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ABSTRACT
THE QUILT: STORYTELLING AS PREACHING, TEACHING, AND TESTIMONY
Anita R. Wright
Trinity Presbyterian Church, Montclair, NJ

Stories matter. Everything and everyone has a story. Everyone has a story that is
formed by the set of experiences that shapes who they are. Institutions also have a story —
its history of occurrences and activities create the institution. Each of these stories is
important because they are not independent. They are interconnected with each other. In
a similar way, storytelling is the combination of individual pieces of scraps joined
together to make a beautiful tapestry.

Utilizing the image of a quilt, this project explores the interconnectedness of
preaching, teaching, and testimony in identity formation in individuals, the church, and
the community. It examines how these stories are interconnected and impact each other
to create a larger, more inclusive, connected quilt. This project uses the context of
Trinity Presbyterian Church in Montclair, NJ as the setting for exploring the quilt. This
project will examine Trinity’s story as a congregation, its community story located in the
south end of Montclair, NJ, and the stories of the individuals comprising the
congregation.

Using Anne Wimberly’s story-linking model, this project examines storytelling
through a sermon series: This is Our Story, a four-week Bible Study engaging
Wimberly’s story-linking model, a leadership retreat using the same model, and a survey.
Each of these avenues reveals a story. This project demonstrates that each of these stories

impacts the other when it is sewn together, creating a quilt that is Trinity’s story.



Dedication
This work is dedicated to the memory of my late parents, William and Lula Wright, who

ignited my love for stories and storytelling.

To my siblings, who prayed for me, supported me, and understood my necessary

absences.

To my legacy:
Tramaine, Jamie, Aliyah, Anna, Amani,
Lewis, Christopher, Nakiah, Nakara, Amare, and Journi.
You are the reason | keep writing my story. May it inspire you as you write yours. This is

our story.



TABLE OF CONTENTS
FIGURE LIS . e vi

CHAPTER 1: THE QUILTMAKER
THE PANEL OF MY LIFE. ... 1

CHAPTER 2: THE PANEL OF TRINITY & MONTCLAIR
ACHARGE TOKEEP IHAVE. ... .o, 27

CHAPTER 3: THE THEOLOGY OF QUILTING & STORYTELLING
THE BIBLICAL FRAMEWORK FOR STORYTELLING AS THE QUILT OF
PREACHING, TEACHING, AND TESTIMONY ......cccooiiiiiiiiini 63

CHAPTER 4: DESIGNING THE PATTERN
EXPLORING TRINITY’S PRESENT AND FUTURE STORY THROUGH

STORY-LINKING. ... 71
CHAPTER FIVE: OUR QUILTED STORY

TRINITY’S QUILT WOVEN TOGETHER..........c..co 85
APPENDIX A: SURVEY ... e 104
APPENDIX B: STORY-LINKING BIBLE STUDY LESSONS.......cciiiiiiiininnn. 105
APPENDIX C: THIS IS OUR STORY SERMON SERIES.........cociiiiiiiiiini 114
APPENDIX D: LEADERSHIP RETREAT ... 123
BIBLIOGRAPHY ... e 128



Figure List

Figure 1: Trinity’s Crafters Pastoral Installation Gift

Vi



Acknowledgements

There are so many people who have made this work possible. First, to the Trinity
Presbyterian Church family who provided the context for this work, the time to complete
it, and the financial support that helped make it a reality, | thank you. Your love, care,
and support have been phenomenal. This is as much your work as it is mine.

To my sister-girls: you push me to greatness. Your check-ins, willingness to
stand in the gap, and to provide sustenance on late nights are appreciated.

To my peer mentor and the ‘cohort within the cohort’ thank you. You challenged
me, encouraged me, prayed for me, were my thinking partners, and pushed me over the
finish line. Your friendship and support have been invaluable.

Finally, to my doctoral mentors: Drs. Gary V. Simpson and Leonard Sweet, |
appreciate your guidance, shared wisdom, instruction, and cognitive challenges. Thank
you for investing in me as | continue to define my Pastoral Identity and hone my

Prophetic Fire in these Fluid times.

vii



R —

———

P —

Hllll UL R TRl || R ] |

] -l [ il |1 ] Il 117

Figure 1



CHAPTER 1
THE QUILTMAKER: THE PANEL OF MY LIFE

Quilting in the African American Community has a rich and storied history. From
slavery to the present, quilting has been a significant part of the African American story
and cultural identity. Quilts tell stories - whether the story quilts of Harriet Powers or the
coded quilts of the Underground Railroad?, quilting in African American communities is
synonymous with storytelling. “Quilting and storytelling go hand in hand.... [For] as
long as people have been quilting, they’ve been infusing bits of themselves and their
experiences into their creations.”?

Quilting in African American history tells the story of their social circumstances
through the fabric of the quilt and often the patterns. The construction of the quilt often
gives insight to the era in which it was made. For example, string quilts were from the
ante-bellum slavery era in which quilters used strips of leftover fabric strung together to
create the squares for the quilt.®> No matter their origin, quilts told the story of the quilt
makers and the larger society.

It is interesting to note that quilts served multiple functions. The quilting artisans of
slavery made beautiful tapestries for their mistresses that used the most expensive fabrics

and intricate patterns. However, slaves used a master level of ingenuity in creating quilts

! Rosie Lesso, “Fabrics Store,” Fabrics Store (blog), October 2, 2020, blogs.fabrics-
store.com2020/10/20/power-and-purpose-the-history-of-african-american-quilts/.

2 “Jasper 52,” Jasper 52 (blog), June 30, 2019, https://www.jasper52.com/blog/storytelling-
through-quilts/.

3 Lesso.


https://www.jasper52.com/blog/storytelling-through-quilts/
https://www.jasper52.com/blog/storytelling-through-quilts/

for themselves. They often used the scraps of leftover material to create quilts that served
dual purposes: warmth and interior decoration. However, the quilts served a third purpose
as well — the quilts codified the story of a people that formed community as a part of its
collective captivity. In this way, the history of quilting in the African American
community stitches together the stories of the people within the community to form a
visual representation of the oral tradition that had been passed down through generation.
Quilts connect the current generation with its ancestry and its future through the stitches
that assembled the fabric.

