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Foreword
Every spring, as the Introduction to Preaching course starts 

at Columbia, I hold my breath: maybe this will be the year 
when my students will be able to utter the words “preacher” 
and “woman” in the same breath, without apology, defense, or 
well- intended overcompensation. Maybe this will be the year 
when a woman preacher is just no big deal— or at least, no bigger 
deal than a man preacher. Maybe all those fervent debates I 
hear in workshop about earrings (too distracting?) and heels (too 
high?) will have taken their place in the historical compost of 
former times, alongside the advice once given to men preachers 
at our seminary (I’m told) to wear dark socks.

I am waiting for the day when my students will see 
themselves— and their peers!— as preachers first, rather than 
women preachers and men preachers. Because that will be the day 
we can get onto the business of being human preachers, whom 
God created male and female, with all types of bodies and all 
ranges of voices and all manners of taste in music, dress, shoes, 
and tattoos. It will save a lot of time.

Ashley- Anne Masters and Stacy Smith have created 
something wonderful, here. They have taken a shortcut past 
the historical debates of past generations (are women allowed to 
preach?) and seminary classes (do women really preach differently than 
men?) and jumped right into the deep end of experience— their 
experience. Every generation has to do it, eventually. We have 
to swim in our own pool. And we will swim differently than the 
ones who went before us, because the pool is different, and so 
are the questions we ask and the strokes we use. Masters and 
Smith know this, and so they haven’t wasted time with outmoded 
verbs like “explain” or “defend” or “apologize,” when it comes 
to their own pool. They have jumped straight to “bless,” a verb 
that is much deeper and harder to embody. What does it look 
like to be a preacher blessed to be a preacher, no matter who you 
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viii    Foreword

are? What does it look like today, for young women? How can 
we do the coming- of- age work that every generation must take 
up, which is to reframe the questions and blessings of another 
context to fit our own?

I am thrilled that Masters and Smith took up the challenge 
to write this book. The voices they lift up, the wisdom they 
share, will surely empower other preachers, young and old, to 
reach for the deeper verbs.

Anna Carter Florence
Columbia Theological Seminary
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Preface
In February of 2010, we met up in Memphis to finish the last 

few chapters of this book. When it came to dating, preaching, 
shoes, and Sabbath, we had plenty of information to work with. 
As colleagues, we met in 2008 and became friends through the 
sharing of our stories over coffee or a cocktail. Our experiences 
as young women, newly ordained in the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) and working in a large church with lots of women of 
different ages and backgrounds, gave us firsthand knowledge 
about living the life of a young female pastor. And then there 
were our other friends. One by one, as more colleagues got 
ordained and started working in ministry, we began to hear 
about the infuriating and inspiring things that were going on 
in their lives. We joined the Young Clergy Women Project and 
read Fidelia’s Sisters, which gives us a space to discuss our issues, 
joys, and daily challenges. So when we brainstormed this book 
proposal, we were immediately drawn to our stories and the 
stories of women we know. We wanted to share them in a way 
that was honestly critical and spiritually uplifting.

In the midst of those last few days of writing, we started 
seeing Facebook updates from other young clergy women about 
an upcoming event: On TLC’s “What Not to Wear,” they were 
making over a twenty- six- year- old Episcopal priest named 
Emily Bloemker. This was to be a night of must- see- television 
for all the young clergy women throughout the land. We spent 
the afternoon writing at the coffee shop and then came home 
to see the simple, eloquent, and inspiring Emily step into the 
360- degree mirror and shine a light on the realities of women 
in ministry.

She began saying that while she had been confident in 
her abilities and her personality, she had lacked confidence in 
her physical appearance. But by the end, when they asked her 
whether it was acceptable for a priest to be sexy, she answered, 
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“Yeah!” And when they asked, “Do you feel like you can be this 
girl and a priest?” she replied with confidence, “Yes, I am this 
woman and a priest . . . I can see myself as those things together 
and I think before I was trying too hard to either separate them, 
or hide one or hide the other, and now I don’t have to hide any 
of it . . . I can be a strong, beautiful, feminine priest all at once.”1

We responded to this by shouting an enthusiastic “Amen!” 
and, with a renewed sense of purpose, went back to writing.

