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Two different people have told me what to cover in this paper:  one said “my view of ministry and what I thought I would bring to ministry in this time and place - with passing reference to my faith journey.”  The other said I should tell “my faith journey, including how it relates to my understanding of church and ministry.”  I think it makes a difference which I do.


Many times I have written and spoken theologically about “ministry “as I have prepared and revised my profile, and as I have gone to interview after interview seeking a call..  Those who listen to me on Sunday in this church get implicit and explicit reference to my theology as everyday fare.

  
The significant Ecclesiastical Council for me was 24 years ago in the Southwest Association of the Wisconsin Conference when I was requesting ordination.  I perceive this Ecclesiastical Council, before an installation, not as a  testing of my credentials, but rather as an opportunity for you, leaders and colleagues in my new Association, to glimpse who I am as a person and as a minister of the Gospel.


Therefore, let me try the task that is less comfortable - the one that has come into vogue in the time since my ordination that really wasn’t  asked before by official bodies.  Let’s probe what in my life can be plugged into the current popular language of “faith journey.”


When I was young, I think such personal revelation would have been called testifying - and we Congregationalists did not do it.  That was for the more emotional types and Pentecostals.  A few such could have been found in Vermont where I was but it was mostly something we thought happened “down south in the Bible belt.  We just considered our relationship with God to be a private matter, shared if at all, with individuals who needed to know (like our spouse or  children or grandchildren)  If personal experience of God was shared with a group it was in intimate small settings where trust was high such as in a class or retreat where you knew everybody.  Public testimony, interesting as it might be, called to mind the Gospel story of the two men praying in the temple - and Jesus did not praise the one who prayed loudly and publicly so that all could hear.  No, it was clear in my upbringing that my individual way of knowing, serving or failing God was  and ought to be between me and God.


I grew up with this reticence and know many of you share it even now.  This means that telling you how I have grown in the faith over the years and who and what influenced me feels to me like major risk-taking.  Nonetheless, as a pastor, my job is to spread the good news of Jesus Christ and - as Jesus did - to help people of all ages know and love God and choose to respond to God’s call and follow where God leads.  To do this implies that I not only know  intellectually, but also experience, the good news of which I speak,.  It presumes that I myself am in touch with a God who loves us and gets involved with our lives and calls and challenges and leads us.  You have every right to ask these life-experience credentials of me.  The relevant question is not whether I can academically describe God or analyze the stories of Jesus.  Rather it is whether I am in touch with God enough myself to be able to mediate and facilitate so that other folks also will come into God’s presence and grow as faithful people.


So where did I come from?  How did this all begin?  Why am I a pastor?


Sometimes I think I was raised by God.  Unlike most people, I have no memory of a time when I ever doubted or questioned God.  I was a late arrival in my family, both of my brothers already in school by the time I came.  I was a girl in a family where all the cousins were boys, except one who was adopted.  Was I special or what!?!  I think my family did treat me always as a gift from God, and from my infancy, when my mother carried me to church in a basket, I was always in church.


Now if God raised me, God used the church to help.  My father, my uncle, my grandfather were all ministers of the Christian and later Congregational Christian churches, my uncle continuing on into the United Church of Christ.  Yet I did not grow up in a parsonage.  My father died in a pastorate in Ohio at a young age, six months before my birth, so I never knew him in person.  My mother, trained as a nurse, was left to raise three children alone.  In the beginning, the church was critically important in insuring our survival. People in the national structures of the Congregational Christian Churches helped my mother move with her family to northern Vermont where a job as town and school nurse was available.  There,  for several years we were helped by that fund which has its appeal every Christmas - the Veterans of the Cross Fund.  I am told that we three children were pictured in the promotion one year - children of a pastor who died tragically young and for whom the church still felt responsibility.  Because of the national publicity, a grower in California decided to send us fruit  regularly.  It was a “gift from heaven” according to my mother who describes us as being very poor in those years - very poor indeed.  Yet I never felt poor.  A lesson I remember very well from school years, whether applied to us or to others, was :  “It is no crime to be poor.”  Rather the question always was how to do our best with what God had given us.


Phase One of my faith journey, then, was knowing the love of God through a loving family and loving people at church.  God was good.  God was love.  God was family.  And Church was a second home.


Phase two probably began with junior high as I became a thinker and questioner and reached an age where I needed to be needed, and respected, and given responsibility. My small town Vermont church, served by a retired pastor and his wife, nurtured these needs.  In that church I was involved in many ways - choir member, Sunday School pianist and teacher, and youth member of the church council among others, but especially important was the youth group.


In junior high I became an officer in the Pilgrim Fellowship - and progressed through not only local but state offices until I was president of the Vermont Pilgrim Fellowship and as such attended a national youth meeting about the time the United Church of Christ came into being.  Youth meetings and youth camps were formative and transformative.  There I grew steadily in faith and commitment and knew the church and God’s presence went far beyond my local experience.  


