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love with during history class at age 15.
He also began to feel God calling him
into ministry.

“I remember the moment I told my
dad, ‘I think I’m going to become a pas-
tor someday,’ ” he said.

More teacher than preacher

One rough sermon class at Bethel
University in the Twin Cities nearly
changed his mind.

“I walked out of that class so down,
so beaten up,” Merritt said. “I remember
a fellow classmate came up alongside
me and I said, ‘Larry, I think I’m going to
quit seminary. I can’t preach.’ He said,
‘You cannot quit. You’re going to make
it.’ He saved me.”

Merritt married Laurie in 1979 and
went on to pastor Falun First Baptist
Church, a 65-member congregation in
Siren, Wis.

That pastorate started and ended
much like his time at Eagle Brook – he
doubted himself, put his head down,
worked hard, prayed hard and saw
membership increase drastically.

“I didn’t know how to lead anything,”
he said of his first year. “I made a lot of
mistakes in my leadership. Grew it in
five years to 225 in a town that had no
post office. It had a bait shop and a gas
station.”

It was at that church Merritt realized
he may not have the eloquent speaking
gift of the evangelist, but he was great at
teaching. He could take a Scripture pas-
sage, break it down into understandable
pieces, explain it with stories (many
personal) and bring it to a practical, ap-
plicable truth anyone could understand.

It was this strength that he brought to
Eagle Brook.

The man, the church, the ministry

The Lino Lakes campus where Mer-
ritt speaks live on Sundays (the other
campuses watch the broadcast) bears
the undeniable stamp of its leader.

The building’s interior is efficient; its
decor understated; its creature com-
forts (a cafe, bookstore and theater
seating) inviting. It’s a building a man
might appreciate, but a woman might
feel compelled to fill in the white space
with flowers and decorations.

The church mission is focused on

teaching and not as interested in draw-
ing big-name entertainers or speakers
or putting on elaborate programs.

The impressive five rooms of moni-
tors and broadcasting equipment are
hidden. The tour doesn’t linger here.
The equipment is a means to an end.

“For us, it always comes back to three
things: Is the message great? Is the mu-
sic inspirational? Are the children’s
spaces things people just can’t wait to
get to? All that other stuff, the cafe, the
coffee, those are just creature comforts,”
Merritt said.

The Sunday services bear the same
focused attention. Nothing showy.
Members are urged to give online in-
stead of in church. Nothing overly ex-
pressive.

“What guy wants to stand up and
clap their hands?” Merritt asked. “No
guy does. Let them come. Let them re-
ceive. Let them take it in. Feel free just to
listen or just sit. Church is weird enough
for most people. It scares them. We just
try to make church as comfortable and
inviting as we can.”

Likewise, on a chilly Thursday in Jan-
uary, Merritt is casual in jeans and
fleece.

He’s efficient, getting straight to the
point in a sometimes brutally honest
kind of way. “As an introvert, I don’t like

crowds,” he said.

Burden of responsibility

But behind Merritt’s self-deprecating
speech and shy shrugs is a man on a
mission. He’s goal-oriented and a work-
aholic, not because he’s trying to be the
best, but because he feels the crushing
weight of responsibility to each individ-
ual listening on Sundays.

“When you think about how many of
those people are teetering on a divorce,
are financially stressed, have children
who are rebellious, people thinking
about taking their lives, people who are
alcoholic, addicted, angry, don’t believe
in God but got dragged here by a friend
and there’s 64,000 of them. That is a
burden,” he said. “I take that seriously.
I’m on my knees before God saying,
‘God, please speak to me. Give me the
message, give me the words that are go-
ing to somehow connect with each per-
son in these seats 64,000 times.’ That’s
what we’re faced with. It’s a tremen-
dous burden.”

It’s a burden that nearly sidelined
him in his 40s when the church was
growing faster than the buildings, caus-
ing him to have to preach the same ser-
mon seven times each Sunday. He calls
that the “ping-pong years” because he

would run from one auditorium to the
next. Concerned for students and ap-
palled by the lack of spiritual leadership
on school campuses, he also began
teaching at Bethel Seminary.

“That was a bad season. I was just
trying to hang on,” he said. The church
board insisted he talk to someone about
his stress. The counselor told him, “I
look at your schedule, Bob, and I’m sur-
prised you’re not dead.”

Taking the high road

It was his mission focus that kept
Merritt from falling prey to a moral fail-
ing. After seeing so many pastors from
big churches fall from grace, he set up
rules among his staff preventing men
and women from being alone together
to try to prevent the same thing from
happening at Eagle Brook. For himself,
he chose not to counsel women alone
and even steered clear of airport book-
stores since, as he said, the porn seems
to be shelved right near the Field and
Stream magazines.

“You hear those stories, you say,
‘How did that happen?’ Why would a
guy who’s leading a church of 20- to
30,000 people run off with so-and-so? I
say if that could happen to him, it could
happen to me. The losses are incredible.
I don’t ever want to get near that line.”

Released and ready to rest

When Merritt turned 60, he started
thinking about retirement.

“I thought I’d go till 65,” he said. “I
wasn’t feeling burned out at 60, but I
knew I wasn’t going to be in this until I
was 70. There’s going to be a turnover at
some point.”

When he spoke to a pastor who spe-
cializes in helping churches transition
to different leadership, that man sug-
gested he retire at age 63 because he’d
seen several pastors find those last five
years long and difficult. Merritt talked to
his wife and settled on March 1.

“I feel that God has released me,” he
said of his burden to teach.

He’s been slowly turning over the re-
sponsibilities of the church and its staff
of 350 to Strand, who’s in his 40s. 

