
paulblog – May 11, 2016     The Value in Men Gathering 

Weeks have passed since my return from our first 

annual Mid-America Disciples Men Retreat.  This 

was held jointly with Missouri-Mid South UCC 

Conference men plus a host of others I will 

introduce shortly.  The sacred ground that 

welcomed us is Shannondale, a nearly 100-year-old 

mission outpost of the United Church of Christ 

nestled on 4,000 acres of hardwood and pine 

forests adjacent to the Ozark National Scenic 

Riverways of the National Park Service on the 

Current River.  (Read more about Shannondale and my anticipation of this retreat in my April 5 

paulblog.)  I needed time before reflecting as much still has to sink in on the power of the Transforming 

Spirit at work in the lives of many who often find themselves on the edges of congregational life at 

churches.  I repeatedly say that church men, as a group, are often the most underserved group in 

congregations today, and individually, reflect urgent desire and longing for Spirit-connection, healing, 

forgiveness, and grace. 

This year’s April 29-May 1 gathering welcomed 

men from the Roman Catholic tradition (who 

accepted personal invitations) including one who 

plays sacred guitar music that was inspiring and 

blessed.  We were met by 10 men and boys from 

a program called Real Talk from University City, 

MO.  Whereas other participants are white, the 

Real Talk participants are African American.  

Some of the teens and boys experienced their 

first adventure outside of the urban environment 

and the delights of hiking, nature exploring, 

swimming in a river, and canoeing.  One of the 

boys’ fathers came too, who expressed his 

longing to connect with son and to expose him to male role models.  The program’s director was late 

because he just accepted an interfaith service award, and is Muslim.  

This retreat wasn’t planned as a Pro-

Reconciling/Anti-Racism event but Spirit 

works wonders for us to be one.  I heard 

squeals of joy from the youth, especially 

when one gentlemen guided a life-jacketed 

small boy along the swift and cold river 

current so he could experience floating.  I 

heard many of the older teens express how 

much they valued being in the company of 

men who welcomed them as they are and 

who wanted to share in conversation rather than play computer games.  For me personally, I will never 
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forget seeing the Muslim leader approach me to receive Holy Communion at worship after he knew that 

we meant it when the pastor said, “This is God’s Table, all are welcomed here.”  I approached him 

afterward to embrace him again and he repeated, “I know we should all take unity seriously.” 

The Spiritual bonfire had the theme of “Preparing to Discharge the 

Loyal Soldier.” I shared origins of this rite from Japan, a Vietnam 

veteran followed how he finally found his peace through his men’s 

work after 45 years, and our guitarist offered in song how he is still 

processing how fathers and mothers of young people killed in 

violence find healing.  He wrote the song following an anniversary 

march in Ferguson.   

Add to all the above incredible 

walks and hikes in most 

spectacular natural wonders such as shut-ins, waterfalls, springs and 

mills; kayaking and canoeing along gorgeous bluffs and caves; 

fishing and all catching trout; side-by-side evangelism is working on 

projects to get the mission ready for the late spring and summer; 

grilled steak and chicken feasts; a firehouse breakfast; star-gazing 

with no light pollution; and even a few fireworks that signaled a 

prayer was lifted up at bonfire. 

Pastors and church leaders, you owe it to men in your reach to 

share this report and the accompanying pictures and mark your 

calendars for next year: May 5-7, 2017.  If I can be of any assistance 

to help your congregation form or equip a men’s group, please 

email me,  paul.ccma@sbcglobal.net or check out my website 

dedicated to this work, www.BeABetterBrother.org.  Paul Koch, 

Regional Minister Team 
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