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PROJECT PROPOSAL 

TRANSFORMED:  NEW HORIZONS FOR MINISTERIAL RETIREMENT 

My sabbatical project focusing on transformational transitioning to retirement and beyond is 

existential and not abstract in nature.  As I look toward what will likely be my final sabbatical, at 

age sixty-six and planning to retire in the next five to seven years, I wrestle as do many of my 

contemporaries with questions such as: “Who will I be – what will be my primary identity - 

when I am no longer employed as a pastor and professor? How will I fill my days when I no 

longer have anywhere I ‘need’ to go?  In what ways will I contribute the gifts and talents I have 

cultivated for over four decades for the well-being of my family, church, community, and 

nation? Will my gifts be recognized and welcomed once I am no longer professionally 

employed?”  These personal ruminations – and the conversations in which I’ve been involved 

with many other baby boomer pastors considering retirement – have led to the following core 

question: 

Given the avalanche of ministerial retirements in the next few years, how can ministers prepare 

for creative and generative retirements that balance spiritual and personal fulfillment with 

service to the greater good?  In addition, how can retired pastors become positive forces for 

congregational, community, and political transformation, given their unique gifts and expertise 

in communication skills, ethics, and social concern?  Unfettered by self-interest or professional 

concerns, what practices support retired ministers’ spiritual transformation in ways that will 

enable them to contribute to the transformation of the North American church through their 

creativity, experience, and imaginative visions? 
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 Clergy retirement is a key issue in the future of North American Christianity.  On the one 

hand, given the precarious nature of many congregations today, it is important for ministers to 

“retire well,” that is, to conclude their ministries in ways that prepare their congregations for the 

future, positioning them to respond creatively to the current challenges of their congregations 

and neighborhoods as well as the long-term broader spiritual, cultural, and demographic 

challenges facing churches in twenty-first century North America. “You are their pastor till your 

final day, and though you may change your focus in the last few months, you still need to be 

faithful to your current call and the future of the congregation,” one pastor emphatically noted. 

“Carpe diem. This is the day that God has made and I want this to be the best few months of my 

ministry,” averred another pastor with whom I spoke.  Even in the final weeks of ministry, as we 

begin to let go, our calling as pastors still remains and our obligation to lead with wisdom and 

skill continue to call us to pastoral excellence. Beyond their immediate transition to retirement, 

pastors who retire well, preparing for life beyond retirement, can embody dynamic and faithful 

gifts for their own personal growth and contribute to the ongoing mission of the church.  The 

ministerial generativity, experience, and wisdom retired pastors bring can help new pastors 

navigate their first years of ministry, contribute to the vitality of the congregations in which they 

become active in non-pastoral roles, and reach out beyond the church to further the causes of 

social justice and earth care important to them throughout their careers. 

 I am particularly competent to undertake this study, in part, because it is my story and in 

the process of research, writing, and reflection, I will share my life experiences and growing 

wisdom as I learn from those who are going through the same transitions or who have blazed a 

path before me.  Almost sixty-six, I am beginning to ask questions regarding my own retirement 

in the next several years such as: “Where I will attend church and who would I like to have as my 
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pastor?  Will my wife and I agree on a particular congregation or will we be congregational 

nomads? If I join another congregation, will my gifts be welcomed and how will I navigate, as an 

experienced pastor with a variety of unique gifts, my role in a new congregation? What will be 

the focus on my personal and professional interests and how will I continue to grow in my 

marriage and relationships? What will I contribute to the larger community in this precarious 

time in our nation’s history?”  These are not just my questions, but the queries of many pastors 

of my age group, considering retirement after long and successful careers in ministry.  In 

addition, my expertise as a writer and researcher will enable me to define and refine the project 

with view to publication to benefit other pastors and congregations.  As an accomplished writer, 

whose work is joins theology and spirituality with the practical realities of congregational vitality 

and ministerial excellence, I see this text as a bookend to an earlier Louisville Pastoral Study 

Project that eventuated in the publication of my Starting in Spirit: Your Call to Pastoral 

Leadership, aimed at reflecting on the experiences of recent seminary graduates and providing 

guidance for persons in their first years of ministry. 