This function of quilting bears out in my own family. My grandmother created
quilts. She crafted them for her family during a time in our history when most things
were constructed by hand. She was not a member of a chic quilting circle, nor did she
display her artistry in quilting shows. My grandmother was a quilter of necessity: she
made quilts to keep her family warm. However, there was an additional significance
related to grandma’s quilt making - a tradition of quilting that was closely intertwined
with her heritage. And she understood the necessity of her stewardship in observing,
honoring and furthering her heritage through quilt making. In addition, in keeping with
tradition, grandma utilized every material available to her to make her quilts. Some of her
quilts were created from scraps left over from something else she’d made. Other quilts
were designed from cloth specifically purchased for the purpose of making quilts. No
matter which materials were used, my grandmother’s quilts were a representation of her
devout love for God, her family, and her culture.

| clearly remember my grandmother’s quilts. | recall the airy blue and red quilt

with the traditional symmetrical pattern - that covered me when | was taking a nap. |



recollect-the heavy eclectic white and multicolored quilt that seemed to have no rhyme or
reason in its pattern - which adorned the bed that I slept on when | stayed the night. And |
can still distinctly visualize the fancy, solid white quilt that we were only allowed to
admire from a distance. Whether mundane or extraordinary in design — each quilt held a
value and a purpose. And each of these quilts relayed and memorialized a part of our
family’s story.

My grandmother passed the tradition of quilt making to my father. | think back to
being a young girl and observing my father make a quilt. I don’t know if I inquired or if |
was enlisted, but | remember the construction of this quilt being a family project. My
father had mapped out the pattern and was cutting the pieces. My older sister was better
at cutting the pieces, so she assisted with that task. | was responsible for pinning the cloth
squares to the pattern that had been outlined. Then, my father used the sewing machine to
connect all the pieces together. The final steps in collaborating to create our masterpiece
were batting and stuffing the quilt.

As | listened to my father’s instructions and watched this quilt come together, |
remember being in awe of the process - as it seemed each individual square connected
perfectly like a jigsaw puzzle to generate a composite greater than its individual piece.
That is when | realized that this quilt told a story. It told the story explaining how each
piece may be independent of the other, but that transforms to something much greater
when it is joined with the other pieces. This quilt told the story of my dad’s heritage —
and the skills he had learned from my grandmother. This quilt told the emerging story of
our family. It was a story of a family living in a time when it was not necessity that

motivated us to create a quilt; instead, we were reaching, embracing and honoring our



heritage. It was a story that honored the passing of lessons from one generation to
another.

Although my grandmother was no longer present in the room, the gifts and
lessons-that she bestowed to our family remained. Her example of using everything at
your disposal, without wasting anything, was present. Her lesson of taking pride in your
space, no matter how meager or grand, was still in the room. My grandmother’s lesson
of maximizing your creativity was on display as we created this quilt. Yet, most
prominent in my mind, was the lesson that even though my grandmother was not
physically present with us, her story was present in the knowledge she passed to my
father. And my father was teaching us his story as he engaged us in making this quilt.

The memory of my family’s quilting history lay dormant until I was installed at
Trinity Presbyterian Church. One of my installation gifts from The Crafters* was a lovely
quilt. The quilt was made up of the signatures of all the members of The Crafters sewn
into the quilt and bordered with fabric. As I looked at the quilt, and remembered my
family’s quilting legacy, I was inspired. | realized that my journey with Trinity is like this
quilt. Each of us contributes pieces of our individual stories and the experiences that
have shaped us - and then we weave them together with the stories of the community and
the church to create a figurative community mosaic quilt. In doing so, each piece is
valued and given a place of honor. And thus, the value of pieces once thought

dispensable are reclaimed as they are connected with other pieces.

4 The Crafters are a committee of Trinity Presbyterian Church. They meet weekly and are
members of the congregation and community. They work on sewing crafts--quilts, knitting, etc. This group
focuses on the art of creating the craft as well as the fellowship.



Just as individual pieces of cloth come together to form a quilt, likewise, our
individual stories are woven together into the tapestry of the church through preaching,
teaching and testimony. This opening vignette about quilting in my family and the
ways that quilting is passed on across generations is first a metaphor for the ways that
our stories are woven together in communities of faith to create a beautiful coherent
piece. This vignette also exemplifies the significance of sharing stories in our identify
formation. Stories are important. Stories are an integral part of religious expression -
especially in Christianity. In many African American congregations, call and response is
a part of the preaching moment. As the preacher is preaching (the call), a congregant
might be heard saying, “Tell the story, Preacher! (The response)™ It is the understanding
that a preacher is telling the story of the biblical narrative. There is also a website
dedicated to this very thing. It is called, “Preaching the Story.”® It shares insights and
nuances from the author to help the reader ‘preach the story.” It builds on the premise
that stories and storytelling are an inextricably important part of preaching.

Jesus taught in stories. He used stories to connect his audience with the principle
or theme he was teaching. Jesus employed this method of communication to help his
audience understand what he was teaching. He used common imagery and language that

was familiar to his audience. These images and words combined to create a story with

® Maggie Sale, “Call and Response as Critical Method: African American Oral Traditions and
Beloved,” African American Review 26, no. 1 (1992): pp. 41-50, https://doi.org/10.2307/3042075, 43.

6 Leonard Sweet, “Preach the Story,” accessed 06122020. www.preachthestory.com. The website,
“Preaching the Story.” shares insights and nuances from the author to help the reader ‘preach the story.” It
builds on the premise that stories and storytelling are an inextricably important part of preaching.
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which Jesus’ hearers could relate. This was Jesus’ intent—that those who heard him
understood his lessons and responded in their living.

These stories, commonly known as parables, were an important part of Jesus’
ministry. Approximately one-third of Jesus’ teaching was through the use of parables.’
Steven Cox and Kendall Easley identify thirty-seven parables that Jesus taught; thirty of
which were unique to a particular gospel.® Jesus helped the people to understand difficult
principles by connecting them with everyday concepts. | posit that this type of
storytelling is still in use in the twenty-first century.

When conveying information through preaching and teaching, homileticians use
vernacular and stories that are common to their audience. Preachers, like Jesus, do this so
the hearer can connect and understand the principle that is being conveyed. Yet, when
considering the use of parables, we must contemplate how are they formed? Are they
formed by the context of the preacher? Are parables formed by the context of the
audience? Are parables formed using information from the context of the larger world in
which the congregation and its work are situated? | suggest that preachers create modern
parables with each of these contexts in mind.

