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Assignment to Xanadu, USA:
Bane or Blessing?

Harry Coiner  anND  Arnrrxn Nauss
St. Louis, Mo. Springheld, UL

HEN CALLS ARFE assigned cach year to the graduates of

Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri and Concordia Sem-

inary, Springfield, Illinois approximately 30% of the congregations

to which graduates arc called are located in smaller towns or in rural

communities.' The majority of these congregations are what may

be classified as “small”. The majority of them are Jocated in the
Midwestern States.

A call for a candidate is submitted through the Board of Assign-
ments by these congregations for a number of reasons. By calling a
candidate there is hope that one will be assigned and a long vacancy
will be avoided or ended. It could be that the congregation has had
good experience with candidates in the past and thcreforc desires
another. [t may be that the congregation has called from the field
without success and is persuadcd to appeal to the seminaries for a
pastor. Perhaps a particular candidate is known to the congregation,
and believed to be desirable, and therefore a request is made for him
in the proper manner.

Each vear at the time of the assignment of seminary graduates,
Xanadu, UISA, has its day. Is this good or bad? Is the fact that cach
year a large number of smaller congregations, mostly in the Midwest,
receive graduates a bane or a blessing? Are graduates being fed each
year to congregations unsuited for their ministry? Are graduates
themselves unsuitabk for these conurcoation53 Is this particular
assignment only a “stepping stone” to another congregation? Do the
Oraduatw assigned to Xanadu, USA, consider themselves saddled with
an unfortunatc and unhappy experience? What do graduates say
after five years in Xanadu? What do district officials say about the
performance of Xanadu assignees?

Toward identifying the values and disvalues of this type of first
assignment, the two seminaries cooperated in a study conducted in
the fall of 1968. The results of this study are being reported in three
parts, of which this is Part III.

The Sample and Method Employed in the Study
384 graduates of the St. Louis and Springfield seminaries were
assigned their first charge in 1963 and 1964. Of this number, 122
(approximately 35% ) were assigned to town and country com-
munitics with a population below 2500. The potential sample in-
volved sixty assignees from the St. Louis seminary and sixty-two from
the Springfield seminary.
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Questionnaires were sent to the selected graduates with the
request that they reply to a number of open-ended questions. Cor-
responding questionnaires were sent to the president of the district
in which the graduate was first assigned.” A usable return was re-
ceived in 100 (82% ) of the cases. The respondents generally
evidenced a helpful concern about the survey and it is believed that
they expressed themselves with sincerity and a high degree of com-
pleteness.

The Nature of the Response

[, Benefit for the graduate. In response to the question: IN
WHAT SPECIFIC WAYS HAS YOUR FIRST ASSIGNMENT
BEEN BENEFICIAL TO YOU AS A GRADUATE? the positive
replies from the graduates themselves fell into at least five categories
in the following order of frequency:

1. An opportunity to learn to know and understand people and
establish with them personal, meaningful, and helpful
relationships.

A good place to gain experience and develop maturity in

practically every type of parish ministry.

3. The nature of the task helped the young pastor to develop
patience and offered time for personal study and evaluation.

4. An opportunity for seeing the power of the Gospel in human
hearts and for finding the purpose and direction of the
pastoral ministry.

5. A good setting for learning that the pastor does not have all
the answers, and yet, because the people accept the pastor
for what he is, he is supported by the strength, understand-
ing, love, and appreciation of the people.

o

A composite verbatim of the ninety answers received reveals
these positive experiences and attitudes.”

“My years here were a seasoning period in which 1 had oppor-
tunity to find myself, to learn who I am, what my abilities,
strengths, and weaknesses are. 1 learned to know people and
how to work with them as their pastor. Because of the lack of
pressure in a smaller congregation, I had time for people, for
study and reflection, for finding myself, for planning for im-
provement, and for evaluation. I learned something about being
patient from the people who were patient with me and loving
and forgiving toward me. Because I was close to them, or
because of the informality of the people, or because in a smaller
congregation the damage would not be so great, I was able to
experiment, make mistakes, and try again. I thought I would
not have many experiences or challenges, but I have had the
opportunity to grow in numerous and widely varied areas. Be-
cause the town was small enough for me to become acquainted
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and involved with the problems and affairs of the area, 1 have
developed an understanding of community affairs which en-
hances my overall ministry a great deal.”

Negative comments in response to this question were offered by
only nine respondents. They said:

“T'oo isolated from other pastors; because people resist change
and are hesitant to accept new ideas this leads to frustration;
too slow a pace for a voung man; may prove to be a place of
discouragement and darkunno outlook at the ministry; and con-
ditions tend to contribute to dev clopment of poor habits and
lack of selt discipline in use of time.”