Even amid the frustrations of ministry— and there are many— 
we hope that this book inspires others, just as the stories of Emily 
and hundreds of other young clergy have inspired us.
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Bless her heart. Phrase, Southern. [bles hur HAHRT]
Variations: Bless his heart. Bless your heart.

 1. Phrase used to justify saying something impolite
Example 1: “Bless her heart, her outfit sure is . . . creative.”
Example 2: “She has never showed up for a meeting on 

time in her life, bless her heart.”
 2. Phrase used to express concern, love, or sympathy

Example 1: “Bless your heart, I know how stressful that 
can be.”

Example 2: “I’ve been there. Bless her heart.”
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Introduction
For many professional pastors, the road to ordination begins 

in a seminary. We spend three, or six, or twelve years preparing 
for our ministerial future through academic study, internships, 
chaplaincy, and reflection. To their credit, many seminaries 
do their best to take seriously the role of women in the church 
and to address critical women’s issues in the church— if for no 
other reason than the increasing number of women attending 
seminary.

But then our seminary education is over, and we move into 
a whole new world: the church. Navigating the church as young 
women in ministry can be both challenging and rewarding, but 
in either case, our experiences in the church can quickly show us 
there are some lessons we should have learned in seminary that 
they never got around to teaching us. In many denominations, 
women have only been allowed to serve in ordained ministry 
for a few years, and some churches still forbid women from 
serving in their denomination. Even among churches who have 
embraced women’s leadership for years, many congregations 
are simply not used to seeing a woman in the role of pastor. 
They can be shocked at our presence, just as we are shocked 
at their responses to us.

The uniqueness of our callings means that we continue 
to forge new paths for women. Even now, when women have 
been in the “church” force for many years, we still encounter 
situations where no woman has ever gone before. For young 
pastors in the first few years of ministry, these new situations 
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may be amplified: Our congregations may have never seen a 
pregnant pastor before, or seen a female officiate a wedding, or 
done their premarital counseling with a single woman. Young 
women in ministry are often presented with new challenges, 
some similar to the ones our mothers in the faith first faced and 
some that have a distinctively twenty- first- century feel.

Moreover, for many of us, our first ordained position is 
often our first job. While the “second career” ministers bring a 
wealth of experience and knowledge to their ministries, many 
young pastors have spent only a limited amount of time working 
a full- time job. A study done by the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) found that almost 30 percent of newly ordained female 
pastors had no full- time employment experience prior to their 
ordination, and well over 50 percent had less than five years 
of work experience before they were ordained.1 With those 
statistics, some of the realities in the workplace are likely to 
blindside us. We’ve probably never thought too much about 
retirement plans, management styles, or what it actually feels 
like to moderate committee meetings. Try as they might, our 
seminaries cannot fully prepare us for the tangible realities 
of full- time, professional ministry in any setting, regardless of 
our gender or age. We stumble through these lessons, seeking 
support from our colleagues in ministry and hoping that at least 
one of them is within a reasonable driving distance.

The good news is that we seem to be pretty good at what 
we do. Clergy tend to be more stressed and less healthy than 
people in other professions,2 but women seem to handle these 
challenges better than men. One study puts it this way:

Researchers found that women had much less role 
ambiguity than their male counterparts. Female 
ministers demonstrated a better sense of understanding 
of what they needed to do in their vocation and how to 
accomplish it than their male colleagues. Clergy women 
also appeared to have fewer problems in setting limits 
with others, reported greater cognitive coping skills, 
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and suffered less stress from feelings of being trapped 
in conflicts than did males.3

Yet even with our skills, we may find less happiness in our 
ministries due to the unique challenges we face. The recent 
National Congregations Study says that women in ministry “are 
less likely to report satisfaction with their jobs than their male 
colleagues,” and “even within denominations that ordained 
women for decades, many congregations are still reluctant to 
hire women as their main clergy person.”4

Young clergy women struggle with the unique pressures that 
all clergy— young and old, male and female— face each and every 
day. But what makes life as a young clergy woman unique is the 
combination of living into what we envision our young lives to 
be while living into who we are as clergy. It is officiating a funeral 
on the same day as we get our first mammogram and preaching 
on the Magnificat when we are eight months pregnant. It is 
trying to figure out if a minister can have a boyfriend or how 
your spouse fits in at the church. Perhaps our uniqueness is 
simply the combination of being young, female, and clergy.