Every person has a story. When conversing with one of my siblings, we often
joke that we have a constant playlist running in our heads. Depending on the situation,

there is likely a song, phrase, movie, or Scripture reference that captures it. We realized

7 J. Dwight Pentecost, The Parables of Jesus: Lessons in Life from the Master Teacher (Grand
Rapids: Kregel Publishers, 1998), 10.

8 Steven L. Cox and Kendall H. Easley, Harmony of the Gospels (Nashville: B &H Publishing,
2007), 348.



in our mid-twenties that we have a similar playlist because our lives have been formed by
many of the same experiences and have been influenced by similar music. Much of our
lives share a common story. Our background has shaped us and written our story.

In Recalling Our Own Stories, Edward Wimberly observes that spiritual renewal
happens when one reflects on their own story, but also when a person “rehearses and
recounts that story in a community or public setting.”® For my sister and me, we were
strengthened when we shared a common story or memory. It identified a bond that said
we were not alone in our existence, but rather that we had at least one other person with
whom we shared identifiable experiences. This was empowering. Yet, we were also
strengthened when we heard the stories of our elders and sages within the family. Their
stories gave context and foundation to our story. Their experiences became the
framework for our experiences. We soon learned that we were who we are because of
their impact and influence.

What follows is my Haggadah.° It is a retelling of my story; how | became the
person that | am today because of God’s activity in my deliverance, transversal through
the wilderness, and entry into the proverbial promised land. Like the Haggadah, this is a

public retelling that codifies my story and serves as a public testimony of the activity of

° Edward P. Wimberly, Recalling Our Own Stories: Spiritual Renewal for Religious Caregivers
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997), 3.

10 The Haggadah is the document outlining the Passover Seder and the retelling of the Jews’ story
of deliverance by God from Egypt (cf Exodus 3:18). According to the mitzvah, Jewish fathers are to tell
their sons this story each time they celebrate the Passover. Here | compare the retelling of my story with
that of the Haggadah because it is a public recounting of my story that credits God with my deliverance.



God in shaping me. It is a snapshot of the influences on my life and by extension, the

basis for my panel construction. This is my story.

CONTEXT of MYSELF

One of my favorite hymns of my youth was Blessed Assurance because it helped
me to situate myself in God’s story. It acted as the stitch to weave my experiences into
the larger story of God. It helped me understand that this was not just the biblical story
of fictional and factual people who lived eons ago. These stories were a part of my story
and I was a part of God’s story. I was not an afterthought, but an intentional inclusion by
God in God’s story. Therefore, I could sing with confidence, “This is my story, this is
my song. Praising my Savior all day long.”*! In telling my story, I recognize that several
milestones mark my journey. Each of these experiences were stitching my story together
to construct who | was becoming. | classify these encounters as four distinct pieces of
fabric in the construction of my story: 1) the fabric of salvation; 2) the fabric of personal
growth; 3) the fabric of Christian service; and 4) the fabric of proclamation ministry.

The first piece of fabric in my personal quilt was the fabric of my salvation. It
seems as if | have been in the Church forever. | was born into a Christian family and have
been exposed to the Church and church life since infancy. Consequently, | was
introduced to the things of God at a very early age. My earliest memories of church are
at the Sharon Baptist Church in Big Island, VA. Pastor William Freeman, a

grandfatherly gentleman, was the pastor of the church. It is here that | remember sitting

! Frances J. Crosby, “Blessed Assurance ”” Timeless Truths lyrics, accessed November 9, 2018,
https://library.timelesstruths.org/music/Blessed Assurance/.
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on the front pew of the ‘deacon’s stand’ with my father on the Sundays my mother had to
work. | liked sitting there because | could see everything that was going on. | can recall
the revivals and homecomings in the summer and fall, the Vacation Bible Schools,
running around the grounds of the church, and visiting my family after church. These
constitute my earliest memories of being introduced to church and God. It is these
memories that serve as the foundation for my spiritual development. For me, the church
was not simply a place to go because | had been trained to do so, but it served as a place
of solace and community. Therefore, | did not see God and church as an imposing,
threatening place, but rather, as a loving, caring place where people looked out for me,
encouraged me, and provided a place of unconditional acceptance.

While my parents involved me in every aspect of church life, this was not the sole
place of my spiritual formation. We talked about God at home. We prayed and read the
Bible together and | developed a sensitivity to the things of God. During this time in my
spiritual formation — approximately five — my family moved to another state where we
joined Mt. Zion Baptist Church, where Reverend Ellis Toney was the pastor. This was an
uncertain time for me. | had left all that was familiar to me and had to become acclimated
to - to now be introduced to a new area, new school, and new climate - make new friends
and reorient myself in the world. This was a “whole new world’*2 for me. | had moved
from a rural area to an urban area. Everything was new and frightening - even while

being a little exciting. During this time of transition, God was the constant presence

12 Alan Menken and Tim Rice, “A Whole New World” from the Aladdin Original Movie
Soundtrack, 1992, accessed November 9, 2018, https://genius.com/Walt-disney-records-a-whole-new-

world-lyrics.
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where | experienced a sense of normalcy. Church life was a place where | felt sane in a
world that seemed crazy and unpredictable. Some of the songs in the church were
different, but the atmosphere was familiar and comforting. As one who felt like a
“stranger traversing through a barren land”*3, the familiarity of worship was stabilizing.

| remember being in Sunday school class when my teacher was discussing Jesus.
She told us about how Jesus loved us no matter what. She said that accepting Jesus was
the only way to go to Heaven and not end up in Hell; and therefore, if we wanted to go to
Heaven, we should accept Jesus as our Savior. | did not understand all the tenets of the
Christian faith, but I didn’t want to go to Hell. Moreover, | liked the idea of someone
knowing me (even the mischievous part that did not cooperate sometimes) and still
loving me unconditionally. Therefore, this message seemed tailor-made for me. The
combination of my parents’ teaching, my desire to go to heaven, and the comforting
presence of God in an unfamiliar place led me to accept the saving grace of Jesus Christ.
| did not have all the answers. I could not tell you all the stories and doctrines of the faith.
However, I was assured of God’s love and felt secure that I would go to heaven. This is
the storytelling quilt of my becoming.

