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PREFACE
THE EVOLUTION OF A PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIAN,
which started out as TEN CONVERSIONS OF A
PREACHER MAN, has been pregnant in my brain, and
many file cabinets, for a long time. Some of the notes were
so yellowed with age that I could barely decipher them, but
they go back to as early as my college days of the late 40's.
Some are lifted from articles that I had written for
publication in THE LUTHERAN STANDARD (national
publication of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America) in 1965, 1967, 1970, 1971 and 1981, THE
LUTHERAN (journal of the Lutheran Church in America),
1972, and the VISALIA TIMES-DELTA in 1967. *
The idea for this book was hatched while we were living in
Carson, California (Conversion #6).
Thus, the putting together of this book has been more like
that of an editor than a writer, because much of it had been
written in bits and pieces many years before and very near
the actual event. The result is a mixture of events and
analysis of events. The thread that ties it all together is that
of a Lutheran minister and his ten “conversions” along
life’s unpredictable journey. Whether to call these major
events “conversions” or turning points is debatable. I
realize that the word “conversion” is normally connected
with a change in religious preference (i.e., from unbelief to
belief for example). But, I have chosen to use the word in
its broadest possible meaning. Each of these ten major
events seemed to happen unexpectedly without any
apparent preparation on my part. And they dramatically

changed the intended direction of my life’s journey.
Something seemingly outside of myself was making them
happen. That’s why I’ve chosen to call these unusual
events conversions. Some people would say that it was the
hand of God. What do you think?
M. Laurel Gray
El Cajon, California

What’s in a name? The name “Gray” can be defined as
being “neither clearly black nor white, but a fuzzy middle
area: sometimes dark and gloomy but also glittering with
insight.” Perhaps the very name suggests something
parabolically about the life I am about to record in this
book.
* These excerpts (August 1, 2, 3 and 4, 1967, THE
VISALIA TIMES-DELTA) are printed with the special
permission of the Visalia Times-Delta, Visalia, CA.
Excerpts from the LUTHERAN and THE LUTHERAN
STANDARD are from Feb. 9, 1965; August 22, 1967; July
9, 1970; December 7, 1971; March 15, 1972; September 5,
1978; and December 11, 1981, and are used by permission
of Augsburg-Fortress Publishers.

INTRODUCTION
“There are dangerous memories, memories which make
demands on us. There are memories in which earlier
experiences break through to the center-point of our lives
and reveal new and dangerous insights for the present.
They illuminate for a few moments and with a harsh and
steady light the questionable nature of things we have
apparently come to terms with, and show up the banality of
our supposed ‘realism’. Such memories are like dangerous
and incalculable visitations from the past. They are
memories that we have to take into account, memories
as it were, with a future content.”
Johann B. Metz, FAITH IN HISTORY AND SOCIETY

I have often been fascinated by comets. For years they are
not visible to the naked eye. Then, all of a sudden, one will
appear out of nowhere, giving out a spectacular fireball
display, its elongated tail even sometimes brushing earth.
Then it vanishes again into that long elliptical orbit, out of
sight during my lifetime.
This is not a book about comets, but about my life, for
whom comets will serve as a kind of metaphor. Comets are
a great mystery to me. So also are the key events in my life
which I herein describe as “conversions” or dramatic
changes which are key turning points in my life’s journey.
The fork in the road forces a change in direction–which
way shall it be? Like comets, there are some things that

occur for me only once in a lifetime. And when they do
happen, everything else in my life is changed after that.
These great events happen without any apparent
preparation on my part. For a moment my life is invaded in
such a way as to turn it all around, shaking the foundations
of what had seemingly been secure ground. Some people
call this a “light bulb” or an “aha” experience. I don’t
know what causes these events to happen but in retrospect
there appears to be a pattern. And that pattern seems to
indicate that all the dramatic changes are leading to
something better, though yet unknown.
In this discussion, I have chosen to call these dramatic
changes in my life “conversions” (or key turning points)
because of what they did for me. In each case they
represented a major turn-around for me. When I began this
effort, I recalled only seven. But, while in the process of
writing I discovered at least ten. Maybe there are more?
How do you describe a life anyway? One way is by the use
of symbols or paradigms to help explain life’s awesome
mysteries. I have chosen three such symbols that will help
in some ways to give meaning to my life’s unpredictable
journey of “ten conversions.”
The first of these is the comet:
“I have often been fascinated by comets.”
The second is:
“I live in a box near a table.”
Another way of approaching my life’s journey with all of
its dramatic changes is to declare that: “I live in a box near
a table.” I actually live in El Cajon, a Spanish word that

can mean “box;” nearby is the town of La Mesa, a Spanish
word that can mean “table.” These symbols form a kind of
paradigm of my life today.
What does it mean to “live in a box?” My life in a box is
somewhat described in Chapter 1, “The Launching Pad.”
My box was the life, parentage and culture that were
handed to me by birth and growing up years in the small
mid-western town of Canton, South Dakota. This box, or
life that was dealt to me, reminds me of the Kenny Roger’s
“The Gambler” song.
So, the third paradigm is:
“Life is like a poker game.”
As the people gather around the table for a game of poker,
it’s more like a game of life. Each person is dealt a hand
which he must use to the best of his ability, regardless of
the cards. Some people’s lives start out like a poor hand in
poker–all 2's and 3's with no face-cards. So what do you do
with a poor hand in poker? In the words of Kenny Rogers,
“You got to know when to hold ‘em and when to fold ‘em.
Know when to walk away and when to run. Every hand's a
winner and every hand’s a loser...so you don’t show your
cards until the dealins’ done...”
The hand that I was dealt in life kind of put me in a box for
awhile. This box was very limiting, both geographically
and culturally. It was only years later, for example, that I
was able to explore regions beyond the mid-west, learn that
I was a racist (Chapter 5), had a very low self-expectation
and a narrow theology and world-view. Each chapter that
follows demonstrates how though limited by my box (or
hand that I was dealt in life’s poker game) I was able to

reach outside of the box towards the table out there.
Sometimes it meant simply folding my cards and taking a
chance on another deal.
This happened several times, as succeeding chapters will
show.
Sometimes the event was more like a comet
shooting out of nowhere. This was especially true in
chapter two where I met Patricia and had my nerdy
bachelorhood shot down forever - and again at Union
Seminary where I went for one reason (to learn about
counseling), but had my theology turned around instead. It
happened in Visalia, a mission parish, where I tested some
of my newfound theology, and hit the wall. In Carson, I
tried out some of these new things, only to find out that
mother church was not really interested. And in the Third
World (Mexico, Dominican Republic) I discovered a great
need. On Skid Row in Chicago I learned that I had a lot
more in common with the homeless than I had previously
thought. The box was getting wider & the table more
inviting. The hand I was dealt needed some additions, but I
wasn’t about to fold–not yet.
The “table” out there was “life outside the box”, literally
beckoning me to change, but not always making this
change possible.
So, let’s start from the beginning. Change in life for me
was very subtle at first–not even noticed until later. I was
raised in a small town “Lutheran ghetto” during the height
of the depression. That was the box given me; but what
changed all of that?
How did I move from a very
fundamentalist background to that of a liberal “Progressive
Christian” through this journey? That’s what this book is
all about.
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Chapter One

THE LAUNCHING PAD
I don’t even remember my first “conversion.” I was too
young. Indeed, I am even now becoming aware of some of
its after-affects or fallout, like the tail of a comet. My first
conversion took place in a tiny Methodist Church in
Canton, South Dakota. I was only two weeks old, wearing
a long, white gown that babies wore in those days when
they were baptized. My parents told me that the minister
poured holy water on my head, said some words from the
Bible and asked the sponsors present at the event to make
some promises on my behalf. The words of that minister
are forgotten, even the place, but the promises made by my
parents and sponsors had a major impact in shaping my
entire life. They turned it all around for me (that’s why I
call it a “conversion” or turning point), even though I have
no memory of the event itself. I do remember the life-long
fall-out though.
Going to church every Sunday with my parents,
grandparents, aunts and uncles was a tradition that didn’t
seem all that significant at the time, but was to have an
impact in later years. Church, for me as a child, had an
awful lot of unreality about it. It still does (as we will note
in later chapters). That reality, however, did not alter my
every Sunday “going to church” habit. So even though
church was mainly boring for me, I had no concept of
skipping church, any more than trying to skip school.
That’s just what everybody did on Sundays.
To pass the time in the pew, I used to count the number of
2

light bulbs in the huge chandelier (a difficult task because I
could not see the back side of it). Then I would count the
number of pews and multiply it by the number of people in
each pew. Or, I would gaze at the hymn board and see if all
the numbers from 0 to 9 were included in it and which ones
were missing. Occasionally, I heard something from the
sermon or remembered it. But it couldn’t have been very
important to my parents either because they never
discussed the sermon after church. Mom would remember
what the ladies in the choir wore and how badly off-key
they had sung that Sunday. Then she would go straight
home after church–no conversation with others. I usually
stayed and talked with friends–the best part of Sunday
morning (it still is!).
Church was a part of the rhythm of life for me and my
family, except for Dad. Dad was more absent than present.
I would ask my mother why Dad didn’t go to church with
us. Her reply was typical of the kind of answers I got from
her and others, “Dad’s a Methodist. Methodists don’t have
to go to church.” As a child I thought, then maybe I should
be a Methodist; but it didn’t work that way. And of course
Mom would never tire of asking Dad if he were going to
church the following Sunday. This attempt at family
evangelism resulted in one of two answers by Dad (not yes
or no), but “maybe” or “I don’t know”. Dad had learned
that either a yes or no answer would only lead to trouble.
So, he had worked out a solution that worked for him.
Nevertheless, it was from my mother, not the church, that I
learned the real meaning of “grace” and “forgiveness”. She
taught me that I was accepted just as I was. It didn’t
require that I shape up first, or repent of who I was, but that
I was accepted no matter what happened. This kind of love
3

and acceptance was always reassuring. Why didn’t I get
that message from church? I can recall in Sunday School
being taught about hell and how if I didn’t confess all my
sins each day, I was headed there. What was hell like? My
Sunday School teacher taught me that hell was an eternal
burning fire; it never went out. Those who went there
would be tormented forever. I didn’t want to go there. As
a child I wondered, how long is forever? My teacher had
an answer. One second in hell would be like this: A bird
comes to a rock once every thousand years to wipe his beak
on that rock. Once this action has reduced the rock to a pile
of sand would be like one second in hell. That’s a long
time. Besides, it would be very hot there too. I thought
about touching a hot stove and how that feels for a few
seconds. But what if you multiply the hot stove by hours,
days, weeks, years? How could that be? As a child, it just
didn’t make any sense, but I pondered about it. No one had
any answers for that one.
So why do people “go to church?” I’ve tried to analyze
that but have not found too many good answers. (In
Chapter 8, House Church, I try to deal with that question.)
My mother grew up in an orphanage. The reason for this
indignity in her life was that her father left the family while
the children were still very young. This left it up to Mom’s
mother to raise the family as best she could by working as a
“hired girl” (slavery, I would call it). But since there was
no welfare in those days, she eventually had a complete
nervous breakdown and was sent to a Home for the
Feebleminded (where they placed “insane” people in those
days). It all seemed so unfair and my mother never forgave
her father for putting the family in such dire straits. When,
on occasion, this grandfather came to visit us, we were
4

prepared to reflect Mom’s bitterness.
Meanwhile Mom and her younger sister and brother were
sent to an orphanage. Mom was there from early childhood
until age 16 when she was sent out into the world to be on
her own. For the next several years she worked as a “hired
girl” for the rich people in town, until at age 25 she met
Dad at a movie theater in Canton. Dad and his friend were
the projectionists in the tiny theater. Mom and her sister
attended the movie, sitting next to the projectionists, and
the rest is history. A double wedding ensued. A few years
later Dad’s friend was killed in a plane crash, leaving my
Mom’s sister to care for two small children without any
visible means of support. Needless to say, I did not like my
two cousins because in my mind “they were poor and
ragged”, even more obviously poor than we were. My
prejudice showed at an early age. I did not become aware
of this contradiction until many years later, as we shall see
in later chapters.
My father had visions of being an airplane pilot and had
gathered the parts from local plane crashes to build a plane
of his own. He was a master mechanic who had also built
his own race car. But his dream of flying ended when his
friend was killed in the plane crash. My mother made him
choose between flying and her. He chose flying for a
while, but eventually went back to her. Flying was very
risky in those days. They had air shows with wing-walkers
and other dare devil stunts that frequently ended in disaster.
But that didn’t deter Dad. He worked at a small airport for
a while where it was his job to crank up the airplanes by
spinning the propeller real hard and then back away quickly
before it struck his arm. He had many arm injuries because
of this.
5

I grew up in a mainly female household composed of my
mother, three sisters, a great aunt (with whom we lived
when father left the family for a short time) and a mainly
absent father. My closest friend at that time (kindergarten
and up) was Lucy Jo, a neighbor across the street. Lucy
was a great childhood playmate but forced me into a real
dilemma. I liked her but her friendship eventually became
a real test for me. As I became older (grade school), I was
teased for playing with a girl (a real “no-no” at that age),
and was called a “sissy” for doing so. I didn’t want to
become a sissy, but where were there any role models for
me to follow? Fortunately for everybody, Lucy Jo moved
to another town in the 5th grade and our relationship was
stopped by geography (no car).
During the depression of the late ‘20's and early ‘30's, my
father lost his job and my parents were then separated for a
short time. It was at this time that Grandmother Gray, the
matriarch of the family who dominated the family with an
iron hand, decided in her great wisdom that Mom and the
girls should go to Canton and live with her sister (my great
aunt), while I should live with Dad, the grandparents,
uncles and aunts in Sioux Falls. I was about five years old
at the time. So, for several months I was raised (spoiled?)
by my two teenage aunts, a tough grandma, my two uncles
and my mostly silent grandfather. I developed a rather
close relationship with the two aunts, Wenonah and Juanita,
who sort of mothered me through the years.
When at last I was allowed to go to Canton and rejoin my
mother, sisters and great aunt, it was very confusing for me.
I wondered and worried about what kind of male role
model to follow.
6

Since we didn’t have a car, we walked to wherever we
needed to go no matter the weather. School was about nine
blocks away. I recall one winter walking to school in a
severe snowstorm, accompanied by my Dad, who was
unemployed at the time. Church was just three blocks
away, close enough to hear the church bells ringing
summoning us to Sunday worship. The trip downtown to
go shopping was about a mile and a half. The local
cemetery which the family faithfully visited every year on
Memorial Day (we called it “Decoration Day”) was located
about three miles out of town. Imagine my parents walking
us kids (one would be in a baby buggy) the long three miles
each way just to decorate the graves of our ancestors. It
must not have made much of an impression on me because
after one of my closest high school buddies died and was
buried there, I never visited his grave site. My mother was
shocked by this apparent lack of concern on my part.
Another example of how I was growing up in a different
world than that of my parents.
Dad never had vacations while we were growing up so we
never traveled anywhere, except when my great uncle Ollie
would drive us to Sioux Falls to see our grandparents,
uncles and aunts. This was always a real treat for us kids.
Riding in the same car with the unpredictable uncle,
however, was an experience in itself.
Somehow we
managed to squeeze us four kids, my parents, the uncle and
aunt into the old Model A. My uncle preferred to drive
very deliberately (translated slowly) so there was the
constant tension between him and the drivers who wanted
to go faster (“those gosh darn Sioux Falls drivers”). The
long 25-mile journey was punctuated by my uncle’s
mutterings and his tendency to bob and weave along the
7

narrow two-lane highway.
Years later, while in college, I took this same two-lane road
back and forth from Canton to Augustana College in Sioux
Falls on my “Whizzer” motor-bike. It was always an
exciting voyage, dodging slow tractors, speeding motorists
who refused to give me a lane on the narrow highway and
an occasional cow. Before I purchased the Whizzer, I used
to hitchhike between the two towns. Not a very good idea.
A high school classmate of mine was killed when he
hitchhiked on that same road and was unlucky enough to
get a last ride with a drunken driver. But for many years,
hitchhiking was the only option I had if I wished to visit my
parents in nearby Canton.
My dad was a hard-working common laborer most of his
life. He had only a seventh grade education, largely
because he hated school. And he hated school because the
teachers were mainly dominating women that reminded
him too much of home. Dad’s mother (my grandmother)
thoroughly dominated my father, robbing him of any sense
of real manhood. So he skipped school, hiding out in the
barn during the day, while his mother had assumed he was
in class. Finally, his mother gave up and Dad’s school days
were over.
Dad, unlike me, was not what you would call an
“intellectual.” He was very mechanically minded and
worked well with machines, cars, planes, etc. He had a
love affair with motors, motors of any kind.
They
responded predictably to his touch in a way human beings
did not. He could trust machines. He wasn’t always
certain that he could do the same with his fellow workers.
He had a sensitivity to motors that was fascinating to
8

observe. Dad would listen to the motor on my car and
without looking under the hood would tell me with
confidence, “It’s the carburetor; I can tell by the sound.”
And he was usually right.
Conversation with Dad was very limiting in those days. It
was either sports (especially boxing), cars, trucks or
airplanes (no jets yet). We never talked theology or, how
was school today? One day I volunteered to go to work
with Dad just to see what he did all day. At the time he was
working for the Lincoln County Highway Department as a
mechanic and truck driver. It didn’t take long for me to
realize that I couldn’t possibly do what Dad did. It was
hard labor and he did this every day of the week,
sometimes seven days a week for many years without a
vacation or holiday. How did he do it? He seemed to love
it in the same way that I seemed to love to write stories.
Dad and I were very different.
Growing up in Canton, South Dakota, during the peak of
the Great Depression had a profound effect on my life.
Consumerism was not a problem for us, for we lived by the
daily motto: “Use it up, wear it out. Make do or do
without.”
Even though we were one of the few families in our
neighborhood without a car, I was mostly not aware that we
were poor, except at Christmas time. That’s when the welldressed and well-meaning ladies from our church would
come to our house with their donated basket of food. They
would look with disdain at our poor surroundings as if on
inspection and then offer their gifts. It made me feel so
uncomfortable, I wanted to fall into a hole in the ground.
While they were there, I actually felt what it was like to be
9

poor.
To be poor is to feel a kind of worthlessness, that you don’t
really matter. And, that poverty is something that you are
born with or that it is somehow your own fault. Middle
class folks tend to believe that the poor are lazy so that
poverty is a punishment and that with hard work the poor
could overcome poverty. But who would choose to be
poor?
Perhaps I was in denial. We were really poor but I just
didn’t know it. When my wife, Patricia, was a child her
parents were divorced, her father moving to another town
and remarrying. Yet, Pat did not understand this reality
until one day many years later a friend told her that her
parents were divorced. Pat was shocked and did not
believe it, but ran home and asked her mother, “Mom, is it
true, are we really divorced?” Her mother had never told
her. She somehow didn’t know her parents were divorced
even though her father was living in another town and she
would only see him once a year.
How does it feel to live in a divorced family when you
don’t know it? And how does it feel to be poor when you
likewise don’t know it?
We always had enough to eat, partly because our mother
would occasionally go without food so as not to deprive us
kids, something of which we were unaware at the time.
They didn’t have welfare in those days but something
called “general relief”. Poor families were given unmarked
and dented canned food that was not considered
marketable. Mom would go to the pantry of unmarked
cans and begin the mystery of “what shall we eat today?”
10

It might be corned beef hash, it might be pickles, or
whatever. It is hard to plan meals that way. But to us kids
it was not a problem.
Our living arrangements were rather crowded by today’s
standards. We lived in a two-bedroom house. Aunt Anna
had one bedroom; Mom, Dad and us four kids shared the
other bedroom. For a while the girls slept with Mom and I
slept with Dad. Later on, I began sleeping by myself in the
hall that separated our bedroom from the only bathroom in
the house.
My earliest memories include being fascinated by the
airplanes flying overhead and wishing (like my Dad) that I
could someday fly. We lived fairly close to the railroad
tracks, close enough to place pennies on the track and
watch the results, or feel the vibration of a coming train. I
remember the haunting sound of a distant freight train,
struggling mightily up a gentle grade or the sound of a dove
early in the morning on a hot summer day. As a child the
summer days seemed long. I would be up early and have
the entire day to do what I wanted to do. I pondered what
eternity would be like. My Sunday school teacher had
some ideas on that one (see above).
While in junior high school I had a paper route, delivering
daily newspapers to Cantonites very early in the morning
(5:30 a.m.). Earning $5 a week enabled me to buy my first
bicycle. This bit of transportation expanded my small
world by several miles. With a friend I would bike to the
nearest town, Beloit, Iowa, and explore parts of the area I
had never seen before. On the paper route I remember the
train that used to deliver the papers early in the morning.
Often there would be “tramps” (that’s what we called them
11

then) who would run extremely fast to catch a moving box
car for a free freight-car ride. For some reason I admired
these “tramps” who had no schedule and literally lived off
the land. As a youth I secretly thought it might be fun to be
a tramp with no worries, no job and complete freedom!
Ironically, I got a brief taste of such a life in Chapter 7,
“The Plunge.”
So this first conversion was kind of a launching pad for all
the others that were to follow. It set me in a direction that
had a profound impact on my life, as the ensuing chapters
will show.