These surprising realities are all too common for many 
young women entering ministry. Nobody ever told us that 
crossing our legs or wearing sandals could make or break our 
careers. Yet most female pastors have stories like these— small, 
everyday occurrences that can sour a meeting. Get a group of 
us together, and you will be amazed at the stories you hear: 
stories of anger, angst, and insensitivity, juxtaposed with the 
powerful moments of witness that remind us why we are called 
into this ministry in the first place. Collecting these stories has 
been cathartic and heartening, and we wanted to assemble our 
experiences in a way that lifts our hearts, heals our brokenness, 
and gives voice to the myriad of experiences that await us in 
our callings.

Bless Her Heart takes seriously the stories and experiences 
of young clergy women. It challenges us to prepare for life in 
the parish and offers practical reflections on how we can plan 
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for real- life situations ahead of us. It does this by embracing the 
ancient tradition of women’s truth telling. Women have shared 
their lives with each other at the well, at the sewing circle, at the 
beauty shop, and on the Internet. When we offer our common 
experiences to our sisters, we find it possible to honor the beauty, 
lament the pain, and with the support of each other, live to 
do it all the next day. So each chapter offers two first- person 
stories that testify to both the absurd and the glorious parts of 
ministry. They are told from the perspective of a young clergy 
woman and are all true accounts from friends and colleagues. 
The details have been changed, but the stories themselves reflect 
the experiences of women in all different kinds of ministries, 
and in different Christian traditions.

Each chapter will then name the issue and outline the 
situation at hand. This gives a glimpse into what ministry often 
looks like for many young professional women. We break down 
the story and describe the practical, day- to- day situations that 
many young women face. We will explore practical questions 
about the pastor’s Sunday schedule, women’s options for clerical 
vestments, and etiquette during a particularly difficult hospital 
meeting. This “naming” also presents a chance to empathize with 
women who may have had similar experiences to yours, and 
taking a cue from scripture, engage in a little literary lamentation.

While we acknowledge the absurdity and frustration of 
many of these stories, we also believe that we are engaged in 
the most meaningful work imaginable. On our best and worst 
days, we continue to cherish, honor, and embrace the work of 
ministry. So in the second half of each chapter, we reframe each 
particular experience by looking at the issues through the lens of 
scripture. The reframe is our attempt to see if we can find deeper 
meaning in the names we are given each and every day. The 
conclusion of each chapter also offers a chance for truth telling 
in the form of a story or anecdote. But these stories will portray 
women in ministry who are taking the everyday frustrations in 
stride— not by pretending they don’t exist, but by using their 
faith to find meaning in the chaos.
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Not all of these situations will apply to you. Depending 
on your denomination, calling, age, or location, you will most 
certainly find yourself considering things that you haven’t 
experienced or that you disagree with. You may not be a young 
clergy woman yourself but someone considering seminary, 
navigating the pressures of ordination, working with a young 
clergy woman, or trying to date one. Our goal is not to say that 
this is how it is for every young female pastor but to say that these 
stories and experiences are some aspect of the truth for many, and 
there are friends to be found and lessons to be learned when we 
share them with each other. Moreover, these chapters are not an 
attempt to defend unreasonable actions or comments, nor are 
they a chance to defame the ministerial calling. Instead, we wish 
to witness them with each other in the hopes that we will gain 
strength, insight, and practical wisdom from the experiences of 
others. It is our hope that you will come away from this book 
with an energized spirit for ministry, drawing on the wisdom 
of scripture and fellowship with other pastors.

Bless Her Heart asks the questions that keep us up on 
Saturday night and make us think twice about stepping into the 
pulpit on Sunday morning. By sharing our stories, our lessons, 
and our passions, we hope that a newer generation of young 
clergy women will be awakened and energized by the sacred 
absurdities of life in ministry.
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1

Pedicures for the Pastor
Issues with Shoes and Sandals

Funny that a pair of really nice shoes make us feel 
good in our heads— at the extreme opposite end of 
our bodies.