As a young Christian of 8 years old, | received what | desired - | was saved from
Hell. That was my primary concern. | was not concerned with how I lived out my faith
after the point of salvation. I took no personal responsibility for my spiritual growth. |

continued to go to church - as it was a mandate in our family. | continued to be actively

13 Eddie Williams, “Lord Keep Me Day by Day” sung by Albertina Walker, All the Lyrics,
accessed November 5, 2018.
https://www.allthelyrics.com/lyrics/albertina_walker/lord keep me day by day-lyrics-1162835.html.

10
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involved in the ministries of the church: Sunday school, Bible Study, Vacation Bible
School, the choir, and the usher ministry. | continued to grow because of exposure, but
not because of any intentionality on my part. | was the paragon of a youth committed to
the church—but only on the surface. My Christian service was not born out of a desire to
please God. Instead, it was the result of obedience to my parents and genuine joy in
church life. I liked going to church. 1 liked being involved; but there was no real
recognition (on my part) of the power of God to control and guide my life. What I had
been taught had not become personal to me. This fact allowed me to lead a double life—
the public ‘me’ and the private ‘me’. The two were not very different except that I was
conscious of making sure that nothing I did privately would jeopardize my public image
of a ‘good Christian girl’.

| was conscious of the dichotomy growing within me. Nothing in the youth group,
or my experience in the church, or in my understanding of God, nor my context of a
southern, educated, well-bred young lady prepared me for the war within. Nothing
prepared me for how to manage hormones and holiness, and to engage queries and
calling. I had a distinct (if not limited) understanding of right and wrong. Therefore, |
developed a deep prayer life filled with guilt and confession. | felt unworthy, but not safe
enough to ask the questions of how to come to terms with a sinful nature and a righteous
God. Paul’s query in Romans 7 was a constant mantra, “So I find it to be a law that when
| want to do good, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God in my inmost
self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me
captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that 1 am!! Who will

rescue me from this body of death (Romans 7:21-24)?” 1 could relate to Paul’s struggle,

11
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but 1 still could not internalize the knowledge that the grace of God extended to Paul to
use him, could be extended to me beyond forgiveness after yet another infraction.
Everyone | encountered had a wonderful, holy story. No one talked about the
brokenness of humanity, except in hushed, judgmental tones. There was no public
testimony of how one overcame struggles. In | Am a Follower, Leonard Sweet says,
Followers don’t need to hide their perfect scars and human imperfections. We can
let our flaws hang out and let our hair down, and we will find that we are trusted
more for our vulnerability than for our virtues. In fact, our scars can be the
stigmata of divine power and blessing.!*
Yet this was not my reality or experience. All the signs of my youth pointed to hiding
imperfections, glossing over inadequacies, and striving for a seemingly unattainable
sinless walk with Jesus Christ. These signs defined who | was (or trying to be) and the
values by which I tried to live.r
Crystal Downing introduces the concept of (re)signing. She describes (re)signing
as “the negotiation between an unchanging destination and changing signs along the
way.”® During this part of my life, I was trying to engage the unchanging truth of Jesus’

love with the ever-changing signs in my teenage life. This internal struggle continued

through my first year in college. During this time, | began to grow in my relationship

14 | eonard Sweet, | Am a Follower: The Way, Truth, and Life of Following Jesus (Nashville:
Thomas Nelson, 2012), 167.

15 Downing, 22. Downing discusses how signing identifies who we are and what we value;
however, for me there was an additional component. In this case, signing identified the influences on my
thinking and my value for perceived perfection, but not the genuine person | was striving to be. For me,
there was an internal struggle of who | was and who others perceived me to be, without a way to integrate
the two.

18 1bid.
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with Christ as | sought God on an individual level. My prayers became more personal
and less perfunctory and obligatory. Though I’d always known God answers prayer, |
began to focus on the truth that He would answer my prayers. Therefore, during times of
anxiety and uncertainty, | found myself recalling the things | had been taught, and |
would cry out to God. | became aware of a shift in my behavior. | consulted God about
everything. Now | was driven by a desire to please God and not by my desire to please
my parents or others. My Christian growth was no longer a coincidence, but rather a
conscious choice.

I had begun the difficult work of resigning myself to the truth of Jesus’ love for an
imperfect girl, while (re)signing my understanding of what it meant to be ‘a sinner saved
by grace.” This pushed me to question many of the tenets of my religion while growing
up. I reflected on the sign that | was indeed created in the image of God and began to
(re)sign what that meant for someone who lived a dichotomous existence. Less was |
consumed by Paul’s words in Romans 7 of “Oh wretched man that I am, who shall save
me from this body of death (Romans 7:24)?” My focus shifted to Paul’s words in the
following verse, “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 7:25a)!”
And, to Paul’s words in II Corinthians 12:9 that “[God’s] grace is sufficient for [me] for
power is made perfect in weakness.” As Leonard Sweet suggests, these words helped me

to (re)sign Christian truth to include my imperfection in the world and introduced the

13
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possibility that God might want to use someone like me.'” “This is my story; this is my
song.”*®

This shift in my life led to a call to Christian service. I began to seek God’s will
for my life—not only in a spiritual sense but in my professional and academic life as
well. If God promised, “Surely, I know the plans I have for you...plans for your welfare
and not for harm, to give you a future with hope, (Jeremiah 29:11)” then I wanted to
know what God’s desire and purpose was for me. I increased my personal Bible study
time. | focused on discovering my spiritual gifts and how God might want to use them.
Armed with this knowledge, | began to seek opportunities to minister in areas in, which |
was gifted. | began teaching because I felt | was gifted to do so. 1 felt a personal
responsibility to people. This principle applied to my role as a preschool teacher and the
spiritual growth of everybody around me. | did not want anyone to remain spiritually
stagnant and felt it was my explicit duty to prepare them for their spiritual future. 1 tried
to accomplish this by writing Bible lessons, teaching the children’s moment, teaching
Bible Study, and serving as Christian Education-Director.

As people observed my commitment, they recognized something special in me
and began to ask me when I was going to preach. I would reply, “I’m not”. When my
sister accepted her call to ministry, the inquiries about my ministry trajectory came more

frequently. | continued to deny any such inclinations and notions of preaching. However,

17 Sweet, 167.

18 Crosby, “Blessed Assurance”.
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I remained in constant communication with God about my role in embracing God’s plan
for me.

