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“Take it!” is the advice Pastor 
Melvin Hargrove gives to 
colleagues contemplating 

a retreat at any of Pastors Retreat 
Network’s three sites. 
Melvin can give this 
recommendation with 
confidence, as he has 
personally experienced the 
dramatic effects a retreat 
can have on a pastor’s life, 
ministry and church.

Melvin is the motivated 
and fulfilled pastor of Zoë 
Outreach Ministries—a dynamic 
non-denominational church in 
Racine, Wisc. But “motivated 
and fulfilled” may not always have 
described Melvin. After pastoring at Zoë 
for several years, he and others around 
him noticed a change. Melvin was 
battling burn-out. 

Instead of resigning himself to this 
fate, Melvin took a leap of faith and 
gave himself permission to take time 
to reconnect with his calling. He did so 
at Cedarly Pastors Retreat in nearby 
Delafield, Wisc.

A Lesson in Relaxation
When Melvin arrived at Cedarly, he 

was still in the pastor’s mind-set of 
“don’t waste time.” He planned to use 
the retreat to take care of his backlog 
of serious spiritual reading. But God 
had another plan. Melvin experienced 

a hunger that could only be satisfied by 
the Word; no devotional or spiritual book 
could substitute for God’s true voice.

“It was the first time in a long time I 
was able to really hear God,” Melvin says. 
“Before the retreat, I would have never 

thought to turn off my phone. I thought 
being unreachable was the worst thing a 
pastor could be.” 

“It turns out that being reachable 
to man and reachable to God are two 

separate things.”
After Melvin’s first visit to Cedarly, 

he resolved to institute his own 
weekly day of Sabbath. Melvin now 
sets aside every Monday as a day 
of rest, relaxation and prayer. His 
congregation knows about his 
Monday Sabbath and respects their 
pastor’s need to unplug from daily 
church business.

“Rarely do I ever get a call about 
church business on Mondays,” 
Melvin says. “They know that’s my 

resting day.” 
Many pastors are hesitant to ask 

for this personal time. Some feel guilty 
taking time to nurture themselves. Others 
fear what their congregations may say or 
think. But Melvin’s personal Sabbath has 
benefited his congregation as well. They 
now have a pastor who is ready to lead 
and whose “mind is clear to think and 
pray.”

To connect even more closely with God, 
Melvin makes the short drive to Delafield 
once a month to pray in Cedarly’s 
Woodshed Prayer House. He spends 
the day seeking God and praying for his 
ministry and the church.

Life Lessons
Melvin has experienced several retreats 

at Cedarly. And he carries new life 
lessons home each time. 
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Sometimes, those lessons are put to 
immediate use.

Shortly after his first retreat, Melvin 
was deployed from Sturtevant’s 961st 
Engineer Battalion to Iraq. 

Stationed across the world from the 
two most valuable things in his life—his 
family and his church—Melvin was forced 
to fully depend on God to protect them. 
He increased his prayer life and trusted 
God to care for his biological and church 
families during his 10-month absence. 

Melvin says his experience at Cedarly 
gave him the clarity of mind to view the 
deployment as a spiritual journey. 

“It was God’s way of getting me more 
into Him,” Melvin says. “God was taking 
me away from chaos and trying to move 
me to another realm of Him. [Cedarly 
hosts] Andy and Nancy Hagen helped me 
see it that way. 

 “My prayers [from the field] were not 
to be brought home,” he says. “Instead, 
I prayed, ‘God, when you finish maturing 
me, then I’ll be ready to go home.’”

An injury brought an end to his time 
abroad. But instead of dwelling on 
what happened or wallowing in “why 
me” mode, Melvin drew on his retreat 
experience for strength.

He’s currently writing about his spiritual 
wartime journey and other life lessons 
in a book to be titled “Lessons from the 
Ditch: The Breaking and Reshaping of 
a Pastor.” In it, Melvin leads the reader 
through his journey: 

From defiant... 

to wounded... 

to obedient...

to worshipful. 

Melvin knows the importance of 
prayerful meditation, whether at home, on 
a retreat, in battle or at work. He makes 
an annual trip to his former training 
grounds at Fort Carson in Colorado 
Springs to reconnect with his past and 
spend time in quiet contemplation. 

“I remember my encounters with God,” 
he says, “not the drills.”

Lasting Rewards
Melvin has grown in his spiritual 

intimacy with God during his Cedarly 
retreats. He’s now helping others develop 
their own close relationships with God. 

Melvin has orchestrated a men’s 
conference, themed “Invitation to 
Intimacy: Broken for His Business” to 
help people open their minds and hearts 
to developing a new closeness with God.

“God is always inviting us to intimacy,” 
Melvin says. “The first step is taking time 
to recognize it.” 

He’s also helping pastors understand 
how a retreat can benefit their lives and 
ministries. Melvin has shared his retreat 
experiences with the local pastors’ prayer 
group in Racine and has encouraged the 
pastors to participate in a retreat. Melvin 
has returned to Cedarly two more times, 
each time bringing along first-timers. 

For anyone who is considering taking a 
retreat, Melvin has strong advice: “Take it! 
And expect to hear from God. You won’t 
regret it.”
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	 “The retreats have had such a tremendous impact on me. The hosts are wonderful 
people and they just share their wisdom. They truly care. I’ll call them what they are: true 
caretakers of souls.”	

—Pastor Melvin Hargrove, Zoë Outreach Ministries

God is always inviting us to intimacy. The first 
step is taking time to recognize it.”“
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