12
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Chapter Two

PATRICIA
I was a sophomore at Augustana College in Sioux Falls,
South Dakota, when one of these dramatic changes
occurred in my life. It happened to me like an invading
comet, a force from the outside. I had seemingly nothing to
do with its cause. I only received it and was changed.
By the time of my second year in college I had more or less
decided that I would never get married. I could not imagine
anyone wanting to spend their whole life with me,
especially since I seemed to be such a dull person. The
preceding high school years had been times of frustration
on that level. For several reasons I hadn’t done much
dating. Reason number one - I didn’t have a car (and how
can you go on a date without a car, I reasoned?). Number
two - I hadn’t earned a letter sweater in any of the three
recognized sports in high school (football, basketball and
track). And of course the conventional wisdom which I
accepted without question was that no girl would look
twice at a guy without a letter in sports.
I was very good in tennis and won the high school
tournament as a freshman, but tennis wasn’t considered a
major sport then. So in high school I was a very frustrated
athlete. I loved all sports and competed in all of them, but
much to my disappointment, did not letter in any of them.
But I tried very hard because it seemed important to me,
something that my mother apparently did not understand.
As a freshman in high school I decided to go out for
football. Unfortunately, you had to have parental
14

permission and Mom said "no." The reason? I was 5' 11"
and weighed 120 pounds and so she reasoned, “You might
get hurt.” I begged and begged until she brought out her
trump card. We visited a friend of hers, a young man in his
early 20's, in a wheel chair, unable to walk because of a
high school football injury. “See that young man! That
might happen to you!” was Mom’s retort. Great logic, I
thought. Next year, I begged again to no avail but she said
something like, “Wait ‘til next year (my junior year); you’ll
be stronger then.” Next year came and I remembered what
Mom promised. “Guess what, Mom, it’s next year and I’m
much stronger now (I now weighed at least 125 pounds!).”
Mom got tired of my whining and let me go out for football
my junior year of high school, when all the other guys
already had two years of experience.
When I finally reported for football that year the coach was
not exactly thrilled to see a 125-pound prospect with no
previous experience. I was the smallest guy on the team. I
played defensive end in practice and the guys (my friends)
loved to hit me. One would block me high and the other
low, and I would fly through the air. I was a great blocking
dummy. But I loved every minute of it. I was finally on
the team. But of course I didn’t play in a real game until
the final match of the season. It was against Vermillion, a
much bigger and better football team. We were behind 3l-0
in the fourth quarter when the coach thought it was safe to
send me into the game for the first time. I played for a few
minutes and the whole scene plays like slow motion in my
memory. I recall all of those minutes and every play in
great detail. Then the season ended and I hadn’t played
enough to win a letter.
I thought I was a pretty good basketball player too. The
15

coach my freshman year seemed to agree. He sought me
out and told the other guys, “Gray is going to be a future
star on this team.” I really believed him (naive even then).
The guys snickered. Next year we had a different coach
and I was dropped from the team; again no letter. Same for
track, no letter. It really hurt my male ego. In the sight of
the girls I was a nothing (I thought).
Father had been mainly emasculated by his mother and
now it was Mom’s turn.
Then came the day when
Grandmother decided it was time for Dad to rejoin his
family in Canton (not his idea I don’t think). It was late at
night, the doors were locked and Mom was expecting him.
I was in bed but I could hear this desperate knock on the
door and father yelling to please let him in. Mom would
have no part of it. Dad had left her once and she was going
to make him pay. But Mom was also a “Christian” and she
had learned something about this thing called
“forgiveness.” After a lot of promises and begging on
Dad’s part, Mom finally relented. Dad rejoined his family,
but had lost any kind of manly respect.
Number three (reason for not dating) - I really didn’t know
how to initiate the dating process and my pride feared the
inevitable “no” response.
I had just about given up
understanding the mysteries of the opposite sex. The
intimidating examples of my dominating grandmother and
mother only confused the issue for me. So I merely
accepted the unwritten rules of the time–that no girl would
want to date anyone who had no car, no letter sweater and
no idea of how to begin. Dating therefore was a dilemma
for me. I wanted to try but was afraid of being turned
down, so I took no risks. Until...one day....my sophomore
year at Augustana College.
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I first noticed her in the college library. She wasn’t
attracting my attention because of her overwhelming
beauty (she was nice enough to look at, but that is not what
grabbed me). I just couldn’t figure her out. Sitting alone in
the library wearing that red winter coat like she was going
somewhere, with a stack of unopened books in front of her,
and staring out the window. I can’t ever remember seeing
her study or without that red coat (and it was warm in the
library). When did she study? What was she staring at?
Why the coat? But, of course, I never stopped to ask her.
Years later she confided that she was merely waiting for the
bus in a warm place instead of at the outdoor bus stop.
One day, much to my surprise, the girl in the red coat
showed up at the MIRROR office. The MIRROR was the
campus newspaper, and I was the editor. She came in
volunteering to work on the paper. She had no previous
experience, hadn’t the slightest idea of what she could do,
except that she wanted to work. And, she was asking me.
This was crazy. I couldn’t say no to such a nice, wellmeaning girl, but she didn’t have any of the qualifications!
So we just talked and talked and talked!
I couldn’t
remember sustaining a conversation that long with any girl
without her becoming bored or walking away. She just
kept on staying there and made no effort to leave. And
when she did leave, she later came back again for
instructions on how to help.
Now, I was not prepared for this. There was no manual of
procedure for me to follow. Didn’t she know that I was a
very boring person? Hadn’t she heard that I didn’t have a
car or a letter sweater? All of this, of course, began to
disturb my very neat and orderly bachelorhood. In the past
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I could always come up with some excuse as to why I could
not get involved with some girl. Either she was too young,
or too smart, or knew my sister (what’s wrong with that?),
or smoked, or was Catholic. But none of these applied
here. God, so what do I do now? Tell her to back off? No,
I was beginning to like her and was actually enjoying the
long conversations we were having on “trivial” things.
Trivia–I hated to talk “trivia” (small talk?). It was such a
waste of time, but with her it was different. She had
somehow managed to infiltrate my otherwise safe celibate
sanctuary. The fortress I had built over many painful years
was not so secure anymore!
Thinking about this young woman began to affect my
concentration on other things. When I tried to focus on my
school work, her face would appear. When I tried to sleep
at night, there she was again. I didn’t invite her into my
life. She had just arrived there from out of nowhere, like a
comet, and she wouldn’t go away. I was still too gutless to
ask her for a date on a face-to-face basis. Somehow I
managed the courage to do it by telephone.
“Would you like to go to the South Dakota State-Augustana
basketball game with me next Friday night?” I barely
dared to ask. “I’d love to....” was the surprisingly quick
reply. She said YES! I couldn’t believe it! I had a date
with a real girl! Things were whirling in my world now.
What had happened to all this bachelorhood stuff? I was
swept up in the current and decided to go along for the ride.
How long could it last? Would this be like the appearance
of a great comet....all bright and beautiful one day, and then
gone the next? (Later on, that’s exactly what did happen,
but we’re getting ahead of the story.)
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The day of the game arrived. I picked her up at her home
and she looked so very special; even nicer than I had
remembered. The game was exciting and we won in the
final seconds, 51 to 50! We jumped up and down and
hugged one another. Then it was the usual stop for a coke
at the Palace of Sweets in Sioux Falls (Augustana’s favorite
post-game hangout), and the long walk home. I didn’t have
a car then, of course, which had long been an excuse for not
dating. At the door of her house that evening I remember
only one thing. We somehow had a good night kiss and
then her very interesting response. She grabbed me firmly
by my collar and blurted, “See here young man. I don’t
just kiss anyone on the first date,” or something like that.
By now my feet were not touching the ground anymore. I
did not walk back to the campus (several miles). I soared,
barely touching the terra firma along the way. The guys in
the dorm seemed to recognize my plight immediately. I
would never be the same again.
That was probably the first “conversion” that I can
remember. And lovely Patsy was responsible for that one.
She turned my whole life around. I thank God for sending
her to me. I’ll never figure it all out, but the change is
great. Thank you, Helen PATRICIA Sorensen: the girl in
the red coat, staring out the library window, across a large
stack of unopened books. I had many dreams in those
days, but somehow marriage was not one of them - not yet.
Two years later things suddenly changed again.
Pat
decided to drop out of school and return to Fremont,
Nebraska, and we were then separated by 150 miles of
geography. Like the comet, she had disappeared from my
life without adequate explanation, just as she had appeared
in the first place. It was her idea to be separated, not mine.
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I was so heartbroken over this sudden change of events that
I got into my car and drove it as fast as I could, only to be
arrested for speeding. It was like fate and I had no control
in the matter. It stayed that way until another comet-like
experience. This time the U.S. post office and Uncle Sam
intervened in a very unlikely happenstance.
First, the post office and the mysteriously-delayed post
card.
In the summer just before Pat and I broke up, I had
attended a summer camp with some of my college buddies.
While there I had written Pat a brief post card. It was given
to one of my friends with the promise to mail it later.
However, later turned out to be six months later when his
mother discovered the card in his suitcase and then mailed
it. It arrived belatedly in Fremont and Pat assumed I was
sending an olive branch. So, she sent a letter to me,
announcing that she would be coming to Sioux Falls to
attend the Augustana homecoming, and would I like to
meet her and talk. Unfortunately, I did not receive that
letter before her arrival on campus because it was sent to
my old campus address (by that time I was living offcampus).
So, visualize this scene at the Augustana College
homecoming game in Sioux Falls. Pat had come all the
way from Fremont, Nebraska, fully expecting to meet with
me (a trip of about 150 miles). I, on the other hand, had no
idea she was coming. At halftime, we had a brief encounter
and the conversation went something like this:
Pat: “Hi, Laurel! How are you feeling? And thanks for
the card, by the way...”
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Laurel: “What card? I didn’t send any card!”
Pat: “When you were at camp this summer....”
Laurel: “I wasn’t at camp this summer. What are you
talking about?”
Pat: “Well, did you get my letter explaining that I was
coming to see you at homecoming today?”
Laurel: “Letter? What letter? I didn’t receive a letter
from you!”
Pat: “In answer to your post card that you sent, I then
sent you a letter telling you I’d be here for homecoming to
visit with you....and here I am!:”
Laurel: “I don’t get it. I didn’t send a card and didn’t
receive a letter from you. What’s this all about anyway?”
Thoroughly confused by this miscommunication, we then
went our separate ways–she to the bleachers with a friend,
and I to the press box with my typewriter. Later that
evening, fate had us meeting again in a very unlikely place.
This just happened to be the day that I had broken my long
grieving spell for Pat to have my first “post-Pat” date (it
had been many months already). So after that game my
date and I went to a movie. Even in those days there were
several theaters in Sioux Falls, but wouldn’t you know it,
Pat and her friend were there watching the same flick! As
we walked out after the show, Pat noticed me and winked.
All of this coincidence was too overwhelming for me. My
neat little world was becoming unraveled again. The
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distant comet had thrown me off course. I felt like a space
ship cruising out of control–heading for the chaos of an
unknown dark hole.
I’ve always had difficulty with what I call "irrationality". I
just don’t know how to handle it. So in this case I went
home and tried to figure out all the ambiguities of the day
in a cool and rational manner. There just had to be a logical
explanation for all of this. In a more relaxed moment I
recalled that I still had a P.O. box on campus, although I
hadn’t checked it this semester. A trip to the campus solved
one of the mysteries: there was Pat’s letter announcing her
forthcoming arrival for homecoming. I opened it a little bit
late! And the postcard? After a little research, one of my
buddies reluctantly remembered that, “Yes, my mother
found the card in my suitcase while house cleaning and
then just mailed it, belatedly (like six months later!).” And
so, because of a belated postcard and a delayed letter, the
U.S. post office was instrumental in bringing together two
stubborn humans who were preparing to go on living in
separate orbits.
But wait, there is more! After some crazy correspondence
and several meetings, Pat and I managed to get together
long enough to tentatively agree on a June wedding. I
actually don’t remember proposing to Pat. I think she
assumed we were going to get married after asking, “Where
is our relationship going?” I, on the other hand, was just
drifting along for the ride, or so it seemed. To me, June
seemed like a safe distance away, something to deal with
later on. But Uncle Sam intervened to change all of that.
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Chapter 3

UNCLE SAM
The letter that was about to change my life again began
very simply:
“Greetings: Your friends and neighbors request your
presence in a very important matter.
Signed, Your Neighborhood Draft Board.”
Obviously, a June wedding did not make any sense to me. I
felt things were in limbo again, but Pat took it to mean that
the wedding would not be cancelled, but merely moved
forward (like early January, just weeks before the Draft
Board could nab me!).
This miscommunication is
understandable when you consider that we were living
miles apart and no cell phones! Yet, I was never quite sure
just how it all came about; I didn’t really feel ready for
marriage or for the Korean War either. But both things
happened and my life took another 180-degree turn. All of
my life I had dreamed of being a professional writer. Now
that dream was about to end, along with my earlier
expectations of living a celibate life.
We were married in Fremont, Nebraska, January 14, 1951,
about three years after that first date. And, just six short
weeks later I was on my way to boot camp somewhere in
California. This was not supposed to happen! I was so
certain that I would not be drafted that I had even dropped
out of the South Dakota National Guard. (I had been a
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guard member during my college years so that I could
finish my education without fear of the draft). I could not
believe, for example, that my college roommate, a threesport athletic star in high school, would be classified 4-F
(bad knees), whereas I, with no athletic record in high
school, would be classified 1-A (good health)! This turned
out to be a very key experience for me.
First of all, it uprooted me from my relatively isolated midwestern Lutheran ghetto, to the wider world of places like
Ft. Lewis, Washington, Camp Gordon, Georgia, and Camp
Cooke, California. The stark contrast was shocking in
many ways.
Basic training in the Army was kind of unreal for me. It
was something like football practice for the game that I
never really got to play–I only practiced but never played.
In the army we were being taught how to fight the enemy
(who was the enemy? I didn’t know!) with guns, bayonets
and grenades, all in just six weeks. But it was hard for me
to imagine that this was real. Could I actually go from this
place to far-off Korea, some thousands of miles away, and
start shooting to kill people I didn’t even know for reasons
that were totally unclear?
Back home I was taught “thou shall not kill” and “love
your enemies” and “love your neighbor as yourself” (and
who was my neighbor?). Could I now negate all that
learning and become a hardened soldier in Korea?
Fortunately for my sake it never happened. Our outfit, in
the U.S. Signal Corps, was training for a specific mission
overseas that was derailed because Congress failed to pass
the funding legislation that was needed. So we trained for
two years and stayed stateside, although half of our unit did
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eventually get called up on an individual basis. Those who
went were not as lucky as me.
One of my classmates from high school was sent to Korea,
got shot, wounded and sent home not in the same shape that
he had left. War hadn’t killed him but his inner spirit was
never the same. Others came back and rotated into our
outfit with horrible nightmares. They shared the frustration
of not knowing who the enemy was; as a result innocent
civilians were killed by mistake. A friend was killed by
“friendly fire,” but this reality was never shared with his
grieving parents who were led to believe he had died
battling the enemy “in service of his country.” The stories
these veterans told us raised a lot of questions in our minds
about what were we doing in Korea anyway? The same
could be said later, for example, in Vietnam, the Persian
Gulf and Israel. War just made no sense to me. It still
doesn’t.
In Georgia, I encountered segregation for the first time in
my life (separate rest rooms and drinking fountains for
blacks and whites). At Camp Cooke, I was the only recruit
in my entire barracks (about 60 men) who went to base
chapel on Sunday mornings. Back home in South Dakota,
going to church on Sunday was as automatic (I thought) as
going to work or school on Monday. But not in this army
society. This cross section of U.S. draftees had no such
tradition. This, and other surprising revelations, forced me
to rethink about my background and what I should be doing
with my life. I was receiving an education in reality that
somehow had escaped me in small town Canton, South
Dakota. Separated from familiar surroundings, home and
family, I was forced to do some heavy reflecting. All of
this was apparently preparing me for something I had not
26

wanted to consider before.
I especially remember a conversation with one of my
pastors in Canton while still in high school. He had urged
me to consider becoming a minister. I quickly dismissed
that notion and was even disturbed that he didn’t recognize
I was going to be a professional writer. Why wasn’t that
obvious?
It all came to a sharp focus one Sunday morning as I sat in
the Protestant Base Chapel, trying to listen to a screaming
Southern Baptist fundamentalist chaplain. I had great
difficulty following him. I did remember something my
pastor back home had once said, “Sometimes you have to
ignore the messenger and concentrate on what the real
message is for you that day. If you listen prayerfully, there
often will be a special word for you.” I did listen and it
went something like this:
“Laurel, your entire life has been a kind of preparation for
the ministry.
The church needs you as one of its
messengers! I want you to serve in my army!” (Not the
message I wanted to hear!)
“But God, I’m a writer, not a speaker. I’m not good at
public speaking and I surely have no interest in becoming a
minister!” (Most ministers I’d heard were terribly boring.)
“Go ahead and be a writer, but why not write about the
good news instead of all the bad news you’ve been
reporting in the newspaper.” (I had been a reporter at a
daily newspaper in Sioux Falls writing about people dying,
killing each other, divorce, war, etc.)
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That one really nailed me. I tried every way I could to
wiggle out of it, including calling my wife in Nebraska and
telling her what was happening. Before I made that call I
recalled a conversation we had during our courting days.
She had said kind of offhandedly, “I don’t care what job
you choose in life as long as it’s not the ministry!” (Pat did
not want to be a “pastor’s wife”). That seemed safe at the
time but things had changed now. “Guess what, Patricia? I
think God wants me to be a minister instead of a writer.
What do you think of that?” Much to my surprise, and
relief, Patricia went along with it. My excuses were being
shot down one-by-one.
I realized it was kind of a neat compromise. I could still be
a writer but in a different context. Although I had enjoyed
my stint as a reporter for the Daily Argus Leader in Sioux
Falls, South Dakota (before being drafted), I had
encountered some problems there that cooled some of my
great enthusiasm for the job. In my naiveté, I had assumed
that I would have the same kind of editorial freedom I had
enjoyed as the editor of our college newspaper. There we
had campaigned for all manner of policy changes in the
way the college did things (only to be summoned to the
office of the president of the college and being told that
such articles, though worthy, would hurt the reputation of
the school and would have to be stopped!). At the Argus,
any such “ideas” were dismissed BEFORE publication,
“lest they disturb our advertisers who support this
newspaper, etc.” So, my urge to write was hitting some
road blocks and this helped nudge me to the major decision
before me.
Little did I realize then, however, that once I entered the
seminary, the writing part of the deal would become quite
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secondary. Both during and after the seminary, I made
several attempts to pursue a career in what was called
“religious journalism”, but the field was much too narrow.
My “writing” from then on would consist primarily of
occasional stories for newspapers and magazines (see
Chapters 4-7), weekly sermons, and many story ideas (of
which this is just one). So in Conversion #3, I U-turned
from a life as a journalist to that of a minister (“religious
journalism”, I naively thought at the time). Thus, we (Pat,
Pat’s mother who lived with us then, young son Steven and
myself) traveled to St. Paul, Minnesota, where I enrolled at
Luther Theological Seminary. What followed became an
interesting fork in my road less traveled. One thing that
made this adventure financially credible was the GI-bill,
without which I never could have made it. I also worked
part-time while at the seminary, and had great help from
my peers (as we shall see in the next chapter).
The direction of this comet-like life
very unpredictable for me. Like a
proceeded on a predetermined track.
know where it was leading. Life
same.
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was again becoming
comet, my life now
I, however, did not
would never be the
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Chapter Four

THE LEARNER
“Tell me, and I forget.
Teach me, and I remember.
Involve me, and I learn."
– Benjamin Franklin
Learners remember:
10% of what they hear
20% of what they see.
40% of what they see & hear
80% of what they do.
REMEMBER: When you talk you only repeat what you
already know, but if you listen you may learn something
new. (Amish Proverb)
Comets are not only difficult to find but oftentimes hard to
follow. I can recall sitting for hours in the cold darkness of
a hill-top, waiting patiently to see this great celestial
wonder only to be disappointed. Sometimes the viewing
fizzled entirely; other times the comet was nothing more
than a distant fuzzy snowball. Conversion #4 was a lot like
that.
In high school and college I was the ideal “student” in the
old classic sense of the word. I studied hard, remembered
what I had read very well, and passed the tests just as the
teachers expected. I got good grades (I knew the system
well), but I didn’t always know what to do with this
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knowledge. Quite often what I learned in the classroom did
not seem to be very useful anywhere else.
I didn’t actually understand the meaning of what a real
“learner” was until graduate school; although I did get a
glimpse of it in college, but in quite a different way. In the
college I attended (Augustana), there was no journalism
major at that time, so I acquired much of my journalism
expertise while working part time at the local newspaper. I
liked journalism and thoroughly enjoyed it as a campus
newspaper editor. However, the great freedom I was given
in the various campus crusades that we initiated did not
carry over to the “real world” of city newspapers. I was
both too naive and too idealistic for that world. Those two
weaknesses would surface again in my new vocation as
well.
But it was in grad school (Luther Theological Seminary, St.
Paul, Minnesota) that I made U-turn number four, realizing
what it meant to be a real “learner.” Thanks to some of my
fellow students there, I discovered that “learning” did not
depend so much on a teacher who would pour out data to
be later regurgitated by rote. Real learning had to do with
that strange but powerful interaction between student and
teacher, wherein both are learning and teaching
simultaneously.
It was a revolution in education,
sometimes called transformative education, a principle that
still has not caught on but deserves a better response. It can
also be described as “experiential education” or “active” as
opposed to “passive,” requiring major participation in the
teaching-learning process (see quotes at beginning of this
chapter).
At Luther Seminary I was fortunate to become involved
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with a group of very creative classmates who proceeded to
teach me what it meant to be a “student” in this new and
unorthodox way. Thus, it was not in the classroom so much
that we learned anything, but in the context of small groups
organized around our own questions and agendas. It
literally turned my educational theories up-side-down. Too
bad the seminary (and other institutions, including the
church) did not catch on as well. I was stimulated and
motivated to learn in part by this group of peers who sought
out their own mentors and textbooks for discussion. None
of this was in the regular curriculum of the seminary, but it
made the rest of the time meaningful and tolerable. It took
me a long time, but learning to become a “learner” was
truly one of my key “conversions” in life. Conversion #4
began in those seminary days, but has continued in many
ways, as subsequent chapters will reveal: This turnaround
would play a key role in Conversion #8 (House Church)
and #10 (A New Theology).
This new principle of learning has possibilities in both the
classroom and the parish. It cuts through the idea of
authoritative teaching wherein knowledge is poured out
from teacher to student. The role of the teacher is changed
from that of dominance to becoming a facilitator of
learning. Learning is facilitated by mutual participation.
Students have something to contribute to the learning
process and learn more by active involvement than mere
passive listening. This also has meaning for the parish.
The role of the pastor is not so much that of shepherd to
sheep as it is becoming a trainer of disciples. More on that
in a later chapter.
Part of my learning was later experienced in that first parish
after the seminary, in Cameron, Wisconsin (1956-60). I
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had come out of the seminary with great eagerness and
expectations. With naive idealism I hit the road at full
speed, and then hit the inevitable wall, of course. Cameron
was a rural parish. I had never lived in a rural area
(although Canton was a small town, I would not consider it
“rural”). I was not prepared for this kind of transition. In
the winter time, the farmers would come inside the warm
church on Sunday mornings and fall asleep before the
sermon even started. This was annoying. After all, I had
worked all week on the sermon, which in those days I
considered to be the main part of ministry, and they weren’t
even listening! I soon learned that my theological language
was a real barrier to these rural folk. The seminary had not
prepared me for this. What to do?
I decided to spend an entire day on one of their farms, get
involved in their long work routine and discover what they
talked about and what mattered to them. It was an eyeopener for me and for them as well. It was the first time
that a minister had ever done such a thing. They were
impressed and honored. The next Sunday my sermon was
filled with stories learned from that day in the field. This
time, they paid attention. That seemed to help, but I
realized then that the sermon was not the main thing in
ministry. Where the rubber really hit the road was in those
emotional events, like weddings, funerals, baptisms,
graduations, divorces, personal problems, etc. In other
words the most “teachable moment” might not even be in
the church, but in crisis situations where they asked the
difficult “why” questions. I decided that to do “real”
ministry I needed to learn how to become a good counselor.
The best seminary in those days for counsel training was
Union Theological Seminary in New York City.
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I enrolled at Union to learn about counseling. Instead, I
learned a whole new thing about ministry. Union Seminary
in New York City in 1960 was a real turnaround for me.
Imagine the contrast of moving from small Cameron
(population 1,200) to New York City. The New York
apartment building where we lived was 19 stories tall and
contained more people than the entire town of Cameron!
Initially I enrolled at Union because I felt that something
was still missing in my learning process. I took the
opportunity to attend a year at this non-denominational
school, hoping also to get a more “ecumenical approach” to
my ministry training. As a continuation of conversion #4, I
was transformed out of my conservative Lutheran
theological ghetto. This was, after all, my first experience
in a non-Lutheran setting. In the theological spectrum
Lutherans tend to fall on the conservative side. Union was
and is a leader on the liberal side.
At Union I was being stretched and broadened to arenas
unheard of at Luther. Some of the great scholars of the day
were there, such as Paul Tillich, Reinhold Niebuhr, James
Muhlenberg, and others. And the school was way ahead of
its time in terms of social awareness and applying theology
to the needs of everyday life. It was at Union that I began
to let go of my very literal interpretation of scripture, which
I had assumed since before entering Luther. We had done
some studying of critical scholarship at Luther, but most of
the professors then did not take it very seriously.
It was the first time that I felt comfortable asking some of
the really tough theological questions. I had assumed that
the stories of Adam and Eve, Noah and the ark, Jonah in the
whale, Daniel in the lions’ den were history. No one had
ever suggested anything different, until that remarkable
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year at Union in New York. As some of my old theology
began to unravel, I really wanted to stay at Union for
awhile and sort it all out. But this was not possible, mainly
for financial reasons. I had a lot of “learning” to do yet, but
the call of the parish ministry was paramount. Thus Union
became my final launching pad into the parish (I thought).
Now, finally, I was really ready to do practical theology.
But was the church ready? We’ll see; Conversions #5
through #10 tell that story.
From Union I accepted a call to a “mission church” in
Visalia, California, in 1962. Christ Lutheran was not your
typical “mission” in that several abortive attempts had been
made to start a church there without much success. One
mission pastor had been dismissed for improper conduct
and the mission was then started by a group of lay people
who rebelled against the then-American Lutheran Church
(ALC) mission board.
They had purchased an older
building from the Latter Day Saints and were worshiping
there much to the mission board’s displeasure. (ALC policy
then was that all new mission starts began in new buildings,
not old buildings.)
Most Lutherans in the area were aware of this and wanted
nothing to do with this notorious Visalia mission with its
bad reputation. Into this arena comes an unsuspecting
pastor from the far east–far enough away to not know all
the finer details.
My naiveté was showing already.
Fortunately, for me, the old ALC mission board was now
history, thanks to a merger of several Lutheran groups that
now formed the Evangelical Lutheran Church (ELC). This
new mission board called me to the Visalia parish with the
understanding that we get rid of the old building and start
things anew. The Visalia lay people reluctantly agreed, but
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later changed their mind putting me in a very untenable
position. That was just one of the battles in Visalia. This
one was ultimately resolved by moving out of the old
building and starting in a new one as the mission board
(which paid my salary) insisted. The old guard resisted as
long as they could but finally caved in.
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Chapter Five