— Levende Waters

You wouldn’t really think that shoes would come first. With 
all the issues and challenges of ministry, are feet, shoes, and toe-
nail polish really the number one frustration? Yet a significant 
number of women mentioned this challenge and had a crazy story 
to share. For some reason it would seem that our feet are of great 
interest. Perhaps it’s because of our congregations: Sometimes the 
only thing they notice about our appearance in worship is our 
shoes, since that’s the only thing not covered by a robe or alb. 
Perhaps it’s because we are a little preoccupied with our flats, heels, 
wedges, boots, peep- toe pumps, and summer sandals. Perhaps 
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it’s a preoccupation of the pastors we work with: One woman 
said that after her first Sunday on the job, the pastor called her 
into the office and said, “The most important thing to remember 
is to always wear black shoes. Other than that, you were fine.”

When leading worship, pastors often cover up their clothes 
with a long robe or alb. The thinking here is that this enables 
the congregation to focus on the Word and worship rather than 
on the pastor’s clothes or body. It also serves to differentiate the 
pastor from the members of the congregation and to recall the 
long history of robe- wearing apostles. The trick, however, is that 
the robe doesn’t descend to the floor. People will see our shoes, 
so we have to ask a seemingly simple question: What shoes will 
we wear? Our choices speak to our sensibility and style while 
leaving us open to the fashion judgments of others. We have 
to think intentionally about what we communicate in worship, 
which in some cases can include our choices of footwear.

However we learn the lessons of clergy footwear, it is often 
the first challenge that many young women face, and silly as it 
may seem, it is often formidable, confusing, and a ripe subject 
for the miniscandals of daily church life.

Running the Sunday Race

I barely got the kids out the door in time to preach the 
early service a few weeks ago. Our whole family was 
exhausted from the weekend, and I was sore from run-
ning my first 5K on Saturday. However, I managed to get 
everyone clean, dressed, and out the door with fifteen 
minutes to spare. That alone was enough to make Sunday 
a holy and sacred day.

After preaching and teaching a Sunday school class, 
my feet and calves were aching in my classic black Nine 
West pumps. I figured some Advil would help, so I grabbed 
some and went off to the next service. As I was reading 
the New Testament lesson, I decided I couldn’t stand my 
preaching shoes any longer. So as I began my sermon, I 
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simply stepped out of my shoes to give my feet some room 
to stretch and breathe while I stood for twenty minutes. 
The service continued, the choir sang a fabulous anthem, 
and all was well.

In my case ignorance was bliss for four days. But 
finally, someone brought my offense to light. One of the 
other pastors came to my office, looking concerned, and 
said she wanted me to know that, on the previous Sunday, 
she saw me step out of my shoes.

I know I must have stared blankly at her for a good 
fifteen seconds before responding, “Oh?”

“Yes.” She continued. “And I just thought I would let 
you know, in case some congregation members saw the 
same thing I saw.”

As what she was saying began to sink in I couldn’t help 
thinking, “Is this what you noticed in worship? Really? My 
feet? Not the scripture or sermon or even the music, but 
my feet?” I thought it might ease her mind if she knew 
why I stepped out of my shoes. I told her about the 5K I ran 
that Saturday and how sore my feet were after standing 
for hours Sunday morning in heels. When she remained 
expressionless and did not respond, I elaborated a bit 
more on my aching feet and calves, but it was to no avail. 
I had clearly committed a social faux pas, and the rationale 
behind it was irrelevant. So with all the charm I could 
muster, I replied, “Well, thank you for letting me know.”

What difference did this make to our worship? What is 
it about having sore feet and standing in heels all morning 
that is so fascinating and conversation worthy? Am I truly 
the only pastor with tired feet?

Let’s go out on a limb here and say, no, you are not the only 
one with sore feet. As women we are called into ministry with 
all that makes up who we are. We live into our gifts and our 
calling with all of our femininity and aim to be authentic leaders, 
bringing the depths of ourselves to the work and the people that 
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God places before us. With that responsibility comes a good deal 
of running around and, with that, some significant and fancy 
footwork. If we believe that our whole selves are charged with 
the pastoral calling, then we acknowledge the gifts and stresses 
of the bodily limbs that haul us around. Moreover, everyone 
has tired feet, including the other pastor in this story. As clergy, 
what makes our feet so special that someone should take notice?

