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With its Grace Place Wellness mission, Lutheran Church Extension Fund (LCEF) will continue to expand and cultivate gifts for church workers of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod in service of the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ through:
	Retreats
	Traditional wellness programming
	Newly imagined and fully integrated wellness resources




If you’re like most ministry workers, your heartbeat is to minister the Gospel effectively. You live your life for God and His people, and you wouldn’t want it any other way.

		

	





	
		
But many of us, after a few years in the “real world” of ministry, faced questions that never crossed our minds in seminary. We began to wonder if we could possibly be effective at church and still have time for our families, meet the demands of a congregation's ever-present needs and keep up the pace of ministry life without falling apart at the seams.

Grace Place Wellness teaches professional church workers the attitudes, skills and practices that enable them to experience a long, joyful and flourishing career.

			We do so through in-person and virtual retreats, guest speaking appearances and a continual flow of fresh resources that teach the basic principles of The Wellness Wheel.

		

	






		

	











	
		
			Become a better disciple of Christ, the Savior who can sympathize with our weaknesses.


		

	





	
		
			Don’t become a statistic, fall apart or burn out.


		

	





	
		
			Learn to live—and minister—from this place: This place called Grace.


		

	














	
		
			Grace Place helps church workers find relief from the pressures they face while avoiding the traps that lead to burnout, sin and despair. And the practices we’ve developed over the years keep pastors and church workers joyful, vibrant and whole for as long as they’re in ministry.


		

	













Our Core Values


	
		
			Healthy Churches

Healthy churches are God’s design for his mission on earth. The scriptures offer description and prescription for the baptismal, spiritual, relational, intellectual, emotional, vocational, physical and financial wellness of local congregations. Healthy churches face fewer obstacles to ministry and display the work of God in their unity and service.

(Acts 2:42-47; Ephesians 4)


		

	





	
		
			Healthy Church Workers

Healthy professional church workers are essential for healthy churches. The wellness of churches and their called workers are of mutual benefit to each other. The wellness of professional church workers is enhanced by healthy congregations, which are better served when their called workers are at their best, baptismally, spiritually, relationally, intellectually, emotionally, vocationally, physically and financially.

(1 Timothy 3; Titus 1)


		

	






	
		
			Intentional Self-Care

Professional church workers at their best are willing and able to practice daily and weekly self-care for the wellbeing of self and family. Joyful, healthy church workers offer more creative, vibrant ministry to those they serve and lead. Grace Place Wellness supports them by nurturing vitality and joy in ministry, inspiring and equipping church workers to lead healthy lives.

(John 14-17; Ephesians 4)


		

	





	
		
			Daily Renewal

Daily renewal in grace provides substantial healing for the wounds of life in ministry. Professional church workers often encounter obstacles to wellness due to the demands and expectations of their calling. Wise church workers are first receptive to the Holy Spirit’s gifts of grace for their own healing before administering those gifts to others.

(2 Timothy 3-4; 1 Kings 19)


		

	






	
		
			Joyful Ministry

The joy of recognizing the living Christ at work in the lives of people fuels ministry. Healthy church workers recognize the absence of joy, assess the causes and seek healing grace to restore the joy.

(Acts 5:41-42; Acts 16:16-40)


		

	










About Us


	
		
			Dr. Darrell Zimmerman, DMin

Retired Executive Director

Darrell oversaw all aspects of Grace Place Wellness Ministries from the fall of 2012 until June 2023. His passion remains helping ministry workers across the entire spectrum of Christianity excel in their callings for their whole careers.

A native of Portland, Oregon, Darrell graduated with his Master of Divinity from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, in 1982. He served thirty years as a parish pastor in St. Louis, MO, and Saginaw, Mich. He is a trained Intentional Interim Minister in the LCMS.

He and his wife, Carol, attended the first Grace Place Wellness retreat in the fall of 2000, then began leading retreats in Grace Place Wellness’ earlier years. He also earned his Doctor of Ministry in 2006. He was instrumental in developing the Ministry Team Wellness Retreat. In December 2019, he became Interim President and CEO and served until the acquisition by LCEF, when he took on the role of Vice President of Ministry Solutions, director of Grace Place Wellness. After almost eleven wonderful years leading Grace Place Wellness, Darrell retired in June 2023.

Darrell and Carol live just a few short miles from their three children and four grandchildren in the St. Louis area. In retirement he looks forward to spending time with them, woodworking, and playing lots of golf. We are grateful for his contribution to Grace Place Wellness.


		

	






	
		
			Dr. John Eckrich, MD

Founder and Executive Vice Chair

Dr. Eckrich founded Grace Place Wellness Ministries in 1999. He’s also the author of several books on wellness, ministry, and Christian living.