Eugene Peterson writes about the influence of his parents on his life as a pastor.
Of his mother, Peterson describes her Sunday evening worship services with the
lumberjacks and miners of Montana. When discussing his father, he explains how his
father’s butcher shop was a congregation of sorts, which impacted his identity as a pastor
in a congregational setting.!® Peterson notes that, “a great deal of scholarly attention has
been given to the power of liturgy in forming identity and the shaping effect of narrative
in our understanding of ourselves and the world around us. The way we learn something
is more influential than the something that we learn.”?® Like Peterson, | can identify
how my parents’ ministry shaped my ethic of Christian service.

My parents modeled service to God, family, and community. My dad was a
deacon who specialized in visiting the sick and praying for those in need. Often, he was
the first person to arrive when someone was sick or had died. Many times, he was the
first person to receive the call in such times, often before the pastor. Inevitably, | would
accompany my dad to the hospital to visit the sick. I recall a member who had died and
the burial was in another state (at least a five hour drive). My father traveled the lengthy
distance, simply to be with the family. He wasn’t on the program. He didn’t have to
provide words on behalf of the church or our family. He simply showed up. | was there

to witness it. I remember being tired, hungry and wondering why we couldn’t miss just

19 Eugene H. Peterson, The Pastor: A Memoir (HarperOne: New York, 2011), 26-45.

20 1bid, 33.
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one funeral. However, when | saw the response of the family when they simply glimpsed
our presence, | was proud that we had come.

My mom was the epitome of the church lady. She was a deaconess who was
responsible for preparing Communion on first Sundays, as well as cleaning up the
remnants of Communion after service. | recall being with Mom on Saturday evenings,
stopping at the store, and buying the glass bottle of Welch’s grape juice for Communion.
It had to be Welch’s.?! | also remember buying the Saltine crackers with salted tops. On
Sunday, the Communion trays were brought into the kitchen, the glasses were placed in
the tray and the little glass cups were filled with care. The crackers, which came as a unit
with four pieces separated by a perforated break, were broken into little pieces and placed
on the tray. | was never allowed to touch the Communion, even in the kitchen. After
service, the grape juice was poured back into the bottle and placed in the refrigerator. |
could not drain the glasses or eat the crackers. However, | could assist in drying the little
glasses by hand.

As | committed myself to be used by God, | reveled in the privilege to serve. |
had no thought of dictating to God how or where | served. This was a period of
discernment and perfecting for me. Leonard Sweet notes that “leadership is a function,

[but] followership is an identity.”?? I followed my parents’ model of serving in the

2L For many years I believed there was a special spiritual significance to Welch’s grape juice for
Communion. It was so ingrained that | would not buy it for my own personal consumption. It was not until
much later that | realized that it was not the actual juice that created the sanctity of the practice; however,
when I used Welch’s it transported me to another time, and I experienced the distinct presence of God.

22 Sweet, 34.
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church, teaching, and working with the children. I also served in the community by
transporting the elderly to their doctors’ appointments, the grocery store, and their weekly
hair appointments. This was such a regular occurrence that when a beloved community
member passed, | accompanied one of my elderly relatives to visit the family. While
visiting, it was asked (or rather assumed) that | would help to write the obituary. | had
never done that before; however, | remembered all the obituaries I had read when | was
accompanying my parents - and | wrote the obituary. This was not based on a specified
role, but on my lived identity as someone willing to be present and serve where needed.
The period of service lasted for several years. | was content serving God. |
faithfully served God in my church, area association, state convention, and community.
However, my life would change one Sunday morning. On this Sunday a guest preacher
visited our church and preached from Luke 5:1-11%. The sermon title was ‘Deeper
Waters’ and the premise was that God desires us to commit to a deeper level of obedience
to Him. | agreed wholeheartedly—so much so that my hands were raised, and my mouth
was open in worship to God. At the same time, I was declaring to God, “God I want to
go deeper in You. What do you want me to do?” Ann Wimberly introduces the concept
of story-linking in which she defines story-linking as “the process whereby we connect
parts of our everyday stories with the Christian faith story in the Bible. In this process,

we link with Bible stories by using them as mirrors through which we reflect critically on

2 This is the story of Jesus calling Simon Peter. Jesus borrows the boat to teach the people and
then tells Peter to launch out into the deep for a great catch of fish, even though he had fished all night and
caught nothing. Simon obeys and then follows Jesus.
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the liberation we have already found or are still seeking.”?* At this moment, | was trying
to situate myself in God’s story, asking God how this story connected to my story. In so
doing, God answered my query. Clearly and instantly God replied to me, “I want you to
preach.” I was flabbergasted. My hands came down, I shut my mouth, and I opened my
eyes. My immediate reaction was one of anger. “God, how dare you speak to me now?
Don’t you know | am worshiping YOU? That was a rhetorical question for me to ponder
later!” And so, I ignored what I heard as I refocused on worshiping God, the one who
had so rudely interrupted me.

| went home and decided to continue to ignore what | had heard—at least for the
moment. | planned to schedule a time when I could sit with God in prayer, fasting, and
meditation to see what this was all about. But God had other plans. That night as | was
talking with my sister, God interrupted me again. 1 felt an urgency to stop everything and
talk to God. | asked my sister to pray for me over the next few days because | had a
decision to make. She consented as she laughed knowingly. The next day I was talking
with a friend and God interrupted me again. | began crying and babbling, “But I don’t
want to. I didn’t ask for this!” Again, I asked my friend to pray with me as [ had a
decision to make. He also laughed as if he knew a secret that I didn’t know and said,
“Okay”.

At this point, | was thoroughly frustrated because God was continually
interrupting my life. As | was praying, | just could not fathom that God wanted me to

preach. | could not imagine that this was genuine. However, the more | tried to get away

24 Ann Streaty Wimberly, Soul Stories: African American Christian Education (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2005), 26.
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from it, the stronger it became. After wrestling with the decision for two days, |
acknowledged to God that | heard God clearly and that I was willing to obey God in all
things, even if that meant preaching. Yet, this was a difficult time for me because it
required revisiting my doctrine.