God calls pastors into a social spotlight. Other people in 
public professions share this responsibility and are seen as a 
representative of a business or of the state. No matter how much 
we encourage lay leadership, pastors are seen as representatives 
of the church, and even a representative of God. This can and 
should make most of us a little nervous. Moreover, young clergy 
women may serve as representatives of various groups and sub-
sets of the population. To our churches, we may represent the 
young adults and future of the church and are seen as a source 
of wisdom to the question, “Why aren’t youth and young adults 
coming to church?” We are representative of young women, 
the daughters and granddaughters and mothers and sisters of 
the people in the pews. Thankfully, when we stand before a 
congregation for the call to worship, we never stand alone, as 
God is always standing with us. But so are the thoughts, prayers, 
expectations, and preoccupations of our congregations. Many 
church members look to us to model honesty and holiness, care 
and communication, sacrifice and spiritual depth. Therefore, 
what supports us and holds us up— literally, what shoes we 
wear— can be a topic of great interest and discussion in the life 
of the congregation.

Young clergy women need strong systems of support to 
hold us up, which include our shoes. Perhaps the common 
Sunday routine can shed some light as to why it is so important 
to have good support. Some of us begin our work in multiple 
services, in addition to speaking with and offering pastoral care 
to church members. Participating in worship is one of the great-
est honors and one of the most exhausting gifts of ministry. It is 
a wonderful privilege to stand and face the flock you love and 
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lead them in praising God, prayers, proclaiming the Word, and 
declaring them forgiven, graced, and unconditionally loved. Yet 
it is exhausting, emotionally and physically, to lead worship, 
especially when standing for hours in uncomfortable shoes and 
a hot robe.

In addition to serving in the morning service, many of us 
also teach at least one class before or after a worship service. We 
make a quick change from our robe to our Sunday clothes to 
be the teacher and facilitator of Christian education. Sometimes 
we are standing in front of the lecture podium; sometimes we 
are sprawled out on the floor of the children’s room playing 
Abraham and Sarah with three- year- olds. We teach, discuss, 
and explore God’s Word together as a community of believers. 
We pray with and for each other, discuss the topic for the next 
Sunday, run the halls, organize the volunteers, fix the problems— 
and then everyone disperses to the coffee and donuts. Everyone 
except the pastor, that is. We run by the restroom, speak to 
folks in the hallway, put our robes back on, check our makeup, 
get a microphone, glance at the bulletin, and get back to the 
sanctuary for the worship service. And our feet, encased in our 
lovely Sunday shoes, bear the brunt of this running, leaping, 
and juggling.

Then there are the summer months. In case you forgot, it’s 
hot and humid in the summer, and bless your heart if you are in 
a congregation without air conditioning. And in wool or wool- 
blend clerical garb, it’s just plain sweaty. No matter how light 
our clothes are underneath, or how little we wear underneath, 
it’s hot in the chancel, especially with all our responsibilities 
illuminated under the bright lights. So the obvious choice, and 
the choice many female members of the congregation make, 
is to wear sandals. Now you probably don’t wear your sassy 
sandals without cute toenails and exfoliated feet, and it would 
make sense to pick a fun summer color for our toes. We are still 
women, after all. Why would a clergy woman get a pedicure on 
a day off and when asked, “What color would you like?” respond 
with, “Something that is subtle and chancel appropriate.” Yet 
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for some folks in our congregation, the running, the shoes, and 
the toenails can be an issue.

Finally, let’s be honest: Dressy, pointy, high- heel Sunday 
shoes are rarely both fashionable and functional. Many of the 
heels are wide enough for us to maneuver the steps to the chan-
cel and the processional down the long aisle, but the toes of the 
heels are very square or very pointy. Our feet get cramped in our 
shoes, but if we are able to stand without falling, it’s all worth it.

No matter what your week looks like, Sunday mornings 
can seem more rushed and more chaotic than other workdays. 
And sometimes our Sundays are not finished at the end of 
worship. Many churches have evening services, classes, youth 
group, or Bible study, so pastors are asked to spend the entire 
day leading the congregation. Therefore, more often than not, 
Sundays are not days of rest for clergy— male or female— and 
not all congregation members comprehend this reality. So by 
Monday morning, our feet are especially tired. We may or may 
not spend our Saturdays at a 5K, but the Sunday routine can 
leave our feet and our bodies completely exhausted.