Born and raised in St. Louis, MO, John attended Lutheran schools as a child, graduating from Lutheran High School South. He graduated from Washington University in St. Louis and the University of Missouri School of Medicine in Columbia, Mo. He finished his medical training at the University of Chicago as a Fellow in Gastroenterology and Hepatology.

Dr. John served the St. Louis community for over 40 years as a practicing Internist and Gastroenterologist. He had the unique opportunity to care for hundreds of Lutheran church workers and their families, including Seminary professors, students, and many leaders at the LCMS International Center.

During his early career, John observed the effects of stress and challenges of ministry on personal and family life. He gathered other professionals to examine and develop health skills and strategies to proactively address the rising tide of church worker burnout and ill-health.

Their findings led John to found Grace Place Wellness Ministries, now having served over 10,000 church workers and families through Grace Place Wellness retreats.

His books include:

Vocation and Wellness: Renew Your Energy for Christian Living

Family Wellness: Raising Resilient, Christ-Purposed Children

Fear, Anxiety and Wellness: Journey to a Heart at Peace

Resilient Aging and Wellness: Mindful Stewardship of Body, Mind and Spirit into the Next Season of Living

John lives in the St. Louis area with his wife, Kathy. They have three grown children and two grandchildren — and Dr. John spends as much time with his grandkids as possible.


		

	






	
		
			Rev. Dr. Gregory S. Walton

VP Ministry Solutions, Director, Grace Place Wellness

Greg joined LCEF’s Grace Place Wellness in Fall of 2022. He now oversees all aspects of Grace Place Wellness Ministries, which is a part of Ministry Solutions in LCEF. Having served for 13 years as the District President of the Florida-Georgia District, he has a commitment to assisting church workers in the LCMS excel in their callings for their whole careers. In his role, he will work to integrate wellness into other areas of LCEF to identify, coordinate and share resources that positively impact the lives of LCMS professional church workers and ministries in the LCMS.

Walton has spent most of his life on the East Coast, having grown up in the Mid-Hudson Valley of New York. He attended Concordia College, which was in Bronxville, NY, where he met his wife, Edith. He graduated with his Master of Divinity from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, in 1987 and served twenty-two years as a parish pastor in Toccoa, Georgia, and Marietta, Georgia, before being elected to the office of District President for the Florida-Georgia District. In his parish years Greg was deeply involved in community ventures, served as a Circuit Visitor, and then a District Vice President.

An ardent supporter of church worker wellness and Grace Place Wellness, as District President he sponsored a number of retreats in the FLGA District, assisting and encouraging workers in their personal wellbeing. Supporting and advocating for church workers and their family has long been a passion for Greg.

As his term-limited time as District President came to an end in August 2022, Walton joined LCEF and Grace Place Wellness to replace retiring director, Darrell Zimmerman, who was instrumental in developing Wellness Retreats for couples, ministry staffs, and congregations. Greg will pick up the mantle, try to fit into the large shoes vacated by Darrell, and explore new areas of ministry for Grace Place Wellness as we look to the future.

Greg and Edith live in Woodstock, Georgia, a suburb of Atlanta, and are in close proximity to their two children and six grandchildren. He is excited to serve the church in this new role.


		

	







Who We Are


	
		
			Where Do Pastors Go for Help?


		

	





	
		
			Grace Place Wellness was founded in 1999 by John D. Eckrich, M.D., an Internist and Gastroenterologist, who has provided integrated health care to many pastors, teachers, seminarians and their families for more than 35 years.

In his medical practice in St. Louis, Dr. Eckrich was astounded at the number of stress-related illnesses among Lutheran church workers.

In response to the burnout he was treating in church professionals, he envisioned a program of teaching preventive self-care disciplines to keep workers healthy. He understood that if workers were not joyful, vigorous and balanced in their own body, mind and spirit, they could not effectively and abundantly serve the people placed in their care.

Dr. Eckrich and his pastoral care colleagues have now served thousands of Lutheran church workers, leaders and their families in hundreds of retreats throughout America and in Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America.

Following in Dr. Eckrich’s footsteps, our retreat leaders have taken Grace Place Wellness programming to every region of the country and worldwide through overseas missionary family retreats.


		

	












	
		
			A Message for All Workers in Ministry


		

	





	
		
			Offered initially for pastors and their wives, Grace Place Wellness Retreats are now open to all workers in the church.

Specialized retreats have been offered for singles, DCE’s, musicians, parish nurses and deaconesses. The LCMS Council of Presidents and Concordia University faculties have also participated in Grace Place Wellness retreats and programs.

In 2012, Rev. Dr. Darrell Zimmerman was called to serve as the first full time Program Director. A participant at the first retreat in 2000 with his wife, Carol, Darrell brings over 30 years of parish pastoral experience to the Grace Place Wellness team.


