
Two components emerge from the beautiful testimonies in this book: encouragement from 
older ministers and opportunity to taste the ministerial life. These constitute the ecology of 
the calling congregations we so desperately need today. May these words of witness enrich the 
ecclesial soil around us and nurture the call to gospel work in the lives of men and women.

Dwight A. Moody
Founder and First President, Academy of Preachers 

The mark of a good book is the way it gains purchase on the reader as he or she goes along 
and finally leaves its stamp on the reader, who has been happily changed by the encounter. 
This is what happened to me as I read Call Stories. Maybe we pastors and preachers give too 
little thought, as the years go on, to our sense of calling and how it continues to figure into our 
service year after year. The testimonies of the contributors to this book reawakened my own 
sense of having been called to a life of ministry and left me refreshed and happy about my own 
spiritual journey. Thanks to all of you for brightening my life!

John Killinger
 Distinguished Professor, Author, and Theologian

Call Stories is a must read for active ministers, for persons who are trying to discern if God is 
calling them to ministry, and for lay people who want to understand better the call to ministry. 
What emerges from this book are the stories of more than 40 persons who have experienced 
the call to be a pastor. No two stories are the same. Encouraging persons, congregations that 
gave young people an opportunity to grow, seemingly ordinary events that became a part of the 
providential call—all of these became a part of God’s initial call to ministry and the process in 
which God continues to shape pastors as they grow in their understanding of God’s continuing 
call to be a pastor.

Chuck Bugg
Preaching Coach, The Center for Healthy Churches

Stories are often the best way to communicate faith experiences that cannot be explained in 
concrete, rational ways. Writers of the biblical narratives understood this well. Meaning and 
insight for our own experiences become clearer through the stories of others. Barry Howard has 
done a great service to the faith community by gathering stories of call among clergy. The book 
is useful to anyone—lay or clergy alike—looking for clarity in their own unfolding awareness 
of callings.

Michael Wilson
Director, Center for Congregational Resources, Samford University



Moses saw a burning bush in the desert. Paul saw a bright light on a road. Jesus was in a 
synagogue reading the Torah. Brother Harold was in a mountain laurel thicket. Jane was in a 
Georgia camp around the campfire. The stories go on and on. You know those moments, those 
places where you claim that something or someone is claiming you. The where or how does not 
really matter, and the what is sometimes less than clear. What is clear is that something inside 
and beyond one’s self is calling you to be and/or to do something that is sometimes yet to be 
fully determined. The clammy hands, the fluttering stomach, the clarity of mind, the focus of 
spirit—all ways to describe those moments when you are “called” to be and to do. It helps us to 
read the stories of others. And this collection of “call stories” calls us first to carefully listen, but 
to be alert. Perhaps the voice of God will even be calling you as you read.

Linda McKinnish Bridges
Founding Faculty Member and Later President, Baptist Seminary of Richmond

Call Stories is a collection of autobiographical accounts from pastors who come from a Baptist 
heritage, including men, women, and a few multigenerational clergy families. Stories of calling 
to ministry reflect not only individual experiences of divine summons, personal struggle, 
and affirmation but also cultural and denominational change spurred by the civil rights and 
women’s movements and the expansion of theological education. This volume would be an 
excellent resource in congregations for laity exploring ministry as a vocation and in seminaries 
and divinity schools.

Penny Long Marler
Professor of Religion Emerita, Samford University
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Introduction: 
Interpreting the Call

The call to be a pastor is a mystical and mysterious summons to help others navigate their 
spiritual journey, even as you navigate the maze of local church ministry.

How does one hear, sense, or interpret such a calling?
When I was growing up, I heard several pastors and evangelists share their call experiences. 

Most, but not all, were stereotypical stories that went something like this: God called. I resisted. 
God called again. I rebelled. God called yet again. I ran. God called one more time. I relented. 
I didn’t want to be a pastor or preacher, but God had other plans.

While these testimonies sound like they were uttered by a few of the more reluctant Old 
Testament prophets, the bottom line is that most of the call stories I heard during my child-
hood had little joy. Many of the ministers gave the impression that God had robbed them of 
the good life they could have had by conscripting them into ministry.