Standing Barefoot on Holy Ground
In the midst of the Sunday chaos, we can be reminded that 

we are not the only ones who have foot problems. Throughout 
the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, there are plenty of exam-
ples of messengers of God whose lives are profoundly impacted 
by God’s claim on their lives— and it seems that even the feet of 
these prophets get tired. The scriptures tell us of God’s people 
who are weary and need to rest their feet. And with footrest 
comes shoe rest. Scripture tells us to take off those shoes, and 
when we are faced with yet another race to run, we can turn to 
scripture to give us some very practical advice about our feet.

If we think theologically about sandals, the first person 
who comes to mind is Moses. When God appears to Moses 
through the burning bush, God commands Moses to take 
off his sandals since he is standing on holy ground. Moses 
is probably shocked by this experience, but he manages to 
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follow these simple directions and take off his sandals. Then 
as Moses hears and obeys God’s command, he puts his sandals 
back on and proceeds on his journey to declare that “I AM” 
sent him to lead God’s people out of slavery. Moses, with 
incredible faithfulness, puts on his sandals, walks away from 
the holy ground, and declares the will, hope, and passion of 
“I AM” to the Israelites.

Moments of standing on holy ground happen for all of us 
throughout our ministry, and if we are looking for opportuni-
ties to see them, Sunday morning is a particularly good place 
to start. God calls us to pay attention, to look around, to not be 
so consumed in the details of our days that we miss the burning 
bushes right in front of us. We might find one short moment 
when we can truly pray. Yet this moment can be a burning bush 
for us, a time when we can take off our sandals, figuratively or 
literally. Once in a while we stumble into a deep and enriching 
scripture lesson with the children of the church. We forget about 
the performance of worship and get carried away by the mes-
sage and music. We offer someone some honest and rewarding 
pastoral care and receive the gift of knowing that we are helping 
out a fellow traveler. We may even find a moment when we can 
receive care and support offered to us. Each of these moments 
is a burning bush, telling us to stop for a moment and breathe 
in the awe of God’s power. When faced with those moments, 
we are called to remove our sandals, in whatever way we can, 
and stand, even for just a moment, on holy ground.

God calls us to stop, take off our sandals, and listen. Then 
when we catch our breath, we take a cue from Moses and put 
those sandals back on. We go back out into the world to proclaim 
that “I AM” wants to liberate the oppressed, heal the broken, and 
be known in this world. It may seem strange to our congrega-
tion; we may even get comments from other pastors or e- mails 
from the Bible studies asking us why we would take our shoes 
off. But by removing our shoes, we recognize the importance 
of the moment and opportunity we have as pastors. Standing 
barefoot on holy ground may elicit some stares, but by removing 
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our sandals we remember the beauty and awe of the moment, 
using that as energy to go off in search of the next one.

Anointing Our Feet
Perhaps the most intimate of all “feet” experiences in scrip-

ture is Jesus washing the feet of the disciples. The gospel of John 
captures this moment in a classic Johannine way: Jesus says 
something to the disciples, which is completely misunderstood, 
and then he has to explain himself once again. In this case, it is 
Simon Peter who misses the point of the foot- washing action. 
Feet, it seems, are not enough for Peter:

[ Jesus] came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, 
are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus answered, “You 
do not know now what I am doing, but later you will 
understand.” Peter said to him, “You will never wash 
my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have 
no share with me.” Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, 
not my feet only but also my hands and my head!” 
( Jn. 13:6–9)

Ordinarily, we might think that Peter makes a good point. 
Jesus does need to prepare our hands and our heads for the work 
of ministry. We must be willing to think wisely and tangibly— that 
is, with our heads and our hands— about the tasks of ministry.

Yet Jesus’ actions are not only about cleansing the disciples. 
He knows well that the road he will soon walk will head directly 
for a cross. Jesus’ final walk is full of pain and suffering but so 
too are the walks the disciples will face. Their walks— literally, 
their feet— will bear the marks of loneliness, danger, and hope-
lessness. In the days and months following Jesus’ death on the 
cross, the disciples will desperately want to plant their feet on 
solid and supportive ground. They will seek refuge wherever 
they can find it: in each other, in denial, in preaching, and in 
the resurrection. By anointing them for their future— by wash-
ing their feet— Jesus not only prepares himself for the coming 
sacrifice but also prepares his friends for the futures that await 
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them. Giving of himself to the disciples at the end of his earthly 
life, Jesus gently anoints his friends one last time and instructs 
them that they are to do the same for others.