MISSISSIPPI
Racism is a subject that never occurred to me in my early
years. I grew up in Canton, South Dakota, a Midwestern
town of “2,518 friendly citizens” ( the sign board said at the
city limits). Out of that small population, there were 2,518
Caucasians and one black person (who didn’t count
because he was forced to sleep outside of town at night).
His name, I recall, was “Nigger Lahn.” I didn’t realize then
how demeaning it was to have a first name of “nigger.” He
would mow people’s lawns for two bits and then be asked
to leave town for the evening. The prevailing thought was
he could not be trusted because he was black. I noted in
my writings (1960's) that I used the term, “Negro,” which
was common then, but seems out of place now.
All of this reflected the fact that I grew up as a racist, but
did not realize it until one day while living in New York
City (1961) as a student at Union Seminary. Our housing
complex was on the edge of Harlem which meant our
children went to schools where they were the only
Caucasians.
The day of awareness came when our
daughter Kathy (five years old) brought home a classmate
friend in the first grade. The little boy holding hands with
our little blonde daughter was black. Immediately I froze!
All kinds of conflicting emotions ran through my head. As
I struggled with these feelings it suddenly dawned on me
that “I WAS A RACIST!” It made me very angry at myself
for having these inappropriate feelings.
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I could remember as a child my mother chanting the little
ditty: “Eenie, meenie, minie, mo; catch a nigger by the
toe...etc.” She called black children, “little pickaninnys.”
My great uncle refused to buy Chevys because in his
words, “they were made by those damn Jews.” And that’s
the racism I grew up with and faced head on in Georgia
(while in the service in 1951) and Mississippi in the
summer of 1964. Later on I faced it once again in Carson,
California (in the 70's) when we established a house church
in a mixed-race community. We had several black families
in the church but I did not socialize with some of them. I
recall a comment by one of the black women in the church
who said to me, “Remember, Pastor, that black is
beautiful!” She said that, apparently, because of my lack of
response to them as equals. They noticed my racism even
when I did not.
In the summer of 1964 (three years into my “mission” call
at Visalia), I was serving as chairman of the local
ministerial association when the racial issue began to heat
up in the south. The National Council of Churches (NCC)
had organized a joint operation called COFO (Council of
Federated Organizations) whose purpose was to recruit
some 1,000 mainly student volunteers to work at voter
registration, educational activity, and the development of
community centers (as opposed to street demonstrations or
“sit-ins”) in the south.
In spite of this rather nonconfrontational approach to the civil rights problem, the
summer of 1964 in Mississippi, for example, was highly
volatile. In the month of June alone in just one small town
(McComb) there were 17 bombings, 32 arrests, 9 beatings
and 4 churches burned. This kind of violence accelerated
throughout the state until it climaxed with the killing of
three white civil rights workers.
A chain reaction
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immediately took place. It was no longer just a “local”
issue, so the FBI became involved as well as the national
media. In that heated context, some of the volunteer
students in Mississippi for the summer became very
concerned for their safety. A call went out from the NCC
to send chaplains to Mississippi for the summer to offer
spiritual counsel to the harried students. Did the churches
of the “North” really care? If so, they might demonstrate
their concern, in part, by sending pastors to help defuse the
fire.
As chairman of the ecumenical ministerium, I was chosen
to represent the Visalia area. I wasn’t sure it was a good
idea, but after checking with my wife and the church
council of my parish, I agreed to go as long as someone
else would join me. We were advised not to travel alone in
Mississippi during these hectic times. I was about to board
the bus from Visalia to Mississippi when at the last moment
the other volunteer backed out, leaving me in limbo. No
one in their right mind would venture into Mississippi that
summer ALONE! I cancelled my bus trip. But it wasn’t
over yet. Other churches in the area (not the Lutherans!)
quickly raised the money for my plane fare and urged me to
go with their blessings. These same churches were so
concerned about my welfare that I promised to keep up a
constant correspondence with them while in the program.
This was to later backfire, as we shall see.
The Visalia congregation was embarrassed by my
involvement and wanted me reprimanded for it. I was not
made aware of this until I returned from Mississippi. We
were told that we would meet all kinds of racism in
Mississippi, but I was disappointed to find a similar
reaction in Visalia. It was the kind of eye-opener that left
42

an indelible impression on me. Conversion #5 had to do
with racism. It was alive and well in the world and now
was the time to do something about it.
The following article summarizes the story (LUTHERAN
STANDARD, Feb. 6, 1965):
WHY I WENT TO MISSISSIPPI
An ALC pastor tells why he gave up his vacation to
participate in the Mississippi Project.
“Go down Moses, way down in Egypt’s land;
Tell old Pharaoh, Let my people go...”
Did Moses go south as a northern politician meddling in
affairs to cause trouble in Egypt? Why didn’t he let them
handle the problem by themselves? And wasn’t he mixing
religion and politics?
These and similar questions ran through my mind last
summer as a result of a phone call one hot July afternoon–a
call that was to change the whole complexion of my
summer “vacation”. The voice at the phone reported a
desperate need for more ministers to serve in the
Mississippi Ministers’ Project, sponsored by the National
Council of Churches.
The volunteer college students, who had given up their
summers to work in the Mississippi civil rights project, had
been under tremendous pressure. They were in dire need of
spiritual counsel and any kind of moral support the church
could offer. The plight of the Negro in the South was cause
for alarm. Would I go and offer my assistance for a two43

week “vacation” period? I replied that I was much too
busy, but I’d pray and think about it. Thus, for several
weeks I prayed to God and talked to people about the call
to go to Mississippi. I talked to pastors, family, friends,
parishioners and strangers.
All of this well-meaning
counsel left me precisely at dead center. The pros and cons
were stacked up about evenly.
As the day of decision drew near, I was serving as chaplain
at a nearby YMCA camp in the Sierra mountains. At this
camp there was a long, winding uphill path that lead to a
beautifully remote area. This hilltop site had been designed
as a place of retreat for devotion and prayer. I ascended the
hill and determined not to come down until I was satisfied
that God’s will and mine were one and the same.
Like many others I had read of the violence in the South
(and the North too, for that matter) over the great struggle
of the Negro for equal rights. It all seemed so unbelievable
to me. Living in my comfortable, middle-class, all-white
environment, I was somewhat insulated from the problem.
But I had always felt that somewhere beneath the surface of
prejudice, hate, violence, ignorance, and fear there was a
basic moral issue. I also felt that the time was approaching
when we in the church could no longer pretend the problem
did not exist, nor wish it away with pious platitudes and no
action.
Does this happen by preaching alone? As one Negro in
Mississippi put it, “If you don’t care about our physical and
social welfare, how can you care about our soul?”
But Luther’s explanation of the 5 th , 7 th and 8 th
commandments, which speak of our relationships to our
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neighbors, was most helpful to me: “We are to fear and
love God so that we do not hurt our neighbor in any way,
but help him in all his physical needs...help him to
improve and protect his property and means of making a
living...defend him, speak well of him, and explain his
actions in the kindest way.”
I also thought of my family, the dangers I would be in, the
accusations from those who would identify this action as
“trouble-making” and “mixing religion with politics”. As
to my family, it included a wife and several young children
at that time. When I discussed the possible dangers with
my wife Patricia, she acknowledged the dilemma but left
the decision up to me. For that I’ve been eternally grateful.
In the final analysis it was my conviction that here was a
deep-set moral issue which involved me just as much as it
involved any other concerned Christian on this planet. I
went down from that Y-camp hill convinced that it was
God’s will that I go; and I have never doubted that
conviction since. Thus I entered the troubled state of
Mississippi alone one dark night–somewhat apprehensive
but not fearful for I felt God had led me there.
Those of us in the Ministers’ Project were given a one-day
orientation for our two to four weeks’ stay (the students had
a one-week orientation for their three-month stay). It was
designed to do two things: make us extremely cautious and
afraid. In this it succeeded. We were told how to take a
beating (curl up in a fetal position, fall down, do not resist),
what to do if put in jail (do not resist arrest, say nothing,
make one phone call, get bailed out), to avoid the white
community at night and never enter it alone in the daytime,
to keep our car doors locked at all times and to obey all
traffic laws meticulously, for in Mississippi you can be
45

jailed for the most minor traffic violation. We were told
that the Negro community would be the safest place for us
to live, and that we could expect no sympathy from the law
enforcement officials.
We learned early that our role was not to be that of a
Northerner telling a Southerner how to run his way of life;
we were not to be “do-gooders” or “pseudo-missionaries”
for the people were already too dependent; we were not to
“talk down” to them but come to them as concerned equals.
Our singular role in Mississippi was to provide a structure
by which the downtrodden, disenfranchised, shackled
Negro could develop his own leadership and help himself
out of his sorry lot.
In the South the power structure is in the white community
and the Negro is literally powerless. It is a sad commentary
that the helpless condition of the Negro has been both
allowed and enforced these many years in spite of our
Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and Supreme Court
decisions, not to mention our own Christian conscience.
Three of us white ministers lived in the poverty-stricken
Negro section of Shaw, Mississippi, a rural community of
2,100 population, two hours north of Jackson. Our home
was a dilapidated, unpainted shack with a leaky roof,
precarious steps, and no running water. Our “facilities”
included an outdoor faucet and a path. Front and back yard
were lined by open-trench sewers which helped breed kingsize mosquitoes during the hot, muggy summer. The white
people drove by in big cars and trucks, quite often carrying
guns. It was not hunting season, but as one person put it,
“Negroes are always in season.” Negroes are not allowed
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to have firearms. The state reported the lowest crime rate in
the nation....because only half of the crimes are
reported...crimes against Negroes are not crimes.
For two weeks we lived and worked with the volunteer
college students and the Negroes of Shaw at the Congress
of Federated Organizations (COFO–the cooperative agency
in Mississippi of CORE, SNCC, NAACP, and SCLC)
community center. Most of the workers from both races
were students. They had come from communities and
churches all over the United States. And they were asking
us, as representatives of the churches, some pretty
embarrassing questions. To the students this was the most
important work the churches of today could be doing.
Many were sadly disillusioned at the general apathy of their
own denomination back home. We did our best to assure
them that there was a Christian mandate to love our
brethren in word and deed.
The community center became the activity center for a
previously unorganized Negro community. Classes were
taught in everything from Negro history to Spanish, for
Negroes who receive scarcely a 6th grade equivalent from
their segregated high school education. A recreation center
was provided (none existed anywhere else). A library was
provided (the “public” library was for whites only).
Education in citizenship, how to vote, health care,
sanitation, how to get federal aid, vocational training, etc.,
was offered.
In short, after 100 years of living as
“psychological slaves” many of the Negroes had lost sight
of their own integrity as a race, as a culture and as equal
sons of God.
The civil rights movement and the Negro protest receive
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their impetus as an essentially religious movement. This
was evident in all the mass meetings of the Negroes which
were held in basements of their churches. These meetings
had all the emotion and energy of a Negro church service;
they sang the same songs, prayed the same prayers, and
quoted the same scriptures as the basis of their convictions.
The Southern Negro is intensely religious and he seems to
receive his greatest strength from that source.
Perhaps that is why the white Southerner has seen fit to
bomb so many Negro churches (13 were burned to the
ground and 17 others bombed in Mississippi last summer).
The church seems to be at the very heart of the movement.
“You think you destroy us by destroying our churches; but
you cannot destroy what is buried deep in our heart,” cried
one Negro. Yet, the ironic thing is that the Negro ministers
are not supporting the movement. This is causing a split in
the Negro church, just as it seems to be causing splits in
white churches. It takes a great deal of courage today to
“practice what you preach.”
People always ask about “results” of all of this, for we live
in a success-minded society. I wish I could say it was
tremendous. I can only say it was a beginning. Two weeks
of intensive work resulted in only a handful of Negroes
getting registered to vote because of the complicated
Mississippi laws on voter registration. The results can only
be measured in broad long-range terms. Mississippi, the
South, and the whole nation is in the midst of a civil rights
“cold war”. Either the Negro citizen will receive his equal
rights under God through the non-violent means involved
in the present civil rights movement; or he will get them
“over your dead body”, as one man put it, through violence,
bloodshed and war. If we leave the problem to be solved
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by the extremist groups which thrive on violence, hate and
fear, we could well have another Civil War or a Cuba in the
South. It may take a whole generation before we fulfill
Christ’s command, “to love your neighbor as yourself.” We
need to start loving now.
“Go down Moses, way down in Egypt’s land; Tell old
Pharaoh, Let my people go.”
(End of article)
So racism, something of which I was earlier not aware,
became the theme of Conversion #5, and it took a
harrowing trip to Mississippi to make it happen.
After I returned from Mississippi, two very different
reactions from my trip occurred. First of all, the nonLutheran churches that had supported my trip both
financially and spiritually treated me like a conquering hero
(which I did not deserve) and enlisted me in speaking
engagements for many months afterwards. My home
congregation (Christ Lutheran of Visalia), however, was a
different story, in stark contrast to such a reception. Before
I left on the trip, I had carefully consulted my church
council and told them that I had been invited to go to
Mississippi by the NCC, because of my role as chairman of
the local ministerial association. They were surprised that I
was willing to go, knowing of the grave dangers involved,
but said since it was my vacation I was free to go.
Later, however, one of the letters that I had sent back to
friends was printed on the front page of the local
newspaper. These letters to friends served to enrage certain
members of my church who immediately called our bishop
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and urged him to remove me from the pastorate before I
ruined this young mission congregation. They were of the
opinion that my presence in Mississippi was an example of
meddling, that I was mixing politics and religion in a way
that was embarrassing for them. We were trying to get
new members and this surely was not the way to do it, they
declared.
They did not inform me of this action, nor did I know the
reason why the bishop called me later and said he wanted
to visit about my trip. I thought, naively, that he was
interested in what I was doing. His first question of me in
my home was this, “Why did you go to Mississippi,
knowing of its dangers to your life on one hand and the
possible reaction of a young, struggling mission church on
the other hand?”
I knew about the dangers to my life but I did not anticipate
any reaction from the church, since I had informed them
ahead of time. I briefly explained what had happened. I
explained to him how difficult it had been to make the
decision but that I had consulted a lot of people and had
prayed about it. I looked at Bishop Gaylerd Falde in the
eye and said, “I prayed to God about this trip and the
answer was clear–go!” Bishop Falde surprised me by his
response, by saying that he would not have done such a
thing, knowing how it might affect a young mission
church, but since I had prayed about it, I had no other
choice. He did not remove me from my pastorate. Instead
about 17 persons left our struggling little church.
Conversion #5 had to do with racism. It was the kind of
eye-opener that left an unforgettable impression on me. I
would never be the same. Like many others, I had an
50

intellectual awareness about racism, having read about it
in the media, but never having really experienced it
firsthand. The trip to Mississippi changed all of that. As I
had learned in Conversion #3, experience is the greatest
teacher. I wish more people could have similar kinds of
experiences. In some ways it helped to shape the nature of
the House Church which I helped to organize some years
later (see Chapter 8). I don’t know how deeply it may
have affected Christ Lutheran Church. It was an issue that
cut at the hearts of many.
Many years later when we moved to Carson, California,
hoping to raise our family in an integrated neighborhood,
our children were exposed to the results of racism in ways
that I had not imagined. Carson was to be the alternative
to the all-white community (Canton, South Dakota) in
which I grew up. Our children would have a very
different experience. Unfortunately, my naive idealism
backfired a bit. One incident that Ken remembers took
place while he was still in elementary school (Leapwood,
the school featured on the cover of LIFE magazine
because of its great racial diversity at the time).
Ken and his friends were hanging out near a neighborhood
grocery store when a couple of large black girls showed up.
In Ken’s words, “We respected the black kids in the
neighborhood and gave them their space, but did not
socialize much with them. It was their neighborhood and
we felt we were ‘visitors’ on their turf.
We didn’t feel
equal with the guys but with the girls it was different. The
two girls made some derogatory remarks about ‘you white
guys’ and the resulting exchange of crude barbs escalated
until I made the mistake of using the ‘N’ word. The larger
of the two black girls became unglued and started to charge
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us. We were surprised by her aggressive behavior and so
we ran.”
“We could tell she was very angry. I jumped over a couple
of fences and thought I was safe but noticed that she was
still coming. She was too emotionally charged to give up
the chase. So I headed home, thinking it was a safe place
to be. But she pounded on the door. Dad came to the
door, and now what would I tell Dad?
I was too
embarrassed to tell him the full story. I told Dad not to
answer the door because there was a crazy girl out there.
So what would Dad do? The girl was so frustrated and
angry that she was crying by now. After listening to her
story, Dad sent her away, not really knowing what was
going on.”
That was during Ken’s Leapwood Elementary School days,
pretty tame compared to Curtiss Junior High School where
they were experimenting with the school busing program.
Leapwood was cross-cultural, but mainly white, while
Curtiss Junior High was another world.
The busing
program brought in various minorities, especially blacks, so
that by now the whites were the actual minority. Blacks
were gaining strength. This was a heady time for the
blacks. Such slogans as “black is beautiful” and “black
power” demonstrated that the whole power trip was turned
upside down.
“While at Leapwood kids might occasionally steal your
lunch money. At Curtiss that would be like a Sunday
School picnic. Life at Curtiss was brutal: guns, drugs,
fights, racial groups. The great busing experiment was
throwing races together without teaching them how to get
along. It was a battleground with the blacks gleefully
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gaining the upper hand for the first time in their life. And
the neighborhood was changing rapidly,” son Ken noted.
In the few short years we lived there, it changed from
mainly white to mainly black. White flight occurred as
middle class blacks began to move up the social ladder. As
a junior high student, Ken was caught in the middle of all
this.
Daughter Barbara, on the other hand, had a good
experience; “It was a good experience for me because of
the great diversity in school. It was nice to be in an area
where I felt on the same economic level as others (in
contrast to Visalia where class-consciousness was more
obvious). My friends in Visalia seemed to all have a lot of
money. In Carson my best girl friend wouldn’t come to my
house at night nor the Carson Mall for fear of blacks.
However, I was never afraid. But I didn’t have any friends
from other racial groups.”
In retrospect I (Laurel) was the naive pastor trying to work
out integration while realtors were busy red-lining our
neighborhood. Of course the realtors won that one. After
we moved to San Diego (1973) the church in Carson closed
down and was later replaced by First Lutheran, an all-black
congregation. Even the Lutheran Church wanted to erase
the memory of Lutheran Church of the Covenant, an
experiment in racial equality. We objected to the name,
First Lutheran, which was the church’s way of saying that
our church was not really a church, since ours was first.
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Chapter Six

THE GRAPE STRIKE
While still a parish pastor at Christ Lutheran Church in
Visalia, California, another major event led to what I now
call "Conversion #6". Visalia was located in the very
agricultural Tulare County where some of the leading grape
growers of the country were established. The growers had
prospered for many years on the backs of cheap migrant
labor from Mexico. The treatment of migrant laborers as
“slave labor” eventually led to a civil rights movement
among the Mexican-Americans in the San Joaquin Valley
in California. It took the form of a “Grape Strike”, led by
Cesar Chavez, an event which occurred just a few miles
away from Visalia in nearby Delano. I attempt to tell my
story again by means of an article in the LUTHERAN
STANDARD, Aug. 22, 1967:
THE CHURCH DURING A STRIKE
Churches in strife-ridden vineyard country of California
find themselves in the middle of apparently conflicting
interests of workers and owners: “Viva la huelga!”
This Spanish expression, which celebrates the hopes of the
farm-worker striker, rings like a battle cry from the parched
throats of many Mexican-American farm workers these
days. It represents the spirited feeling behind the “new
cause” – the “grape strike” of California’s San Joaquin
Valley.
To the farm worker, “huelga” symbolizes a sudden upturn
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in his hopes for a better life after generations of despair. To
the grower, “huelga” spells “strike” and labor troubles in
the midst of a crushing cost-price squeeze that is putting
most small growers out of business. To ALC churchmen,
“huelga” spells bitter controversy – striking farm workers,
labor unions, migrant ministry, and some geographically
distant churches on one side, and growers, wineries, local
churchmen, and local citizenry on the other.
What, essentially, is the role of the Christian church in this
controversy? Is it possible to be “cleanly” non-involved?
With these and many similar questions, churchmen of the
California valleys have been struggling since 1965. It is
not just a California problem, however.
September 8, 1965, Delano, California, may one day be as
significant to farm workers everywhere as December 1,
1955, Montgomery, Alabama, was and is to the civil rights
movement. On September 8, 1965, a small band of some
600 Filipino farm workers went on strike in the vast grape
vineyards of Delano, demanding a $1.40 minimum hourly
wage and a piece rate of 25 cents a box. Ten days later, the
NFWA (National Farm Workers Association), a MexicanAmerican group organized by Cesar Chavez, joined in the
strike. It has been going on at various large ranches ever
since.
The three richest agriculture-producing counties in the
United States are located in the San Joaquin Valley. The
area produces about a third of the fruit and vegetables sold
in the U.S. The Delano area alone is surrounded by 30,000
acres of vineyards, the largest ranch covering over 4,000
acres.
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For more than 30 years, the California Migrant Ministry
has served the migratory farm workers in harvest fields up
and down the rich agricultural valleys. An agency of the
California Councils of Churches, they provided a ministry
to children and adults through vacation church schools,
child care centers, health clinics, literacy classes, parent
education, worship services, etc. But, their efforts seemed
like a drop in the bucket, with only token support from
churches and communities.
The migrants, many of them from Mexico, were not being
integrated into churches, schools, or communities. They
were vital to California agriculture, but social outcasts as
individuals. Although some farm workers have since
settled and live in comfortable homes, the majority live in
conditions described by government agents as
“dilapidated.” Makeshift tin shelters, clapboard huts, even
ramshackle automobiles are homes for all too many
workers who harvest the crops. Today 84% of these farm
workers earn less than the $3,100 federal poverty level, the
average yearly wage being about $2,000, and the average
work year about 150 working days. Of people on welfare
in valley counties, the majority are farm labor families, and
this is increasing with mechanization.
When it became apparent that the rights and integrity of the
farm worker were the issue, the Migrant Ministry began to
work on organizing the worker for self-help. Thus began
the controversial phase of the migrant ministry work –
community and labor organizing, rent strikes, grape strikes,
picketing, etc. Initially, churchmen of the valley attempted
to stay out of the strike, on the theory that it was strictly an
economic issue between labor and management. But the
early involvement of the migrant ministry served as a
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challenge to the churches.
As time wore on, local churches were placed in a strange
dilemma. If the church’s role was to be a suffering servant,
it did not appear to some that churches were doing much
suffering on behalf of the needs of the migrant. Indeed,
some appeared to be in the awkward position of the priest
and Levite in the Good Samaritan story. While the migrant
ministry dared to lift up the farm worker, wounded and left
for dead, and carry him to a place of respectability at great
risk – the churches were walking by as non-involved
neutrals, criticizing the “Good Samaritan” for the way he
ministered to the migrant.
This may sound like a harsh judgment on the church. Yet,
from the standpoint of the migrant, it was apparent that the
organized churches evidently did not care, whereas the
migrant ministry did care. On the other hand, from the
standpoint of the grower, it appeared that the churches did
care for his needs but the migrant ministry did not. This
was partly due to the fact that some growers belonged to
valley churches, whereas the workers did not.
Most migratory farm workers have never visited a doctor or
a dentist or any other agency that most of us take for
granted. Though the county hospital and “welfare” are
available, transportation, long waiting lines, and just plain
embarrassment make these rather inaccessible. As a result
a “farm-workers help clinic” had to be established by the
union in two trailer houses near the Delano city dump. No
other agencies or areas were available to striking farm
workers. The clinic is staffed by a volunteer nurse from
another city whose only pay is food, housing, and gasoline.
When 500 adults and children were screened at the clinic
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recently, it was discovered that 90% had never been to a
dentist and nearly 100% had very poor teeth.
A key figure in the grape strike has been a short, quiet, 39year-old Mexican-American by the name of Cesar Chavez.
Growers describe him in highly uncomplimentary
language. But to the farm worker he is the charismatic
leader for whom they have been waiting. The son of a
migratory farm worker, he left home at a tender age to help
support the family by working in the harvest fields.
Somehow he struggled to get an education and worked
himself up to a position in the Community Service
Organization.
In 1962 he returned to Delano to organize a grass-roots
union for farm workers, the NFWA. Dues were $3.50 per
month. Membership carried the following benefits – credit
union, food co-op, bi-monthly newspaper, burial insurance,
life insurance, family services. By 1965, when the strike
broke out, his organization claimed 1,700 families. No
fiery radical, but a soft-spoken man, Cesar gained the
respect of workers that outside “big union” leaders never
gained.
Fauso Juan C. Rodriguez is typical among the striking farm
workers of the Delano area. He has nine sisters and
brothers, 13 others having died while quite young for lack
of medical care. He quit school at an early age to help “buy
food and shoes for the children.” He felt that the strike
offered the only tangible help for a people desperate for just
the basic needs of life.
Donna Watson, 20, left college to join the picket line in the
Delano area. She receives meals, lodging, and $5 a week.
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“I felt the need for social justice, and so I came in answer to
what appeared to be a very obvious need. I feel the
churches will gradually have to become more involved
too.”
Fred and Bill Perelli-Minetti operate their father’s 1,500acre grape ranch and winery just south of Delano. Since
September of 1966, the strike and boycott have centered on
their operations, previous settlement having been made
with the large DiGiorgio, Schenley, and Christian Brothers
companies.
“Ministers have become involved in this thing to their own
detriment and have caused us many problems. Ministers
should not be less involved than the rest of society, but they
should be more circumspect in their approach to this thing,”
Fred Perelli-Minetti noted. Clergymen are looked upon
with general suspicion at the P-M winery as a result of
previous clashes with ministers from the migrant ministry.
Indeed, this reporter’s first attempt to tour P-M ended
rather abruptly. The plant superintendent suddenly sounded
an alarm in the midst of the tour and brusquely escorted
reporter and photographer off the premises. Apologies
came later.
As the strike continues in intensity and feelings threaten to
divide some congregations, it appears that the role of the
church is not to stand aside in innocent silence, but to be a
reconciling agent. The church has a ministry to povertystricken migrants as well as to troubled growers. Where
there is controversy, conflict, misunderstanding, fear, and
suspicion, the church has a mandate not to duck the issue or
to quietly smooth it over, but to attempt to deal with it
honestly and realistically. This is a painfully slow process,
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but there are those who dare to believe that the Lord of the
church has called us to this ministry.
(End of article)