I was perhaps in junior high when I finally actually was touched by a sermon - listening and understanding and finding meaning.  I was fourteen when I was baptized and joined the church and started taking communion - all my decision - for my family came out of the Christian part of Congregational Christian.  Babies were dedicated and baptism was later when the child could choose.


I preached my first sermon on a youth Sunday when I was a High School senior - the text was “Lord, help my unbelief.” The church respected me as a youth and asked my contribution and nurtured my growth.  Morris Pike who will speak in the service later today was the Vermont Conference staff person who worked with the state Pilgrim Fellowship and camps and trained college youth as summer traveling Vacation School workers.  He was very much a mentor for me through not only high school but also early college years, facilitating the deepening of my faith and broadening my practice of living out my Christianity.  He let us know that such faithful living was not only a good choice, it was also fun.


My sense of the world-wide presence of God was deepened by the reality that my family had friends who were in mission work in Angola.  Their letters fascinated me as did their occasional visits.   


My family also was always connected to current social issues.  Concerns with peace and justice and moral living were always part of my environment, from childhood although members of my family were not actively organizing or publicly demonstrating in those years as we did later. My school years included the era of Joe McCarthy.  One exception was a brother who like the rest of the family was a pacifist and appeared before the draft board requesting status as a conscientious objector.  It was granted and he served alternate service at the time of the Korean war.  Another exception was my grandfather, who until his death was very activist with the Prohibition Party.  It was also from my grandfather that I learned what I much later discovered was considered an ethnic national anthem of the black community.  Long before the sixties, in Vermont, where I had not yet met a black person, I was already joyfully singing that song of determination and faith, “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” My uncle showed me the places in his Topsfield, Massachusetts parsonage where there were secret panels and hidden spaces where runaway slaves had been kept safe a century earlier.  The role of church people in abolition and the underground railway and in peace issues over the years were normative for me.  That is what Christians did.  That is how we lived out our faith.


This second youthful part of my journey, then, was growth beyond the simple God loves me” to “God cares about all people and about how we treat each other and if we follow Jesus we care too and will help God make this a better world.”

College and seminary came in the sixties and I think of myself as truly a sixties person. This was phase three - where I discovered new dimensions and depth of faith.   In college I participated and was a leader in Ohio United Campus Christian Fellowship and in the campus YM-YWCA.  I began to be involved with anti-apartheid efforts and that continued in seminary and  expanded to include solidarity with the other independence struggles in Southern Africa. I actively related to on campus activity in solidarity with the civil rights struggle.  I did not have money to be able to skip  taking jobs so as to spend school vacations in the south or go  to national lobbying days or big conferences but I listened to those who did. It was clear to me then (and still is) that God cares when there are oppressed peoples and calls us to be involved on the side of justice.  The same sense of call spurred me in seminary to help found and run Student Interracial Ministry which placed seminary students from all over the country in summer jobs - black students in white churches and white students in black churches - an activity that seemed helpful and appropriate at the time. 


I spent two summers myself during seminary, living and working in black communities in the south.  Perhaps I was some help and my presence was testimony to solidarity of us northern white church folk but mostly I learned and grew myself.  Living inside the black community in the south during the civil rights period changed my life. Many of the qualities “society” had held up as defining people as of value, were simply proved irrelevant.  It was clear that some folks with very little education knew very well indeed what was good for their lives and the lives of their children.  They were beautiful people, faith-filled and courageous, who gave of themselves far beyond what seemed humanly possible.  They were hospitable people who dared to risk many kinds of new behaviors, including letting us white folks live and eat in their homes and join them in their struggle, even though such “mixing” could bring them to the attention of local authorities and be dangerous.


 I think it is fair to say that my all-white Vermont youth experience left me with no real presumptions about black people.  That context taught me prejudice toward French Canadians on the one hand, and against rich city folk on the other.  But black people did not exist in my life before college and civil rights introduced them to me. In the south, living inside the black community,  I learned the depth of feeling and commitment evoked there by the song I already loved, “Lift Every Voice and Sing.”  I learned the realities that inspired such deep faith,  and after two summers, the freedom songs - many derived from gospel music - were deep in my heart.  They had become part of my own identity and culture.  


Yes, my faith understanding and understanding of the church was changed forever through my seminary experiences as a summer associate to a black Congregational pastor in Raleigh, NC and through another summer inside SNCC activity in Southwest Georgia.  Those communities and some special people in them (such as the Rev. Charles Sherrod) were also my mentors.  Thereafter, I understood better the wonderful and enriching diversity of God’s people.  And it was clearly good.  I understood better the discrimination and inequalities and poverty faced by a large segment of our own country and I knew God wanted us to do better than that.  