When we take the time to care for our feet we should 
remember this simple and loving act performed by Jesus in 
his last few hours. Our preoccupation with pedicures, toenail 
polish, and footwear can be thought of as an anointing, giving 
us opportunity to recall how Jesus has prepared us for the task 
ahead. Our own walks will include times of joy and suffering, 
but as children of God and ministers in the church, we are 
anointed for a holy purpose. With even the slightest care of our 
weary feet, we can remind ourselves of our God who cleanses, 
exfoliates, and polishes the servant’s feet, holding us up and 
sustaining us on the journey.

Cajun Shrimp
Our Sunday schedules will continue to be stressful, and our 

feet will continue to grow weary. Yet in the midst of running the 
race, we can take comfort in the spiritual “Guide My Feet” that 
says, “Guide my feet while I run this race, for I don’t want to run 
this race in vain!”1 No matter what kinds of looks we get from 
our congregation, we can remove our sandals when we find a 
holy moment, and we can care for ourselves by anointing our 
feet in any way we see fit. The foot frustrations and shoe situ-
ations will more than likely follow us around, but we can take 
refuge in a God who provides for us in the midst of the journey:

After participating in three Sunday morning worship 
services, I greeted a few dozen people and listened to the 
joys and concerns of some members in our congregation. I 
hung my robe up in the sacristy, wondered when it was last 
dry cleaned, and returned to my office exhausted. I wrote 
a few sticky notes of upcoming surgeries as reminders to 
myself for later that week.

Now I know better, but for some reason I decided to 
check my e- mail before leaving the office for a few hours. 
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Among other things, there was an e- mail from one of the 
women I had spoken with that morning. She had shared 
concerns about her grandchild, so I opened the e- mail 
to see if there was something else going on. But to my 
surprise, it was not about her grandchild at all. She had 
sent me an e- mail entirely about my sandals. No, more 
specifically, she sent me an e- mail about my toenail pol-
ish! She let me know that she did not approve of my red 
toenail polish, or my open- toed sandals, or that I wore 
both with my robe in worship. She said that it is just not 
appropriate for pastors to have brightly painted toenails 
at all— however, she conceded, my fingernails should be 
manicured more often and should always have a clear 
coat, or even better yet, a French manicure.

As I sat, stunned and staring at my computer, I read 
her e- mail a second time and then again a third. By then 
I was fuming. How dare she send me an e- mail about 
my sandals or my toenail polish? Why does she need to 
express her opinion about my nail regimen? And more 
important, how in the world does the color of my toenails 
affect the thirty minutes I had just spent listening to her 
and all the times I had been there for her in the past?

I let her e- mail reside in my in- box for a few days as I 
tried to think of a brilliant, yet pastoral, response. I thought 
of a few brilliant ones, but none of them was anywhere 
near pastoral, and some were barely polite. So I decided 
not to respond at all.

I saw her again and again, supported her through 
various times of her life, and was increasingly convinced 
that my red toenails did not damage our relationship in 
the least. She continued to trust me with the deep pains 
and great celebrations of her life. I continued to minister 
with her, and our relationship remained strong and posi-
tive. So either she was only venting that Sunday afternoon 
and my toenails really weren’t a big deal, or she got all 
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of her personal opinions out in that e- mail, and that was 
enough satisfaction for her.

Sometimes I get a little preoccupied with my shoes, 
and I think, “What is the congregation thinking of me?” 
But it seems to me that wearing what I want to wear and 
being myself on Sunday morning is important. The more 
I do that, the more I can model for my congregation how 
they can be themselves in the midst of difficult situations. 
Maybe that has helped this woman with the problems in 
her life. Maybe not. But either way, I continue to love her 
and continue to have my toenails painted with the vari-
ous bright and seasonal OPI colors. Currently my favorite 
color is “Cajun Shrimp.”
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