Author’s note:
I call this Conversion #6, because it
demonstrated to me anew just how deep-seated prejudices
can become even within the so-called “Christian
community.” It was similar to Conversion #5 in terms of
racism, but it dealt with a reality that was as close as the
neighbor next door.
And although the ecumenical
community of the valley had people in sympathy with this
“huelga” movement, the mainline churches, especially my
own parish, were mainly opposed to it. Again, this was
disappointing to me, but it demonstrated how slowly
movements, including the civil rights movement, can come
about. It also indicated how a determined minority can
make a difference over the long haul. Neither of these two
civil rights movements have achieved their goals as yet,
particularly the “huelga” one, as farm workers continue to
be exploited in this country and in the Third World. But it
moved me in the direction of concern for people on the
margins, particularly those who had recently migrated from
nearby Mexico. More on that in Chapter 9.
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Chapter Seven

THE PLUNGE
I guess I’ve been uncomfortable in the traditional
institutional church for a long time. I had not gone to the
seminary in the first place to become a parish pastor, but
since that became my vocation, I had a lot of questions
about it. I don’t know when it began, but by the time I was
serving my second parish in Visalia, California, I knew that
something was radically wrong. The two most significant
things I did in Visalia (the trip to Mississippi, Chapter 4,
and involvement in the Grape Strike, Chapter 5) did not
meet with the approval of the institutional church or its
members.
I was disturbed by the ambiguities of an
institution that could not match its actions with its words.
Ministry and outreach into the community were locked up
in a self-serving operation that gave little time or emphasis
to the great social needs of the day. How can you affect
change on an institution so embroiled in tradition as is the
church? I wanted to find out. In June of 1967, I spent four
weeks at the Urban Training Center for Christian Missions
in Chicago, Illinois, which included four days living on
skid row. Hoping to find some new models for ministry, I
was not disappointed, as the following news articles will
testify:

PASTOR TAKES PLUNGE INTO SKID ROW
"The Rev. M. Laurel Gray of the Christ Lutheran Church in
Visalia spent four weeks at the Urban Training Center in
Chicago this summer as a part of a scholarship from the
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Board of American Missions, the American Lutheran
Church. The center is sponsored by 20 denominations in
the U.S. and attracts students from all parts of the world.
Its purpose is to train ministers for the changing needs of
the inner city. During four of the days, Pastor Gray lived
in a part of skid-row, observing life among the down-andout.”
They called it the “Rock-Bottom Plunge.” Clad in old
clothes and a four-day beard, I was given $6 and a
toothbrush and told to “plunge” into Chicago’s skid row.
It was a late Thursday afternoon when I arrived at the
corner of Milwaukee and Halsted to begin my “four-daylive-in” of the inner city. The purpose of this plunge was to
prepare ministers and others for the role of servanthood in
the church. The theory being that you cannot minister to
people until you participate in their life and culture,
particularly when that life and culture is quite different
from your own.
I stopped first near a subway entrance, leaned my foot on
the rail, and tried to get the feel of this new world. We had
been told at UTC not to initiate conversations, not to
preach, not to interview people. Our role was primarily to
listen, being sensitive to everything we saw and heard.
I waited there a long time, but no one spoke. I felt like a
phony. How does a “skid row” veteran act down here?
Would they see through my disguise? Would my language
give me away?
I stopped in a bar to ask about lodging in the hotel just
above. It was noisy and dirty and $2.50 a night. With 4
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days ahead and only $6, I couldn’t afford it. So I started
walking, stopping to rest only once on a railroad bridge.
Without knowing where I was going (we were not allowed
to carry city maps), I soon stumbled upon infamous
Madison Avenue.
The street looked like someone had deliberately emptied
out all the garbage cans and littered the area with its
contents, broken wine bottles, trash, dirt and sewage
everywhere. Men in various stages of alcoholism were
standing, staggering, sitting huddled in corners, or out cold
on the sidewalk.
I wondered how safe my money was ($2 inside my left
shoe, $2 inside my right shoe, $2 inside a pack of
cigarettes.) I had walked a long way by now and thought,
“Where do you sit down to rest on skid row?” On the
sidewalk, where else? So I sat down next to a fellow
outside one of the many storefront “missions” on skid row.
Without saying a word his first gesture was to offer me the
last few puffs on his soggy cigarette. At first I refused, but
quickly learned that this was the wrong thing to do. I took
a hurried puff, and the ensuing dialogue turned out to be
very confusing for a while.
Conversation was hampered by several obstacles. My
friend was in the final stages of a long drinking spree and
had lost his teeth and suffered a broken jaw in a fight. He
was also very impatient at my inability to understand his
every garbled word.
After several abortive conversation attempts, he finally
stretched out his hand and asked, “Are you with me
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through thick and thin?” I said I was. We shook hands, and
a friendship had been apparently sealed. What I failed to
realize, however, was that he had also lost his glasses,
impairing his vision somewhat. I was wearing my old
Army fatigues, and he had somehow mistaken me for a
recently discharged Marine. Not just any, ordinary Marine,
but a “real, tough Marine.” I had just shaken hands,
apparently, to join him on his favorite pastime, “to clean up
on some niggers!” His philosophy was simple, “I hate
niggers and I hate the gestapo (police).” So, he fought
“niggers” and ran from the “gestapo.”
Our “sit-in” in front of the mission was now being
threatened by the increasing presence of passing police
cars. Since I had told my friend that I was new to the area,
he began to worry that the gestapo might pick me up.
Anyone sitting or laying on the sidewalk when the gestapo
came around was liable for a trip in the paddy wagon for
loitering. (Indeed, two members of our UTC class on the
plunge loitered too long and found themselves behind the
bars.)
We now had two choices. Duck into the mission and risk
being “saved,” or move away from the gestapo. We moved
on. I asked my friend where we were going that would be
safe from the gestapo. He stopped short, stared at me
impatiently for a moment and then asked, “Are you my
friend?” The old handshake again, and then, “Don’t ask
questions and don’t think...I’ll do the thinking around
here...now follow me!”
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SEARCH FOR PLACE TO SLEEP SERIOUS FOR
THOSE ON SKID ROW
We walked a long way, interrupted occasionally by his
habit of stooping to pick up any cigarette butts along our
path. Once we crossed against a red light (he didn’t see it),
where he suddenly stopped in the middle of the street. Two
young Negroes were approaching from the other side. He
scowled at them deliberately and muttered, “I hate
niggers.”
They ignored him, however, and nothing
happened.
Moments later he noticed a couple of Negro men who had
found an excellent resting place for the night. “Let’s swipe
their place!” he yelled still breathing fire for a fight. His
broken jaw, mangled fist, missing glasses and teeth were
mute evidence of previous futile fights; but the war instinct
never left him. Only because of his great desire to get
away from the gestapo did we manage to escape a possible
brawl.
Finally, after leaving Madison Avenue, he breathed a sigh
of relief, “We’re away from the gestapo now!” Then he
began to sing some of his old army songs. I didn’t know
most of them, but to humor him I joined in occasionally. It
must have been quite a scene. By this time I was so
thoroughly immersed in the role that I actually seemed to
be enjoying it. He seemed to be enjoying it too, and
stopped at the railroad bridge to wax philosophical.
He looked up into the clear sky and noted how peaceful,
beautiful, and free it all was. He mumbled something about
believing in God, but not believing in people. He was a
“dropout from society” and he had his reasons. It all
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happened, evidently, shortly after World War II. He had
served in the Pacific jungles during that war where he had
learned to fend for himself. His leg had been filled with
shrapnel and he still limped some from that old injury.
After the war, he was unable to make the adjustment to
civilian life.
For 22 years now he had lived in the jungles of Chicago’s
skid row. He seemed to enjoy the kind of freedom skid row
offered. I asked him what he did with his time. “Oh, when
I’m sober, I work for a few days; then I go to the movies. I
like the movies. Then I drink a little too much, and I have
to go back to work again. But I live like I please; I’m my
own boss. No one tells me what to do.”
Our first journey was now coming to an end. We crossed a
freeway, scaled a high fence, climbed a grassy bank, and
scaled another wall. In spite of his lame leg and drunken
state, he moved very swiftly. Below the second wall was a
grassy, protected area overlooking the freeway.
“The
gestapo will never find us here!” he boasted. We gathered
up some cardboard to sleep on and prepared to bed down
for the night under the stars.
It was a beautiful night and I think I could have slept there,
but my friend was still restless. Between his songs, he
made the incredible discovery that I did not know how to
roll my own cigarettes. A quick lesson followed. The fact
that I may have been a non-smoker never occurred to him.
Suddenly, he sat up, looked very intently at the clear, starlit
sky, and said confidently, “It’s going to rain!” I looked at
him sleepily as he continued, “I can feel it. I know that
feeling. Happened just like this once back in Florida. I’ve
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got a bone graft in my leg; and right now it tells me it’s
going to rain!” I couldn’t argue with that. So we vacated
our beautiful spot and began another long hike.
We retraced our steps across the darkest part of Madison
Avenue, and by now it must have been nearly midnight.
We wasted no time as we encountered men, some of them
covered with blood from street brawls, looking for a safe
place. When we finally passed through skid row, my friend
stopped short and said, “We just went through the worst
part of skid row. I’d never do that alone at night...” I
realized a bit late that his line about “protecting me” was a
mutual relationship. It was the safest way to navigate at
night.
Our destination now was just a few blocks ahead, a huge
bridge under which were parked countless cars. We were in
a different world now – the world of mink coats, miniskirts, nightclubs, and gay laughter. The streets were clean,
only a few blocks away from dirty skid row.
We walked underneath to the far end of the bridge, where it
was too low for cars to park. We stopped at a fenced-in
area. My friend crawled through an opening under the
fence motioning me to follow. I didn’t like the idea but
followed anyway.
Once inside, we had to walk stooped over for the bridge
beams were only four feet from the ground. The large area
was littered with empty wine bottles, trash and cardboard.
It smelled very musty. An occasional rat made its way
across the debris. We both found some cardboard at the far
end and spread it out for sleeping. It was surprisingly
comfortable. The noise of the cars coming and going all
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night, however, made sound sleep impossible.
I somehow managed to fall asleep, only to be suddenly
awakened by the familiar sound of crunching wine bottles.
I looked up just in time to see a shadowy figure coming
straight for me. “Who’s there?” I growled in the most
guttural voice I could muster. “It’s just me, Jess; can’t find
my coat.”
Though thoroughly drunk, old Jess was coming straight for
his coat. I didn’t know my comfort was depending upon an
old coat under my cardboard bed. Jess was too tired to
care; he flopped down in a space between the debris and
fell asleep almost immediately.
When my heart stopped pounding, I realized how strange it
was to be sleeping under a bridge between two old skid row
pros. And I realized for the first time that it had been
raining outside. Thanks to my friend, I was dry.
SKID ROW JOB TOUGH, SATISFYING
At about 5 a.m. on Friday, my friend suddenly woke up,
looked around at the bit of daylight coming through the
bridge, and left without a word. I waited awhile, and when
I realized he was not coming back, decided I had better try
and recall how we had gotten here.
His advice from the night before was to prove very
valuable to me on this day. He had mentioned a Catholic
Mission on our route that opened up at 6 a.m. You could go
there to wash up, brush your teeth, and flop for as long as
necessary. At 5:30 a.m. I joined the long line of men
waiting for it to open.
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They were a sad-looking lot, sprawled out on the sidewalk,
many of them covered with vomit and urine. This mission
was a kind of temporary escape from it all. Unlike many
missions on skid row, here they did not preach to you for
two hours before being of service to your physical needs. It
was clean inside.
Most of the men headed for the
restrooms and showers, but not all of them got that far. By
the time I returned, many were sleeping on the cement floor
and the steps where they could now flop undisturbed for a
few hours.
Remembering my friend’s suggestion of the previous
evening, I now headed for an employment office. He
warned me not to line up at any of the so-called “slavemarkets.” They promised employment, but gouged so
much out of your wages as to make your take-home pay
small. And you couldn’t get your pay in one lump sum.
I stood in line outside the Illinois State Employment Office
together with some 30 to 40 other men at about 6:30 a.m. I
waited about 30 minutes. During that time I realized I was
the most poorly dressed of anyone there. I hadn’t shaved
for five days and my old GI fatigues now had gaping holes
in the knees. I was told that “they took the best-dressed
guys for jobs first!”
At about 7 a.m. a man came out of the employment office
and asked for five volunteers for “extra work.” I was one
among only three who raised a hand. The others laughed
and hooted about “slave-labor.” They took my name and
sent me across town to another office for job placement.
The woman at the desk took one look at me and handed me
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a safety razor. It was very dull, and normally I shave with
an electric. After 15 minutes of hacking away, my face was
a mess. The woman at the desk impatiently attempted to
patch me up with a styptic pencil. She then handed me a
clean shirt and proudly announced, “You now look like a
million dollars!”
Other than the “boss,” I was the only white man in the
place. Four of us were assigned to the freight car detail.
One of the four was an 18-year-old Negro youth who had
quit school in the sixth grade “because it taught me
nothing.” This was his first job after about five years of
street wandering. His favorite pastime was gambling. He
had never participated in sports; there was just no
opportunity to do so. He worked very hard and seemed to
possess great energy tossing the heavy cotton rolls around
like mere toothpicks.
When I asked him about his plans for enlisting or
registering for the draft, he indicated he would do neither,
“because he’s not MY Uncle Sam!” One has to live in the
ghetto awhile to realize why many Negroes feel the
Vietnam conflict to be the “white-man’s war.”
The second fellow in the group, just off skid row, was fresh
off a hangover and still feeling a bit hostile. He warmed up
to the task as the hours wore on. The third crewman said
very little, but worked hard. He sometimes sang as he
worked, perspiration flowing off his brow like rain.
It was a very humid day with no air conditioning. The
plant soon filled with cotton lint which settled in my eyes,
ears, nose and throat. By quitting time my nose was
running and I seemed to be getting laryngitis. My back was
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aching and I wondered if it had been worth the $11.27.
The day had given me a great sense of accomplishment,
however. For one thing I realized how satisfying true
manual labor can be. Without it, the body is left somewhat
unfulfilled at the end of a work day. But I also sensed a
great deal of frustration among these men who labored hard
for meager and irregular wages. They did not appear to be
lazy, but their best efforts seemed to be getting them
nowhere.
Secondly, I had been totally accepted at the plant as a coworker. No one suspected I was a minister. At no time did
I attempt to preach, teach, or say one word about God or
religion. Yet, mysteriously enough, something of myself
seemed to rub off. During the course of the workday, I had
noticed some significant changes in attitude among my coworkers. Perhaps I had accomplished more non-verbally in
one day of work than I could have from eight hours of
preaching. Was this the secret of the “worker-priest”
movement?
Thirdly, in the course of the workday, I had somehow
forgotten that these men were Negroes. Skin color, or
sensitivity to it, faded away. They were no longer “black”
people, but “people” who happened to be black. There’s a
difference.
The money I earned gave me a new sense of freedom. I
would not have to sleep under a bridge tonight! I took a
room in a transient hotel at $2 a night. The room was
small, just large enough for a bed and chest of drawers. It
was filthy dirty; the walls were covered with black soot.
Whoever had slept there before chewed tobacco and he was
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a mighty poor shot. I was certain that no city inspectors
had ever seen this place.
Those who roomed here seemed to be mainly retired men
on pension. I wanted to take a bath, but the only tub in the
entire hotel was in the women’s rest room. Since women
were scarce, I took a chance and locked myself in. I soaked
undisturbed for a good hour. It didn’t appear that the tub
had been used by anyone in years.
MINISTER REPORTS ON FINAL DAY
Saturday morning I walked out of the transient hotel
without an agenda for the day. It was a great feeling. No
meeting to hurry to, no deadline to reach. Today I could
enjoy just sitting, talking, observing. Too bad life couldn’t
be as casual as skid row.
As I left the hotel, I saw a man stagger out of a bar and fall
to the street. He was out cold. People gathered around and
stared in frozen helplessness. Was he dead or just dead
drunk? Someone called the police. I checked around and
discovered that the man had been drinking, needed money,
gave a pint of blood, and then just blacked out. He was
very thin and undernourished.
A policeman soon arrived to haul him away in the paddy
wagon. After I explained the situation, he and I carried the
fellow to the safety of a nearby alley. There, with a cup of
coffee, he awaited the revival of his strength, unperturbed
by staring, unhelpful passersby.
Deeper into skid row a Negro teenager stopped me, poked
his finger at my exposed knees, and said, “Man, you need a
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pair of pants!” I agreed, and then he moved on, doubled up
with laughter. I stopped at a pawn shop to ask about a pair
of pants. Here my background gave me away. I was much
too selective as I wanted a particular kind of pants. On skid
row, pants is pants and you don’t care about the particulars.
After much walking, I sat down at a bus-stop bench. An
elderly Negro sat next to me, asked for a match (and a
cigarette), and began to pour out his troubles. He had
worked in the coal mines for 30 years. Each summer, of
course, he’d get laid off and have to hit the “slave market.”
His wife had kicked him out of the house until he returned
with a steady job. It was an unlikely prospect for a man
aged 55, unskilled and a Negro. He did not know what to
do. I was sorry that neither I nor society had a solution for
his dilemma.
Rumors were floating now about a big Puerto Rican parade
downtown. Things were slowing down here so I hopped a
bus and headed for proud State Street. How would the
“Gold Coast” react to a skid row bum with holes in his
knees? They couldn’t care less. They were all too busy
hurrying to nowhere or eyeing the mini-skirts parading by
in all manner of hippy colors.
Shortly after the parade started, it began to rain. Midway
through the parade it became a cloudburst. Yet the parade
continued amidst spirited shouting, clapping, and singing.
Everything was thoroughly drenched. Where do you go
when it rains? Things we take for granted like clean rest
rooms, a place to sit down, a place to eat, privacy, security,
selectivity, time, knowing where you’re going – these are
not obvious to the man on skid row. You just keep on
walking.
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Sunday is not a day I like to be alone. I decided to attend a
downtown Lutheran Church just as I was, bearded and
gaping knees.
No greeting, no warm handshake, no
welcome. I was properly ignored. The people were all
nicely dressed. They sang the hymns, prayed the prayers
and listened patiently to the sermon. But what was the
point of it all?
Something was missing. After the
“worship,” the people avoided me completely. I was
disappointed. I would have to wait until that evening to
have a genuine experience of meaningful worship with my
fellow students.
Sunday afternoon dragged. On my final swing through
skid row, I noticed an unusual sight, a man in a shiny suit
and tie coming out of a new car. He had a guitar under his
arm which he handed to one of the men on skid row. “Now
play it like you used to,” he nodded to the short, red-faced
fellow. The guitar seemed to restore life and light to his
otherwise bedraggled appearance. It was no longer an
instrument but a part of him.
He was an old hillbilly musician who had been fired for
drinking. He played the sad, sentimental songs of a happier
past. A small crowd of sympathetic listeners from all
corners of skid row gathered. The old fellow next to me
poked me in the ribs, tears streaming down his grimy face,
and said, “Jest lak’ back home!” Men came off the street to
join in lusty solo performances, each trying to outdo the
other. It was beautiful.
But the concert was soon broken up by a signal from down
the block.
Some “scout” had spotted the gestapo
approaching. Now the gestapo did not look kindly on street
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gatherings on skid row. So they broke up quickly, melting
back into their dark places as if nothing had happened.
On the way I noticed a man and his wife dancing by a
jukebox. She was a bit too fat, not pretty, but having a ball.
Someone made a remark about her appearance. She did not
hear, but he did. He said very simply and undisturbed,
“Well, you gotta’ make the best of it.” That seemed to
summarize much of the skid row attitude. These people
had given up the status battle; they could care less about
keeping up with Joneses. Many of them were trapped by
circumstances and society so they decided to live with it. It
wasn’t so bad that way.
The plunge ended that evening with about 75 UTC students
gathering in a church basement for a banquet and worship.
It was not like any gathering I had seen before. Just off four
days on skid row, we were bearded, dirty, smelly, ragged,
and tired. Most of the group was either ministers or
students for the ministry, including four women social
workers and a nun.
A single loaf of French bread was passed around, each
breaking off a bit; then the wine from a common glass.
Everyone, from the Roman Catholic priest to the Southern
Baptist from Kentucky, partook of this ecumenical
communion. We then had our feast, and for many it was
the first meal of the day. There were no leftovers from this
meal.
What followed was to be the “sermon”, a sharing of
insights and experiences from the plunge.
A more
delightful series of “sermonettes” I have never heard. Two
students from the Philippines reported on their experience
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of being jailed for vagrancy. A pastor from India reported
that no one mistook him for a Negro. A Negro pastor from
the coast moved us to tears as he spoke of the mistreatment
of his people. A young pastor from Oklahoma reported
getting lost in a “hot” Negro neighborhood where he was
soon surrounded by a hostile gang.
The most meaningful experience was the discovery of a
common core of humanity with skid row. Under the
external layers of pride, social mores and sophistication, we
discovered something familiar which seemed to bind all of
us together as brothers and sisters. That common core was
something like our self, created and loved by God, but
somehow forgotten by man.
I had seen skid row before, from afar. But now, having
lived there briefly, I could never again refer to my brothers
as bums, drunks, winos, pimps or white-trash. They were
men, just like me.
(End of article - Visalia Times Delta, August 1-4, 1967)

Life on skid row, I discovered, is very different from
middle class society. I never introduced myself to anyone,
told them my name or found out the names of anyone else.
Such formalities did not fit there. Yet there was a kind of
common concern for one another; they looked out for each
other and also for me, a stranger. There was a great deal of
trust and sharing. If a wino had half a bottle he was willing
to share it with others; the same was true of cigarettes and
food, if they found it.
Skid row was like a community, a place to survive. This
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World War II veteran who had learned to fight in the
Pacific jungles was never taught how to adjust to civilian
life when he returned. He tried and tried very hard. After
26 months in the jungles, he could not sleep in a normal
bed with a pillow and wife alongside. He would awaken in
the night screaming, his demonic-like dreams convincing
him the “enemy” was near. Grabbing his trusty rifle he had
learned to use in wartime, the veteran would then “relax”
by sleeping on the ground, which had been his only bed in
the jungles. It didn’t take long before his wife gave up, not
recognizing who this “warrior” was. Like many other
veterans before and since, he was forced to live out the rest
of his days in the festering jungles of the inner city. He had
given up the best years of his life to “serve my country.”
Now his country assigned him to the dung heap. War is
hell. Ask any veteran trying to survive on skid row. I
almost understand their plight. I haven’t figured out a way
to respond effectively, except perhaps to outlaw war
entirely. Maybe we should require all congressmen and
governmental personnel to spend a few days with these
broken veterans on skid row. Then they should decide
whether to fund the next military action.
My experience on skid-row was Conversion #7, and it led
directly to what is to follow.
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Chapter Eight