 My project – Transformed - will integrate theological reflection, spiritual practices, 

interviews, and case studies.  While theological and spiritual components will be central to my 

study and reflection, it is my hope to interview at least fifty highly-skilled, committed, and 

effective retired or soon-to-be retired pastors by phone, skype, and in person.  I will travel to a 

number of places where I have connections with pastors and judicatory officials – throughout 

New England, the Washington DC area, Northern and Southern California, and Central 

Pennsylvania.  I will conduct interviews, related to a number of significant questions aimed at 

each of the seasons of retirement: pre-retirement, the final day and the first few years following 

retirement, the next decade (68-79), and the age of eldership (80 and beyond).  It is my hope to 
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interview a broad spectrum of persons, diverse in gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity, as well as 

social-congregational location. 

 I intend to share my work broadly in print and presentation as a result of my I belief that 

retired ministers will play a major role as wisdom givers and supportive elders in the future of 

North American Christianity. I hope to present my findings at various regional, conference, and 

diocesan gatherings, initially in New England but hopefully in the United States and Canada.  I 

intend to meet with various ministerial study and enrichment groups as well as the provide my 

information to various denominational pension boards and judicatory officials.  Finally, as in the 

case of Starting with Spirit, my goal is to publish the results of my theological reflection and 

interviews in a theologically and spiritually-oriented text aimed providing healthy practices for 

pre-retirement and retirement.  I will also blog my findings and reflections in the course of my 

research and beyond. 

 While one can never fully measure the impact of a book, talk, blog, or sermon, this 

research project will be helpful to my own congregation insofar as it will better prepare me for 

my own retirement, enable me to be more effective in making the transition toward new 

leadership and possibilities with the congregation, and provide wisdom for their decisions 

following my retirement announcement.  As is the case for my other books on pastoral 

excellence and well-being, I anticipate that the fruits of this project in presentation and print will 

provide guidance and hope for pastors preparing for retirement as well as those who are already 

retired.  This project and the text that I plan to write is an exercise in practical theology intended 

to bear fruit in promoting healthy, generative, and spiritually grounded ministry in a time of 

personal and congregational transition. 
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 On June 14, 2018, our congregational leadership team approved my sabbatical proposal 

to begin January 7, 2019, following my participation in our congregation’s Epiphany celebration.  

I intend to take my sabbatical over a thirteen-month period in the form of four modules, each of 

which will be approximately four weeks in length: January 7-February 8, 2019; April 8-May 6, 

2019; September 30-October 28, 2019; January 7-February 8, 2020.  I believe that this modular 

style is best for my congregation and family.  We are at a pivotal growth time in congregational 

life and the congregation’s leadership has urged me – and I agree – to have an alternative to the 

typical three to four-month absence.  My intent is to travel seven to ten days during each module. 

During the remaining time, I plan to reflect, write, pray, and rest. This balance of time at home 

and away will enable me to integrate two of my personal vocations: the need for study and 

refreshment to chart an important work in practical theology and the care for my two young 

grandchildren, which is also central to my sense of vocation.  I have already begun the process of 

research and theological reflection on the theme of ministerial retirement and will be actively at 

work on the project throughout the thirteen-month period, finding time each week prior to my 

sabbatical and during the thirteen-month period for study, conversation, and writing.  I believe 

that the modular approach and length of this project will provide the leisure for research and 

reflection and also time for new ideas to sink in, germinate, and take form in planning for my 

own spiritual growth and the well-being of my congregation and the North American church.  It 

is my hope to have a manuscript ready for publication by December 2020. 

  



6 
 

Bruce Gordon Epperly 

158 Stoney Cliff Road, Centerville, MA 02632 

drbruceepperly@aol.com   bepperlychurch@comcast.net 

508-827-4901 (home)    508-240-4355 (cellular) 

 

EDUCATION 

 

Claremont Graduate University, Philosophy of Religion and Theology, 1980 

 

Claremont Graduate University, M.A., Philosophy of Religion and Theology, 1977 

 

San Jose State University, B.A., Philosophy, 1975   

 

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE (selected) 

 

Pastor and Teacher 

 South Congregational Church, United Church of Christ, Centerville, MA 

 June 2013 to present. 

 

Visiting Professor of Process Studies 

 Claremont School of Theology and Claremont Lincoln University, Fall 2012. 

 

Interim Sabbatical Senior Minister 

 First Christian Church, Falls Church, VA, May to August 2012. 

 

Director of Continuing Education and Professor of Practical Theology 

 Lancaster Theological Seminary, Lancaster, PA, 2003 to 2010. 