During my years in a Baptist church in the south, | had very little experience with
women preachers. The few | knew were framed as heretics or crazy. They were thought
of as eccentric, holy women who did not genuinely know God because they spoke in
tongues in public and they dared to preach. The audacity!! As a matter of fact, I wasn’t
certain that | believed in them - or at least in their validity. When my younger sister had
accepted her call to preach, | fully supported her; however, | was very grateful that it
wasn’t me. So, how could God now be calling me to do something that seemed to be in
stark violation of the Bible? How could God call me to be something I didn’t believe in?

| was experiencing what | have come to know and name, theological cognitive
dissonance. Theological cognitive dissonance is the paradox of believing one thing and
having a contradictory lived experience, thus causing a struggle to synthesize the two
warring ideologies. This theological cognitive dissonance marked a turning point in the
tapestry of my personal quilt. Cognitively, | could understand that God was calling me to
preach, but it was a contradiction to my long-held belief that women should not preach.
At the very least, there is an attempt to come to terms with the opposing views on
display. According to D. R. Bowen, this theological cognitive dissonance is addressed

using the Hegelian dialectic method. The individual tries to synthesize the two opposing

19



20

realities.?® For me, this was an initial step in shifting or expanding my intrinsic theology,
because everything I had learned was being challenged by what | was now experiencing -
by the words | heard God speaking to me.

| did not possess a theological framework that permitted women to preach. Nor
did I have the tools that gave me a different hermeneutic than the one I had been taught. |
had a very literalist reading of biblical texts about women preaching. | believed that
women should learn in silence and not usurp authority over the man.?® 1 believed that
women were made as helpmates to the man and the woman’s job was to support her
husband in all things.?’ It is interesting that while this was my biblical hermeneutic, it
was not necessarily my lived hermeneutic. | lived in a household that practiced gender
equality (with five women and one man there were no assigned gender roles. Everyone
pitched in where needed.). Even in the church, | taught children and adults - male and
female. Nevertheless, I still held close to the concept that women should not preach and
had never considered that my current actions might be in contradiction to what | had been

taught.

% Danny Ray Bowen. “A Biblical-Theological Model of Cognitive Dissonance Theory: Relevance
for Christian Educators” (Louisville: Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2012), 163.

% | Timothy 2:11-12, KJV. This is a literal reading of this text, with no nuance as to context or
purpose behind the text. This was a formative scripture for me that was now in question with this new call.

27 Genesis 2:18, KJV. This is a loose understanding of this scripture and thus, the role of women.
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Eugene Peterson recounts his time in seminary when he met Harry Fosdick and
realized that he was not the antichrist.?® For me, it was not so easy. | struggled. | read and
reread the texts that clearly said women should keep silent (I Corinthians 14:34-35), they
should not teach a man (I Timothy 2:12). | had conversations with both my sister and
another woman preacher that | knew. Their words were convincing, but I could not
articulate them myself. When | had a quiet moment, 1 still could not seem to justify my
call. Finally, God spoke to me and assured me of my call. I accepted God’s spoken word,
even though I could not support it with God’s written word. As Crystal Downing posits,
I needed to resign myself to God’s truth spoken to me, while deconstructing traditional
ideas and praxes | had been taught.?® It meant deconstructing my understanding of the
authority of the Scriptures so that I could “take it beyond its own limits [and] expose it to
its own limitations.”*® In answering God’s call to me to preach, I had to step out on faith
and say yes to God even before | fully understood why it was acceptable.

The act of deconstructing and reconstructing is an on-going process for me. It
took a year to come to terms with my call to preach. Initially, I did this work in secret. |
did not want anyone to know what God had spoken to me. Incrementally | began to share
with others that God had called me. Most were supportive and affirmed that they had

known this all along, but this was not the end of the process.

28 peterson, 88-89.

2% Downing, 171.

%0 Downing, 174 quoting Jeffrey W. Robhins, ed., After the Death of God: John D. Caputo and
Gianni Vattimo (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 157.
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Just as it was during my experiences of service, | was still answering the question
of how to follow Jesus. | wanted to be a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ. As Leonard
Sweet states, “to be an incarnational disciple of Christ is to make Christ’s way your way,
Christ’s truth your truth, Christ’s life your life. You take on Jesus’ mission...”3! While |
reluctantly acknowledged my call to preach, | struggled tremendously with my call to
pastoral ministry. 1 discerned a pastoral call early in my call to ministry; however, | was
afraid to acknowledge it. It was much easier for me to accept my call to the preaching
ministry than my call to pastoral ministry. | understood the role of the pastor as one who
serves and shepherds the people that God has entrusted to his/her care. To this end, I did
not want the responsibility that accompanies the pastoral office. Furthermore, |
witnessed the trials and triumphs of other pastors and did not want to be a part of that. |
was content to hone my preaching craft, minister on the preaching circuit, and continue to
serve within the church.

This struggle with my call to the pastoral vocation lasted several years. As |
watched the Godly example of my pastors, | began to see the deep commitment and
responsibility that accompanies pastoral ministry. Throughout this time, | still felt
compelled to pastoral ministry, but since it was something | saw as a future endeavor, |
did not pray specifically for God’s direction in that area. Isaw it as a far-off venture.
Nevertheless, God used this time to allow me to observe pastoral leadership and to

practice some of what I gleaned through the mentoring relationship with my pastor. Still,

31 Sweet, 193.
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| did not embrace the idea of the pastorate. However, the sense that this was something
God required of me never ceased.

After ignoring the nurturing pastoral tendencies within my character and ministry
for several years, | finally decided to sit with God and settle this once and for all. After
much prayer, | acknowledged that pastoral ministry is something that God wanted from
me. Realizing this did not make me act on it. Even though | knew the pastorate would
be a part of my future, I did not see it as immediate. Thus, | continued to work, preach in
area churches, and ignore the inevitable. As Leonard Sweet poses in | Am a Follower,
my question was not “who is Jesus in the world today?” or “who am I for Jesus?”*? My
prayer was, “Lord, let this cup pass from me, nevertheless, not as [ will, but as thy will
(Matthew 26:39).”

