
After six years of serving a congregation as Mahan’s colleague, when he retired I 
challenged him to share with current pastors from his experience. He took up the 
challenge. From his continued work with clergy we have in these re-frames the 
gift of his wisdom to all of us who remain in the trenches of pastoral leadership.

Nancy E. Petty, Pastor
Pullen Memorial Baptist Church

Raleigh, North Carolina

Mahan Siler’s relational theology and covenantal practices are beautifully 
expressed in these letters. His curiosity evokes yours. His self-awareness invites 
your own internal work. His con!dence in pastoral leaders, which the reader feels 
throughout the book, is placed in you for a purpose. "e vocation’s relational 
stance is crucial for our time when separation dominates.

Daniel Pryfogle
"eologian and entrepreneur, cofounder and CEO of Sympara

Mahan Siler o#ers fresh words and hopeful re$ections on the life and calling of 
the pastor by sharing moments from his own story. Mahan is a wise voice in our 
Baptist tradition and beyond. His ability to describe the innovative, creative, 
and Spirit-!lled work of the pastor and church is encouraging and makes this a 
treasured book for everyone.

Leah Grundset Davis, Pastor
Ravensworth Baptist Church

Annandale, Virginia
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Foreword

Guy Sayles

I’m graced and grateful to know and be known by my friend Mahan Siler. He 
has given me innumerable gifts: a warm and hospitable welcome, realistic and 
hopeful encouragement, and unconditional and truthful love. He has listened 
to me with a receptivity that has made it possible for me to clarify my feelings 
and to give voice to them. Mahan has asked me countless questions—provoca-
tive, sometimes confounding, but !nally clarifying questions. He has freely and 
generously o#ered me gleanings from his storehouse of hard-earned wisdom, but 
he has never done so with condescension or the put-on airs of an “expert.”

All of these qualities which I so respect in Mahan Siler are evident in this 
wonderful book. We hear sounding through it the insights from his wide 
reading, his thoughtful pondering, and his re$ective practice as a pastor, a 
pastoral counselor, and an educator of both pastors and therapists. "ese words 
express Mahan’s abiding commitment to local faith communities, where people 
tell the stories and perform the rituals which enliven and sustain them and where 
they discern, in the give-and-take of genuine conversation, their responses to the 
nearness of God’s Beloved Community. 

We’re listening here to the voice of an engaged and still-growing elder as he 
talks with us about what it means to be a congregational leader and about how to 
serve faithfully and sustainably in that role. Central to the book and at the heart 
of Mahan’s understanding of this vocation is a conviction that being a congre-
gational leader is far more than a job; it is a way among other ways of becoming 
more fully who we are, pursuing our wholeness, and “working out our salvation.” 
He trusts that ministry can be a means of transformation for ministers and for 
those whom they serve.

Mahan uses his own experiences of growth and development as case studies 
from which the rest of us may learn. He writes about them as “reframes”; he 
recounts what his perspectives and practices had been and what—in response 
to a variety of encounters with ideas, people, and systems—they became. His 
descriptions of these reframes seamlessly weave theory and practice, content and 
process, theology and spirituality. "ey exemplify Ken Wilber’s invitation to 
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“transcend and include”1—to move beyond where we have been but not to leave 
behind what remains valuable.

From time to time I teach leadership in seminary settings and coach pastors 
who are in the day-to-day crucible of guiding congregations. I’ll be putting this 
book in their hands, and I hope they will let its wisdom seep into their hearts, 
spirits, and minds; shape their practices; and stimulate their ongoing transforma-
tion. It has done those things for me.

Note

11 Ken Wilbur, A Brief History of Everything, second edition (Boston: Shambala, 2007), 
43–44. 

"is is a contribution Wilbur makes to transpersonal psychology: each stage of 
development does not replace the previous stages, rather each stage transcends and includes 
the previous stages. 



Tribute

To the chutzpah of pastors
"e courage, week after week, to declare the gracious mystery of God with 

words that fall short every time,
the courage to stand with conviction, o#ering an alternative worldview of 

Shalom to the dominant culture of competitive, often violent ways of relating,
the courage to enter, upon invitation, into the private places of a person’s life 

and be there with presence, faith, and sometimes insight,
the courage to call for trusting the Christ spirit that might take us where we 

do not wish to go,
the courage to be a $awed leader of an imperfect institution that frequently 

contradicts the compassion it declares,
and the courage to bear the symbols of God, even be a symbol of God, at the 

perilous risk of playing God.



Introduction

"ese letters are the fruit from a particular seed planted two decades ago.
It was August 1998. I had just retired as pastor of Pullen Memorial Baptist 

Church in Raleigh, North Carolina. For the last six years of those !fteen years, 
Nancy Petty and I were colleagues. "ose six years of shared ministry, invigorating 
to us both, were seasoned with frequent conversations about pastoral ministry.

During the week following my !nal Sunday, I stopped by the church to 
pick up my mail. Nancy was in her o%ce, sitting behind a desk strewn with 
pink slip reminders of phone calls to return. She challenged me, “Mahan, you 
say you want to write from your experiences as pastor. Well, write for us! Write 
something practical, something useful for us back here in ‘the trenches.’”

I caught her on a frustrating day; she caught me in a teachable moment. For 
her, this was the !rst week of additional interim responsibilities. For me, this was 
the !rst week of a next chapter, a new freedom. I walked away pondering her 
request, which over time became a summons.