Merritt plans to stay around, maybe
write a book and do some mentoring,
but he also plans on lots of quiet time
with God in the woods and quality fam-
ily time, especially with his two grown
children and his grandchildren.

“My family is going to be a big part of
it,” he said.
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Bob Merritt, the senior pastor of Eagle Brook Church, tosses a few basketballs
into a hoop at the church’s campus in Lino Lakes, Minn. PIONEER PRESS VIA AP

pel fit into all of this? We need to reform
the way we do church, getting rid of the
top-heavy institution that is draining
the life and resources out of the local
churches. We need a simple vision and
delivery system that can meet the phys-
ical and spiritual needs of those within

and without the church. We must be-
come missional once again just as Wes-
ley began the reformation and revival
that changed the world.

How can we here at Long’s Chapel
and in other local churches across our
land make a real lasting difference to
those in our pews and those outside of
the church? 

We must refocus on Jesus. Institu-
tions do not save people, right theology
will not save, winning the most votes at

General Conference will not save or re-
form; only Jesus can save and trans-
form. We also need to reclaim Scripture
as the primary way to make decisions
and live our lives.

We cannot live as Christians believ-
ing that we can change Scripture to fit
our present context, or conveniently
choose the parts that support how we
have decided to live, or how culture has
influenced us to believe.

Focusing on Jesus as not only our

Savior, but also the Lord of how we live,
and claiming the authority of Scripture
are necessary beginnings for a church
and for individuals who are determined
to renew the divine vision to reach oth-
ers for Jesus.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, assistant pastor of
Long's Chapel United Methodist Church
in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 
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The turn of the century was a fruitful
time at the street chaplaincy. We held
weekly “wellness” meetings with din-
ner, regular “spiritual” gatherings, fre-
quent memorial circles and annual
Thanksgiving Eve services. We planted
a Japanese maple tree from the Zen
farm in front of the Catholic mission
church next to a stone commemorating
all neighbors who died homeless on the
streets of the county.

Everything we did as a chaplain
team, board and volunteers was reli-
giously inclusive. We lived and breathed
the full meaning of interfaith or multi-
faith. The board was led at various times
by Protestant and Catholic Christians, a
Jewish woman and a Buddhist priest.
Our staff consisted of women and men
and always included either someone
from the “street community” or some-
one who had “been there.” Since I my-
self had experienced housing chal-
lenges for brief periods, I was especially
sensitive to “people who get it” – those
who personally understood what it feels
like to have no stable, permanent home. 

After years as a jail chaplain, I was
about two years into my new position as
street chaplain when Frank appeared. A
former nightclub owner, Frank was a
very accomplished musician and com-
poser. With his bald head, thin frame,
gentle smile and walking stick, he was

known by some as “Buddha Frank.” He
was a natural as a chaplaincy volunteer
assisting his peers on the street and
bringing people to us who needed more
help. 

One morning he brought in a shy
young woman. Frank was concerned
she was vulnerable to abuse on the
street. Another day he led an older man
in to see me. Frank explained the man’s
tent had been rained out and he needed
someplace warm and safe.

This was a productive period for
Frank. His creativity was contagious.
Other musicians started coming around
to jam, share their original creations,
enlivening our gatherings. At times the
tiny chaplaincy office in the back of a
large church felt more like a music stu-
dio or hang out for artists. 

During the time he was with us,
Frank composed “Our Song,” “Open Up
Your Heart to Love,” “Faces in the Dark,”
“Walk in the Light,” “Gentle Love,”
“Peace Time is Now” and other works.
Each song was Frank’s way of speaking
to the realities of life on the streets, with
an uplifting message of hope. 

Inviting Frank to perform his music
in weekly groups and local congrega-
tions was an inspiration for everyone.
His bright appearance, heartfelt words
and raspy voice “put a face on home-
lessness.” When I was speaking in a
congregation and Frank played, the
beauty of the words, his voice, his play-
ing stunned us all. The congregation
would no doubt remember Frank’s pres-
ence and his music much longer than
anything I said that day. This was the
kind of education the community most

needed – unforgettable lessons in the
faces, stories, artistic creations of real
people on the edges of our towns and
the edges of our consciousness. 

As Frank was getting more involved
with the chaplaincy he also was getting
weaker. His medical issues slowed him
down and he became more depressed.
When I saw him last, at his new apart-
ment, he was looking very thin and frail
though he still managed to smile and
show concern for other people we knew
“out there.” He’d collected many instru-
ments but I couldn’t imagine he had the

energy to play them anymore. As he
hugged me (Frank hugged everyone), I
felt sad for him, though he put on a good
face. 

I have a memory of Frank sitting in
the office, picking up my old Martin gui-
tar, and making the instrument sound
the way a guitar is supposed to sound.
His voice would strain – he could never
sing loudly – but the melodic tones and
gentleness of his style made everyone
stop to listen.

After I left the chaplaincy I learned
Frank had died. Over the years I’ve kept
some of his songs in a music folder. Now
and then I take them out and think of
Frank, remembering him singing for a
friend’s memorial, a Sunday gathering
in the park or an interfaith service. I
can’t help smiling and humming one of
his tunes. 

He first sang “Gentle Love” at a me-
morial for a young man who worked for
a local social service agency. In some
ways, I think the simplicity of the song
reveals the profoundly kind nature of
Frank himself: “We’ve gotta have a great
love, for humankind. Live the way of
love and truth, we shall find. Gentle
love, will see us through. Gentle love, is
tried and true. We’ve gotta have a great
love, for ourselves. Before we can share
our love, with someone else. Gentle love
will see us through.” 

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com. 

The gentle love and kindness of a street musician
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

One guitar Frank played. CHRIS HIGHLAND/
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