		

	












	
		
			Healthy Leaders, Healthy Congregations


		

	





	
		
			At Grace Place Wellness Ministries, we believe that healthy leaders lead healthy congregations and that healthy congregations encourage and support healthy leaders.

When Pastor and people are together experiencing life in the body of Christ the way the Lord has intended it (see Ephesians 4) God is glorified and congregations fulfill their calling to share the saving love of Jesus.

Just as church workers are care-givers, congregations are also called to include their pastors and other servants of the Word in their ongoing work of mutual love and care. As St. Paul wrote to the church in Rome:

“I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong – that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith.”(Romans 1:11-12, NIV)


		

	












	
		
			A Vision for the Church


		

	





	
		
			Our vision is that congregations would be places of mutual encouragement and care between the called workers and the members of the church so that together they might reach out in love and service to their communities.

Grace Place Wellness is a preventive wellness ministry that seeks to positively impact the ministry of Christian congregations by encouraging workers in the church to lead the rich and full lives that Jesus intends for all of His children.

We are proud to be a Recognized Service Organization of and partially funded by The Lutheran Church Missouri Synod. Our staff have become popular presenters at Professional Church Worker Conferences on a wide range of topics related to church worker wellness.


		

	












	
		
			Board of Directors


		

	





	
		
			Dale Kreienkamp

CEO, Thriving through Transitions

Chairman


		

	


	
		
			Dr. John Eckrich, MD

Founder of Grace Place Wellness Ministries

Executive Vice Chair


		

	


	
		
			Tim Petsch

Executive Vice President of Marketing and Sales at Pawz Dog Boots, LLC

Chairman


		

	


	
		
			Rehema Kavugha

Manager of Synod Relations, Lutheran Church Extension Fund

Member


		

	


	
		
			Jeff Hollingsworth

Finance


		

	
















	
		
			
  
    Grow in Your Calling
  

  
    Gain the confidence and skills to flourish for your entire career.

  



		

	





	
		
			
  
    Find Stability
  

  
    Learn how to strengthen all 8 areas of a healthy life.

  



		

	





	
		
			
  
    Avoid Common Pitfalls
  

  
    Discover hard-won ideas from experienced leadership.

  



		

	





	
		
			
  
    Rest & Recharge
  

  
    Learn the skills of preventive self-care.

  



		

	





	
		
			
  
    Increase Effectiveness
  

  
    Learn to live and work from a place of grace.

  



		

	







	
		
			
		

	







      			
			
		
	


	



	
		
			
				Contact LCEF

				10733 Sunset Office Drive, Suite 300

St. Louis, MO 63127-1020

				Phone: 800-843-5233

				Fax: 314-996-1131

				
																									      

			

			

		

		
			Our Ministry Partners

					Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod
	Concordia Historical Institute
	Concordia Publishing House
	Concordia Plan Services
	LCMS Foundation
	Lutheran Federal Credit Union


			

		

		
			Newsletter Signup

			Learn how we impact LCMS ministries by subscribing to our publication, Interest Time.

			Subscribe to Interest Time
		

	

	

	
		LCEF is a nonprofit religious organization; therefore, LCEF investments are not FDIC-insured bank deposit accounts. This is not an offer to sell investments, nor a solicitation to buy. LCEF will offer and sell its securities only in states where authorized. The offer is made solely by LCEF’s Offering Circular. Investors should carefully read the Offering Circular, which more fully describes associated risks. Neither LCEF nor its representatives give legal, accounting or tax advice. Consult your tax advisor as to the applicability of this information to your own situation. A Coverdell investment is different than a college “529” investment which is not offered by LCEF. UMB Bank n.a. serves as the custodian for the LCEF IRA/HSA and Coverdell programs. UMB Bank n.a. serves as the custodian for the LCEF IRA/HSA programs. ConnectPLUS is available on a one account per investor basis only to new investors 18 and older who have not had an LCEF investment in the past 24 months. ConnectPLUS is not available to investors in Ohio and Pennsylvania. PartnerPLUS is available to investors 18 and older. New money only. StewardAccount products are not available to investors in South Carolina. StewardAccount access features are offered through UMB Bank n.a. Demand/Dedicated Certificate is not available to investors in South Carolina. Lutheran Church Extension Fund-Missouri Synod. 10733 Sunset Office Drive, Suite 300, St. Louis, MO 63127-1020. 800-843-5233. lcef.org. NMLS# 3444. LCEF Mortgage Loan Originators: Pamela Macinski (NMLS# 16679). Michelle Porter (NMLS# 1675886). Tricia Galczynski (NMLS# 1896183). Tara Appleton (NMLS# 738203). Illinois Residential Mortgage Licensee (MB.0006057). Loans made or arranged pursuant to a California Law License (6037619). Nebraska Mortgage Banker License (540). Texas Complaint/Recovery Fund Notice – Figure: 7 TAC§80.200(b): “CONSUMERS WISHING TO FILE A COMPLAINT AGAINST A COMPANY OR A RESIDENTIAL MORTGAGE LOAN ORIGINATOR SHOULD COMPLETE AND SEND A COMPLAINT FORM TO THE TEXAS DEPARTMENT OF SAVINGS AND MORTGAGE LENDING, 2601 NORTH LAMAR, SUITE 201, AUSTIN, TEXAS 78705. COMPLAINT FORMS AND INSTRUCTIONS MAY BE OBTAINED FROM THE DEPARTMENT’S WEBSITE AT WWW.SML.TEXAS.GOV. A TOLL-FREE CONSUMER HOTLINE IS AVAILABLE AT 1-877-276-5550.  THE DEPARTMENT MAINTAINS A RECOVERY FUND TO MAKE PAYMENTS OF CERTAIN ACTUAL OUT OF POCKET DAMAGES SUSTAINED BY BORROWERS CAUSED BY ACTS OF LICENSED RESIDENTIAL MORTGAGE LOAN ORIGINATORS. A WRITTEN APPLICATION FOR REIMBURSEMENT FROM THE RECOVERY FUND MUST BE FILED WITH AND INVESTIGATED BY THE DEPARTMENT PRIOR TO THE PAYMENT OF A CLAIM. FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT THE RECOVERY FUND, PLEASE CONSULT THE DEPARTMENT’S WEBSITE AT WWW.SML.TEXAS.GOV”. For more information on LCEF’s lending license go to lcef.org/state-disclosures/.
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Helpful Documents