HOUSE CHURCH
After “The Plunge” I could no longer look at the church
with the same kind of awe and respect. This experience
finally convinced me of the great need for change in terms
of structure, approach, worship forms, evangelism, and
theology (see Conversion #10). As a part of our training at
UTC (Urban Training Center) we were asked to design a
model of what we thought the church ought to be in the 20th
century. The model I came up with was that of a “house
church.” I then submitted this model to the mission board
of the American Lutheran Church (ALC). It was good
timing on my part.
The ALC was struggling with its American Missions model
which had worked so well in the affluent suburbs of
America, but was going nowhere in the inner city and
cross-cultural parts of the country. The Watts riots had just
occurred in the Los Angeles area and people were afraid.
Just a few miles south of Watts in greater Los Angeles there
was a growing community called “Carson-Dominguez.” It
was a city of many cultures and races, bounded by three
freeways. The ALC had already bought land for a mission
church in the area so it seemed like a good place to start.
The mission board bought the idea and granted me the
freedom to initiate an experimental mission, unlike the
previous suburban packages. Ironically, it came at the
same time that the long awaited call from church
headquarters in Minneapolis arrived.
This was the
opportunity to finally utilize my religious journalism talents
(ostensibly, the main reason for my entering the ministry in
the first place).
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Now, I was really torn for both opportunities represented
goals I had been working toward. Both of them allowed
me to move away from the traditional parish structure with
which I had become disenchanted. But the Minneapolis
call now seemed like the easy way out. I was to be
interviewed as the new editor of LUTHERAN TEACHER,
a stepping stone to becoming editor of the LUTHERAN.
This had been my dream for a long time and certain friends
of mine in high places had encouraged me as well. The
groundwork had been set. However, by now I was moving
in another direction, a direction I did not want to interrupt.
I couldn’t quit now as too much was at stake. So I
disappointed a 10-year urge (to be a religious writer) and
came to Carson instead to start a new and different kind of
mission, a house church.
Carson was like a dream come true. I finally had arrived at
a place where I had the freedom to do the things I had been
taught to do without being hamstrung by old structures and
tradition. The UTC was right: “The purpose of the church
is mission. This comes about through community building
in which all participants realize their full potential as
servants in a prophetic fellowship.” How does this happen?
First of all, the church needs to be a training ground for
disciples with the pastor as trainer or enabler. The pastor
ought not be the leader or “quarterback” who runs the
show, but the coach on the sidelines who develops and
enables leadership to happen. The present structure of the
church is a carry-over from the Middle Ages. It is clergycentered and hierarchical, far too top-heavy. It trains
pastors, not disciples. The emphasis is on the temple
(maintaining the church building) rather than doing
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ministry.
What is a church? A church is a small group of people who
have been enabled to interrelate their talents, resources and
needs in such a manner that they can be of service to one
another and to the world about them. It is a small group of
people who are in tune with the needs of the world and
ready to respond.
What would we name this new kind of church? Christ the
Servant was my suggestion but the people selected “Church
of the Covenant.” Membership was based on a signed
covenant that was to be renewed each year. The basic
structure, worship design and all aspects of this
congregation were to be planned by the people themselves.
This meant that each Sunday service was a true product of
the members, including the so-called “sermon.” This was
to be dialogical with time given afterwards for feedback
and discussion. Music and liturgy were contemporary. The
main event was not the Sunday morning service, but the
house meetings held during the week. This was the
crucible where we struggled with our faith, confessed our
lives to one another, laughed, cried and debated mutual
concerns into the late evening.
We tried to end our house meetings at a reasonable time,
but they provoked so much dialogue that most people
continued their conversations in after-midnight “postmortems.” For some, it was the first time in their adult life
that they had been given the opportunity to really discuss
all aspects of their faith.
For those who had only
memorized certain theological principles without thinking
about them, this was a whole new ball game. It was okay,
we noted, to express doubts because it was out of the
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doubting experience that true faith would emerge. But by
true faith, we meant what a person really believed, whether
it was in tune with church doctrine or not. This ultimately
got us into trouble, of course, when we began to seriously
study some of the ancient documents of the Lutheran
Church. Few congregations bother to study or even read
these historical tomes, but we wanted to have a belief
system with some integrity to it. We stumbled over Article
II of the Augsburg Confession, one of the basic historical
statements of the ALC. It reads as follows:
On Original Sin. It is also taught among us that
since the fall of Adam all men who are born according to
the course of nature are conceived and born in sin. That is,
all men are full of evil lust and inclinations from their
mothers’ wombs and are unable by nature to have true fear
of God and true faith in God. Moreover, this inborn
sickness and hereditary sin is truly sin and condemns to the
eternal wrath of God all those who are not born again
through Baptism and the Holy Spirit.
Most of the group had never heard of original sin but it was
one of many such doctrines of the early church that just did
not make sense any more. So, we had many discussions on
how this confessional statement made hundreds of years
ago could possibly reflect our belief system today. We were
told that we could not become a congregation of the
Lutheran Church unless we agreed to subscribe to all of
these old documents that had helped to formulate the
Lutheran Church. But, we could not accept them as
summaries of our faith, because they were far removed
from anything that we could call our personal belief.
However, that was not our only problem. Church of the
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Covenant was highly criticized by other Lutherans because
we did not have a church building for worship. We
worshiped at a public park building on Sundays and “house
meetings” were held in the homes of members during the
week. We did not use the regular Lutheran hymnal; instead
we sang contemporary songs and composed our own
liturgies. The pastor did not wear a robe or lead the service
every Sunday. We did not have a Sunday School, and we
engaged in controversial and sensitivity-type meetings. All
of this was by design, but it was the latter that got us into
the most difficulty because of the rumors people liked to
spread. Our house meetings were often very intense and
emotional by nature. We had a few divorces and remarriages of couples within the groups.
Some were
accused of wife-swapping. This never happened within the
context of the church, but it did cause a lot of tonguewagging.
The house church years were the most stimulating,
provocative, creative and challenging years of my ministry.
It was such a meaningful experience for those involved that
I could not understand why the movement did not catch on
in the U.S.
In the Third World the Base Christian
Communities are the catalysts for the most dynamic
expression of the church in the world. It works there, why
not here? Someone has noted that the house church works
only where the people are suffering and oppressed. Maybe
that day is coming.
The articles on the next few pages summarize some of the
great enthusiasm we realized at Church of the Covenant in
Carson in the ‘70's (see Preface for references on page i):
“Shalom, my friends...we’ll see you again...shalom,
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shalom.”
“What kind of a Lutheran church is this?” whispers a
visitor after singing with the group in the closing shalom
circle. “They have no ALCW (women’s group), no ALCM
(men’s group), they don’t use the red (Lutheran) hymnbook
and the pastor doesn’t even wear a robe!”
It’s the Lutheran Church of the Covenant in Carson,
California, a one-year-old mission of the ALC. A pilot
project of the Department of Metropolitan Ministry, Church
of the Covenant was formed “to explore new forms of
ministry, evangelism and worship in an inter-racial
metropolitan area.” Unlike the typical mission package,
Church of the Covenant was allowed to formulate its own
structure around the unique needs of the people of the
community.
The community of Carson, California, was incorporated in
February of 1968 as the 77th city of populous Los Angeles
County, having a population of 67,000 in a 15 square mile
area.
Cradled within three of Los Angeles’ busiest
freeways, Carson is in the heart of a heavy industrial area.
About half of its 15 square miles are in commercial use.
The city began as a melting pot of five different races: 11%
black; 12% Hispanic; 6% Asian; 61% white; 5% Indian and
5% South Pacific Islander.
Several questions immediately arose: “Could this
community demonstrate from its inception that integration
really works? And, what part could the church have in this
process?” Churches in the recent past have not made much
of an impact on the LA area, 75% of the people being
unchurched. The most challenging feature of Carson,
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however, is its youthfulness; the average age is 20.
In February 1968, a full year before Church of the
Covenant was officially organized as a congregation of the
ALC, the first small group of people met at the home of
Pastor M. Laurel Gray. A total of 17 people responded to
the invitation to come to a neighborhood meeting to discuss
the organizing of a new kind of community church. The
people came, got acquainted, and talked at great length
about what kind of church they felt the community needed.
Within a few weeks three such small groups had been
organized to meet weekly for fellowship, dialogue, study,
growth and encounter. The structure of the church was
then centered around the small groups meeting weekly in
the homes of interested community people.
The entire structure of the congregation has been
formulated at retreats held six times a year. These usually
begin with worship followed by creative brain-storming in
small groups, a family pot-luck picnic, recreation, and
feedback. A typical retreat setting has been the grounds of
a local Roman Catholic seminary.
The emphasis at Church of the Covenant is on adult
education and lay involvement. The pastor is less a leader
than a trainer or enabler of disciples. The people plan the
worship services on Sunday and oftentimes lead it. The
worship style is contemporary, joyful, simple, and
participatory. The congregation is seated in a semi-circle
and songs are accompanied by chord organ or guitar.
The brief 30-minute worship includes a 10-minute
dialogue-starter sermonette by the pastor or a layman. This
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is followed by a one-hour dialogue session in the small
groups about the theme of the day. Youngsters, meanwhile,
have their own discussions in the “teaching community.”
All adults get a turn at teaching since the emphasis is on
training adults to be disciples and teachers in their work-aday world.
Today, two years after the first group meeting, Church of
the Covenant is a growing fellowship of 25 families. The
three small groups have become seven small groups, each
oriented to some study and action focus. One of our early
outreach projects was FISH, a volunteer service that takes
its name from the ancient Christian symbol. It has since
expanded to include several other community groups. Last
year FISH answered about 350 telephone calls for help: 84
were requests for food, 74 for transportation (mostly to
hospitals for care), 29 for emergency overnight lodging and
14 for clothing needs.
One Covenant member was
chairman of the school volunteer program which assists
understaffed schools in tutoring and teacher help, and
several other members were volunteers.
The group is also active in Good Neighbors, sponsoring
neighborhood black and white dialogues to break down the
racial barriers that exist among new neighbors.
Among the particular joys of this kind of church has been
the experience of people who previously had little or no
church connection. For many of them, it is the first time
they have been enabled to express their faith and doubts in
a free and honest way. The church has become for them,
not a retreat from reality, but a workshop to develop their
faith in the crucible of a hectic urban setting.
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In a day when some young adults are forsaking the
sanctuary for underground churches, communes, sensitivity
groups and just plain dropping out, the “house church”
represents an option that is still related to the mother
denomination.
What is the house church? And what is its impact on the
solid structures of main line denominations?
The house church is basically the church in miniature
separated from the usual traditions of church building,
formalized worship, and pastor-led programming. It is a
small cell of people that takes on all the essential marks of
the church. It can exist in a home, factory, a neighborhood,
or a barn. The important thing is that each member’s gifts
and creative talents are directly utilized in the innovative
structure and worship style. They practice an open style of
worship that is planned by a different member family each
week. Worship has four parts: witness, prayer, communion
and the passing of the peace.
How or why did house churches get started? In most cases,
it resulted from some kind of dissatisfaction with the
unchanging traditional patterns of the church. At least four
different organizing principles can be pinpointed.
1. A sincere desire for a “supportive community” that will
listen, care, and support without making demands or
judgments that tend to de-humanize the person.
2. A desire for greater freedom of social action activity
than is normally permitted in the traditional structure.
3. A need for more in-depth nurturing of the faith through
honest theological pursuits that are not hamstrung by
“answer programming” from the top. In other words, a
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need for adult study groups to reflect the sincere growing
edge situation of laymen’s needs.
4. A desire for a more spontaneous, joyous, and
contemporary worship style which is not programmed by
“experts.” The need reflects a desire for participatory
rather than passive worship styles.
The house church movement is not an attempt at a new
denomination. In the words of one house church member,
“We need to jostle the institutional church into a greater
depth of humanness, to be a kind of catalyst alongside of
it.” The desire is not to build a parallel, competing
structure, but to participate in the evolution of the
traditional structure.
With the pressure off to sweep in sufficient members to pay
the bills and operate the program, evangelism takes on a
different thrust. Concern for people as people whether they
join or not seems a greater possibility. It forces laymen to
re-ask the question, “What is the point of evangelism?”
Surely it is something deeper than merely inviting people to
fill the pews on Sunday?
Gift giving is the “offering,” the offering of a talent, or a
word or a creative expression of some kind to the group.
Everyone is encouraged to share something of self.
The sermon, so vital to traditional worship, takes on a
different emphasis in the house church. “Preaching” as
such is not allowed in some. Leaders trained in good
dialogue techniques often will not permit any person
(including the pastor) to speak for more than two or three
consecutive minutes without some kind of feedback or
response. The Word is proclaimed by mutual sharing.
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Worship becomes the joy of affirming life and celebrating
God’s presence freely as a greater expression of the people
of God.
For some, the house church becomes a kind of extended
family, taking the pressure off the harassed nuclear family.
The close relationship of love and trust that develops
reminds one of the larger family structures in years past.
Ours is a “house church,” a no-strings, free and open
approach to religion that is gaining momentum throughout
the country. While it may not appeal to those who respond
to traditional methods, it offers a new option for people
who are looking for deeper and more personal involvement
in church life. One house church member put it this way:
“Discipleship means something more than mowing the
church yard, fixing the flowers on Sunday, ushering, and
paying the debt on the sanctuary. Everything we did at the
church where I used to belong seemed to revolve around
two dead ends, the building and the pastor. We needed to
get out of that trap.”
(End of articles)
Not everyone would enjoy a typical house church
experience. But for some, it is a spirit-led movement of the
future with roots in the past.
In October of 1973, I left the house church in Carson to
become the first area director of Lutheran Social Services
in San Diego. About two years later, the Church of the
Covenant in Carson was closed down. Considering that the
house church experience was the highlight of my ministry
and also of many people who were involved in it, it is
92

difficult to understand why it closed so quickly. Why did
it close? The question is not, “Why did it fail?” because
the major impact it had on peoples’ lives could hardly be
termed failure. In retrospect, I believe it closed for several
reasons:
1. The main reason was because the sponsoring agency, the
Home Mission Board of the then-ALC, had decided it
should close. Why? Although I didn’t discover all of this
until years later, the mission board had a mindset that this
experimental mission which they had helped to sponsor had
become “neither Lutheran nor a church” by their definition.
Church of the Covenant was too unconventional and met
considerable criticism from area churches, particularly by
clergy members of the mission board. Without consulting
me, they decided to gradually starve it out so that it would
die of its own weight. They never told me it was a failure
or that I should give it up, but their behind the scenes
activity guaranteed that it would have no future. The
mission depended in part on a subsidy from the mission
board. This was gradually reduced until it became apparent
that we could not become self-supporting with a full-time
pastor.
I suggested (as a solution) that I be allowed to be a parttime pastor. I would be a “worker priest” with part of my
employment as a reporter for a local newspaper (my
previous vocation). This would take the financial pressure
off the struggling mission. The mission board said no.
According to their very limited model of ministry, there
was no such thing as a “part-time pastor.” It was a fulltime job with no thought of lay persons sharing in the
ministry.
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They had us backed into a corner, and so the mission was
ultimately closed. Years later, when a follow-up mission
was started in Carson, they had the audacity to call
themselves, “First Lutheran.” It was like rubbing salt in
our wounds, like we never existed. Mother Church was
making us into an unwanted orphan. The newly called
pastor at “First Lutheran” was to proceed as if Church of
the Covenant had no history as a legitimate church of the
ALC. I objected to this kind of backhanded slight but was
warned not to make any waves.
2. Secondly, Church of the Covenant was suffering from
what every house church goes through: “burn out.” The
typical life expectancy of a house church is 6-8 years which
is about what Church of the Covenant accomplished. The
small group experience is very intensive and demands a lot
from all of its leaders (not just the pastor). By the time I
left Carson in 1973, I was exhausted and many of the lay
leaders were experiencing the same feelings. Although I
wasn’t discouraged when I left Carson, I had reason to
become disenchanted with the politics of the church as the
result of things that were going on behind my back. I had
trusted the officials of the mission board and they somehow
had acted without my even knowing about it at the time. It
would be easy to blame the Mother Church for this kind of
action, but it was partly my fault. I was and am much too
naive in the church political scene. I needed someone in
the hierarchy to be my ambassador. I apparently had none.
Conversion #8 convinced me that the church was in need of
radical reform, but was not ready for it yet. How and when
would this take place? And, would I be involved in any
way? Perhaps the next few chapters will be a partial
answer to that question.
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The move to San Diego in 1973 was a real gearshift that I
apparently needed about then.
The house church
experiment had burned me out. I did not figure out how to
avoid burnout in that experience.
This was a great
disappointment for me.
At Lutheran Social Services (LSS), we attempted to do the
usual social service kinds of things but our location in the
downtown area of San Diego soon changed all of that. The
homeless and the hungry were at our doorstep daily
(indeed, I literally had to step over the bodies that were
sleeping on our patio as I came to work in the morning at
the offices in the First Lutheran Church building). By this
time, I had been appointed by the District Bishop to
organize a district hunger committee, with the purpose of
sensitizing the 300 Lutheran congregations in a six-state
area to the needs of world hunger. As a committee, we
tried the usual approaches of workshops and seminars to
teach the people about hunger needs, without a great deal
of success.
There was a double dilemma of seeing hungry people daily
at LSS and also trying to convince middle-class Lutherans
that hunger was both a local and a world problem that
required our immediate attention. At the time, it seemed
very frustrating. But events as told in Chapter 9 required a
whole new approach to local and world hunger awareness.
It set the stage for my next two career changes: first, as the
Hunger Action Enabler for the then-South Pacific District
of the ALC (1982-86), and later as the coordinator for
Third World Opportunities (1987-2002).
Both were
positions that I created and both turned out to be more parttime than full-time.
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Chapter Nine - Part A

FROM SOUTH OF THE BORDER
“How do you communicate the realities of poverty and
hunger to a people who are not poor and hungry?”
That had been the dilemma of my work as a hunger activist
and a pastor in the church for many years. As noted in
Chapter 8, “House Church,” I had worked for many years
as chairman of the ALC District’s Hunger Committee. The
goal, of course, was to sensitize the 300 Lutheran
congregations in a six-state area to the realities of hunger
and poverty. In spite of our efforts at seminars, workshops
and hunger awareness programs, the people just didn’t
seem to get it. Giving to world hunger in the district
doubled in five years from about $2.00 to $4.00 a year per
person. As one committee member put it, “a big mac &
fries” is the typical Lutheran offering for world hunger per
year! So how do we change that?
It took Conversion #9 to awaken me to the answer to that
question and the direction of my work in the future. Our
hunger committee decided to expand the hunger seminars
into the third world, in this case neighboring Tijuana,
Mexico, just 45 minutes away from my home in El Cajon,
California. We sponsored 14 different field experiences on
both sides of the border. This included a day with the U.S.
Border Patrol in San Ysidro, a study of the prison system
and its impact on migrants, a visit with a scholar who had
conducted a study on the impact of undocumented workers
on the U.S. economy, and involvement in self-help
improvement programs in Mexico.
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The Border Patrol experience happened only once because
of embarrassment for them. The mindset of the Border
Patrol was that the migrants were "illegal aliens,"
transgressors of the law who deserved to be treated as
criminals and sent back to their home country. This
philosophy did not set well with some of our group who
asked some uncomfortable questions. The result was that
we were never invited back again, with no explanation as to
why.
We also stopped at a factory in Tijuana, called a
maquilladora or “twin factory.”
They are so named
because they have a “twin” factory just across the border in
the U.S. The Tijuana portion does the menial labor part of
the operation, hiring young women at very low wages with
no benefits or vacations, etc. The working conditions are
less than ideal, most factories having no windows and poor
circulation. These are the “sweat shops” that provide the
basic materials for the twin factory in the U.S., which does
little else than assemble, ship and mark the product “made
in the U.S.”
To hire workers on the U.S. side is not
practical when the labor supply in Mexico is so ample and
cheap.
Another stop was at one of the orphanages throughout
Tijuana, many of them poorly managed. These are not true
“orphans” in that most of the kids have parents, but these
parents are not able or willing to be responsible. Most of
the orphanages are filled with kids taken from the streets
where they have been left to beg for a living, having been
either abandoned or abused by their parents. Needless to
say they are love-starved and deprived in many ways.
Partly as a result of these short trips to Mexico, it became
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clear that another approach was needed in the hunger
awareness program. The following report is an example of
one such trip:
Juan tossed restlessly on his pallet, on the dirt floor of the
one-room hovel he shared with his wife and five children
beside the Tijuana River in Mexico.
“I’m a failure,” he sobbed. “My family is starving and I
cannot help them. God, what can I do?”
Juan’s home had no plumbing, no electricity. He worked,
when he could, for $1 an hour, 12 hours a day. Work was
scarce in a city with 50% unemployment. His children
begged in the streets and ate dirt to supplement their
meager diet. His wife was ill and they could not afford
medical care.
That night Juan made a decision, a decision that is shared
daily by thousands of his desperately hungry countrymen.
He decided to cross the border into the United States, and
in the process he became what is called an “illegal alien.”
Juan is part of one of the largest waves of human migration
in recent history. Like Moses and the Israelites, these
people long for the “Promised Land.” Ironically, the
Promised Land (southwestern United States) was the
homeland of their forebears until a century ago. Now,
barbed-wire fences and border patrolmen cut their
“fatherland” in half. Reaction to this migration of more
than a million hungry refugees from the south each year has
been largely negative in the United States. Words like
“silent invasion,” “illegals,” and “welfare tramps” are used.
102

The news media make these “illegals” the scapegoats for
everything from high unemployment rates to increased
welfare costs. They ignore the studies that prove just the
opposite; agriculture, the garment industry, restaurants, and
hotels have survived for years on their cheap labor. They
are not “Americans” even when they do become citizens.
They are Mexican-Americans or Hispanics or Chicanos,
but never Americans. They continue to be harassed and
investigated at the border, even if they carry citizenship
papers.
In light of all this, what is the role of the church? The
problem is especially challenging to Lutherans, with their
emphasis on evangelical outreach. We could cop out and
say they are Roman Catholics and not our concern, but we
know better. True, 90% of them believe they are Roman
Catholics, but in fact they have no relationship to any
church. Protestants in southern California, Texas, Arizona,
and other border states have begun to reach out to these
darker-skinned brothers and sisters.
The need for an ongoing ministry among Hispanics
continues and the churches of the southwestern United
States have a lot of catching up to do. “Welcoming the
stranger” in our midst continues to be a Christian challenge
for all Americans.
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Chapter Nine - Part B

CUERNAVACA, MEXICO
In the summer of 1981, I embarked on a 10-day awareness
experience in Cuernavaca, Mexico, along with my 20-yearold son, John, and “hunger awareness” friend Herman
VandenBosch. This event was a turn-around experience
not only for me, but also for John who decided afterwards
to become a doctor. He felt that was the best way he could
help people. This decision was altered somewhat when he
discovered some of the methods that modern doctors use to
supposedly “heal people.” Rather than using surgery and
drugs to heal and/or alleviate physical problems, John
decided to go the route of physical therapy.
For the two of us, it turned out to be a true “conversion.”
The article I wrote in 1981 follows (see Preface on page i):

