
Pastor visits 25 ballparks on journey of a 
lifetime 
Baseball is the background music to pastor Jeff Lingle's life 

Step inside the office of Epiphany Lutheran Church pastor Jeff Lingle, and your eyes are 

immediately drawn to it. 

Resting near a shrine of memorabilia commemorating his beloved New York Yankees sits a 

massive poster with the words "Soulful Play" emblazoned in crimson red on its front. 

On the poster, crafted by church member James Brooks, a U.S. map with a smattering of 

bullet points details the four-month, 25-ballpark journey that Lingle embarked upon this 

past summer. For Lingle, it was a life-affirming odyssey that reinvigorated his dedication to 

his church and the game he loves so much. 

"The trip wasn't just fun for me, it helped me to understand who I am as a person and as a 

pastor," Lingle said. "It connected me to my childhood, and how vital baseball was to me 

then and now, especially as a man of faith." 

After nearly 21 years with no sabbatical, Lingle needed a break. That's when the Lilly 

Endowment emerged from the dugout. As part of the National Clergy Renewal Program, the 

Lilly Endowment of Indianapolis awards up to 150 grants annually, each worth up to 

$50,000, to Christian congregations so their pastor of choice can take a respite from church 

duties. 

Lingle applied for the grant in 2003 and was denied. But the opportunity presented itself 

again in 2009, this time with a subject matter that allowed Lingle to muse about his lifelong 

passion. 

Keith Benson, a Winthrop professor and Epiphany Lutheran member, was part of a four-

person committee that helped Lingle compile his grant application. The theme of the grant 

was "What Makes Your Heart Sing?", and Lingle floated several ideas, including music and 

leadership. 

But Benson and the other committee members knew he was wasting his time. 



"Those things are a part of Jeff but they're not Jeff, baseball is," Benson said. "He cares for 

the spiritual lives of other people, that's his job. So if baseball is part of your spiritual DNA, 

then why not go back to your roots?" 

Lingle's roots were firmly planted in the national pastime at an early age. Growing up in the 

appropriately named town of Faith, N.C., he talked baseball at the local butcher shop, with 

strangers, anyone who would cast an ear in his impassioned direction. 

But one unforgettable encounter with a baseball legend forged Lingle's soulful connection 

with the game for the rest of his life. 

"I was 12 years old when I got the chance to meet Mickey Mantle," Lingle said as he walked 

over to a framed picture of himself with the Yankee slugger. "At the time, Vernon Benson 

was the Yankees' third-base coach, and also happened to be a good friend of the family. He 

managed to get me in the clubhouse, where I got to meet everybody, from Whitey Ford to 

Bobby Richardson." 

But it was Mantle, awaiting a shy Lingle at his locker, who gave the 12-year-old the memory 

of a lifetime. 

"He talked, I listened, and Vernon took a picture of us," Lingle said. "And as I was about to 

leave, Mantle stopped me and handed me one of his bats. And that I don't keep here at my 

office." 

Lingle didn't know it at the time, but baseball had one more defining gift left to give him. 

He began his national baseball journey in June 2010, packing his car and heading out alone 

for a 3,000-mile road trip around the Great Lakes. During his solitary excursion, Lingle 

visited major league ballparks in Cincinnati, Cleveland, Minneapolis, Chicago, Detroit and 

Milwaukee. He caught minor league games in Lexington, Ky.; Columbus, Ohio; and 

Asheville, N.C. 

For each ballpark, Lingle performed the same ritual: He would arrive as the gate opened (an 

hour or two before game time) and take his time exploring every inch of the stadium, from 

behind home plate to far-away center field. 



"I wanted to take pictures from every possible angle I could," Lingle said. "A great ballpark 

adds to the magic of the game, so I had to take in the experience and do it the right way." 

For the next part of his trip, in July, Lingle's wife joined him as he ventured northeast on a 

bus tour. During the approximately 2,800-mile trip, Lingle visited Washington, Philadelphia, 

Boston, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, the Baseball Hall of Fame and, of course, both New York ball 

parks. 

His thoughts on the new Yankee Stadium? Not what you would expect. 

"The only reason I like it is because of all the history, but other than that it's just a ballpark 

to me," Lingle said. "Citi Field (where the Mets play) was a better ballpark in my opinion." 

Lingle also listed PNC Park and Comerica Park (home of the Pirates and Tigers, respectively) 

as his favorite parks, citing their fan-friendly atmosphere and emphasis on the playing field. 

Throughout his journey, Lingle wore his Yankees hat, which drew the ire of many a fellow 

baseball fan. But after a few minutes of conversation, the playful animosity always 

disappeared once Lingle's passion shined through. 

"Oh, the flack that I heard for my Yankee hat," Lingle said with a laugh. "But you know 

what? No matter where I went, I always established a common link with whomever I talked 

to. We were all baseball fans, despite our fan allegiance." 
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