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Clergy gain muscle, lose muffi  n tops 
with demanding workout program

I
t’s the New Year, so many of us are once again resolving 
to lose a few pounds … Join a health club ... Walk instead 
of drive … Cut back on the breadsticks.

A handful of Holston pastors are way ahead of the rest, 
having started their workouts several months ago. And 
they’re boasting biceps that look more at home on a cinema 
poster than in the pulpit.

Andrew Amodei, Kristen Burkhart, Lew Kizer, and Tim 
Kobler are engaging in a fi tness program known as Cross-
Fit. Pastor Amodei describes CrossFit as a “combination of 
Olympic weight lifting, gymnastics, calisthenics, and tradi-
tional weightlifting.” The fi tness company was founded in 
2000 and has expanded to a community of more than 4,500 
gyms worldwide, according to its website.

“My day typically starts at 4 a.m. with a workout at 5 or 6,” 
says Amodei, age 34, pastor at Cherokee United Methodist 
Church in Johnson City, Tenn. He works out four to fi ve days 
a week, in a class combining personal training session and 
group training. Soon after he joined a CrossFit gym in June 
2012, Amodei dropped 35 pounds. His strength has increased 
200 percent, from lifting 115 pounds to 325.

Burkhart, age 34, lost eight pounds and dropped two sizes 
after joining a CrossFit gym in June 2014. “I also took over 6 
minutes off my 5K running time this year, which is amazing,” 
says the pastor at Mount Zion United Methodist Church in 
Afton, Tenn.

Kizer, pastor at Salem United Methodist Church in Blount-
ville, Tenn., started his regimen in November 2012. “I am 33 
years old and am stronger than I have ever been.”

Kobler, 49, got started in July of this year. “My blood sugar 
and cholesterol levels had been elevated, but both have fallen 
to a normal range,” says the director of the Wesley Foundation, 
University of Tennessee in Knoxville. 

The pastors said they were attracted to CrossFit not only to 
gain muscle and lose their muffi n tops. Kizer and Burkhart 
said they like sharing the high-intensity workouts with their 
spouses. All said that participating in a community outside of 
their clergy responsibilities fi lled a deep need.

The life of a pastor is stressful and isolating, and CrossFit 
offers encouragement and camaraderie that Burkhart said 
she wishes was more evident in the church. If a participant is 

having trouble fi nishing his workout in her gym, the others will 
cheer him on -- or even perspire alongside.

“I have found a group that lets me be me, and we lift up each 
other and work together on the task at hand. No one gets left 
behind,” Burkhart said.

Ashlee Kizer, age 27, has lost 30 pounds since she started 
CrossFit with her pastor husband. She’s now a CrossFit 
instructor at two different gyms.

For Lew Kizer, his 6 a.m. CrossFit class has become an 
answer to a prayer. “Each day I began counting on the same 
people being there, and we became great friends,” he said. 
“They challenged me, and I challenged them.”

CrossFit “isn’t for everybody,” Amodei admits. A member-
ship costs $110-120 per month, and experts warn that the 
required intensity increases injury risk. Some industry experts 
believe that -- like Tae Bo and Bowfl ex -- CrossFit will eventu-
ally be replaced by another fad.

However, Holston’s CrossFit clergy encouraged their col-
leagues to fi nd a health and fi tness plan that works for them.

“Even the experts began as novices,” Kobler said. “Set real-
istic goals and scale things to your ability. Having someone to 
whom you can be accountable to is an enormous help.” 

From left to right are Kristen Burkhart, Phillip Archer and Ashlee Kizer.
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ASBURY PARK, N.J. -- The Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. 
taught us that we can transform evil into good. God enables us 
to do that.

King had good biblical basis for this belief. Joseph in Gen-
esis 50:19 says to the brothers who sold him into slavery, “You 
planned something bad for me, but God produced something 
good from it.”

As with Joseph’s brothers, we fi rst have to acknowledge the 
evil before we, through God, can transform it.

We in the United States tend to avoid recognizing the night-
mare realities of our racism. We too often will talk as though 
the legacy of nearly 250 years of North American race-based 
slavery is long past and not relevant to this country today. But 
it’s not as distant from today as some might think.

My grandfather, J. Edward Caldwell, was born into bond-
age on April 15, 1863, on the Caldwell Plantation in North 
Carolina. Caldwell was not the name of his slave father, but in 
keeping with the custom, he was named with the last name of 
the plantation owner.

I share this because I have realized the history of slavery and 
racial segregation does not have the meaning for most people 
that it has for me. My son, Dale, believes that one of the rea-
sons we in the United States have so much of the tension and 
debate on matters of race is that we do not seek to “walk in the 
shoes” of those whose history and experience is different from 
our own.

Here is part of my own experience with racism.
Years ago, I became pastor of two white-membership 

churches in Massachusetts. I became their fi rst African-Amer-
ican pastor. Before my wife, Grace, and I arrived, one family 
let their friends in the church know that they were leaving the 
congregation because they did not want a black clergyman as 
their pastor.

My one visit to them was one of my most diffi cult visits as 
a clergyman. But I wanted to explore with them what was it in 
their history/experience that caused them to leave the church 
before I arrived? They had never, particularly with someone 
who was black, explored the infl uences that made them do 
what they did. Although they never returned to the congrega-
tion while I was there, I heard through the grapevine that my 
visit and our conversation caused them to engage in introspec-

tion they had not done before.
When I read of “Islamic terror-

ism,” I think of the “Christian ter-
rorism” of the Ku Klux Klan. They 
paraded with their burning crosses, 
sung their hymns and invited people 
to view the lynchings of blacks. 
I have in my possession pictures 
of adults and children gathered to 
watch the proceedings. 

I think of those four little black 
girls who in September 1963, fol-
lowing the March on Washington that August, were killed in 
the bombing of 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama. I wish that there had been a national outpouring of 
people of all colors and creeds, carrying signs that said, “I am 
those four little black girls.”

It is not to minimize the recent terrorism in France or Nige-
ria by remembering other acts of terrorism, much closer to 
home. Rather, daring to acknowledge the similarities of human 
injustice, whenever and wherever it takes place, is to move us 
to King’s dream of worldwide community.

In the current worldwide community, black and white indi-
viduals have encountered very different experiences in church, 
with law enforcement and across much of American life.

Since the death of Michael Brown, you’ve seen protesters 
carry signs that say “Black Lives Matters.” The assassination 
of two New York police offi cers in December prompted signs 
that say “Police Lives Matter.”

I contend and believe you do as well that, “Black Lives 
Matter; Police Lives Matter; All Lives Matter.” Part of valuing 
all lives is recognizing the experiences that shape them.

My hope in 2015 is that each of us in The United Method-
ist Church will dare to speak and share our truth, knowing 
that truth-telling by some people is viewed by others as being 
divisive, because they do not take the time to understand what 
experiences and infl uences shaped the truths of people differ-
ent from themselves.  

The Rev. Gil Caldwell is a retired elder and member of the Rocky 
Mountain Conference. For the complete commentary, visit www.
UMNS.UMC.org.
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