In retrospect, I refer to my active introduction to pastoral ministry as God tricking
me. | often say that God bamboozled me into operating in my pastoral ministry. Very
similar to Jeremiah who said, “You have deceived me, and I have been deceived,”® | felt
like God tricked me into the pastorate. It all began on the quad in the spring semester
during my Th.M. | was having a conversation with one of my professors while on the
way to class. He asked me about my post-graduation plans. The conversation naturally
turned to pastoring and he asked me if | wanted to pastor. | laughed and told him that he

was asking the wrong question, nevertheless, | would answer the question he meant to

32 Sweet, 193.

33 Jeremiah 20:7 NIV in which Jeremiah also laments God’s call to him. He feels as if when God
called him, God did not fully disclose what this call would entail.
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ask. Isaid, “No, I don’t want to pastor, but am I called to it? Yes.” He laughed heartily
as we said our goodbyes. As he was walking away, he called out, “I’1l talk to you later
Pastor.” I was only slightly offended because I knew what he was doing. He was
acknowledging what I had admitted out loud. He was repeating my words back to me in
an exercise of affirmation to what had been spoken. Every time we saw each other after
that, he would greet me as ‘pastor.’

In my resignation, | started regularly serving a church for pulpit supply. This
persisted through the summer and into the fall. After a year of filling the pulpit, the
Session asked me to consider entering the denominational ordination process so that |
could serve them formally. I agreed, for what could it hurt to continue to serve God’s
people? | preached, prayed for the people, visited the sick, comforted the grieving,
attended the business meetings, and took an interest in the church’s place in the
denomination. It was okay because I was still not technically their pastor. Yet in the
hearts of the people, I was. | was the only pastor they knew. And I realized, as did
Eugene Peterson, that even though it was never my intent, nor my design to be a pastor, |
was indeed that.®* Even now, | cannot imagine my life as anything except a pastor.

In retrospect, every detail of my life has led to this moment. Every job that | had,
every place that | served, every class that | took prepared me for this. For me, there have
been no wasted experiences. | recall sitting in the office of my current church. I was
reflecting on the first few months of this pastorate. As | was sitting there, | became aware

of how the skills | had learned from childhood were being implemented now. | realized

34 Peterson, 2.
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how my seemingly random knowledge of the Bible was being shared with this
congregation. | observed how the skills I gained in teaching preschool were being utilized
as | worked with our youth ministry. I recalled the things I learned while overseeing
after-school programs/summer camps and navigating the licensing process. While the
church was not licensing its summer camp, | utilized that knowledge to establish
operational protocols. As | moderated my first (and subsequent) session meetings, |
remembered the lessons | had learned from Dr. Madeline Phelps®, who taught us
parliamentary procedure as we led the youth division of the Sunday School Convention.

| remembered the de-escalation skills | had gained from my most recent job as a childcare
counselor. This was a winding path to get me to this place. It did not have an obvious
destination from my vantage point. It was a series of jobs that | held to make ends meet
until 1 was able to do what I wanted to do. However, there were no wasted experiences.
Or in the words of the apostle Paul, “We know that all things work together for good for
those who love God, who are called according to his purpose (Romans 8:28)” “This is
my story. This is my song.”3®

All of these interconnected experiences shape me as who | am. All of these things

are a part of my story, a story that serves as the backdrop for how | make decisions, for

3% Dr. Madeline Phelps was a woman with an earned doctorate who was the parliamentarian of the
Sunday School Convention and the Women’s Missionary and Educational Auxiliary to the Virginia Baptist
State Convention. She understood parliamentary procedure and was a stickler for knowing Robert’s Rule of
Order. She taught the youth in the Sunday School Convention how to make motions, carry motions,
establish a quorum, and how to manage conflict according to parliamentary procedure. She also taught us
how to call for a point of order. It was her insistence on teaching us proper parliamentary procedure that
prepared me for my first session meeting at Trinity.

% Crosby, “Blessed Assurance.”
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my theological understanding of what it means to be called in the world, and for an
evaluative rubric for how I judge what is holy and right. Just as | have experiences that
have formed my story, | posit that each individual has experiences that similarly shape
their theological underpinnings. The church has a story of its own. The community has a
story of its own. All of these stories are interwoven to create the current and future story.
These stories are woven together to create the quilt that is Trinity Presbyterian Church
and, it adds pieces as the quilt becomes more elaborate with the stories of new individuals
- an unfolding future that is developing as the story is being stitched. These stories are
the pieces of the quilt that communicate who we are and how we navigate the world as
agents of Christ. Furthermore, all of these interwoven stories become the fabric and
thread that become the stories of spiritual formation for its participants. As we journey
together, we will explore the past, current, and future story of the Trinity Presbyterian

Church: the quilt that is being woven together from its individual pieces.
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CHAPTER 2
THE PANEL OF TRINITY AND MONTCLAIR: A CHARGE TO KEEP | HAVE
In her article, “African American Quilting: A Long Rich Heritage,”! Judy Anne

Breneman follows the historical journey of African American quilting. She begins by
explaining how the slave women were used for their “sewing, spinning, weaving and
quilting skills.”® Quilts became a part of the rich history of enslaved Africans, as they
were used to share coded messages for the Underground Railroad, providing a roadmap
to freedom. 2 After the Civil War, many women went to work outside the home and did
not have as much time to continue quilting; however, quilts were still made (though with
less frequency) for daily use. The boll weevil infestation of 1920 prompted the great
migration to northern cities and the frequency became even less.* However, as women
began to retire, time for quilting increased. Further, quilting circles emerged as quilters
were reconnected to their quilting roots, now less of necessity and more of genuine love

of quilting.®

! Judy Anne Breneman, “African American Quilting; A Long Rich Heritage,” womenfolk.com,
2001, www.womenfolk.com/quilting_history/afam.htm.

2 Breneman.

3 Jacqueline L Tobin and Raymond G. Robard, Hidden in Plain View: A Secret Story of Quilts and
the Underground Railroad (New York, NY: Knopf/Doubleday, 2011), 17.

4 Breneman.

5 Breneman.
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Similarly a quilt acts as a metaphor for envisioning Trinity’s history. Jeanne
Stevenson-Moessner says that “the quilt is a metaphor for history, present work and
ongoing scholarship...it is a craft of collaboration, collegiality, creativity, challenge, and
care.”® The quilt connects the story of each individual to the larger work of the church
within its context. Therefore, in this chapter, | will: 1) define the context of Trinity’s quilt
as | understand it, 2) identify how the church cooperates in the work of God in the
community, and, 3) give insight into the current status of this work as | embody it at the
Trinity Presbyterian Church.