District presidents were asked to respond to the question: IN
WHAT SPECIFIC WAYS HAS THIS FIRST ASSIGNMENT
BEEN BENEFICIAL TO THE GRADUATLE?' Their responses
fell into several categories in order of frequency, namely:

1. An opportunity to become closely acquainted with people,
to know them and work with them as individuals, and to
develop more fully the concept of being a pastor to people.
A good place to gain experience, to read and study, and to
deve lop maturity in a situation where the stakes may not be
too costly.

The experience helped the graduate to translate the theory
he had learned into practice; to develop a sense of sureness
and leadership.

4. An opportunity to be creative and recognize challenge in a
place which would seem to lack any.

A place to learn patience and to realize that spiritual fruits
come only as the result of the Holy Spirit's work.

3}

(W)
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A composite verbatim of the responses ot the district presidents
would be in this order:

“Pastor John Able’s ministry in Xanadu, USA, is marked by his
personal growth and maturity in a place where he has time for
study, for getting to know people as individuals, and for putting
the theory of his seminary training into practice. The nature
of the work has given him a degree of patience while giving him
a chance to settle down, try out ideas, fail and be forgiven, to
try again. He has learned how to be sensitive to the needs of
pcople to adjust to them as individuals, and to accept them
where they are and shape his ministry accordingly.”

IT. Value of Ministry for the People. The second question sub-
mitted to graduates had bearing on the value of pastoral ministry to
people in Xanadu, USA. PLEASE STATE THE SPECIFIC VAL-
ULS, AS YOU SEE THEM, OF YOUR MINISTRY AS A GRAD-
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UATE FOR THE PEOPLE IN THE PLACE OF YOUR FIRST
ASSIGNMENT.

A variety of positive responses was elicited from the graduates.
Although voung pastors may tend to idealize unduly their own value
in service of pumlo (and it is hardly possible that a pastor would pur-
posely minimize his service), nevertheless a general feeling was
expressed that the enthusiasm and vigor of vouth was appreciated by
the people scrved. The infusion and development of new ideas
perked up previously static, non-growing congregations. The manner
in which congregations acuptol a neophxt«v pastor and responded
readily to new and fresh ideas after proper orientation was a pleasing
surprise to many graduates. The respondents also stated that a young
pastor offcrs a certain degree of challenge and inspiration when he
encourages people to re-evaluate traditional and long-held ideas.
Graduates also stated that they learned that the fommo of ideas, as
opposcd to the development of gradual change, has littke chance of
succeeding. Smaller congregations permitted more personal contact,
gave opportunity for more intensive pastoral contact and teaching,
and enlarged the experience of Christian fellowship.

Positive responses in written form were received from district
presidents in seventy-six instances.” In gencral, an effective pastoral
ministry was the most appreciated value. District presidents noted
that the graduates related to people in various positive and effective
ways and that they mmlstcrcd to gwpk responsively.  Only nine
graduates werc rated in the “so-s0” or “hardly wholesome at all” cate-
gories (see Table 2).

[n specific terms, district presidents noted that young men serv-
ing in older, traditional congregations seemed more Lapablc of pre-
paring people to live in the twentieth century world; that graduates
usually related to voung people more effectively; that congregations
which had chlnos of msmmﬁcancc and lack of mission were given
a new spirit and a purpose by a dedicated pastor who demonstrated
positive leadership. Youthful exuberance and enthusiasm were appre-
ciated, evidently because these had been lacking on the part of former
pastors.

Admittedly, it may be difficult for a graduate to say much that
is negative about his ministry being beneficial to people. Therefore,
this question received only several negative responses.

Graduates said that they initiated programs without any real
understanding of the rather unique problems and outlook of rural
people; that they did not stay long enough in the place for any values
to be gained by anyone; that the people were accustomed to a much
slower pace than a young man could accept; that a steady “diet” of
greenhorns may not be best for any congregation.

Graduates who had moved after a brief stay responded nega-
tively in all cases. th majority of responses from those who rated
the value in the “so-so” category were from men who had received
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and accepted a call elsewhere. It was expressed repeatedly that the
pastor who does not know and understand small town and rural
people, or who will not learn to know and understand them, is out
of place. In the same connection, some men who had rural back-
arounds stated that this was of great value to them in ministering to

a rural congregation.