When I sensed my own call to ministry at the age of 16, I was intrigued and delighted 
to hear my pastor say that he enjoyed ministry, both the preparation and the preaching, the 
pastoral leadership and the pastoral care. I am grateful for several wonderful pastoral mentors 
who helped me discover the joy of ministry and to channel “the fire in my bones” into a passion 
for pastoral work.

I remember how difficult it was to describe my sense of calling to others, even my closest 
friends and family. I once heard Dr. Fred Craddock say in describing the quandary of God’s 
call, “I’ve never heard God call one to ministry in a voice the whole family can hear.” 

However one hears, senses, interprets, or understands this divine directive, a call to minis-
try should never be taken lightly. Pastoral ministry requires faithfulness, imagination, and 
determination. It is one of the only vocations where you are privileged to walk alongside people 
through every stage of life from birth to death. As churches, institutions, and communities 
experience a great paradigm shift, and as culture contends with diversity, paradox, and plural-
ism, the priestly and prophetic vocation of pastor may be more important than ever.

Four of Eugene Peterson’s books about pastoral ministry have been extremely formative in 
helping me understand the uniqueness of a pastoral calling: Five Smooth Stones of Pastoral Work, 
The Contemplative Pastor, Under the Unpredictable Plant, and The Pastor: A Memoir. In a church 
world that looks to the pastor to be the CEO, a chaplain-on-demand, and an ecclesial entrepre-
neur, Peterson reminds ministers and churches that a pastor is more like a spiritual director, a 
“soul friend” who walks alongside others pointing out what God is doing in their life.

In a fast-paced world, where a competitive, consumerist culture has invaded the church, 
pastors are often expected to be an idealistic combination of captivating motivational speaker, 
savvy executive/administrator, and extraordinary counselor. But the call to be a pastor is unique. 
There is no other vocation like it. 
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For Peterson, the call to be a pastor is a call to spiritual discernment and caring within 
a unique local congregation and community. It is not a “one size fits all” occupation that 
functions uniformly in cookie-cutter churches. I believe that the “pastoral intelligence” you 
glean from ministering to your people becomes a primary tool of the Spirit that informs and 
inspires how you lead and preach to your congregation.

In The Pastor: A Memoir, Peterson summarizes his understanding of the biblical role of a 
pastor like this: “The pastor is not someone who ‘gets things done’ but rather the person placed 
in the community to pay attention and call attention to ‘what is going on right now’ between 
men and women, with one another and with God—this kingdom of God that is primarily 
local, relentlessly personal, and prayerful ‘without ceasing.’”

In that same vein, veteran pastor Hardy Clemons reminds us that the church is to be 
“more family than corporation.” Clemons reminds pastors and churches of the peculiarity of 
their mission: “Our goal is to minister; it is not to show a profit, amass a larger financial corpus, 
or grow bigger for our own security. The ultimate goals are to accept God’s grace, share the 
good news, invite and equip disciples, and foster liberty and justice for all.”

Each of us is responsible to God for fulfilling our calling. I confirmed my calling to be 
a pastor 43 years ago, and I am still learning, growing, and understanding more of what that 
means, even as my pastoral work takes on a different expression. Being a pastor is more than 
what I do; it is who I am called to be. 

Every minister’s call story is unique. Just as God reveals God’s self in many ways, God also 
speaks and invites men and women to pastoral ministry in a variety of voices.

This volume is a collection of call stories from pastors representing a cross-section of 
Baptist life. Some, like me, were called at a very young age. Others were called to transition 
from successful careers in the marketplace. Some answered the call immediately, and others 
wrestled with the call before reaching a sense of clarity. These stories come from a menagerie 
of ministers representing diverse theological perspectives. The common denominators of this 
group are their Christian commitment, their Baptist heritage, and their unique call experience.

Behind almost every call story is a faithful yet imperfect congregation, supporting, affirm-
ing, and encouraging the future minister in his or her calling. I am grateful for these pastors 
who were willing to share their story, and for the congregations that helped them to flesh out 
their calling.

I love serving as a pastor. It is the only vocation I know of where you are privileged to share 
almost every circumstance of life with others. Despite the occasional heartaches and heart-
breaks, my pastoral journey has overwhelmingly been filled with joy and a sense of mission.

Stories are inspiring. Who knows? Maybe one or more of the testimonials in this book 
will prompt some unsuspecting individuals to consider, claim, or clarify God’s call and then 
serve with their best gifts.

Barry Howard