 

Co-pastor, Disciples United Community Church (Disciples-UCC) 

 Lancaster, PA, 2004 to 2010. 

mailto:drbruceepperly@aol.com
mailto:bepperlychurch@comcast.net
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Interim Associate Dean for Community Life; Co-Director, “Culture of the Call” On-line Program 

and Team Member, Wesley Ministry Network; Adjunct Professor in the areas of Theology, 

Pastoral Care, and Spirituality. 

Wesley Theological Seminary, Washington DC, 1985 to present (Administrative appointments, 

2000 to 2003; currently professor in the D.Min. program.) 

 

Interim Ministry 

Downsville Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), Williamsport, MD.  May 2001 to January 

2003 and Christ Reformed United Church of Christ, Cavetown, MD. January 2000 to May 2001. 

 

Senior Protestant Chaplain/ Director of Protestant Ministry            

 Georgetown University, Washington D.C., July 1982 to August 1999.  

 

Lecturer in Theology; Adjunct Assistant Professor of Community Medicine; Clinical Scholar in 

Clinical Bioethics; Co-Course Director, Spirituality and Psychiatry Program 

 Georgetown University, Washington D.C., August 1982 to May 2002. 

 

Assistant Professor of Religion 

Central Michigan University, Mt. Pleasant, MI, August1980 to July 1982. 

 

CHURCH AFFILIATION AND SERVICE (selected) 

 

Ordained minister, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), since 1980. 

  

Minister with Full Standing, United Church of Christ, since 1992. 

 

 Member, Board of Directors, Academy of Parish Clergy, 2016 to present.  

 

Member, Science and Technology Network, General Synod, United Church of Christ 2005 to 

2009. 

 

Member, Taskforce on Health and Welfare Ministries, General Synod of the United Church of 
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Christ,  1998 to 2000. 

 

Member, Council on Ministries in Higher Education, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 1989 

to 1995. 

 

AWARDS 

 

“Book of the Year for 2009,” for Tending to the Holy: The Practice of the Presence of God in 

Ministry by The Academy for Parish Clergy. 

 

“Top Ten Books for 2011,” for Starting with Spirit: Nurturing Your Pastoral Leadership  

by The Academy of Parish Clergy. 

 

 Louisville Institute Pastoral Leadership Grant, Starting with Spirit: The Journey from  

 Seminary to Congregational Leadership, 2009-2010. 

 

“Best Books in Spirituality in 2001,” for The Power of Affirmative Faith by Spirituality and 

Health Magazine. 

 

Louisville Institute Sabbatical Award for Religious Leaders, Enhancing the Church’s Healing 

Ministry, Summer 1999. 

 

Templeton Foundation, Psychiatry and Spirituality Residency Award, Georgetown University 

Hospital, Spring 1999. 

 

Templeton Foundation, Religion and Science Award, “God, Creation, and Spirituality,” 

Georgetown University, Spring 1998. 

 

 Templeton Foundation, Spiritual and Medicine Course, Georgetown University School  

 Of Medicine (co-teacher) 
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PUBLICATIONS 

 

To Be Published in 2019-2020 

 

Prophetic Healing: Howard Thurman’s Vision of Contemplative Activism, Friends United Press, 

expected 2019-2020. 

 

Church Ahead: Moving Forward with Congregational Spiritual Practices, Energion/Academy of Parish 

Clergy, expected 2020. 

 

Piglet’s Process: More Process Theology from the Hundred Acre Wood, Noesis, expected 2019. 

 

Thin Places Everywhere: The Twelve Days of Christmas with Celtic Christianity, Anamchara Books, 

2019. 

 

 

Published Books 

 

Spiritual Decluttering, Energion, Energion,  2019 

 

Process Theology and Pastoral Care, Energion, 2019. 

 

One World: Process Theology and the Lord’s Prayer, Energion, 2019. 

 

Process Theology and Celtic Wisdom, Energion, expected 2019. 

 

I Wonder as I Wander: The Twelve Days of Christmas with Madeleine L’Engle, Anamchara, 2018. 

 



10 
 

Process and Ministry, Energion, 2018. 

 

The Mystic in You: Discovering a God-filled World, Upper Room, expected, January 2018. 

 

The Work of Christmas: The Twelve Days of Christmas with Howard Thurman, Anamchara Books, 

2017. 

 

Process Spirituality: Practicing Holy Adventure, Energion, 2017. 

 

The Energy of Love: Reiki and Christian Healing,  Energion,  2017. 

 

Angels, Mysteries, and Miracles: A Progressive Vision, Energion Publications, 2017. 

