said, I made the decision to attend this first week of transitional ministry training (there 
are two weeks total, the second week taken when you’re serving your first call as an interim 
minister) with the intent of doing interim work once I step away from fulltime parish ministry.  
This, I discovered, was the motivation for a number of individuals attending the training. 
 
The training itself, while very intense (9:00 in the morning to 8:00 at night each day but one), 
was excellent.  Those leading/teaching the training were very good and the others in 
attendance were clearly very smart people.  At any given point in time during the training, there 
was a lot of wisdom in the room.  And it became clear quickly that what we were learning was 
indeed applicable to most any congregation, not just those in between called pastors; indeed, I 
wish I’d had this training when I began work at CENTRALongmont because I would’ve done 
some things differently than I did when we began moving ourselves as a family of faith from an 
attractional to a missional orientation.  Even if I never became involved in interim ministry, I 
thought, what I was learning will be extremely beneficial to my work at CENTRALongmont going 
forward. 
 
But then the Holy Spirit opened my eyes to something new.  Throughout the transitional 
ministry training, the leaders spoke not just of transitional ministry pastors but also of 
transitional ministry coaches, which is to say, individuals who work with pastors and/or 
congregations who are in (or need to be in) transition that doesn’t necessarily involve a change 
in pastoral leadership.   
 
Transitional Ministry Coaching 
You are probably familiar with coaches: there are many of them, specializing in all sorts of 
coaching, from individual life coaches to coaches who work with large for-profit corporations.  
While there is a core set of skills and competencies utilized by virtually all trained coaches, they 
are put to work in a wide variety of fields. 
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Coaches, at their best, come along side leaders and organizations, starting not with what’s 
wrong but helping them identify and celebrate what’s right.  They then enter into a process of 
discernment of current and future challenges and desired outcomes and explore with all 
concerned how the challenges might be addressed and outcomes achieved, working from the 
strengths of the individuals involved and honoring the organization’s history.  Coaching, at its 
best, is collaborative and tends to avoid being directive—it is, if you wish, pastoral.    
 
Through several lengthy conversations with one of the training leaders who is both an interim 
pastor and a coach, I discovered that there are such things as transitional ministry coaches who 
work with pastors and congregations.  The more I thought about this, the more I began to feel 
this was what, perhaps, I was being called to do rather than interim ministry, and that 
discernment of this call was as much a reason for my attendance at the training as the training 
itself. 
 
Thus began a time of prayerful discernment, including talking with some individuals who are 
members of the Presbyterian Coach Network, several ministry colleagues and, of course, my 
wife Terry.  As the end of August approached, I was comfortable that transitional ministry 
coaching is indeed something I’m being called to do.  I have a fair amount of experience with 
transitional ministry already given that both congregations I’ve served as an installed pastor 
were/are, to varying degrees, in transition.  I also believe my particular skillset fits well with 
what coaching requires. 
 
The training leader with whom I first spoke about transitional ministry coaching told me that 
anyone can hang out a shingle and call themselves a coach.  If you’re going to do this work with 
integrity, however, you should be trained and certified.  He recommended that I explore the 
transitional ministry coaching program at Columbia Seminary (a PCUSA seminary in Decatur, 
Georgia just outside Atlanta).  There are all kinds of coaching programs, he said, but very few 
that focus on transitional ministry.  The program at Columbia is nationally recognized and one 
which fulfills the education requirements for certification as a coach by the ICF (International 
Coaching Federation, the one entity recognized world-wide for certifying and credentialing 
coaches of all types).  Columbia’s training program lasts seven months, beginning in January 
each year.  You spend a week in residence at Columbia in January and the remainder of the 
training is done virtually, ending in July.  It is designed to accommodate pastors who are 
working in fulltime called ministry. 
 
Therefore, I applied to and was accepted in the Columbia program and will be part of the 2023 
cohort.  My plan is to utilize what I learn in the training while I’m still serving here at 
CENTRALongmont and then pursue the coaching on a more regular basis once I step away from 
fulltime parish ministry.  If the way be clear, I may do some coaching in the meantime if the 
opportunity presents itself but not at the expense of my calling at CENTRALongmont which, of 
course, remains my top priority as long as you, the congregation, desire me to serve as your 
pastor.   
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And, in case you’re wondering, if the way be clear I desire to remain at CENTRALongmont 
another six years until I step away from fulltime parish ministry at age 70.  
 
Conclusion 
I feel so incredibly blessed to be able to report to you that my sabbatical accomplished 
everything I expected it to accomplish—and more. 
 
As a result of being away these past 3 ½ months, I… 
 

• rested and, as a result, return to you refreshed and re-energized; 

• re-connected with Scripture and prayer as a necessary daily spiritual discipline; 

• re-learned how to rest in the love of God through Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit; 

• fulfilled my long-standing desire to explore Native American spirituality and theology 
which, along with the reading I did about the role a particular understanding of 
Christianity played in western European colonization of indigenous lands and people, 
led to a very productive engagement with my own theology and understanding of 
Scripture; 

• gained an initial understanding of the tools and goals of transitional ministry and how I 
can use them to be a better pastor at CENTRALongmont; 

• discerned a call to transitional ministry coaching. 
 
Important as each of these accomplishments was, there was one more that, in its way, is every 
bit as important: my sabbatical helped me appreciate in new ways how much I love and am 
committed to this congregation and how blessed I feel to be serving here with you. 
 
I also want to take this opportunity to express my heart-felt thanks to the leadership, staff, and 
congregation for making this sabbatical possible.  I could not have done what I did—nor receive 
the many gifts I received—had it not been for your support and willingness to take on 
additional responsibilities in my absence.  I am truly honored to be your pastor, colleague in 
ministry, and friend. 
 
I will be sharing in these next few months much of what I’ve learned as a result of my 
sabbatical, primarily through several CE classes I have in mind, my preaching, and, of course, 
through casual conversation. 
 
In the meantime, if you have any questions about any aspect of my sabbatical, please feel free 
to speak with me. 
 
Grace and peace,   

David 

 
 