	Individual Investment Application (PDF)
	Church Worker StewardAccount Application (PDF)
	Beneficiary Designation Form (PDF)
	Trust Certification Form (PDF)
	Fee Schedule (PDF)
	Investment Slip (PDF)
	Investment ACH Authorization Form (PDF)
	ACH Stop Payment Form (PDF)
	Terms and Conditions (PDF)





×


Term Notes Helpful Documents


	Individual Investment Application (PDF)
	Y.I. Club Application (PDF)
	Beneficiary Designation Form (PDF)
	Trust Certification Form (PDF)
	Fee Schedule (PDF)
	Investment Slip (PDF)
	Investment ACH Authorization Form (PDF)
	Terms and Conditions (PDF)





×


YI Club Helpful Documents


	Y.I. Club Application (PDF)
	Fee Schedule (PDF)
	Terms and Conditions (PDF)





×


Retirement Account Helpful Documents


	Fee Schedule (PDF)
	Terms and Conditions (PDF)
	Conversions Brochure (PDF)





×


Health Savings Account Helpful Documents


	Fee Schedule (PDF)





×


Ministry StewardAccount Documents


	Organization Investment Application (PDF)
	Fee Schedule (PDF)
	Investment Signature Authorization Form (PDF)
	Investment Slip (PDF)
	Investment ACH Authorization Form (PDF)
	ACH Stop Payment Form (PDF)
	MyAccount Organization Application (PDF)
	Terms and Conditions (PDF)





×


Business StewardAccount Helpful Documents


	Business Investment Application (PDF)
	Corporate Resolution (PDF)
	Partnership Authorization (PDF)
	Fee Schedule (PDF)
	Investment Slip (PDF)
	Investment ACH Authorization Form (PDF)
	ACH Stop Payment Form (PDF)
	Investment Signature Authorization Form (PDF)
	MyAccount Organization Application (PDF)
	Terms and Conditions (PDF)





×


Individual Investment Application


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

Click here to download the application




×


Church Worker StewardAccount Investment Application


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download the application




×


Young Investors (Y.I) Club Application (age 0-18) (PDF)


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download the application




×


Gold Tier Individual Investment Application


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download the application




×


Ministry Investment Application (PDF)


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download the application




×


Gold Tier Ministry Investment Application


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download the application




×


Business Investment Application (PDF)


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download the application




×


Gold Tier Business Application


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.



 

Click here to download the application




×


Residential Loans Helpful Documents


	Your Home Loan Toolkit (PDF)
	Consumer Handbook on Adjustable-Rate Mortgages (PDF)
	Cost of Funds (PDF)
	One Year Constant Maturity Index (PDF)
	 RCW Mortgage Information (PDF)





×


Home Equity Loans Helpful Documents


	Your Home Loan Toolkit (PDF)
	Automatic Loan Payment Authorization (PDF)





×


Congregation Loans Helpful Documents


	Helping Hands in the Lending Process (PDF)
	LCMS Congregation Loans Information Source (PDF)
	Electronic Funds Transfer Agreement and Disclosure (PDF)
	Automatic Loan Payment Authorization (PDF)
	Payoff Request Form (PDF)
	Additional Principal Payment Form (PDF)
	Cost of Funds (PDF)