[1I. Xawnadu: A Proper or Improper Assignment? The third
question was: WOULD YOU STATE REASONS, ON THE BASIS
OF YOUR EXPERIENCE, WHY A SMALLER ESTABLISHED
RURAL PARISH IS A PROPER OR IMPROPER PLACE FOR A
GRADUATE? The responses which favored this type of assignment
as being proper fell into scveral categories:

1. The stability of the situation is favorable. Concerns for
survival do not pressure the pastor and there is usually a
basic strength of doctrine, good church attendance, and a
group of cooperative workers. “The pastor can usually plan
a project and carry it out and see how it works without hav-
ing the problem of changes in personnel and procedures,”
as onc man stated it. The people are willing and able to
accept mistakes and recognize strengths, and do this within
the framework of a fairly close relationship, with the result
that the young pastor is helped to get his bearings within a
personal and meaningful relationship. Rarely does the need
arise for quick, unplanned actions, nor does the situation
demand many off-the-cuff decisions.

The situation offers a broad spectrum of experiences, con-
trary to common expectations. Graduates expressed surprise
and pleasure that they worked with all age groups and expe-
ricnced all aspects of the pastoral ministry, however, not in
large and overwhelming amounts. The fact that a smaller
congregation permits a young man to concentrate on mutual
spiritual growth rather than on “running the machinery”
was appreciated. The pace and amount of the work af-
forded a meditative and reflective type of evaluation of over-
all ability and effectiveness.

The possibility of closer contact with people in Xanadu,
USA, is a natural built-in positive factor. “The pastor has
the opportunity to maintain closer contact with people and
to touch them in their personal moments of need and to be
touched by them in return” was the opinion expressed gen-
crally. Because the pastor has opportunity to know people
better he is able to develop insight into their strengths and
weaknesses. That successes and failures could be discussed
and worked out on a personal basis was noted by some. The
nature of pastoral contact was expressed by one graduate
in this way: “You are not so overwhelmed with numbers

A
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of people that vou fail to have a face-to-face ministry with
all your people. T do more counseling riding around on
tractors and combines, or drinking coffee in homes than I
do in my study. But the impetus must come from me. Any
pastor who wants to shepherd a flock will get his oppor-
tunity in a rural arca.”

4. The plus factor of time was noted as being helpful. That
there is time for the pastor to tend to the needs of the con-
oregation and still participate in the affairs of the circuit
and district and not spread himself too thin was a plus
fFactor for some. Others said that there is time for the young
pastor to grow in the basics of the ministry, especially in
pastoral love for people and concern for their problems.
Due to the tempo of congregational life, therc is usually
time to figure out mistakes, adjust matters, ‘and correct thent.
The pastor has time to discover himself and test himself in
different areas of ministry. His development of a degrec
ot skill in parish administration, cvangelism, and pastoral
care may be undertaken without undue haste and pressure.

In summary, young pastors indicated a strong appreciation for
the style of life in small town and rural communities and affirmed that
a unique challenge for the revitalization of congregational life and
mission was present more often than not. Onc graduate said, “A city-
bred boy can also do well here if the image of the ministry given him
at the seminary is one of people first no matter where he is.”

Finally, what factors make Xanadu, USA, an improper place for
a graduate? About one-third of the respondents expressed some
reservations, noting that there are some hazards to be faced in
Xanadu, USA.

One obvious problem is that graduates placed in Xanadu, USA,
in some instances, simply continue the rapid turnover in the place.
It was said that some congregations continue to be “training grounds”
for graduates; some congregations appreciate this role, others express
the desire for a seasoned veteran now and then.

In most rural areas there is not much evangelisim potential and
prospects for growth and development are limited. The attitude that
the pastor is a caretaker (or undertaker) may develop quite easily.
Pastors may become frustrated, grow stale, or develop habits of lazi-
ness. It was suggested that an “older pastor seeking less of a work
load would seemmgly fit better.

The unwillingness of people to accept change and the relative-
ly low level of education were mentioned as possible hazards. Also,
when the foundation has been laid and things are running smoothly
and progressively, the young pastor may ask, “What do I do now?”
“The membership can be so stable and self-satisfied that any fresh
ideas from outside the fortress are simply ignored. It sure would do
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a lot for the morale to have somcone say, "You might have some-
thing there, Pastor’, for a change, instead of all the stories of how
Pastor Original did it back in 1924,” onc graduate said.

An ‘aging’ place with strongly entrenched traditions is an im-
proper place for a graduate with youthiul zest and no traditions and
no experience to cope with deep-rooted ideas and loyalties. Both
pastor and congregation can arrive at cross-purposes and ncither of
them know exactly why.