I saw that the institutional churches, whether in the south or the north, were not all preaching the same Gospel.  Who you were and what your life experience was could make it very easy, or very hard, to see and embrace God’s justice agenda.  It was then, and still is, all too easy for a church to reflect more of the human agenda of its members than prayerful attention to God’s agenda.  Yet I saw that even in the white south, God’s truth and fairness spoke to some individuals and sometimes whole congregations  and, through prayer and study, their God gave them the strength and courage to follow God’s Spirit into new behaviors, even risking the ostracism and scorn of their neighbors.   God was able to break through blindness and hardness of heart and carve new life-giving possibilities out of situations that seemed as solid and unmoveable  as granite.  But it was also clear, God worked, over and over, through people.  God depended on people of faith to get involved and work to right what was wrong and create a better society for all God’s beloved children.


I saw also that in the black community, there were some whose religion turned not to justice activism but to earning points with God to ensure entrance into heaven - a very personal and long-range goal, which didn’t help much to change things here,  but did help a lot with enduring oppression and troubles that seemed to be a constant of this life.

.  
The lessons of this third growth spurt in my faith were undergirded, of course, by the study at Union Theological Seminary in New York where my focus was Church and Community and my professors such persons as John Bennett and Roger Shinn, Samuel Terrien and James A. Sanders.


These understandings have been the basis for my adult choices for how I have spent my life.   I have never seen ministry as following a career path.  I have not set concrete goals that I must achieve in order to be a success.  For me ministry is possible only as a responsiveness to the moving of God among the people, and a willingness to be used by God, often in surprising ways   Therefore my ministry has been very diverse. God has given me many marvelous opportunities, very little security, but an abundance of blessing.  For the rich diversity of my life I am truly grateful.


Life in the USA and the role churches play has changed since I was a child.  Our churches in most communities are no longer the hub of community social life and Christianity can no longer be presumed to be absorbed automatically as one grows up.  Our culture is multifaceted and secular and full of confusing signals about values.  The “Christian story,”   if learned at all outside the home or church, is found as part of literature or sociology or history.  Although many institutions and values that play dominant roles in our society originated in the churches and in Judaeo-Christian priorities and values, the origin and impetus for them is neither remembered nor taught.


We are on the edge of a new era in which many people count it as a discovery that values of the faith can help in daily decision-making or sustain people through horrendous crises.  Too many people seek the spiritual and meaning and depth and relationship to a larger more all-encompassing reality that they do not find in mere self-actualization or career success.  All around us are searchers but  they do not necessarily know that the Jesus story or the God talked about in churches is relevant to their search.  It hasn’t dawned on them that Jesus actually matters!


Indeed, the fourth important phase of my spiritual growth, which fed  my understanding of spiritual needs in the USA, happened through my living and working in Mozambique in Africa.  Details of what I did and when can be some other time.  For today what is important is what I learned.   I speak of my eight years there, especially the last three, as a time in which I learned that “Jesus” really matters. 


 There, I found myself in the midst of people who became my friends who had nothing -  except each other and God, as known through Jesus Christ.  Drought, disease, floods, war and human atrocities against each other were the expectations. They could not expect all their children to live to adulthood.  They knew every morning as a time of grace because there might not be another one. Virtually everyone I knew had personal experience of atrocities and war, running from an attack, watching houses or buses burn, sleeping  in holes in the bush to keep their family camouflaged at night, violent deaths of friends and relatives. The seminary where I taught three years was in a war zone and we evacuated every night, returning every day.  For the first time in my life,  I had to come face to face with the living reality of Evil, a palpable fearsome force that was very present and could not be avoided or ignored.  


In such a place, God’s presence also became palpable and awesomely strong and life-giving.  Grace  came daily for my Mozambican neighbors and friends when the new day dawned and they opened their eyes and knew they were alive.  Beauty came in small things such as the shared water or firewood or cassava.  I have seen a similar heightened awareness of grace and the possibility of today here in the USA in advanced cancer patients, who also cherish every moment of every day, thanking God for each one.  Mozambican church people lived constantly with that kind of gratitude for today.  And they also expressed with a profound and unshakable clarity that without God at their side, they would not make it through today - they would not find that extra strength and courage  needed to go on.  Although they looked forward to a day when the pain and sorrow would end - and for them that was in heaven and after death - they were not just pie-in-the sky Christians.  God was also with them right then and there holding them up through every calamity and showing them every possibility.  God and the relationship to God was deeply important - for it sustained when nothing else did.  


Although their theology was Victorian protestant theology learned a century ago from missionaries and I believed differently about many details than they did,  I understood deeply that I had no right to challenge the priorities or interpretations of their faith which for them were life-giving and enabled them to keep on keeping on.  In their faith journey, God spoke to them right where they were in their need to survive until things got better.  When the daily physical hunger, and the daily need to be safe from gunfire, and the daily need to walk miles and miles to secure basic necessities became less, then there would be energy for more and then God would find a way to give guidance for a larger social agenda.