×


School Association Loans Helpful Documents


	Electronic Funds Transfer Agreement and Disclosure (PDF)
	Automatic Loan Payment Authorization (PDF)
	MyAccount Organization Application (PDF)
	Payoff Request Form (PDF)
	Additional Principal Payment Form (PDF)
	Cost of Funds (PDF)





×


Organization/RSO Loans Helpful Documents


	Electronic Funds Transfer Agreement and Disclosure (PDF)
	Automatic Loan Payment Authorization (PDF)
	MyAccount Organization Application (PDF)
	Payoff Request Form (PDF)
	Additional Principal Payment Form (PDF)
	Cost of Funds (PDF)





×


Church Improvement Program Helpful Documents


	Church Improvement Brochure





×


Enrollment Materials


	 
	Instruction Letter
	LCEF Organizational Application
	Vanco Enrollment





×


StewardAccount Helpful Documents


	Individual Investment Application (PDF)
	Beneficiary Designation Form (PDF)
	Trust Certification Form (PDF)
	Fee Schedule (PDF)
	Investment Slip (PDF)
	Investment ACH Authorization Form (PDF)
	ACH Stop Payment Form (PDF)
	Terms and Conditions (PDF)





×


Church Worker Loan Pool Application


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

Click here to download the application




×


Church Worker Loan Pool Application


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

Click here to download the application




×


6 and 18-Month Term Notes


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download application




×


6 and 18-Month Term Note


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download application




×


6 and 18-Month Term Notes


By downloading this application, I certify that I have received and reviewed the applicable current Offering Circular of the Lutheran Church Extension Fund—Missouri Synod.

 

Click here to download application




×




×


Rev. Dr. Gregory S. Walton

VP Ministry Solutions, Grace Place Wellness

Greg joined LCEF’s Grace Place Wellness in Fall of 2022. He now oversees all aspects of Grace Place Wellness, which is a part of Ministry Solutions in LCEF. Having served for 13 years as the District President of the Florida-Georgia District, he has a commitment to assisting church workers in the LCMS excel in their callings for their whole careers. In his role, he works to integrate wellness into other areas of LCEF to identify, coordinate and share resources that positively impact the lives of LCMS professional church workers and ministries in the LCMS.

Walton spent most of his life on the East Coast, having grown up in the Mid-Hudson Valley of New York. He attended Concordia College, which was in Bronxville, N.Y., where he met his wife, Edith. He graduated with his Master of Divinity from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, in 1987 and served 22 years as a parish pastor in Toccoa, Ga., and Marietta, Ga., before being elected to the office of District President for the Florida-Georgia District. In his parish years, Greg was deeply involved in community ventures, served as a Circuit Visitor, and then a District Vice President. 

An ardent supporter of church worker wellness and Grace Place Wellness, he sponsored a number of

retreats as District President in the Florida-Georgia District, assisting and encouraging workers in their personal wellbeing. Supporting and advocating for church workers and their families has been a longtime passion for Greg.

As his term-limited time as District President came to an end in August 2022, Walton joined LCEF and Grace Place Wellness to replace retiring director, Rev. Dr. Darrell Zimmerman, who was instrumental in developing Wellness Retreats for couples, ministry staff and congregations. Greg has picked up the mantle, trying to fit into the large shoes vacated by Darrell and is exploring new areas of ministry for Grace Place Wellness as we look to the future.

Greg and Edith live in Woodstock, Ga., a suburb of Atlanta, and are in close proximity to their two children and six grandchildren. He is excited to continue to serve the church in this role.


×


Dr. John Eckrich, MD

Founder and Executive Vice Chair

Dr. Eckrich founded Grace Place Wellness Ministries in 1999. He’s also the author of several books on wellness, ministry and Christian living.

Born and raised in St. Louis, Missouri, John attended Lutheran schools as a child, graduating from Lutheran High School South. He graduated from Washington University in St. Louis and the University of Missouri School of Medicine in Columbia, Missouri. He finished his medical training at the University of Chicago as a fellow in gastroenterology and hepatology.

Dr. John served the St. Louis community for over 40 years as a practicing internist and gastroenterologist. He had the unique opportunity to care for hundreds of Lutheran church workers and their families, including seminary professors, students and many leaders at the LCMS International Center.

During his early career, John observed the effects of stress and challenges of ministry on personal and family life. He gathered other professionals to examine and develop health skills and strategies to proactively address the rising tide of church worker burnout and ill-health.

Their findings led John to found Grace Place Wellness Ministries, now having served over 10,000 church workers and families through Grace Place Wellness retreats.