Over the next two decades, I have heeded her challenge. In the !rst decade, 
I gathered pastors into small groups of peer learning, support, and accountabil-
ity. "ree Lilly grants made them possible. In those years I worked with over 
sixty pastors of all denominations, including a few rabbis. "ese small communi-
ties I named AnamCara, Celtic for “soul friend.” From these experiences came 
AnamCara: Collegial Clergy Communities, published in 2008.

In 2008 I began to post on my website short re$ections on pastoral leader-
ship. After ten years, I have returned to Nancy’s speci!c challenge: to write 
something useful to pastors “in the trenches.” I selected and polished some of 
these posted re$ections and now o#er them in this book in the form of letters.

"ese re$ections are based on those times in my experience when one way 
to see our work—a frame—shifted to a di#erent way to see pastoral ministry—a 
reframe. By seeing di#erently, I changed how I led. I’m told that Ted Williams, 
the infamous baseball slugger, o#ered this advice to a younger struggling ball 
player: “If you are in a slump, don’t try harder. Change your stance!” "at is the 
intention in these reframes. Each one altered my stance and the way I “swung.” 
In these letters I call them “Reframes "at Mattered.”

I imagine these reframes being helpful in two ways. "ey may provide 
a di#erent way of seeing your work. And they may provoke in you the same 
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question they provoked in me: Which reframes have changed the way you o#er 
ministry?

Nancy Petty, no longer a young pastor, continues to serve this same congre-
gation. She is now the longest-serving pastor—as associate, co-pastor, and now 
senior minister—in the church’s history. Letters to Nancy is addressed to her as a 
belated response to her initial request. But more than that, in this book “Nancy” 
has become any pastor. I’m writing to her with others of you in the trenches also 
in mind.

You have in your hand letters from a pastor from one generation writing 
to the next generations of clergy leaders of congregations. I am nearly eighty-
four as I write this. I am among others my age who are late in waking up to our 
privileges as white, male, heterosexual Americans with economic security. Clearer 
now is the fact that I have lived in systems that advantage me while disadvantag-
ing others. "is limits what I see. While my privilege makes possible this writing, 
it’s also true that my unacknowledged biases will surely show up in these letters. 
I’m counting on you, the reader, to both learn from me and as a counterpoint to 
me, to let my stances challenge yours, to allow what I see to clarify what you see.

If women clergy, African-American, Latinx, and non-American pastors, 
Roman Catholic priests, and rabbis !nd in these pages useful insights for their 
practice of ministry, I will be delighted. Even with all the di#erences that could be 
named between us, congregations are congregations are congregations. Leading 
local congregations is what we have in common.

We live our individual ways of being pastor. But we also live the life of our 
times. Our historical context is ever shaping the gifts we are called to o#er and 
able to o#er. When I began as a pastor, the life of the times was optimistic, 
a characteristic of early post-WWII years. "e culture re$ected predictability, 
stability, and likeness.

Not so with you. You serve within a culture of unpredictability, instabil-
ity, and di#erences, often extreme, polarizing di#erences. During these past few 
decades, computer-based technology has become the principle organizer of life 
at a pace beyond our ability to absorb. Change, once at arithmetic speed (2-4-6-
8-10-12), now increases at an exponential pace (2-4-8-16-32-64). Such a pace is 
breathtaking.

As a leader of congregations, you stand in that crucible, facing both ways, 
valuing both ministries—the grief work in letting go and the birthing of new life. 
You live the tension of people attempting to drink new wine in both old and new 
wine skins. You know this as well—that creative, imaginative, innovative change 
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is more possible during times of disorder and uncertainty than when everything 
seems the same as it has been.

"ese letters, each one a reframe, are divided into three sections. "e !rst 
section is one letter, titled “"e Wager,” a reframe that is so foundational that I 
place it by itself at the beginning.

"e second section of sixteen reframes in letter form are e#orts to stimulate 
re$ection on some bread-and-butter aspects of our work. "ey invite insight—
that is, “seeing into”—a di#erent way. With each reframe I will include how a 
particular awareness changed the way I o#ered leadership. You can read these 
letters in any order. Each one stands on its own as a portal into some feature of 
pastoral leadership.

"e third section focuses on the inner journey of our own transformation. 
I propose that personal and social transformation is the heart of ministry. "is 
!nal section of the book re$ects the paradox of transformation: becoming who 
we already are. "is will include the practice of contemplative prayer and seeing 
our ministry as spiritual practice.

"is book is a thank o#ering. I am thankful for a vocation that has given me 
a ringside seat on how people make meaning of their lives and, in the process, 
watch myself make meaning with them. Being a pastor was my way into these 
intimate, “take o# your shoes” sacred places where Spirit is a felt presence. We 
pastors get to show up in these holy moments. "is grace is the source of my 
gratitude.

Included in my thanksgiving is my gratitude for laity, especially lay leaders. 
While in these letters I will a%rm the unique position of the pastor as leader in 
the congregational system, I no less value the role of lay leaders. Pastors and lay 
leaders, as if square dancing, sometimes lead, sometimes follow.

A farmer friend speaks of preserving the healthiest seeds from one harvest for 
the next planting. I consider these reframes to be my healthiest seeds. "ey are 
the best I have to o#er to a vocation I love and to those who practice it.