African cultures have known a creator God before Christianity.  God is not a new idea.  But Christianity brought Jesus and the realization that like Jesus caring for marginal people he encountered, God is close to each of us and cares and reaches out with healing love and comfort.  The African sense of God before Jesus was of a fearsome demanding God constantly in need of being placated.  Jesus made them aware of God’s gentleness.  Fear not, for behold I bring you good tidings.  The news Jesus taught and modeled about God was indeed Good News, life-giving news.  Mozambicans, most of them with minimal formal education if any, became my faith mentors once again, with that deep truth that however much we embrace God’s social agenda, or justice agenda, what matters most and is the source of all possibility is the undergirding relationship to God.  And we know that relationship best through Jesus.  Jesus really matters.


I came to realize that this is also true in North America.  Here also people are in crisis - facing what feel like life-destroying possibilities.  Fear is on the rise here also, distorting our response to life and to other people.  Vision for community rather than just our individual lives is scarce.  Here in the United States of America, we really need today the vision and sense of God’s priorities that we can discover through Jesus - but we also need the reality of God’s love enveloping us, God’s gracious healing power enabling us to stand up to evil when we see it, and to live in affirmation of life, despite even the worst of physical, mental, social or other conditions.  


Churches have become so routine and like clubs where we meet our friends, that we sometimes forget the power God has to give life and give it abundantly, not necessarily in physical wealth, but yes, in wealth of life and spirit..   


An alive ministry must address these realities both inside and outside the church.  It is critically important that ministry today include solid and basic education in the faith.  Creativity and sensitivity to people’s life experience is also essential.  Our task is to enable people to rediscover first their connectedness to God, and then to God’s mission.  Our task is to enable people to dare to relate to God and respond to God’s call, wherever it leads today.


God is alive and well and still at work in history.  But 80% of the world’s Christians will be in the developing world, not in Europe or North America by the year 2000.  It is our own part of the world that is now the mission field and some of those from elsewhere in God’s creation may now have much to teach us.  


As pastor here in Westfield, I will try to continue alert to the world context in which God is acting as well as local realities into which our specific interpretations and actions must fit.

God values people more than things, justice more than order, forgiveness and love more than vindictiveness or power.  In the midst of a society that judges by possessions and achievements, God in Christ teaches us that each person has inherent value and that the quality of our relationships to others is of higher importance than riches, or education or age or any number of factors we use to determine importance.

A church that can ferret out and keep sight of God’s priorities has a chance to be a center for God’s re-creation and transformation of lives and societies.  It has a chance to be a place where people find hope and meaning and purpose for life.  Such a church will strive constantly to be an active partner with God, both in building the future and in ministering to the present.  I pray that God may use me as the catalyst for such a ministry here in this church in this place.


This ends the main review of my faith journey.  There were many other influences and experiences  but you will have to ask if you want me to mention them also.  Please feel free to question me about topics I have not touched if they interest you.  However, to close, I would like to share a poem I wrote this summer in a poetry Class at the Institute for Theology and the Arts at Andover Newton.  We were asked to write about a place inside ourselves.  It is titled

The Reunion

by Ruth M. Brandon - July 1997
Come with me and delve within.

Come and know the me I am.

Bring eyes of wonder - ears unstopped,

For I am legion.  I am one.

The first you’ll see - the marching ones,

The ones with lists, they organize,


they plan, they plot, they tell us how.

And they are welcome!


For without them:



anarchy, disorder,



no communion, no reunion.

The marching ones are me - but not the whole.

The soft ones - giving, giving,


loving, loving,



helping, helping;

They last longest, go the deepest,

Make all welcome, warm, secure,


But without them:



No connection, no affection,



Irritation, alienation.

The soft ones - they are me - but not the whole.

Dancing, laughing, singing, joking,


artists, players, storytellers,

Energy and smiles and meaning,

Beauty, priceless memories and dreaming.

Who I am and whose;


Why I am; the joy of life!


Without them:



no communion, no connection,



living death, no resurrection.

The creative ones are me - but not the whole.

Word makers craft the thoughtful frame,


find God, the world, and you,


reach up and out and in - beyond;


with words and phrase communicate,



analyze, extemporize,



explanation, interpretation,




strings of phrases,




hungers, praises.

Welcome them.


Without them:



wonders only, fears, and joys,



no understanding, 


comprehending,



no “ahas,” just child unending!\

Wordcrafters, thinkers - also me -


 but not the whole.

Thinker, doer, creator, lover:

In my inner space, reunion.


Find communion, integration,



beauty  forged 



 and celebration.

I am legion.  I am one.


Come and know me!


Will you come?

.  