His books include:

	Vocation and Wellness: Renew Your Energy for Christian Living
	Family Wellness: Raising Resilient, Christ-Purposed Children
	Fear, Anxiety and Wellness: Journey to a Heart at Peace
	Resilient Aging and Wellness: Mindful Stewardship of Body, Mind and Spirit into the Next Season of Living


John lives in the St. Louis area with his wife, Kathy. They have three grown children and two grandchildren. Dr. John spends as much time with his grandkids as possible.


×


Dr. Darrell Zimmerman, DMin

Retired Executive Director

Darrell oversaw all aspects of Grace Place Wellness Ministries from the fall of 2012 until June 2023. His passion remains helping ministry workers across the entire spectrum of Christianity excel in their callings for their whole careers.

A native of Portland, Oregon, Darrell graduated with his Master of Divinity from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, in 1982. He served 30 years as a parish pastor in St. Louis, Missouri, and Saginaw, Michigan. He is a trained intentional interim minister in the LCMS.

He and his wife, Carol, attended the first Grace Place Wellness retreat in the fall of 2000, then began leading retreats in Grace Place Wellness’ earlier years. He also earned his Doctor of Ministry in 2006. He was instrumental in developing the Ministry Team Wellness Retreat. In December 2019, he became interim president and CEO and served until the acquisition by LCEF, when he took on the role of vice president of Ministry Solutions, director of Grace Place Wellness. After almost 11 wonderful years leading Grace Place Wellness, Darrell retired in June 2023.

Darrell and Carol live just a few short miles from their three children and four grandchildren in the St. Louis area. In retirement, he looks forward to spending time with them, woodworking and playing lots of golf. We are grateful for his contribution to Grace Place Wellness.


×


Rev. Tim Fangmeier

Sabbatical Coach

Coaching professional church workers in creating their sabbatical experience is one of the most rewarding things for Rev. Fangmeier. His coaching training was through Valwood Certified Coaches (2002-2008). George Bullard, Jane Creswell and Linda Miller, along with other coaches, conducted this training. In addition to coaching pastors in planning sabbaticals, Fangmeier also coaches church workers who are in transition or conflict situations.

Rev. Fangmeier’s journey in ministry is an interesting one. In college, he studied Advertising and Sales Management at Bowling Green State University, Bowling Green, Ohio, and he received a Bachelor of Science in Business Administration. During summers in college, Rev. Fangmeier sold Electrolux vacuum cleaners door to door, which was also an educational experience. 

The influence of his campus pastor led him to consider seminary training, and he graduated from Concordia Theological Seminary in Springfield, Ill., in 1971. Rev. Fangmeier’s first call was to begin a mission congregation in Fort Myers, Fla. He pastored there until 1979 and assisted in two building campaigns and self-support status for the congregation.

From 1979 to 1985, Fangmeier served as senior pastor at Trinity Lutheran Church and School in Delray Beach, Fla., and from 1986 to 1993, he was the senior pastor at Ascension Lutheran Church and School in Charlotte, N.C.

In 1993, Rev. Fangmeier joined the staff of the Southeastern District of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod as a Mission and Ministry Facilitator to work with congregations in North and South Carolina. He helped direct mission partnerships and served as a conflict consultant to the District President.

Since 2002, Fangmeier has continued ministry as a consultant to congregations and pastors. He participates in conflict intervention, peacemaking and coaching professional church workers in times of change and conflict. As a staff associate for Wheat Ridge Ministries (now We Raise Foundation), he manages its Sabbatical Resource Center.

Click here to email Rev. Tim Fangmeier
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It is recommended that congregations consider the sabbatical time for their ministry leader as a time of health and hope for the congregation and its lay leaders. Thoughtful planning is important for achieving a positive experience for the ministry leader and the congregation.

WELLNESS EXPERTS AGREE THAT A MINISTRY SABBATICAL SHOULD INCLUDE AT LEAST THESE THREE ELEMENTS:

	A time for personal relaxation.
	A time to pursue personal interests.
	A time of renewal around things that will directly benefit the congregation.




Congregation planning should be done by the same team that is assisting in the sabbatical planning for the church worker. Budgeting for increased expenses will be necessary. Setting aside a small portion over several years can reduce the financial impact during the sabbatical year. The congregation sabbatical focus could be connected to the focus of the pastor’s sabbatical, but it also could focus on special congregational needs or interests.

Ministry leaders and congregations can have significant fears related to the concept of a ministry sabbatical. Discussing and addressing these fears is critical to sabbatical success. Members may fear “What will become of us if our pastor is gone for three months?” Professional workers may fear another person filling their leadership role. The congregation sabbatical planning should address these fears.
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			These questions will help the ministry leader/church worker form a ministry sabbatical plan:


		

	


	
		
				In what areas of my life do I need renewal of health and hope?
	How can I broaden and deepen my faith and vision during my sabbatical?
	What are my strengths, gifts and competencies that I could build upon during this sabbatical time?
	What are the areas of greatest stress in my work and life?
	What are the most important things I hope to experience during the remaining years of my life?
	What are the things I would like to let go of?
	What are the things I have been praying for?