 

Praying with Process Theology: Spiritual Practices for Personal and Global Transformation, River Lane 

Press, 2017. 

 

The Gospel According to Winnie the Pooh, Noesis Books, 2017. 

  

Jonah: When God Changes, Energion, 2016. 

 

Becoming Fire: Spiritual Practices for Global Christians, Anamchara Books, 2016. 

  

From Here to Eternity: Preparing for the Next Adventure, Energion, 2016. 

 

Ruth and Esther: Women of Agency and Adventure, Energion, 2016. 

 

Galatians: An Interactive Adult Study, Energion, 2015. 

 

Mark’s Holy Adventure: Preaching Mark in Year B, Parson’s Porch, 2014. 

 

Finding God in Suffering: A Journey with Job, Energion, 2014. 
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A Center in the Cyclone: Ministerial Self-care in the 21st Century, Rowman and Littlefield, 2014. 

 

Spiritual and Religious: A Postmodern Pilgrimage with Philippians, Parson’s Porch, 2014. 

 

Holistic Spirituality: Finding Wisdom in the Book of James, Energion, 2014. 

 

Process Theology: Embracing Adventure with God, Energion, 2014. 

 

Adventurous Advent: Days of Awe and Wonder, Parson’s Porch, 2013. 

 

Letters to My Grandson: Gaining Wisdom from a Fresh Perspective, Energion, 2013. 

 

Loosely Christian: Answering God’s Call to a Creative Faith for Today, Bondfire/Patheos, 2013. 

 

Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, and Jonah, Abingdon Immersion Bible Series, Abingdon, 2013. 

 

Transforming Acts: Mysticism and Mission in a Pluralistic Age, Energion,2013. 

 

Healing Marks: Healing and Spirituality in Mark and John, Energion, 2012. 

 

Emerging Process: Adventurous Theology for a Missional Church, Parson’s Porch, 2012. 

  

Philippians: An Interactive Adult Study, Energion, 2011. 

 

The Center is Everywhere: Celtic Spirituality for the Postmodern Age, Parson’s Porch, 2011. 

 

Starting with Spirit: Nurturing Pastoral Leadership, Alban Institute, 2011. 

 

Process Theology: A Guide for the Perplexed, Continuum, 2011. 
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From a Mustard  Seed: Enlivening Worship and Music in the Small Church (written with Daryl 

Hollinger), Alban Institute, 2010. 

 

 

Tending to the Holy: The Practice of the Presence of God in Ministry, Alban Institute, 2009. (with Kate 

Epperly) 

 

The Four Seasons of Ministry, Alban Institute, 2008. (written with Kate Epperly) 

 

Holy Adventure: Forty One Days of Audacious Living, Upper Room, 2008. (Parson’s Porch,2012) 

 

Feed the Fire: Avoiding Burnout in Ministry, Pilgrim Press, 2008. (written with Kate Epperly) 

  

Healing Worship: Purpose and Practice, Pilgrim Press, 2006. 

 

Reiki Healing Touch and the Way of Jesus, Northstone Books, 2005. (written with Kate Epperly) 

 

The Call of the Spirit: Process Spirituality in the Contemporary World, Process and Faith Press, 2005. 

(written with John Cobb and Paul Nancarrow) 

  

Finding Angels in Boulders: Jewish-Christian Reflections on Death and Grief Chalice Press, 2005. 

(written with Rabbi Lewis Solomon) 

 

Walking in the Light: Jewish and Christian Reflections on Health and Spritiuality Chalice Press, 2004. 

(written with Rabbi Lewis Solomon) 

 

Mending the World: Spiritual Hope for Ourselves and Our Planet,  Augsburg Press/ Innisfree Press,  

2002. (written with Rabbi Lewis Solomon). 

  

The Power of Affirmative Faith: A Spirituality of Personal Transformation, Chalice Press, 2001. 
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God’s Touch: Faith, Wholeness, and the Healings of Jesus, Westminster/ John Knox  Press, 2001. 

 

The Transforming Moment: A Lenten Devotional for College Students, New York: Higher Education 

Ministry Associates, 1999. (Re-released 2009) 

 

Spirituality and Health, Health and Spirituality: A New Journey of Spirit, Mind, and Body, Twenty-third 

Publications, 1997. 

 

Crystal and Cross: Christianity and the New Age in Creative Dialogue, Twenty-third Publications, 1996. 

 

At the Edges of Life: A Holistic Vision of the Human Adventure, Chalice Press, 1992. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