In storytelling and ministry, context matters. James Nieman asserts that knowing
one’s context is crucial to relevant preaching that engages the congregation.” Without
knowing and engaging one’s context, the preacher runs the risk of preaching that is
disconnected from the congregation. An example of this can be found in Leonora Tubbs
Tisdale’s recounting of the experience of Stephen Bevans as told in his book Models of
Contextual Theology.® Tisdale relays that Bevans was in Rome studying and used a
prolonged illustration of Christ as “sun which brings light and warmth to a cold and God-

less world.” Although Bevans’ illustration was well constructed and executed, it lost its

6 Jeanne Stevenson-Moessner, “Quilting at the Society for Pastoral Theology: Lessons Learned,”
Journal of Pastoral Theology 30, no. 1 (2020): pp. 35-47, https://doi.org/10.1080/10649867.2019.1687173,
35.

7 James R. Nieman, Knowing the Context: Frames, Tools, and Signs for Preaching (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2008), 6.

8 Leonora Tubbs Tisdale, Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1997), 31. Here Tisdale is quoting Stephen Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis,
1992), xiii.
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relevance for one of the congregants who was from a region in which the sun was viewed
as the enemy because it was excessively hot, produced seemingly unquenchable thirst,
and caused heat stroke. For me, Christ as the sun did not speak to who Jesus is, nor did it
evoke the image of Christ as Savior — instead, it caused me to imagine him as a
tormentor. As Tisdale aptly asserts, context matters because the preacher can't connect
with and speak to the relevant issues of a congregation if the preacher has not listened to
the congregation.® Therefore, Tisdale presents a model of exegeting the congregation that
includes a close examination of seven symbols within the church, as well as a model for
studying the church’s worldview and values.°

Nieman’s model for knowing the context of the church includes the examination
of six different, but interrelated aspects of material data.'! They include history, setting,
users, technology, function, and meaning. These vary slightly from Tisdale’s seven foci
for exegeting a congregation, however some of the concepts overlap. In Listening to
Listeners: Homiletical Case Studies, McClure et al. suggest engaging one’s context by

listening to the congregants for various types of information such as the ethos,

® Ibid, 48.

10 1hid, 56-90. In this chapter Tisdale offers seven guiding symbols of a church that should be
examined in a cultural exegesis: stories/interviews, archival materials, demographics, architecture and
visual arts, rituals, events and activities, and people. These symbols, coupled with an exegesis of the
congregation’s theology and worldview, provide a basis for the thick description which serves as a base
from which the preacher can work.

11 Nieman, 45.
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congregational culture, logos, pathos, embodiment, identification, and theology.*?
Listening to Listeners focuses on the intersection between the preacher and the
congregation with an emphasis on examining the congregation’s response to the sermon.
The congregation’s feedback becomes the source for discovering its theology, cultural
context, etc. In Soul Stories, Ann Streaty Wimberly uses a story-linking process that
moves through four phases that faithfully contextualize the congregation: engaging the
everyday story, engaging the Christian faith story in the Bible, engaging the Christian
faith story from the ethnic make-up of the congregation, and engaging the Christian
ethical decision-making.*®

Sally Brown offers a synthesized model that incorporates many of these aspects of
the context for the work in interpreting the congregation and its cultural context. She
explores the “Close-up view” of the congregation, the “wide-angle view,” and the
“hidden view.”'* Each of these categories incorporates aspects of the other models.
However, for this work, | will intertwine aspects of each of the models that Brown posits.
I will use an amalgam of the close-up, wide-angle, and hidden view to interpret the
congregation and its cultural context. I will begin by looking at the ethnography and

demographics of the congregation, the archival history of the congregation, and the

12 John S. McClure et al, Listening to Listeners: Homiletical Case Studies (St. Louis, MO: Chalice
Press, 2004), 5-20. This is the first chapter of the book entitled, “Listening to the Heart, Mind, and Will of
the Congregation.”

13 A, Wimberly, 26.

14 sally A. Brown and Luke A. Powery, Ways of the Word: Learning to Peach for Your Time and
Place (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016), 107-108.



31

oral/hidden history of the congregation that forms its context. This forms the context for
the charge given by God to both pastor and people.

I understand that | am called by God. First, this is a calling to discipleship, but it
is also a call to proclamation. During the process of understanding this call to
proclamation, God refined my call so that | understand my vocation as a pastoral call as
well. I understood that as I continue to grow and discern the understanding of this
vocation it will be embodied, executed throughout my lifetime, and continue to expand.
It is ever unfolding. However, what is clear is that in this season of life, | have been
entrusted with the care and guidance of God’s people at Trinity Church in Montclair, NJ.

In the pastoral role, | am mandated to guide the congregation in deeper
discipleship with Christ, help them to understand that they are ambassadors of Christ,
and assist them in carrying out their calling and discipleship in the world beyond the
gathered Church. This is my current understanding of what God has defined as my work.

Yet, my work for the church is not completed in a vacuum. The charge that | have
and the work 1 am enlisted to do are accomplished in tandem with the Trinity Church.
According to the mission statement listed on the Trinity United Presbyterian Church’s
website, the church understands it’s calling as:

The mission of the Trinity Presbyterian Church is to help people discover through

worship, the righteousness of God in Christ; educate them to be disciples through

worship, prayer, and Bible Study; enable them to become active stewards; provide
for them Christian fellowship; walk with them on a journey of faith and Christian
living; tell people our faith stories as described in “the Great Commission”
biblical scripture: Matthew 28:16-20; witness to them about the promise of God’s

Kingdom, and love everyone as God first loved us, passing God’s love from one
life to another.™®

15 https://trinitypresbyterianmtc.com. Accessed 04122019. This is the mission of Trinity
Presbyterian Church in Montclair, NJ as expressly written on the website.
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Simplified, the 107-year-old congregation understands its work as discipling its members
in the way of Christ through worship, prayer, Bible Study, fellowship, and evangelism -
while teaching them to be loving stewards and witnesses to God’s kingdom. As
described in Matthew 28:16-20, this work has a local component within the Montclair
community, but it also has a global component within the world. Trinity has been given
the charge to transform the lives of the congregants, impact the Montclair community
with the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and impact the farthest reaches of the world with the
Gospel. This work includes the spiritual work of