		

	





	
		
				What are my core values?
	What would I like to learn or experience during this sabbatical time?
	What changes would I like to make in my life or work?
	Can I envision what it will be like to move into a three-month sabbatical?
	What will I do initially?
	What will it be like to be released from ministry duties?
	How can I include my spouse and family in the sabbatical time?
	How will my home life be different?
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			The following questions may be a helpful guide in developing a sabbatical plan and then communicating it to the congregation.


		

	


	
		
				What are the issues or challenges that could bring health and hope to the congregation during this three-month period?
	What are the resources available to facilitate any process work that is done?
	Do the people in our church understand the concept of sabbatical?
	What can we do to help them with understanding? (It can take up to two years for proper preparation of the membership.)
	Are the leaders of our congregation supportive of the concept of a ministry sabbatical?
	Is there sufficient trust in our relationship to have a sabbatical?
	Is there an understanding that sabbatical time will provide the opportunity for health and growth for the congregation as well as the ministry leader?
	Is there a policy in place for sabbaticals for all the ministry leaders here? (A policy is a first step.)
	Is there a plan in place to make provisions for ongoing ministry during the ministry leader’s absence?
	Pastoral care
	Administrative oversight
	Supervision of staff
	Management of programs
	Pulpit supply



	Should we create a committee to help manage the sabbatical planning?
	Would we benefit from teams managing areas of ministry in the ministry leader’s absence?
	Are there other trusted people available to fill in for the ministry leader during the sabbatical time?
	What will the sabbatical cost? (Normally the ministry leader’s full salary and benefits are paid during the sabbatical time. Car allowance/mileage may or may not be included.)
	What additional costs will there be for the church?
	What additional costs will the ministry leader experience during the sabbatical?



		

	





	
		
				What personal or professional issues does the ministry leader hope to address during the sabbatical?
	What issues should the congregation be addressing during this time?
	As the time for sabbatical comes closer, would it be possible to plan a special blessing or liturgy to mark the event?
	Is there a re-entry plan in place prior to the sabbatical beginning?
	How will the ministry leader report on the sabbatical experience?
	Whom does the ministry leader need to spend intentional time reconnecting with when returning?
	What roles will need to be re-negotiated?
	What expectations will need to be addressed?
	Would the ministry leader benefit from a coach as the sabbatical plan is developed?
	Would the congregation benefit from coaching to develop a sabbatical policy and plan?
	Will the ministry leader be able to maintain a “complete absence” from the congregation even when remaining in town?
	How will emergency situations be handled within the congregation?
	Will there be any restrictions placed on the ministry leader following the sabbatical?
	What should the ministry leader be doing intentionally to prepare staff, leaders and members?
	How do we see this sabbatical helping the congregation with renewal?
	How can a sabbatical help maintain long-term relationships with professional church ministry leaders?
	What will be different for the ministry leader and the congregation during the sabbatical time?
	What will remain the same for the ministry leader and for the congregation?
	What ethical issues should be discussed prior to the sabbatical? (e.g. Is it appropriate to use sabbatical time to explore or pursue other jobs or calls? Is it appropriate for the church to review its relationship with the ministry leader who is gone?)
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The issues below should be addressed and included in the preparation of a ministry sabbatical policy for your church:

Purpose and Parameters of the Sabbatical.

Eligibility:

	Does the policy include part-time staff?
	Does the ministry leader need to have served for a certain period at the congregation before the sabbatical?
	Will there be an expectation that the ministry leader remain at the congregation for a period of time after the sabbatical?


Length: Typically, a three-month sabbatical every four to seven years is recommended.

	Scheduling and Priorities.


Funding Options and Plan:

	Congregation may want to set aside funds each year to save for a sabbatical year.
	Congregation may offer to match funds that a ministry leader sets aside for a future sabbatical.
	Congregations have held fundraisers to finance the sabbatical period.


Sabbatical Covenant.
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Best Practices

Ministry sabbaticals can bless both the church worker and congregation. They are designed to be a shared experience, and the membership expects that they, both as a congregation and as individual members, will receive specific, tangible benefits from the sabbatical.

START PLANNING EARLY

	Many congregations will discuss a sabbatical for years and formulate a policy. Once the commitment is made, a formal planning process needs to be initiated.
	It is suggested that the ministry leader begin the planning process with the congregation at least 12 months prior to sabbatical leave. This timeline can be helpful for both ministry leader and congregation to “get ready” for the sabbatical.
	The planning process should be led by lay members and presented to the congregation by lay members. This serves to reinforce the sabbatical as a shared experience.