From the Exodus to Mount Sinai, from Bethlehem to
Mount Calvary and beyond, God has spoken prophetic
words to the world through situations and events. The
same is true today. I am convinced that God is speaking
especially to Christians in the United States through the
clear voices of the poor in Third World countries.
This conviction grew in me through what is called
“Reverse Missions,” a provocative 10-day experience that
Lutherans from this country have been tasting recently in
Cuernavaca, Mexico.
The Cuernavaca Center for
Intercultural Dialog on Development (CCIDD) offers a
setting where people of affluent, developed nations, such as
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the United States, can come to listen and respond to the
needs of poverty-stricken people of the Third World.
The Cuernavaca Center was directed by Raymond Plankey,
a dedicated Roman Catholic lay missionary with 20 years
of mission experience in Chile and Mexico.
The
Cuernavaca experience was designed to show American
Christians the world through the eyes of the poor and
oppressed, and to experience God’s presence and footsteps
in reconciliation.
The prophetic message from the poor of Mexico challenges
us, first of all, to become aware of unjust structures and
institutions that oppress and enslave the people of
developing nations. Second, the cry of the poor prods us to
actions that will influence the United States and other
nations to seek international changes for the sake of global
justice.
For generations, the poor of Latin America have been
victimized by the colonial attitudes and actions of
multinational corporations and large, trade-greedy nations.
Even well-meaning missionaries (both Roman Catholic and
Protestant) have contributed to this oppression by
ministering to middle-class and affluent people, while
neglecting Jesus’ mandate to “bring good news to the
poor.” Now the poor of the Third World are giving us a
message and it is time for us to shut up and listen.
Entering the 10-day experience is like walking into a whole
new world, the world of poverty and hunger that is
invisible to most American Lutherans. Some of the 17
Lutherans who participated with me recently faced much
more than culture shock.
They went through a
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reawakening, a spiritual rebirth.
Cuernavaca was both painful and yet cathartic in helping
some of us sort out our human priorities for the future. For
me personally, going there as a newly unemployed
Lutheran pastor (having resigned as director of Lutheran
Social Services in San Diego in 1981) helped focus my
attention on a future vocation dedicated to the alleviation of
hunger in the world.
One-third of all children born in the world die before the
age of five because of malnutrition and related diseases.
This underscores the fact that most of the hungry,
malnourished people of the world are children. But how
can you or I cope with that statistic? Mexican parents
“cope” by learning not to “love” their babies until they
reach the age of five, lest they become too attached in case
the children die.
While we in the U.S. can sit in comfort and discuss the
violence of war, abortion, and street crimes, the sinister
violence of hunger and poverty continues to kill, silently,
more babies and adults than any other cause. In Mexico,
70% of the people are poor; 57% are illiterate; 50% are
unemployed; and 14 million peasants are without land. All
this continues in spite of the discovery of large oil reserves.
The oil profits do not trickle down to the poor, according to
statistics as of 1981, which probably hasn’t changed much
since.
These thoughts gripped me as I surveyed the incredible
contradictions in the city of Cuernavaca. A beautiful resort
area and retreat place for rich citizens of Mexico City, it is
surrounded by squatter settlements that are populated by
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peasants driven from their land by large landowners. Now
they flood the cities by the thousands, settling on worthless
government land, in ravines, on steep slopes, alongside
railroad beds, or in tiny makeshift shacks without access to
water, sanitation, medical aid, or schools. They remain
there, largely ignored by all of Mexico’s institutions,
including the church.
Are these forgotten people of God bitter? Not yet. A
Christian lay movement has arisen in the squatter
settlements and barrios to spark hope in the midst of utter
despair. Called Base Christian Community, it’s made up of
small groups of lay people who meet together in their
makeshift homes to study the Bible and reach out to others
in need.
This movement is carried on outside the usual boundaries
of the traditional church, but it does involve some
committed priests and religious orders.
“Liberation
Theology” is its theme and motivating force. It is a
message that is good news to the poor and revolutionary to
the affluent.
A poor widow who has spent her life in a squatter
settlement and is an active leader in the movement told me:
“I hope you have come here so that you can go back home
and awaken your people. Awaken them to search out the
poor so they can be resurrected from poverty. Tell them to
do it now. The poor cannot wait any longer for your
dreams. God is alive in us poor people right now.”
She paused. Then, almost pleading, she said: “Remember,
Christ is over there in the ravines, the barrios, the squatter
settlements, the houses of prostitution, waiting with your
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brothers and sisters. What have you done for these brothers
and sisters of yours?”
The message from the poor is clear. It is the message of
Jesus to “preach good news to the poor ..., to proclaim
release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind,
to set at liberty those who are oppressed ...” (Luke 4:18).
Who cares about the poor? Jesus does. So should we.
The trip from mile-high Mexico City to Cuernavaca takes
two hours by bus. It is a scene of contrasts, beautiful
mountains still lush and green after the rain and the narrow
streets with squatters and garbage everywhere.
Ray
Plankey, director of the program at CCIDD, provides an
interesting introduction:
“Folks back home are afraid to look at the realities we’re
discerning here. How can the church of the poor in Latin
America cut through their anxiety and give them hope?
Can there be fellowship between the rich and the poor?
The voice of the poor (screaming at us out of abject
poverty) is God’s voice! We need to feel a bond with the
poor. We are not the typical tourists; we have a different
mindset, of people meeting people with a genuine human
and Christian concern. Thus, we ask that you bring no
cameras...”
Plankey asks us, “Do we still need missionaries in Latin
America? The problem with missionaries in this area in
the past is that of control from the outside. Therefore,
missionaries are not allowed to live in this concept (at
CCIDD). The previous role of missionaries sent here
tended to limit the scope of indigents. We have to let go of
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the old baggage and try to perceive something that is new.
We need to see the world through the eyes of the Third
World and to see God’s presence and footsteps in history.
We are thus God’s facilitators. The world is running out of
time. Dramatic change is needed now.”
To appreciate present-day realities, we were asked to look
at the sorry history of Mexico. It was in 1521 that Cortez
conquered what was to become Mexico; historians call it
“the great rape” of the land. Spain’s colonial system
robbed Mexico of wheat, tobacco, sugar, silver and gold
and sent it to the conquerors. In exchange, Spain sent back
to Mexico its manufactured products which wiped out any
manufacturing in Mexico. In just 300 years of this “rape,”
the economy of Mexico was absolutely wrecked. The
colony of Mexico was made too weak to rebel and became
dependent upon Spain.
Colonies existed to benefit the mother country exclusively.
In this endeavor, church and state were together. By the
year 1821, the church owned half of the land and all of the
educational institutions. A series of rebellions and land
reforms were attempted but millions were killed in the
process. Foreign investment was invited but the profits
went to the First World. Today (1981), half of Mexico is
rural, and people have no jobs, no land, no electricity, no
medicine. About 70% are poor even though the land is rich
in copper, silver, gold and oil.
We visit a squatter settlement: It all looks so hopeless
to us yet they have hope, some of them. One lady had
hope. She was making blouses (took one day to make one)
and selling each one for $12. Who could buy a blouse in
the settlement? Only American tourists as others are too
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poor. We see a pregnant woman who lives in a two-room
shack on the ravine slope, scrubbing clothes on a wash
board. Men in the area are mainly unemployed and/or
alcoholics. It’s a big problem here: “everybody drinks.”
A local woman, Eirene Ortiz, told us about “Women’s
Liberation in Latin America.” She noted that the women of
this village worked very hard, had many children, were
always tired and overburdened by work in the home.
Women in Mexico are very limited to domestic chores and
do not get much education. By age 10, most children are
required to do the housework. Women are mainly illiterate
and so they tend to marry too early (age 15) and become
very dependent upon men in general who are trained to be
superior. Often times a man may have two families and not
stay long with either. The women are resigned to this
reality as victims. A woman alone in need of a man has
little choice. Masculinity is measured by the number of
women one has and being able to hold his liquor. The
church has practically no influence on the poor people.
Meanwhile husbands oppose any idea of family planning.
If a woman does not bear children, she can be beaten by the
humiliated husband. Abortions are tried secretly, but are
illegal. The typical life span for a woman in Mexico is 50;
a woman of 35 is considered “an old woman.”
Domestic Servant Problem: Young women who have
been abandoned and/or unwed mothers have no other
choice for work. They “live in” with owners in a poor
setting and work without hours set (12-15 hours per day).
They cannot “live in” with their own kids who then are
mainly abandoned and are on their own. What is the
answer to this dehumanizing process? Labor unions are far
off yet. But the Base Christian Communities provide one
110

solution.
Let’s hear the story as told by Adela, one of the leaders
of this community movement:
“I’m a leader of the small Christian community in
Cuernavaca squatter settlement called ‘Base Christian
Community’. This movement was born after Vatican II
when it was discovered that Christians needed to
evangelize each other. We in the poor communities have
waited for centuries for the priests to evangelize, but the
church in Mexico was captured by the rich who forgot to
evangelize the poor. So we the poor were left in the dark,
not in the light.
What we had was religion, not
Christianity. So we began to study the Bible together in the
small villages. We were hurting inside, and did not know
that others were hurting also. In these missions we began
to involve some of the priests also. Many priests felt that
we could not do it and rejected us. So we began to form the
small groups ourselves.
A group of about 29 of us spread out in the town and began
14 different base communities, some of them with priest
participation. In the first year of missions we also worked
in the poorer sections of our own neighborhoods (where the
people could not read or write and were thus forgotten). In
each group we looked for a key person who was very
communicative and began with her (husbands wouldn’t
come at first). The women were tied to their homes and
suffered very much, but they would come every week to our
meetings.
Coordinators formed a base of six families and started a
fellowship by introducing ourselves to one another;
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although we live close together in the settlement, we do not
know each other. We were united by family, work, religious
belief and concern about the church, which up to now had
been mainly masses and sacraments. It sounded good but
we did not participate. No one had taught us, we just
listened. Now it’s different. We come to these small group
meetings with confidence and the Bible (thus, they are sure
we are not Catholic). We begin with some songs and then
try to explain the significance of these songs we sing. This
helps the poor person to speak, who doesn’t normally speak
with ease. So we begin to use the Bible and ask questions
about it. These poor people know nothing about the Bible.
It is very new to them. This motivates them.
The husband doesn’t come. He is afraid. He can’t read or
speak well, but finally he comes later. When husband
comes, the coordinator leaves to give the group a sense of
confidence.
We celebrate birthdays, we look after the sick, and after six
months of these meetings leaders emerge. It works mainly
with couples who then go out and convince others on the
basis of their own life. Couples animate others.
We read in the Bible “in these times” that we are not to be
slaves, exploited, silent, oppressed. But the priest had been
telling us, “in those times” (where does it say that?). The
Bible tells us about taking away our chains, healing the
sick NOW, not THEN only. Jesus works through his people.
How is Jesus going to find us? In the small communities?
Why should I believe in Him? He hasn’t done anything for
me. Why don’t you search for him? How can Jesus act in
the world if you don’t let him work in you, in the prisons,
the hospitals, and the places where the poor people are? If
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there is no one to speak for them, no money, the people
don’t know. Hospitals are supposed to serve the poor. They
have the bottles connected but no plasma in them. “What’s
happening here?” The nurse of the hospital replied, “No
money!” So we say, “Why are they here?”
So the poor people die without assistance unless someone
speaks out.
Jesus said, “What did you do for your
brother?” The Word of God is alive here. In the jails we
find people suffering because they have been jailed unjustly
for as long as 30 years. So we unite to free them. We have
to be there to support them, to give liberty to those who are
not guilty. But the Church in the past has only been
concerned with the fat sheep (the wealthy as it takes many
pesos to build a temple). We are not concerned about that
kind of temple. If we are dead within, we cannot act. If we
do not act, we are dead.
The supermarkets here cheat the poor by inaccurate
measurements. They wear fine clothes and take our food
away from us. Food comes from the poor (who work the
fields), but it does not get back to them. Football teams
have big buildings. Where does it come from? The poor
people. Why doesn’t the church speak? Because the rich
give pesos to support that way of life.
Electricity–we have none in the settlement, so we work to
get it.
Water–we have none. At 3 a.m. is the only time to get it.
That’s the way the poor are treated and the priests are not
interested. The priest says, “Want a mass?” We say,
“What does it cost?” Baptism? What does it cost? Why
pay for that? Pay for prayers for the dead? What’s that?
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What does “kyrie eleison” mean? Who will teach us the
meaning of the mass?
So we meet together from 8 to 10 in the evening. We walk
in the dark over stones and ravines, in the cold and the
rain. It’s hard work to give yourself to people. We do not
meet in a nice room but in people’s homes, sometimes
biting dogs at the door, but we enter and gain commitment.
Because of money the rich people become filled with pride
and so massacre the poor. “We don’t give pearls to pigs!”
They can’t give pearls to the poor because they do not
understand the poor. Money thus fills the hearts of people
with pride and it becomes difficult for them to bear fruit.
When a priest cares for the poor, he is persecuted.
A typical meeting is held in a poor house with a leaky roof
and no dry place around. The kids are asleep with plastic
bags covering them and having gone to bed still hungry.
Sometimes the coordinator is able to bring food, so that
food is shared first and then they can learn the Word of
God. This family had two eggs and water for ten people.
So we went to the market and had a feast for them and they
devoured it like wild dogs. Two older children in that
family did not work. After they ate, they asked us how
much we spent for the food? Eighty-five pesos? If we
work, we could eat like that? Yes.
So we look at the Word of God: that the poor lazy person
should look at how the ant works. Two days later, they
were all “resurrected” and working. “Resurrection,” you
see, begins now (not in the future). Thus, the awakened
people begin to work; they fix their roof together and to
read the Bible together as in Luke 4:18: “The Spirit of
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God is over me today?” Do you believe this? What does it
mean to unleash the chains? We were prisoners, who knew
not how to visit our neighbors and the jails where they
were. Now we are liberated.
So the Bible can be understood in two ways:
1. Cult - make prayers and sacraments but do
nothing else. This is the way we had been taught.
2. Liberation - as in Amos, Joel and John the
Baptist, wherein the prophets were beaten for talking about
liberation. This is the liberating perspective.
“The peace of the Lord” - what does that really mean?
We look at the newspaper and discuss it and then look at
the Bible to reflect that theme and give light to it. The
problem is that people are seeing but do not really SEE,
and hearing but not really HEARING.
Television costs
many pesos and doesn’t really bring us the true message.
But our little Bible study does prepare us for participation
in the sacrament. Our small community does not stay in
the Temple, but moves out into the total community.
Our meetings begin with a prayer, then a song, and then we
see who is there and why some did not make it (we are
concerned about them). The Bible and newspapers and
other media help us to discover events that have impacted
our lives. Who will resolve our problems? God? What is
an event? It will be resolved by God and His people, we
have said.
Parable: A man with two donkeys wanted to cross a deep
stream. So he prayed fervently and then pushed them into
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the stream and hoped, but they both drowned. A second
man likewise prayed fervently and then went into the
stream with the donkeys and pulled and cursed and swore
and tugged until after a great struggle they made it
through. “Dear God, I don’t understand you. The first
man was pious and nice and yet he was not saved. The
second man cursed and swore and yet he made it; why?”
“Si, Pedro, but you see the first man left me with all the
work to do.”
I hope you aim to awaken your people (in the U.S.). Search
out the poor and awaken and resurrect your people to the
realities of life. Do it now. There is no longer time to
dream because God is alive in us now and he is not locked
up in the sacristy. How could God be there when it is so
cold? And cold bread and cold tortillas are not good
anymore. The eucharist is not to be put away and kept in a
drawer somewhere, but to be passed around (and quit
dreaming) now!
Remember Jesus is over there in the
ravines, the barrios, the squatter settlements, the houses of
prostitution. What have you done for your brother?
Adela’s story tells it all. Someone said, “hunger is the
bread of many.” Hunger is explained by a Brazilian slum
dweller: “I have this bitter taste in my mouth. I gathered
stuff from the junkyard and sold it for six cruzerios. I
needed food badly so I wanted to save the money to buy
beans, but I couldn’t because my stomach was screaming
and torturing me. So, I bought a bread roll. What a
surprising effect food has on our organisms. Before I ate,
the sky, the trees, the birds were all yellow. But after I ate,
everything was again normal to my eyes. Food in my
stomach is like fuel in machinery. I was able to work
better. My body stopped weighing me down. I walked
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faster. I started to smile. Will there ever be a dream more
beautiful than eating? I felt like I was eating for the first
time in my life.”
(End of article)

After such a dramatic experience in Cuernavaca, Mexico, it
was clear what I was to do in the future. The voices of the
Third World were literally shouting at the rest of the world.
How could I possibly transmit that message to my fellow
believers in the U.S.? In this case, words would not be
enough. We had to get people into the Third World to see,
hear and smell poverty first hand. Only then could we
expect any real kind of results. And so I laid plans for such
an effort. But another experience in far off Dominican
Republic only added fuel to my inner fire. This time, my
experiences were not to be recorded in any kind of church
publication.
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Chapter Nine - Part C

FIVE GRINGOS AT LA GRANJA
La Granja was the name of the little farm on the outskirts of
Santo Domingo, capital of the Dominican Republic, where
our team of five volunteers from VIISA (Volunteers in
International Service and Awareness) began our work in the
summer of 1982. Our task there was to organize anti-polio
clinics in the small villages where polio was spreading
while United Nations-donated anti-polio vaccine sat unused
in various storehouses. The actual work of administering
the vaccine was to be done by local people, but someone
had to get it organized.
On June 21, our small group was to begin the team building
process for the task at hand. Children under five were to be
vaccinated against polio. We arrived in Santo Domingo at
sundown. It seemed to us a big city, and very mysterious at
night. We stayed at a pension (a regional “hotel”) along
with about 150 Peace Corps volunteers. The VIISA model
unfolded very slowly. It was hot and humid and no one was
eager to get started. Reality was quite different from our
dreams in San Diego and Santa Barbara.
The five volunteers from the U.S. recruited by VIISA
ranged in age from 16 to 54, and included a high school
student, a collegian from Alaska, a Peace Corps volunteer,
a Minneapolis seminary student, and myself. At that time,
VIISA was a nonprofit agency based in Santa Barbara,
California, that recruited and trained volunteers for short
term service and awareness projects in the Third World,
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mainly Central America. Projects were in the areas of
public health, nutrition, animal husbandry, agriculture,
dental hygiene and pre-school child development. Our
project was in the area of public health.
Our home for several weeks was in La Granja, a small farm
in a rural area west of town. It was a pleasant little place
on the outskirts of Santa Domingo, the coconut palms
whispering in the balmy Caribbean breezes. It was a sleepy
place until our expected arrival. Picture the scene: the
excited locals began to sing together, “The gringos are
coming, the gringos are coming....” They had never seen
people from the U.S. in their remote area before. So they
busily painted our rooms upstairs, scrubbed the floors,
bought sheets and pillows for our bunks and generally
shaped up like an army inspection was expected. We were
embarrassed by all this attention. For them, it was like
having visitors from outer space.
We began our work with a visit to a local polio clinic,
inhabited by numerous small children who were victims of
polio simply because no one had given them the UNsponsored vaccine. Ironically, storehouses were filled with
the anti-polio medicine but no one knew how to administer
it. But our visit to a polio ward was most discouraging.
The doctor there explained that the many children in this
place who had polio were paralyzed for life, with no
muscles to be firm or rigid, and so legs and arms just
flopped uselessly. Therapy was useless except for those
few who had only partial paralysis. For these reasons, the
doctor explained that all the modern medicine in the world
could not help some of these. “I’m handicapped!” he
admitted. We were highly motivated to utilize the vaccine
that had been ignored in a storehouse for years.
119

We visited other barrios where we became immediate
celebrities. The children who had never seen white people
before excitedly followed us everywhere, giggling about
our light complexion and strange dress.
On July 1, 1982, we began work in a small clinic along
with two volunteer nationals. The work was very slow,
partly because most of us did not speak Spanish and partly
because the people there were used to things moving very
slowly, if at all. The wage scale was very low (domestics
received 30 pesos per month); police received 100 pesos
per month (most of their pay was “under the table,” which
was true for most government jobs). Value of the peso
fluctuated daily but the exchange rate was about even, one
peso equaled one dollar. Even doctors and lawyers were
poorly paid which is why they didn’t stay here very long.
TIME magazine referred to this country recently as “a
pleasant little Caribbean nation,” which is what American
tourists see but they don’t see what we see.
We invited people to the polio clinic and distributed posters
explaining our work. The publicity seemed to work as the
next day about 75 people showed up for shots. The people
were mainly illiterate, so the posters were designed with
pictures and few words. Many women did not know the
date of birth of their child or what month of the year this
was. Kids crowded into the tiny room so that we were
surrounded by them. Everybody was talking at once, it was
very hot and there were no breaks. We just kept on
working until all were served.
It was hard to get the local women to volunteer in the
vaccination program because they were all busy just trying
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to survive from day-to-day. One of the volunteers took us
on a brief walk to the river bottom where “real” poverty
existed. Homes had dirt floors and no bathrooms (use the
ground) and no water. Small girls hauled water from up the
hill in very large gallon tins. Some of the houses were so
close to the river that they periodically were flooded out.
But where could they go?
Very few get to school; no motivation. We visit a typical
“school,” a building about 8' x 10' with two openings for
windows, one door, cement floor, one blackboard and
several so-called “desks.”
It was raining outside and a
bunch of children showed up at this make-shift school
house. They all sat down in the little chairs waiting to be
taught. They wanted to learn but there was no teacher. So
we began to teach them on the spot. There were 42 kids in
this tiny school that was so crowded that many of them had
to stand. Others sat on benches about six inches wide that
resembled sawhorses. Nevertheless, the children were
surprisingly well behaved.
Hospitals in Santa Domingo were pathetic. 12 children
died every day in one of the larger government hospitals
simply for lack of care.
Barrio “hospitals” were even
worse, with only “gauze” for medicine, nothing else. The
children here were mainly malnourished. Not only were
they very thin but an American nurse noted that the
coloring under their eyes indicated anemia and
malnourishment among most of them. A father of a large
barrio family assured us that he was working hard to
support his children; however, we also noted that he was
quite drunk while his daughters were starving.
On Sunday morning our meager Spanish was severely
121

tested. We thought we ordered papaya juice but got french
fries instead. Outside the restaurant very few people were
driving cars. Instead there were many “blue-cars” (taxis)
and buses. We took a long bus trip to our destination but
our path was blocked by a long train load of sugar cane.
People began to steal bales of cane off the train as it moved
slowly by us. The road was very narrow and the bus
crowded. One lad had a small chicken on the bus.
We stopped and then waited for another bus to arrive.
Instead a “blue-car” drove up and after some haggling,
convinced us to ride with him (six of us in a small Datsun).
Driving here is very informal. People park on the sidewalk
and pedestrians scramble as taxis honk and thread their way
along the narrow streets (paths).
Part of the Sunday night experience here is a walk down
the “Malecon.” This is the main street in town where
people get all dressed up, cruise, play their radios loudly or
walk along the roadway near the ocean, a very carnival-like
atmosphere. Some park their cars along the roadway and
bring folding chairs, a bit like walking the mall in the U.S.
A surrey was a popular way of getting about for tourists.
As we walked there were small boys following us begging
for money, shining shoes or hawking peanuts. To the
tourists they are a nuisance, but to us a reminder that they
are learning to survive on the streets any way that they can.
Where are the little girls? Sheltered at home by protective
mothers. Young girls are very vulnerable in this society.
The Dominican Republic is also a kind of refuge for
medical students from the U.S. who can’t get into medical
schools in the states. As a result, the Dominican Republic
has many unemployed doctors while people are dying from
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malnutrition and the lack of medical care and prevention,
which is another dilemma of the Third World.
One of the workers here walks with a severe limp, the
result of polio as a child. He has severe pain in his hip
when he hoes weeds and has to stop occasionally to relieve
the pain. I asked if I could help him, but he refused. I was
told by a local that “weeding was not your kind of work;
we can’t let you do that.” A cultural thing, I guess. It was
hard to get used to being treated as special. We gringos are
much too soft for field work. We would get blisters, sun
stroke and fatigue (we are told) and we’re not conditioned
for that. What we do have to offer, though, is important: a
genius for organization and technology and applying what
we call “appropriate technology” to it all, but with patience
and understanding.
We have to understand that women in this country have a
different role than in the U.S. They are more passive and
restricted. There is no such thing as equality among the
sexes. Others would like to migrate to the U.S. but it is
difficult to obtain passports. Moreover, they must have at
least $3,000 in the bank and give a good reason for coming
(like visiting a sick relative). This part of the country is
dominated by multi-nationals that reap large profits at the
expense of the local people.
Latinos here have a basic pessimism about life. They have
pretty much given up on the possibility of a revolution to
better themselves and candidates for office never seem to
fulfill their promises. There is really very little reason to
hope. Most North Americans have values expressed in
things (phones, TVs, cars, etc.). In Latin America these
material things belong primarily to the state and the few
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(who are rewarded, not for hard work, but by fate or luck).
The poor find fulfillment in feelings and emotions, not in
possessions. “Law is transcended by friendship; it is only
for those one does not know.”
Every time it rains here (and it rains often), the power goes
out and the phones don’t work. Phones seem to be more of
a nuisance. They always seem to be ringing when people
are far away from the office and no one seems to bother to
run upstairs and answer. So, it rings and rings. On the
street small boys make baseball caps out of milk cartons
and play stick ball with sticks and plastic covers rolled up
to make a ball.
By day’s end our small clinic had given vaccine to 110
children. The grand total for the clinics must have been
close to 400. At night, we go home hoping for a shower
only to learn that the water pump is broken, so no showers
and also no food because the stores were closed. This is
what a day in the barrio is like.
With all this poverty surrounding us, stealing does not
seem to be a problem here. Nor have we noticed a great
deal of drunkenness.
Road work is done here in late
afternoon and evening because of the intense heat. But the
farmers seem to be working all day hoeing, raking, cutting,
picking and clearing.
Tree planting: Another project we worked at was the tree
planting operation, sponsored by the nations of Haiti and
the Dominican Republic in preparation for the 500th
anniversary of Columbus’ arrival here in 1492. The goal
was to have the area look as much like it did to Columbus
by having the coastlines (at least) lined with trees. The
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project was called “Operation Kuombite.” We gathered a
group of 30 villagers for a demonstration on the advantages
of tree planting in their area. The trees would have several
purposes: besides providing much needed shade, they could
be used for food or fuel, further the environment and
prevent erosion. Mahogany, for example, grows fast and
can replenish itself (a renewable resource). Some wood is
food for animals. People need wood also but it is destroyed
faster than it is replaced.
The project had three basic principles: working, eating and
music in a family-type relationship. We began by showing
them the seed pods, cutting them up and then sending them
to the kitchen for cooking. Meanwhile, we were talking
more about planting the seeds, namely, how fast they grow
and that they can produce food in a year’s time or less. We
also noted the importance of involving the entire family
and neighborhood in this process. The people, many of
them suffering from hunger and malnutrition with no
answer to their problem, were very interested. We picked
some seed pods to test their edibility and cooked them for
our evening meal. It was okay. For the poor, it becomes a
self-development project and they are anxious to help.
On this trip we visited one of the poorest barrios in town,
Barrio Domingo Savior, just west of the river Ozama. The
streets were very narrow and winding up and down a steep
canyon, at the bottom of which was a drainage ditch
(sewer). Tiny concrete houses, some no larger than our
bathrooms, lined the streets.
People looked tired,
frustrated, except for the children, many of whom were
naked and skinny.
They survive partly because of
numerous “mom and pop” stores (comidas), small TV
repair shops, beauty shops, car repair, barber shops and
125

