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Derail Holcomb majored in public administration at Barry University in Miami, Fla. Intending to go to law school and earn a J.D. “prior
to my tremendous call,” he took a clerking job in a law firm. “I loved doing the research there, but I missed working directly with
people,” he recalls. With a Pentecostal and Baptist church background, he “wanted to focus on people in a way that helped them, that
pushed them along to be successful on their own.” So he Googled MSW programs—and found Pittsburgh Seminary’s joint
M.Div./MSW program with the University of Pittsburgh.

Wanting not only to connect with people outside the church but also minister to people within it, Derail moved north to Pittsburgh to
enroll. But as a seminary student continuing to discern God’s call on his life, Derail began sensing he should focus on church ministry
rather than social work. His rearing largely in urban ministry moved him also to enroll in PTS’s Graduate Certificate in Urban
Ministry program in addition to the M.Div. degree.

“I want to bring innovation and creativity into what the urban church is in the modern context,” he notes.

“I discovered through my PTS experience that there are areas and elements of ministry which will allow me to speak to the social
structure of society, and the GCUM program became my avenue of preparation for doing so,” explains Derail. He joined the PC(USA)
for its emphasis on education and addressing difficult theological questions. “As a Presbyterian, I engage in trying to answer those hard
questions in addition to praying about them. I also feel supported in focusing on needs and being present with the church and the
community,” he says. In Pittsburgh, he’s done the latter by teaching Biblical Literacy and Black Church History to eighth and eleven
graders at The Neighborhood Academy, which prepares middle school and high school students for college.

In addition to graduate studies, Derail has taken on another challenge—significant weight loss. In the last year and a half, under the care
of his doctor and with the help of bariatric surgery, he’s lost 240 pounds. “Last week, my doctor told me I was one of his model
patients,” Derail beams. “I do everything he says.” Derail isn’t afraid to share his story with others. “I think it’s important that, in the
midst of our educational pursuits at seminary, we not forget about life. God is interested in all aspects of our being—our intellectual
growth, yes, but also our physical health, our likes and dislikes, even those few gray hairs we get at a young age. God is interested in
what’s happening with us outside the classroom, too, not just within it,” notes Derail, “and as we acknowledge God’s presence with us
we also need to be present with ourselves.”

Through all the challenges, successes, and opportunities of the last two years, Derail says his “fellow students and the faculty and staff at
PTS have surrounded me with care, love, prayer, concern, encouragement, and wisdom—the community here has been outstanding
from beginning to end.” One of Derail’s favorite verses guides his approach to hardship—Hebrews 5:8: “Although He [Jesus] was a Son,
He learned obedience from the things which He suffered.” “Every human experience has that in common,” says Derail—“I want to learn
how to suffer well.”

In the meantime, as he continues this year to discern his next steps after PTS, Derail—who “feels amazing now!”—is planning to move
closer to his family after graduation. And return to the warm Florida weather and sunshine!
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