DOCUMENT THE MINISTRY SABBATICAL

	If you can’t write it down, you don’t have a plan. Clear and articulated goals that relate to the congregation are written in a way that the congregation can understand and are mission-centered.


	If you have a good plan, writing the grant proposal is easy. If you don’t have a plan, writing the proposal forces you to create one.


HAVE HIGH EXPECTATIONS FOR THE MINISTRY SABBATICAL TIME

	It can be a life-changing experience for the leader but also a time for the laity to discover their strengths for ministry apart from the leader and their ability to shine in the extended absence.
	While it is tempting for the leader to try and over-plan the sabbatical, it is best to keep the goals simple.
	One pastor first thought of taking a long trip during his sabbatical time. He soon realized his time was much better spent reconnecting with his wife and family and spending quiet times at home and retreat centers.


EDUCATE

	Educate, educate and educate the congregation about what a sabbatical is and what the goals are for the sabbatical.
	Send pre-sabbatical mailings to each family that include a letter from the committee, a weekly schedule of events and the sabbatical goals.


SABBATICAL TIME

	A sufficient sabbatical time of three months or more allows time to establish new, healthy habits and behaviors for the leader and to plant them into their daily lives.
	Some of the most important experiences are in the closing weeks. At the conclusion of a sabbatical, the congregation should have a benchmark to compare the state of their wellbeing over the course of our ministry.


COMMUNICATE WITH THE CONGREGATION

Communicate in general terms why the sabbatical is necessary to build a consensus, then fill in the details about activities. Details may include:

	Fourteen months before the sabbatical, the congregation is told informally that a planning team should be formed.
	Approximately eight months prior, there will be a formal presentation of the purpose of the sabbatical at a congregational assembly meeting, and, at about the same time, information should begin to appear in monthly newsletters.
	Four months prior, launch a funding campaign.
	About one month prior, the pastor can lead discussion groups.
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We are learning that in some cases there can be tax implications connected to the money received to enable a ministry sabbatical. Lutheran Church Extension Fund (LCEF) does not give tax advice and finds that implications can vary by situation and even location. We advise that in the planning process for a sabbatical, the pastor and congregation consult with a trusted tax expert or CPA.

Neither LCEF nor its representatives give legal, accounting or tax advice. Consult your tax advisor as to the applicability of this information to your own situation.

It is best to consult a tax professional in the early stages of sabbatical planning and will be helpful if that expert helps prepare your taxes. It is also possible to have money set aside by the congregation to help cover any tax implications. Expert advice will help both pastor and congregation navigate tax questions.

If a large grant is received for the sabbatical, it is important to consider any tax implications.
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Make sure the expectations for the ministry leader’s absence are made clear from the pulpit as well as in written correspondence.

	The sabbatical is a sabbatical: the ministry leader must separate himself/herself from the congregation, physically, mentally and emotionally.
	Some congregations’ commitment to a sabbatical is included in the ministry leader’s call. The congregation should start setting aside money in a sabbatical fund at that time.
	The process of creating the proposal, presenting it to the congregation and discussing it in pre-sabbatical congregational meetings and small groups can be a valuable exercise in self-evaluation. Establishing interim leadership roles for professional staff and lay leadership did much to strengthen the congregation.
	One obstacle that may need to be resolved is the fatigue going into sabbatical from all the extra work of planning and preparation. Adequate time for planning is necessary, and it should be expected that fatigue would be part of the entrance into the sabbatical time.
	Trusted peers can help you see if you might be trying to pack too much into your sabbatical—thereby possibly defeating its purpose.
	The blessing of sabbatical time doesn’t just come from rest. It also comes with “difference” in one’s daily life.
	Renewal is experienced through doing different things.
	It would be good to have a ministry sabbatical policy in place before a specific individual asks to use it. Even proposing a policy can be a lightning rod experience for a congregation and ministry leaders.
	Some would agree with Roy Oswald’s urgent plea for congregations to endorse a sabbatical policy for its ministry leaders. A three-month ministry sabbatical every four to seven years would produce an effective ministry in a congregation for 20 years.
	Consider utilizing outside facilitators to guide round table discussions. Our leaders are now beginning “Coming Back Together” round table discussions with ministry leaders about sabbatical lessons learned.
	Coming back from sabbatical can begin the discussion of a new focus of the role and responsibilities of the ministry leader as well as a new leadership style that meets the present needs of the congregation.
	If the ministry sabbatical is for a pastor, choose a sabbatical interim pastor carefully. One congregation identified a retired pastor who was familiar with the congregation, and it was a good experience for both.
	Consider having a “theme” for your sabbatical. One congregation chose the theme, “Breathing Life into Old Bones,” and it applied to both the pastor and the congregation, which was an older historic church.
	A helpful idea as you start planning your sabbatical is to send out a newsletter early in the process to explain the sabbatical.
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