dress shops (women sewing dresses out of cast-off clothes).
Radios blared, a huge picture of Jesus was painted on the
town wall and men played chess and dominoes in the street.
Attitude towards work is also different here, according to
our guide. Physical work is interpreted as denying one’s
capacity for spiritual activity. So many in the city, we are
told, become alcoholics and wander about aimlessly.
Unemployment, we are told by our guide, is at 40% at this
time and climbing. Minimum wage nationally is $125/
month except for domestics and farm workers. Laborers at
factories make from $2 to $4/hour. “Labor unions here are
despised because they are run by communists who accuse
multi-nationals of raping the country of profits.” Cheap
labor and cheap energy has fueled the success of the
factories. Nothing lowers a man so much as to have to earn
a living as a common laborer. The upper class, meanwhile,
identifies its role with “sacred” God-given functions which
thus sanctifies the rest of life by giving it meaning and
control. “Tell people what they want to hear rather than
disturb them with the blunt truth.” “Work is a means of
enjoying non-work!”
The Dominican Republic is a heavy exporter of sugar and
tobacco to the U.S. But, the bottom is dropping out of the
market just now so no one is making any money here. Plus,
the peso is being devaluated and the country is hopelessly
in debt to First World nations like the U.S. (and not much
has changed since then).
The Virgin Mary and the Virgin of Guadalupe are the
main focus of worship as mediators to God. As a result,
the churches in Latin America are essentially feminine
institutions and their greatest appeal is to women,
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contrasted to the U.S. where about 60% of church
members are women but in a male-oriented institution.
Each country in Latin America thus has its patron
virgin, the “ideal mother” who bears children without
being conquered.
The virgin also symbolizes an emotional attachment to
her son, and not her husband.
Lack of sexual
fulfillment is practically immoral for it deprives
someone of the rights to self expression. Thus Latin
males are given free reign in this regard, many of them
trying to support multiple families and “wives.”
Although women seemingly have no rights in this
culture, they do not have a high regard for the men in
their life either. Men are sort of “tolerated.” The
typical reaction is that the men are sexually hungry all
the time, should be fed occasionally and then
disregarded for they will never amount to anything.
Thus, about the only thing a poor male can brag about
is how many children he has sired. He is not valued for
his work for he has no work.
Then there is the outrageous contrast between the huge,
spacious cathedrals and the poor people begging
outside their gates.
The missionary that we met at Child Evangelism that
summer had some of the right approaches but was
locked into a one-dimensional theology. He and his
wife were dedicated to the people, knew their language,
had compassion and understanding, but could not figure
us out. Their basic approach was, “Preach the Gospel
and other things will follow naturally," except that the
people were still starving. Meanwhile the Child
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Evangelism headquarters at that time was like an island
and all that they had to offer the people were Bible
studies.
Gardening, tree planting, vaccinating the
children against polio and rural development (some of
our projects) were not on their agenda.
But what were the results of our efforts in the Dominican
Republic and how did we do? We gave vaccine to 779
people in just one month (a daily average of 35). We had
initiated a tree planting program to help feed the hungry.
We had been instrumental in providing a ray of hope to a
few people in desperate poverty. But mostly, we had been
turned around in terms of what poverty and hunger is all
about. Charity alone would not solve this problem; only
long-range development would make a dent in it. Were we
ready for that? We’ll see...
How does it feel to be in a foreign land for several weeks,
apart from familiar surroundings, language and culture?
It’s like being in a kind of suspended animation.
Depression sets in that is hard to shake. It is more than just
“homesickness.” How do foreigners feel when they come
to the U.S.? And what about the children here in the
Dominican Republic; some of them without parents,
mentally and/or physically handicapped? How do they
feel? They seem happy to us, but what is really going on
inside? Does anyone really care?
It was in this unlikely setting that a key change occurred for
me. After several weeks of work under the pressures of
extreme heat and humidity, I began to tire of the routine. I
was uncomfortable and sick part of the time, lonesome and
discouraged by our slow progress in getting young mothers
to bring their babies to the rural clinics. Furthermore, I
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couldn’t speak the language and that was very frustrating.
And of course there were days when we had absolutely
nothing to do. For an activist like me, that is disaster!
One night I crawled into my bunk and pulled over the
mosquito netting like a cocoon for protection. I was
particularly disturbed. It seemed like I was wasting my
time here. I began to think of how miserable I felt and
somehow during the night expressed my displeasure to God
(who else could I blame?) “Why did you send me to this
outrageous outpost? Get me out of here now!” It was not
exactly a prayer and there was no answer, at first.
After many such outbursts, a faint answer seemed to
develop. It seemed to be a one-word answer, “LISTEN!”
Is that all God could say after all my nightly tantrums? But
that was it, so I did try to listen. At night I could hear the
balmy Caribbean breezes whispering through the coconut
palms, dogs barking, children laughing in the distance,
radios blaring (they only had one volume, loud!). But that
was not it. For when I listened with my inner ear, another
sound was heard. I first noticed it in the polio ward on the
day of our arrival here. It came from a small child, placed
in a walker where he was struggling desperately to walk.
What this child did not know was that his legs were too
weak from polio to sustain his body weight. He would
never walk. In total frustration he began to cry, the pathetic
cry of a small child unable to use its small paralyzed limbs.
That cry became a symbol for me of the Third World crying
out for justice, for dignity, for food, for life itself (see
photographs on page 99).
Later, I realized that I would never be able to feel right
again as long as one child was going to bed hungry on this
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planet. I had resigned my job as director of Lutheran
Social Services in 1981, and decided that the rest of my life
would be dedicated to the problem of world hunger. (As in
the other turn-around decisions, this was not the only
reason to leave the LSS position. When I began work there
it was a small staff: myself and a part-time secretary. After
six years this had grown to a staff of several people and I
was not trained to be a CEO and handle staff relationships.
It was time to move on.).
When we left the Dominican Republic by plane it appeared
from above to be a bright and beautiful green island. All
the poverty and misery were hidden from view, just as it is
hidden from most U.S. tourists and from the majority of the
world as well. How can that be changed? How do we
make known to others the realities that we saw in just a few
short weeks? And, what can be done about it? Any
suggestion for change in our life style to make it possible
for the poor to survive is looked upon as “communist” or
“socialist” and therefore not very democratic. Capitalism
as a system works great for those who are wealthy but it
seldom trickles down to the very poor.
We landed in Miami, Florida, in a contrasting world of
unreality. Immediately, we didn’t have to worry about flies
in our food, about drinking the water or touching the bread
with my right hand, or avoiding the salad. I thought about
our friends we left behind in the Dominican Republic.
Dona Blanca, for example, had never been on a plane, or
eaten without flies, or drunk pure water, or had to worry
what shirt to wear today. They seemed to wear the same
clothes every day.
When I arrived home in El Cajon, California, the house
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(needing a paint job and other things) looked like a rich
man’s house. I hadn’t been in anything but a Third World
home for so long, mine looked like a castle by comparison.
My closet full of clothes, many of which I hadn’t worn for
a long time. Are all those really mine? Why do I have so
many clothes? Do I really need all of them? “Let he who
has two shirts, give to the one who has none.” Lifestyle
can be so oppressive to those who have little. And I didn’t
like thinking that by my lifestyle I would be numbered
among the oppressors. How do I change that? Not by
myself, obviously, but only collectively; but how? These
are some questions that need answers.
This calls to mind the well known parable of the rich man
and Lazarus in Luke 16:19-31, which is a kind of “cry from
below”:
“There was a rich man who dressed in fine linen and
feasted sumptuously every day and at his gate lay a poor
man Lazarus, covered with sores, who longed to satisfy his
hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table ...”
Now, why did the rich man not see (that is, really see) the
poor man who daily begged at his very gate? Did his own
comfort, materialism, security and riches blind him to the
needs of others? Is this what wealth does to a person, a
community of persons, a class, a nation? Do they become
so possessive and narcissistic that they cannot comprehend
the real needs and reality of their suffering brothers and
sisters? Why is it so?
How can a poor man in the Dominican Republic work eight
hours a day and barely subsist while forming the cheap
labor and raw materials for a foreign capitalist who can
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afford and consume beyond comparison? Is the American
capitalist worth more? Does he deserve more? To even
suggest the possibility of sharing the wealth of the rich
persons and nations with those of the Third World is
anathema in the U.S.
Theologically, of course, it is
impossible to condone the present state of inequality. The
problem has to do with the status quo and how we got to
where we are.
There are other choices of political systems (than
capitalism and communism) which the Third World is
trying desperately to demonstrate. But in most cases of
political reality they really do not have that choice, as per
example, the Dominican Republic.
So who owns the natural resources - the land, the good
water, the air, the oil? With ownership comes power, but
who really has the right to own it? No one and everyone,
for it is there for all to use and thus no one really owns it
for we all own it. This raises the whole ethical question
about private property. Is private ownership just? Is it
possible, ethical, practical for all to own private property or
does cooperative living really make more sense in terms of
the proper disposition of the world’s goods?
Competition does lead to motivation but at what point is
competition wasteful and destructive and are there ways to
motivate other than greed for personal profit? Are there not
some higher human values to strive for than mere personal
profit and G.N.P.? Is bigger better? Where does it all lead?
Is there not a point beyond which expansion makes no
logical sense anymore?
These were my thoughts at the time. Has anything in the
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world really changed since? As a result of these Third
World experiences I could no longer proceed with
“business as usual.” The time spent in the Dominican
Republic, Cuernavaca and the border trips to Mexico
changed my life completely.
I had been director of
Lutheran Social Services of San Diego County for a
number of years (1974-81) but another change was in the
offing. As noted at the end of Chapter 8, the traditional
way of informing First World people about the realities of
the Third World was not working. What was needed was
an experience in the Third World somewhat like I have just
described. Unfortunately, most people are not open to
such lengthy trips to developing nations.
So, for the next 20 or so years, I began to design
experiences that more directly involved participants in
“third world opportunities.” One example is the straw bale
house building. One of the problems we had noted during
these trips was the dilapidated housing most people were
living in - many of them made from scrap metal and wood
found at the dump. They couldn't afford a normal wooden
house, but how about a house made from straw bales?
Straw was cheap in that part of Mexico and Habitat for
Humanity and others had learned how to build such a house
that was well insulated and cost just a few thousand dollars.
So, part of our project became straw bale house building in
Tecate and Tijuana. More than 100 such houses were built
during that time. A wind storm hit Tijuana that year and
every straw bale house withstood the storm, whereas others
did not.
“Third World Opportunities” eventually became the title of
the program that I initiated in 1990 and supervised for 12
years with some 3,000 young people and adults
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participating in programs mainly along the border with
Mexico. Many lives were changed by these experiences,
even though the trips were short by nature (usually one
week). We learn by experience, and that was surely true for
me in Conversion #9.
What happened in these short border experiences? We
called them immersion education trips into Mexico to better
understand the complexities of the Third World. The
border with Mexico in San Diego is the busiest border
crossing in the world. Millions travel across it yearly but
for some it is a very costly trip. In just one year, more than
400 migrants died, most of them dying from dehydration in
the desert. Why cross in the desert? Because there are
three fences that separate the two countries. Fences were
built to keep out the migrants from the south on one hand,
while employers in the U.S. eagerly reach out to hire the
migrants who work for below-poverty wages. Why do they
cross the border? Wages in Mexico at the time could be as
low as $.50/hour, compared to the minimum wage in the U.
S. of $4.50/hour.
A trip to the border fence (now three fences) reveals the
many crosses marking the places where hopeful migrants
died trying to enter the “promised land.” What a contrast
between the two countries.
This is the only place on the globe where First and Third
World borders coincide. You drive from the U.S. side on
four-lane freeways with beautiful landscaped homes in the
background. Once across the border, the roads are narrow
and not often paved, and the houses are shacks thrown
together from scraps in the dump. The artificial border and
fence are denials of the reality that the U.S. and Mexico are
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one continuous economy, and that the two countries are
mostly interdependent in many ways.
People live in
Mexico and work in the U.S. and vice versa. The border
crossing at San Ysidro has 24 stations and they are always
busy; crossing time varies from 45 minutes to two hours.
Much of the delay has been since 9/ll, a vain attempt to
keep the terrorists and drug smugglers out of the country.
But in spite of the stepped-up border patrol, the addition of
heat sensors, search lights, helicopters and more walls, the
border is still very porous.
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Progressive Christianity
Discussion Group of San Diego
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
This ecumenical group meets to discuss
Progressive Christian ideas,
and critically re-examine the traditionallyheld belief system.
Many attendees find that some of their beliefs fall
outside the Christian framework
or they may even consider themselves part of the
“Church Alumni Association,”
no longer able to recite the creeds in good
conscience but unwilling to abandon the church
of their heritage.
Most feel that theism does not accurately reflect
their experience of The Divine,
and in their quest for a better understanding of
what it means to be a modern Christian, have
moved forward into a realm of faith without a net.
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Chapter Ten

A Revolutionary Theology
As I mentioned in the Introduction, “I live in a box (El
Cajon) near a table (La Mesa).”
The quote above describes who I am, and where I am at
right now, “a Christian living in exile.” In Spanish, the
word el cajon (the town in which I have lived since 1973)
means “the box,” or “a valley surrounded by hills;” and the
adjacent town is La Mesa, which in Spanish means “table
or plateau.” These symbols are a kind of paradigm of my
life today. What does it mean, for example, to be a
Christian living in exile? It’s something like living in a box
and gazing out at the table set before me. It’s like a table to
which I have been invited to share in the great fellowship
of all peoples, but I am prevented from joining in because
of the restrictions of my box.
I have been kicking at the outer edges of this box for some
time now, especially lately with Conversion #10 which I
am about to describe in greater detail. The box was formed
in early childhood and has served to isolate me in many
ways throughout my life (as I noted in the previous few
chapters). But I did not form the box, nor can I blame its
existence solely upon my parents, teachers and culture. It
is just there and as a maturing adult I need to deal with it.
It dealt me such things as racism (Chapter 5), feminism
(Chapter 1), a narrow theology and world view (Chapters
4-9), and inadequate education principles (Chapter 4).
I didn’t choose to be in exile. It just sort of happened, not
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all at once, but gradually so it was hard to notice. Only in
retrospect (as I write this book) could I see the movement
or change that resulted in the present “exileship.” Let me
explain.
I worshiped regularly at St. Andrews Lutheran Church in
San Diego from 1974-2011 and as a result many of my
friends are from that congregation. It’s a great church, with
two fine pastors and good lay leadership. My problem is
that though I enjoy the people there, my theology today is
quite different than theirs. And it’s quite different from
most main-line churches (such as Lutherans). How do I get
my head and heart together here? My heart is at St. A’s but
my head is somewhere else. How long can I continue this
theological schizophrenia? Let’s start at the beginning of
this thing.
This one started out innocently enough. In 1992, I enrolled
in the class taught at San Diego State University by Dr.
Richard Elliott, designed to initiate dialogue between the
scientific and theological communities.
From the
beginning we had four professors from SDSU (two
biologists, an astronomer, and a math professor), plus four
or five clergy (Lutheran and Methodist). I mentioned to
one of the pastors that I was writing a story about Adam &
Eve for my family at Christmas, and wanted to do research
on the Genesis story. He referred me to some work by
Elaine Pagels and others (see page 141) and the theological
journey was underway. I began reading with the idea of
doing research on the Adam & Eve story. Instead, I was
introduced into a whole new realm of theological
perspective. It was mind blowing. I had no idea what had
been happening in New Testament scholarship, particularly
since some of the revelations from the Dead Sea Scrolls
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and the Nag Hammadi dig in Egypt, and the new quest for
the historical Jesus. Theology was being turned upside
down, but the institutional church was ignoring it as best it
could. Everything I was reading seemed to be challenging
the hallowed doctrines and belief systems of the historical
institutional church. It was like living in two conflicting
worlds, the world in which I was raised and this brand new
“revolutionary” one. However, the church continued to
teach the same old doctrines, choosing to ignore any
suggestion at dramatic change. When did all this happen?
How did I miss it?
I had enrolled in the SDSU class hoping to bridge the gap
between science and religion by getting in an honest
dialogue with the scientific community. I didn’t really
think that there was a gap but both sides (scientific and
religious) operated that way. It was advertised as “science
vs. religion” or “evolution vs. creationism,” or “Darwin vs.
God.” In other words, you had to choose between these
two opposing world views. Did earth begin magically by a
wave of God’s hand some 6,000 years ago? Or did it
happen more gradually over millions of years, as scientists
have long maintained? If you believe in the latter and
accept evolution as a working hypothesis, then where is
God in all of this? Is God dead as some have suggested?
As I worked through some of the discussions and
contemplated the many books on the “new theology” (see
page 141), things began to happen that I had not
anticipated.
The old theistic God who miraculously
intervenes in history to rescue fallen mankind from the fires
of hell didn’t make sense anymore. Nor did the kind of
God who will answer some individual’s prayers but ignore
others.
Why would an omnipotent, all-knowing,
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omnipresent God allow wars, pestilence, terrors and death
to happen? Does that mean that God is not in control of
the universe after all? So who’s in charge here? Why
should people pray? Why go to church? Where is God? Is
there a God? What about miracles? Did they only happen in
the first century? How could a star travel to Bethlehem?
How could Joshua stop the sun from moving? What about
a virgin birth; is that an oxymoron? These and many other
questions that I had secretly held for many years suddenly
demanded sensible answers.

------------------------------------------------------------------My SDSU Class Reading List:
WHEN GOD WAS A WOMAN, Edith M. Stone
ADAM, EVE AND THE SERPENT, Elaine Pagels
THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS DECEPTION, Michael
Baigent and Richard Leigh
THE LOST GOSPEL, Burton Mack
BORN OF A WOMAN, John S. Spong.
BEHOLD THE MAN, R. Nash.
THE GOSPELS WITHOUT MYTH, Louis Evely
JESUS, A NEW VISION, Marcus Borg
JESUS, A NEW LIFE, A. N. Wilson
THE RELIGION OF JESUS THE JEW, Geza Vermes.
-------------------------------------------------------------------