The wives of pastors in Xanadu, USA, should be considered,
said two respondents, since women in the community may be mostly
older and mutual intercsts are minimal or since there may be little
entertainment or culture outside the community of the congregation.
Noted too, was the fact that the pastor may serve a dual parish and
be away from home a great deall The comments about wives, how-
ever, were minimatl,

In summary, the graduate assigned to Xanadu, USA, should be
carcefully selected. The consensus of opinion indicated that Nanadu
is an improper place for the graduate who is not at home there
and who may resent being assigned there; and it his wife is un-
happy the problem is usually compounded. When the thinking, the
feelings, the values, and the motivations of small town and rural peo-
ple arc strange and unappreciated, even misunderstood, by the pas-
tor Cor his wife), he will serve there with some degree of handicap.
If he does not feel at home in Xanadu, and if he should resent be-
ing there even a little, he may need to change his attitude or his
frame of reference.®

The majority opinion was that Xanadu, USA, was a proper
and positive place for the assignment of a carefully selected grad-
uate. The positive statements were sincerely made, written in the
spirit and tone of men who rejoice in the Christian ministry. The
negative statements were also sincercly made, we may belicve, vet
it was difficult to decide whether the problem was in the place or
in the man. District presidents usually placed the difficulty in the
person and attitude of the graduate.

TABLE 1

SUMMARY OF RATINGS OF BENEFIT OF FIRST
ASSIGNMENT TO THE GRADUATE BY
GRADUATES AND DISTRICT PRESIDENTS

Graduates District Presidents

Highly Beneficial ... ... 48 41
Quite Beneficial .. ... 43 46
So-So 7 11
Hardly Beneficial At Al 2 2

Total 100 100
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TABLE 2
SUMMARY OF RATINGS OF VALUE OF GRADUATES

MINISTRY TO THE PEOPLE BY
GRADUATES AND DISTRICT PRESIDENTS

Graduates District Presidents
Very Wholesome 30 47
Quite Wholesome ... = 54 44
So-So .. 15 7
Hardly Wholesome At All . 1 2
Total ... 100 100
Conclusion

The overall summary of the responses (see Table 1) reveals
that nine out of ten of the graduates benefited a significant amount
from their first parish experience in a town and country location.

Although placement officials would hope to assist in provid-
ing a good experience for a still larger proportion, it would appear
that a ninety per cent figure represents an excellent record in the
matching of men and places.

The value of the graduates’ ministry to people was rated as
significantly wholesome also by approximately nine out of ten of the

men (Table 2).

Since no similar “objective” attempt to evaluate the ministry
of Missouri Synod pastors has previously been attempted, we have
no standard against which to place the results of this study. It is no
seeret, of course, that some ministries do not appear to prove whole-
some for the people for various reasons, but we would venture the
judgment that the proportion of pastorates rated wholesome in this
study is a figure for which we have no reason to hang our heads.
We would recognize at the same time that it is the Holy Spirit who
alone cnables a pastor’s ministry to bear such fruit.

However, the fact that problems in the pastor himselt or among
the people of the congregation can stultify the work of the Spirit
even in a small number of situations should prompt seminary facul-
ties and district officials to identify potentially serious difficulties
and to help both pastors and people to overcome them.

Despite the highly positive results of this investigation which
suggests that the assignment to Xanadu should regularly be con-
sidered a blessing, we believe there exists a specific need for a still
closer relationship between the seminaries and the field in order to
fglﬁll the common objective of providing an effective ministry among
God's people in His Kingdom on earth.
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6.

FOOTNOTES

Nauss, Allen, “A Six-Year Revicw of Ministerial Placement,” Springficld,
[linois: Concordia Sewminary Studies, 67-3, July 1967, p. 13.
Questionnaires for cach graduate involved were sent to the respective
district president. Except for being third-person oriented, the open-ended
questions and ratings for the “Bencfit to Graduate” and “Value to People”
items were the same form as those given to the graduates themselves.

The fact is recognized that some of the same benefits may derive from any
parish expericnce. That these benefits were derived from smaller parishes
in smaller towns is certainly significant.

The graduates’ name and place of first assignment were provided by the
respective seminary.

District presidents were asked to rate the specific values of the particular
graduate’s ministry for the people in the place of his first assignment.

It should be noted that some men moved because of personal health or
family health rcasons; some moved for financial reasons; some moved
because of restlessness or the desire to be nearer relatives. Some “could not
take it any more” and scveral moved for ecmotional rcasons. In one case,
the desire for parochial and high school education for children was given
as the reason for the move.