It’s hard to describe how I felt as I continued my quest, but
I did reach a point where I felt like a homosexual must feel
before “coming out of the closet.” I had theological
constipation and even became ill until I had an opportunity
to share my “new theology” with my pastor and a few
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friends. Since they were not overwhelmed by it, I felt a
great surge of freedom. It was like a resurrection or a “new
birth” for me. Now, theology finally made sense and I was
comfortable with it. It was nice to have my theology and
my cosmology or world view on the same page for perhaps
the first time in my life. Science and religion need not be
in conflict. But I had been operating under two very
conflicting worldviews for most of a lifetime.
It is not possible to summarize all of this in these pages, nor
to present a defense of this new theological position.
Rather, the purpose of this chapter is to present the idea of
an alternative theology and how to make it known within
the church family without causing undue misunderstanding
and heated controversy. Right now the Christian Church
(Protestant and Catholic) is already divided by the gay/
lesbian controversy. This problem carries over into the new
theology realm where the same divisions occur.
Conservatives try to maintain the status quo while others
(mislabeled “liberals”) attempt to evaluate what is new.
What is unfortunate about all of this is that the controversy
over sexuality and the search for the historical Jesus may so
dominate center stage that the church loses sight of its
central purpose and mission. For that reason, I hesitate to
enter the arena to drop a bomb on everything. But, on the
other hand, this is the risk one must take if honesty and
truth are the bottom line. If the ultimate purpose here is
the pursuit of the truth, then the institutional church need
not be nervous when new ideas seem to be challenging old
and established doctrines. For example:
“Christianity has nothing to fear from questioning.
The Church as an institution is not the truth, nor are
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its doctrines the truth, and certainly not the
Christians themselves. What we are supposed to do
(and what all doctrine and scripture are to do as
well) is POINT TO THE TRUTH! We are ‘earthen
vessels’ to show that the transcendent power
belongs to God and not to us. Therefore, the more
humble the vessel, the more clearly does the truth
and the treasure shine forth.” (This also applies to
Jesus as we shall see later). (REAL WISEMEN
KNEEL, Rev. Mark Trotter, pastor at First United
Methodist Church, San Diego, California, from a
sermon preached there on January 2, 1994).
I believe that theological doctrines can be taken as
something like scientific theories (evolution, for example),
open to testing and to potential falsification and revision. I
take them to have a provisional character, always subject to
reformation and fine tuning. Unless we are prepared to
have our views falsified, we cannot finally claim that they
grasp something deeply true about reality. In theology as in
the natural sciences, I believe we are called to the discipline
of humility: we must constantly construct, test and, if
necessary, abandon our paradigms as we engage the
mysterious and surprising character of the world.
In the study of science as well as of theology, there exist
scholars of great conscience and even greater curiosity who
genuinely seek to know the truth. And today that truth is
making itself known in the new cosmology of science as
well as the new developments in theology. Something
profoundly important is beginning in our time: a new world
view of intoxicating depth and richness is being born. I am
trying to be a part of that newness, to understand it, and to
celebrate it.
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In a certain sense my “new theology” is not new at all, but
is at least two centuries old because it has to do with the
age-old question, “Who is Jesus?” It is a quest that Biblical
scholars and historians have been pursuing for a long time.
But now, using the tools of modern textual research,
archaeology and social science, scholars have been able to
reconstruct a portrait of the historical Jesus, unembellished
by nearly 2,000 years of church devotional tradition. “Who
is Jesus?” For most of the people on the planet it really
doesn’t matter. For those of us who still claim to follow
Jesus (“Christians”), it is a haunting question that deserves
an honest answer. No other person has had the impact on
civilization as has this Jewish carpenter from Galilee.
When evaluating this so-called “new theology,” it is
important to consider the following facts. The conclusions
being reached are a summary of some 200 years of intense
Gospel scholarship by some of the best minds trained in the
top universities of North America and Europe. Who are
these scholars who are making such a difference in
theology today? They are experts in their field. They
represent theologians, archaeologists, social scientists,
historians, and others dedicated to the singular task of
discovering “Who is Jesus?” Thus I believe their work
must be taken very seriously and cannot be dismissed as so
much liberal babble.
In spite of the depth of the work of these competent
scholars, most of this data does not trickle down to the
persons in the pew. This is both unfortunate and unfair.
Why is this so? Why are we as ministers taught one thing
at the seminary level and then proceed to say something
else in the parish? The answer, of course, is fear. It is fear
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of what may happen to the traditional church once the lay
people hear some of these stories. Traditional theology has
worked for nearly 2,000 years; why fix it if it isn’t broken?
But, isn’t that the point? For some people, the old theology
just doesn’t work anymore. The goal is to find a more
rational basis for belief and a clearer essence of Jesus’
teachings. For their sake and for the sake of the bottom
line truth, we continue our pursuit. Let the chips fall where
they may.
A large group of scholars have been gathered together by
the Westar Institute, otherwise known as the Jesus Seminar,
to explore and communicate the findings of many
researchers over the past decades. This group began in
1985 with just 30 scholars; today it includes more than 200
professionally trained specialists who meet twice a year to
debate issues prepared in advance. The unique thing about
the Jesus Seminar is its goal to reach lay people who have
been largely ignored in the past. Many people criticize the
Jesus Seminar because “it is too controversial.” What they
forget is that the message of this Jesus is also controversial
and radical. It got him crucified after all. Maybe it is time
to take the blinders off and let the message of Jesus speak
for itself. That’s why I call it a “revolutionary theology.”
This historical search, of course, precedes and transcends
the Jesus Seminar. However, the Seminar is significant
because it attempts to do what Galileo could not do in his
day, that is come of out of the closet with issues that are
highly unpopular to the traditional church. Galileo wanted
a debate on cosmological issues–the church said no. Luther
wanted a debate on theological issues–the church said no.
Today, I think, we are in the same place over issues raised
by the Jesus Seminar. We need to pay attention.
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Luther, in his day, posted the 95 theses on the church door
to initiate debate. Bishop John Shelby Spong and Robert
W. Funk have also submitted their theses in the current
debate, as a call for a new reformation. As a part of my
new theology, I also submit herein my theses:
I. WHO IS JESUS?: Modern scholarship has uncovered a
Jewish rabbi, itinerant prophet, who was neither virginborn nor Messiah. He probably did not walk on water,
change water to wine, raise the dead or magically heal all
who fell ill in his path. Jesus was a human being who lived
an extraordinary life, made more so by those who chose
him to be their spiritual leader. His death was not some
kind of payment for original sin, and believing in him is not
the magical formula for Heaven’s entrance.
(Jesus,
himself, made no such claims). All of this, of course, is
quite contrary to what the Christian Church has been
teaching and preaching for several centuries.
Consider the doctrine of ORIGINAL SIN: How is it
possible that an act by a mythical person (Adam) makes me
a sinner who then is condemned to hell UNLESS I believe
that God has saved me through Jesus? This doctrine is an
embarrassment to the Creator who made all things and
made them good. Original righteousness comes closer to
the reality of how God made all things. So where does sin
come into the equation? How does a perfect God create
people who become sinners? Who or what is at fault here?
To define people primarily as “sinners” as the church has
done for years is counterproductive.
This also raises the questions about the doctrine of the
ATONEMENT: In this belief, God sent Jesus to die on the
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cross in payment for our sins, partly the result of our
original sin in the Garden. But, if there is no original sin,
then atonement is not necessary. Jesus’ role is not that of
Savior from sin, but to reflect to us the God who lives in
and among us. Jesus’ life and teaching served to reveal
who God was and the central message: “Love God with all
your heart, mind and strength, and your neighbor as
yourself.”
II. VIRGIN BIRTH: I had long struggled to both believe
and understand this one. I think I now understand why
certain members of the early Christian Church insisted
upon it. I am not certain that early believers understood it
as “history” in the same sense that we do; but that it was a
“faith story” to demonstrate to them something that could
not be explained in any other way. The doctrine of virgin
birth is a late theological development. It is not mentioned
by Paul, Mark or John (or Thomas or the so-called
“Sayings Gospels”). It is included only in Matthew’s and
Luke’s narratives, but even there it is entirely possible that
it was added later. A “virgin birth” was not unusual in
Jesus’ day, in terms of what people believed. Many other
contemporaries of Jesus had made similar claims as a
stamp of legitimacy for their message. In the days before
scientific inquiry, virgin birth was not thought to be
impossible. Today, of course, it is an oxymoron.
III. THE TRINITY: The church fathers who struggled
with the idea of the Trinity in formulating the Nicene Creed
(Council of Nicaea, 325 AD), were utilizing the familiar
symbols of their day to express the inexpressible. How can
you describe God in mere words? Threeness or Trinity was
a Greek idea of completeness or perfection. So, they
described God in three ways. It worked for some of them.
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But, it doesn’t work for some of us today.
There is only one God, whether we call this God Father,
Mother, Jehovah, Lord, Creator or simply “I am.” Jesus is
not God, but Son of God by creation. The Holy Spirit is
another way of expressing God’s presence in the here and
now. God is revealed to us in a variety of ways, but most
especially through the words and actions of his people, and
particularly the words and life of Jesus, some of which is
recorded in the Bible.
It is interesting that this dogma was still being debated as
late as the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) at which time the
Nicene Creed was adopted by a “consensus” vote of
assembled bishops. But truth cannot be established by a
majority vote of any assembly, regardless of what it may
call itself. The history of the Nicene Creed is very shaky at
best. The bishops who gathered at the emperor’s summer
palace in the fourth century were invited by a political
ruler, Constantine, who didn’t care so much about theology
as a united empire. The invited bishops (many stayed
away) were evenly divided on the issue, as evidenced by
later councils that reversed the findings of the 325 Nicaea
Council. What this means is that the early Christian
Church, even as late as the fourth century, was still
debating the divinity of Jesus. Later, any who dared to
disagree with the council were ousted as heretics.
Supposing Jesus was not the miracle worker the Gospels
attempt to describe, but a sinner who did not rise bodily
from the dead. Is it not a greater miracle that God could
take a mortal (Jesus) and transform the world by one such
life? The Gospels, after all, represent interpretations of
Jesus, written one or two generations after the events,
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altered to suit the time and circumstances of composition
and the audience to which directed. They were designed to
establish the doctrine of the divine origin of Jesus and his
virgin birth. The canon has only four gospels, but an
unknown number of gospels were compiled, 36 of which
have survived at least in fragmentary form. Each gospel
tends to present a different or unique view of “who is
Jesus?” Which one is correct? Which ones are false? Is it
possible to determine that from such a distance in time and
culture? Scholars tend to judge the accuracy at least in part
by how close the document was to the time of Jesus. But
even this is an intelligent guessing game. Nothing was
written down until at least 20-25 years after Jesus’ death.
If Jesus did not raise the dead, wither the fig tree, multiply
the loaves, or himself rise from the dead and ascend into
heaven, what difference would it make?
The question is not who is Jesus, but who is Jesus for us?
There never was a time when the Jesus’ experience was
captured to be normative for all time. Each generation
stands in the midst of its own concepts and values, and uses
a vocabulary tainted by the experiences of its own culture
and language. Thus both Bible and creeds are WINDOWS
to the truth and not themselves the truth. Both Bible and
creeds are products of the deliberations of the institutional
church, which in turn is made up of fallible human beings
regardless of how faithful and religious they may be. Each
generation must thus remythologize history in words that
are consistent with the “eternal now” which is always
changing and always new.
The central message of the Kingdom is still the same: It is
not to repent and be saved by a Savior who died for the sins
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of the whole world, but repent and rejoice for the Kingdom
of God is in our midst, whenever we see the poor fed, the
stranger welcomed and the oppressed go free. Salvation
has already come and it is holistic for it frees those in
bondage, stops wars and crimes, unites enemies and ushers
in the Kingdom of God. The central message is God loves
everybody and commands us to love all our neighbors as
well, by acts of mercy, justice and forgiveness. The
Kingdom is all inclusive; no one is “left behind.”
Jesus was not the Messiah the Jews expected or wrote
about in the Old Testament, but he was messiah (not
capitalized) in the sense that he was the one through whom
God revealed himself in a very special way in order to
liberate humankind from all manner of bondage. He
revealed God to us by his deeds, sowing love, passion,
healing and hope in the midst of despair, death, war and
division. Thus resurrection is not so much an event in
history as it is an experience of the eternal now, of the love
that is God. Thus to be Christian is not to be necessarily
religious, but to have the “courage to be” all that God has
intended us to be. To be born again is to allow the essence
of God to be born in us.
So who is Jesus for us? One who revealed God to us.
IV. THE CHURCH:

(Ecclesia: the gathering)

Basically, I would define the church as a “small group of
people who have made some kind of covenant together, to
confess their lives together, to grow, to love, to challenge
and be challenged and to stretch in a world of praxis.” The
purpose of the church is to train disciples. Thus, the only
meaningful role for a trained clergy would be that of
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enabling discipleship. Once disciples are trained, clergy
should back off. Clergy ought to be like coaches, not
quarterbacks. Lay people are to be enabled to carry the
ball.
So the present structure of the church is upside down. It is
clergy dominated and spends too much energy in training
clergy and too little in training disciples. The uplifted
pulpit, the turnaround collar and the robe all symbolize a
dramatic separation between clergy and disciples that is
disastrous.
Clergy even speak a different theological
language that is thoroughly baffling to the pew sitter. How
do we change this model that has dominated the Christian
Church since the Middle Ages?
For possible models of change, consider the temple and
synagogue of the Old Testament Jews. The temple was the
holy place where the people gathered for high festivals
perhaps four times a year. The synagogue was a meeting
place where local people could gather weekly (or more
often) for training and study. At the present time, the
church uses up a lot of energy trying to manufacture 52
high festivals per year. Most clergy do not have the skills
necessary to “perform” on a weekly basis. Furthermore, the
monologue (sermon) is not the best way to communicate
the Gospel in this century. It worked in a day when people
could not read nor write, but gave no opportunity for
feedback and discussion.
The weekly synagogue model thus would be preferred if
the purpose of the church is to train disciples, rather than
train “clergy to perform”. A so-called temple service could
be arranged for the high festivals of the church year and
become a kind of celebration of what had been going on in
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the synagogue training.
There would be no clergy
“sermons” in the synagogue, only in the temple. Thus the
role of the clergy in this model would be to train the
trainers, focusing on discipleship. The House Church
model (reviewed in Chapter 8) speaks to this issue.
V. WORSHIP:
Worship literally means “the work of the people,” but it
instead has become the “work of the professionals,” such as
musicians and clergy. If you are not turned on by 16th-19th
century classical (religious) musical forms, then you will be
uncomfortable in the traditional mainline Protestant church
of today. Meaningful worship to me is that kind of worship
that develops out of the work of the people and their dayto-day experiences.
I have experienced this kind of
excitement, joy and meaning from services at the Urban
Training Center (see Chapter 7, The Plunge), in Mississippi
(Chapter 5), and some churches that utilize contemporary
music and instruments (not just piano and organ).
Meaningful worship, then, is that which is contemporary
(meaning it speaks to me in my idiom), grows out of the
people’s experience and is not just another “performance”
by the professionals. The performance style is appropriate
for those occasional temple services, but not in the weekly
“synagogue” style, where discipleship training is
paramount.
VI. HELL:
Hell is not a place but a condition we put ourselves and
others into by our actions and words. War is hell; violence
is hell; murder is hell; divorce is hell; oppression is hell.
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We all live in it at various degrees almost daily. Being
rescued from this daily kind of hell is what “salvation” or
heaven is all about. It has nothing to do with a medieval
place of eternal fire and suffering or a place of reward in
the afterlife. Again, these are descriptive metaphors not to
be taken literally.
VII. HEAVEN:
Likewise, heaven is not a place but a condition, that of
being in relationship with God, the Creator and creation.
The idea of rewards and punishment is an ancient doctrine
that has no place in my theology. We live by grace, not
justice. Thus, neither heaven nor hell can be “earned” by
our behavior or misbehavior. We are all children of God
and brothers and sisters of one another.
VIII. SACRAMENTS:
The Lord’s Supper was surely not instituted by Jesus, but
by the early church. It was no doubt the outgrowth of
house church meetings where agape feasts were common,
but hardly sacramental in their beginnings. The earliest
description of a so called “mass” was in 150 AD, and it was
not until 1208 that it was decreed to have the meal
celebrated by the ordained only. The words of institution
were originated by the early Christian Church, not Jesus.
Baptism was already a ritual in the Jewish tradition but
Jesus did not baptize people nor did he urge others to do so.
Both sacraments have their place in today’s church, but
they are churchly traditions, not instituted by Jesus himself.

153

IX. RESURRECTION (and ASCENSION):
Resurrection is not a physical resuscitation of the body but
a sharing in the new life with God. Resurrection is the new
life that happens in the here and now. As to life after death,
we can only posit what peoples of all times have hoped.
We cannot know for certain. The resurrection of Jesus was
not a physical event but a spiritual one. Thus, we can
participate in his resurrection when we are renewed or
awakened. Ascension makes sense in a pre-scientific threestory universe (heaven is up, hell is down and earth is in
between), but not in present-day scientific understandings.
Physical bodies do not ascend and descend. Jesus is not
sitting “at the right hand of God” (where is that?), waiting
to later judge the whole world.
X. JUSTIFICATION BY GRACE THROUGH FAITH:
Justification by this definition is a gift from God to all
people, whether they are Christian, pagan, Muslim, Jew,
Hindu, etc. Justification is universal. How is it received?
Not by works or by believing in the correct doctrine, but
through faith, which does not mean “believing” but passive
receptivity. And what is "passive receptivity?" It is our
trusting in the power of God's love and grace with openness
to welcome God's healing presence. It happens when we
cease to struggle and rest in the buoyancy of God. This is
our life and our mission. This is justice in the Kingdom of
God.
XI. APOSTOLIC SUCCESSION:
This doctrine has absolutely no meaning for me. Which
apostle are we supposedly following here? Peter? James?
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John?
Each apostle represents a very different and
sometimes conflicting tradition. Actually, there never has
been just one holy and apostolic church, but many
traditions. This also applies to bishops and popes who are
mere mortals and hardly the guarantors of truth. Having a
bishop or clergy lay hands on one’s head is no magic
guarantee of anything. It surely did not prevent the church
from making a series of serious mistakes throughout
history. There just are no absolute guarantors of truth.
Apostolic succession was an attempt by the early church to
preserve a tradition and prove that all of it was absolutely
true, having descended from the Peter who was
“perfect” (and the first pope?). Wasn’t Peter illiterate?
(Acts 4:13)
XII. CREEDS/CONFESSIONS:
The three historic creeds, the Apostles, Nicene and
Athanasian, as well as the confessions (Augsburg
Confession and Book of Concord), are interesting historical
documents that testify to how our ancestors struggled over
certain theological doctrines in their day. However, they
are not summaries of my faith for they do not speak to the
current dilemmas of church life. They reflect a world view
that is no longer valid for me.
The Nicene Creed, for
example, is the result of many years of struggle between
the Orthodox Church and the Arians. Was Jesus really God
or adopted by God as his son? The struggle was so vicious
at times that wars were fought over it. They were divided,
of course, but did come to a temporary consensus, only to
reverse the decision in later councils. What has this to do
with my faith today?
In the “House Church” (Chapter 8) our group struggled to
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accept the Augsburg Confession as a summary of our faith,
a requirement made in most Lutheran congregations. The
group rejected Article II on “Original Sin”; a decision that
Mother Church did not like and which partly resulted in the
eventual demise of the Church of the Covenant in Carson.
XIII. WORD OF GOD:
The Bible is the word of God-fearing peoples in the past
who recorded their struggles about who God is and how
God has acted in their lives. Thus, it is interesting history
and metaphor. But it is not the Word of God in the sense
that it was written by God. God never wrote anything. It
is, rather, a Word about God, which is helpful in our
attempts to explain the God metaphor. To call the Bible
inerrant because God wrote it is to do a disservice to the
intent of the writers, all of whom were human beings and
not perfect. The Bible contains the views of many people,
some of whom contradict or differ from one another. It
contains errors of history and fact because it is a mixture of
history and myth. The writers did not distinguish between
the two. Thus it is helpful as a spiritual guide but is not an
absolute authority on all religious questions. We do not
have a “paper pope” that is infallible. God still speaks to us
in a variety of ways.
XIV. LORD’S PRAYER:
It is hardly the Lord’s Prayer, but rather the “church’s
prayer” which has been a good model of what prayer is all
about. It has been overused liturgically and has lost some
of its basic meaning. Jesus is reported to have said, “When
you pray, pray LIKE this.” It is a very difficult prayer to
pray sincerely for few of us would be up to its radical
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challenges. The first petition, “Our Father, who art in
Heaven” reflects a limited metaphor and puts God separate
from us. “Thy will be done on earth as in Heaven” reflects
the three-story universe of a pre-scientific world view.
“Give us this day our daily bread,” makes sense when the
“us” refers to the whole world at the communion table.
And “forgive us our trespasses (debts) as we forgive our
debtors.” Do we dare to ask God to forgive us only when
we forgive others?
And what about debts (the original
translation)? What if we forgave our debtors? What would
happen to capitalism? Truly, a very difficult prayer to pray
if we take all the words in it seriously. It is much easier to
make it a part of our liturgy, or let soloists sing it at
funerals. Or, maybe another translation would help:
“Eternal Spirit, Earth-maker, Pain-bearer, Life-giver,
Source of all that is and ever will be,
Father and Mother of us all,
Loving God in whom is heaven:
The hallowing of your name echo throughout the Universe.
The way of your justice be followed by all the people of the
world.
Your heavenly will be done by all created beings.
Your commonwealth of peace and freedom sustain our
hopes on earth.
With the bread that we need for today, feed us.
In the hurts that we absorb from one another, forgive us.
In times of temptation and testing, strengthen us.
From trials too great to be endured, spare us.
From the grip of all that is evil, free us.
For you dwell in the glory of the power that is Love,
Now and forever. Amen.”
(From the NEW ZEALAND ANGLICAN BOOK OF
COMMON PRAYER).
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Here is another way to start out:
“Good caring presence within us, around us, and above us;
Hold us in a sense of mystery and wonder. Let the fullness
of your goodness be within us.
Let all the world know your ways of caring and generosity.
May we find we have all we need to meet each day without
undue anxiety.
Overlook our many stupidities, and help us
to release everyone from their stupidities.
May we all know we are accepted....”
(Francis Macnab, “Preaching the New Faith,” p. 119, in
HISTORICAL JESUS GOES TO CHURCH.)
XV. HUMAN SEXUALITY:
If it is true that a certain percentage of the populace is born
with various degrees of homosexual tendencies, then it is
wrong for the church to condemn those who are gay or
lesbian, practicing or not. This is another example where
the church has erred, attempting to prove its position by a
certain literal interpretation of Scripture. This happened
with the condemnation of Galileo; again with the church’s
view on slavery; and again with the church’s view on
women’s rights (the Roman Catholic Church still prevents
women from serving in the priesthood). Homosexuality as
a condition was not even known when the Bible was
written. The whole concept of sexual orientation
(heterosexuality, homosexuality and bisexuality) was not
conceived of until the time of Freud in the late 19th century.
At the time the Bible was written, it was believed that all
persons were heterosexual, and therefore any same-sex
activity would be considered “unnatural.” The Gospels and
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Jesus had nothing to say about it for it was not an issue
then. The reference in Leviticus (17-26) had to do with a
tribal purity code, alongside of not mixing two different
kinds of cloth, avoiding certain foods, not to cut beards and
not to crossbreed animals, hardly the law of God. And, the
penalty was death. Homosexuality is not a disease, and it is
not usually a choice one makes, any more than being
heterosexual is a choice.
XVI. DEATH PENALTY:
Like other means of killing (war, murder, euthanasia,
abortion) the death penalty is wrong. Some exceptions are
made, for example, in the cases of euthanasia, war and
abortion in extreme situations. Occasionally the choices are
between the lesser of two evils, or what is sometimes called
“situation ethics.” Thus, it is the spirit of the law, rather
than the letter of the law that should matter here. But
capital punishment as a deterrent is wrong and has no New
Testament backing. There was a time in early history when
the church was pacifist and believed all wars to be wrong.
The so called “just war” theory seemed to make sense in
Augustine’s day, but not in the present nuclear age.
XVII. TEN COMMANDMENTS:
These were the tribal rules of ancient Israel which are
interesting historically, but hardly instructive in a literal
sense. For example, the assumption then was that women
as wives were private property and hardly had equal rights
with men. Thus, the 10th Commandment says, “You shall
not covet your neighbor’s wife,” but does not mention
husbands. Many of the commandments have relevance for
today, but I would not as a church include them as part of
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its basic teachings.
XVIII. MIRACLES:
Miracles recorded in the Bible have to do with a divine
being (God) intervening in history to violate the very rules
that the Creator had established in the first place.
The
miracle stories are interesting metaphors but not historical.
That is, they do not describe actual events. Examples of
miracle stories in the Bible include the following: Jesus’
physical resurrection from the dead and ascension into
heaven, Jesus’ walking on water, stilling the storm, cursing
the fig tree, feeding the 5,000, raising Lazarus from the
dead, healing the man born blind, etc.
Many scholars believe that the miracle stories in the
Gospels are modeled on parallel episodes in the Old
Testament. For example, the feeding of the 5,000 could be
compared to Elijah’s multiplication of meal and oil for the
widow of Zarephath (I Kings 17:14). And the healing
efforts of Elijah and Elisha may have served as models for
Jesus’ healing ministry. (See IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF
JESUS, “A Chronicle of His Life and the Origins of
Christianity,” by Jean-Pierre Isbouts, pp.181-182.)
XIX. CREATION:
Creation is not an ongoing activity of God and is not in
conflict with scientific views of natural selection and
evolution. The cosmos can be analyzed by scientists from
whom we learn a great deal, even though we may never
have all the answers. For scientists, the universe came into
being without any supernatural assistance, described by
some as “the Big Bang.”
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XX. ROLE OF WOMEN:
I believe that women were treated equally with men by
Jesus and that many of his disciples were in fact women.
Nevertheless, I also believe that writers in both the Old and
New Testaments reflect a cultural and patriarchal bias
against women that needs correcting today. The Roman
Catholic Church errs twice over in not ordaining women or
married men.
Within our own Evangelical Lutheran
Church of America (ELCA), women are ordained today but
still not treated as equals by the church.
XXI. PRAYER:
Prayer is like a conversation with the God or Spirit within
each of us. It is not a petition or request for something,
making God like a Santa Claus for our every wish. It is
more like an expression of concern for others and a plea for
direction or help.
It could be an expression of
thanksgiving. In terms of forgiveness or confession, these
are best expressed directly to the person involved.
So what about us? Who are we? We are reflectors of God
who attempt by our words and actions to experience within
the God that only experience can describe. Thus, it is
possible to see reflections of God in all humans and,
indeed, all of creation.
For years the church has
concentrated on the sinfulness of humankind, which is
partly right, of course. But sin is not the main thing about
us. What is more important to focus upon is the God
likeness in each of us. What can I see and learn about God
in others? We all have a purpose on this tiny and fragile
planet. What is my purpose in living here for such a short
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while?
How do I then discover this? A good start would be
gathering in small groups to form communities of
compassion and concern. The church was instituted to do
just that but mostly has lost its basic purpose by too much
emphasis on doctrine, clergy domination and institutional
concerns. The House Church (Chapter 8) represents a
viable alternative here.
In my life, the House Church was my church (#8). This was
preceded by the promise of baptism and a caring
community (#1), sharing a life (#2), learning how to
become a “learner” (#4), heeding a “call” (#3), answering a
“call” (#5, #6, #7 and #9), and paying attention to a new
paradigm (#10).
All of these so-called conversions
involved taking risks, and paying for the consequences. In
the case of conversions #5 through #10, it meant bucking
the institutional church and some of its basic resolutions.
Some of these consequences are yet to come.
Since writing this document, I have become involved
with a new movement called Progressive Christianity,
which pretty well summarizes much of what is contained
earlier in this chapter.
What is Progressive Christianity?
Progressive Christianity is a new movement (started in
1994) which is an alternative to the traditional approach to
Christianity. It is neither conservative nor liberal. It is
forward looking, flexible, capable of change, creative, in
process (like a river) and all inclusive. It is also an attempt
at bridge building between the church and the world, and
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science and theology. Some of the major points are:
1.

Jesus is a gateway to God, not God himself.

2.

We recognize that there are many other ways of
describing God (Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism,
Muslim, etc.), and acknowledge that their ways are
true for them.

3.

We invite all people to participate in our community
without insisting that they become like us. This
includes believers, agnostics, skeptics, women and
men and those of all sexual orientations.

4.

We honor deeds above creeds. How we behave
toward one another is the fullest expression of what
we believe.

In June of 2002, I began a Progressive Christian discussion
group in the San Diego, California, area and it has been
continuing on a twice-a-month basis ever since (website:
www.ProgXianSD.net).
It includes persons who have
either left the traditional church or are planning to do so.
My e-mail list numbers nearly 100, some of whom are from
out-of-state, but participate through e-mail communication.
During the years since the discussion group began, we have
discussed many books, including the the following:
WHY CHRISTIANITY MUST CHANGE OR DIE, by
Bishop John Shelby Spong
THE HEART OF CHRISTIANITY, by Marcus J. Borg
CHRISTIANITY WITHOUT GOD, by Lloyd Geering
WHEN JESUS BECAME GOD, by Richard E. Rubenstein
163

A NEW SPIRITUAL HOME, by Hal Taussig
THE HISTORICAL JESUS GOES TO CHURCH, Jesus
Seminar
THE GOSPEL OF MARY OF MAGDALA, by Karen L.
King
THE EVOLUTION OF GOD, by Robert Wright
Progressive Christianity, for me, has been a great
alternative to the traditional approach that no longer has the
same meaning it had in my earlier years. I like it because it
is open-ended and all inclusive. For example, in our
Monday discussion group we have a mixture of persons
from various Protestant groups, a few Roman Catholics, a
Jew, agnostics, and a few avowed atheists. The bottom line
is that we all have one thing in common - looking for an
alternative to the traditional scene that no longer makes
theological sense for us. Many others still find meaning in
the orthodox approach, but we are trying something
different.
This summarizes my journey to date.
continues.
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The journey
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