We are Steeple People:

Weathering the Winds of Change

Changing winds have been around since the first ray of sun struck the cold earth. The sailors among you love the wind.  You know how to use the winds to your advantage.  You can sail directly into the wind.  You reef down the mainsail when the winds threaten to tip your boat.  You add a spinnaker to catch more wind in light breezes. You tack your boat back and forth.  Most importantly, you pay attention and adjust for changes gradually to avoid a worsening situation.  The winds of change have always been with God’s people, too, and their responses are telling. 

The Bible says that on the first Pentecost in that house where the apostles and others were figuring out what to do, there was a sound “like a violent rushing wind.” It must have been a strange occurance in that hot climate. It certainly got their attention and they were able to hoist their sails and get moving.

Fast forward to 1801. Winds of the spirit and the atmosphere are still blowing.  A handful of folk in Beverly are tired of experiencing it firsthand every Sunday morning in a small boat.  They got moving - secured the services of Rev. Young – got approval by the Council of Baptist Churches – set sail on their own. 

The years fly on in the records of our church.  In 1975 many of us are thriving in our modern city.  Ever the news junkie, I was ironing with the TV on that August afternoon.  The updraft that covered our beautiful steeple with smoke and caused those unforgettable looks of anguish on the faces of our ministers set us into action and changed our relationship with our church.  On that day we became Steeple People.  Even as the fire was raging the firemen continued to direct streams of water on the steeple in an effort to save it, it became a rallying symbol for all of Beverly. As a church we were forced to tack our boat rather quickly. There were practical issues, philosophical issues, financial issues - all up in the air - as we faced rebuilding a home for our church. The tragedy presented an opportunity to invest in the new church. People made sacrificial pledges and paid on them monthly for three years. It was a different way of taking ownership and responsibility and showing faith than many of us had ever known before.   

Skip ahead again to 2009 and here we sit nestled in the shadow of our own steeple celebrating the birth of Christ’s church again.  The winds of change are still blowing and our steeple is stronger and more beautiful now that it ever has been. It’s tall, thin rectangular pyramid shape reduces the amount of surface area the wind can push at one time and even at that it can take up to 90 miles per hour.  But her secret and our secret as a community of God’s people is the ability to flex – resiliency.

The apostles changed their way of life when they left their small place and took their message to the world.  They were astonishingly resilient in the face of all the opposition to their message. No jail or torture or persecution kept them down.

The founders of our own church perceived a subtle difference in their faith from that in the Danvers church and decided to do something about it. Supporting ministers was hard.  Meeting in unheated rooms was hard. But they were resilient-they came back Sunday after Sunday, hoisted their spinnaker, and began gather members - growing to surprising numbers.

When I met this church in the early 70s and we became involved in the whirlwind that was Anchorage House I was struck by the resiliency of that board.  The consistency of the funding seemed to change monthly.  The house parents changed several times. During one period of time the clients seemed to try to outdo each other weekly in some acting out behavior. There was trouble at every turn.  So many good folk stayed the course.  When the house parent model was changed to having an executive director some of the built in difficulties seemed to abate.  The challenge of the fire required resiliency time and time again- when the gas building came up for sale, keeping satellite programs up and going while making building decisions.

Our steeple gets its resiliency from engineering and materials.  We have seen that our forefathers demonstrated it.  Where do we get ours?  How do we make sure our children get it because they too will certainly experience the winds of change?

We study our past.  We stand on many shoulders. Our forebearers bounced back from adversity with courage, hard work, and faith.

Elders in our church today are models of resiliency.  They have experienced so much of what we think is new and come out on the other end. They can teach us so much about how to weather economic depression, how to grieve, how to treasure the Earth’s resources, how to love one another.

We look to our God’s loving care.  Where is he when the winds threaten?  Look to your left.  Look to your right. God’s love and support is right beside you.  I love each of you in the congregation.  You have cared for me and my family during times of crisis.  The trip I took with some of you to the Holy Land and the weekly Bible Study class I so enjoy give me strength to progress in my personal faith journey.

And lastly, we gather the strength to be resilient from the zephyrs and sweet summer breezes that bring music, baby cries, whispered “I do s” and laughter to our ears.

So, Happy Birthday, Steeple People!  With God’s love, you weather the winds of change well and may there be many happy returns of the day.   

My husband is something of an expert on changing winds as are many of you who are sailors.  He is grateful for wind and knows how to use it to get to his destination.  With 360 degrees on the compass, it is a rare day when the wind is blowing in just the right direction. Sailors know how to sail right into the wind. 

They use a spinnaker to augment light winds.  They reef down to escape winds that are too strong.  They can outsmart the wind by zig-zagging or tacking if they need to.  Most importantly, they pay attention to the wind, noticing slight changes and correcting the sails. 

In thinking back almost 40 years of personal witness and reading about our church’s earlier history in John’s Bicentennial book it seems that our steeple has stood over almost every whirlwind, blast, tempest and cyclone society could muster. I was amused to read that as early as _______ there was debate over whether women could have a vote on church business.  In my own time I remember a meeting- right at the foot of these steps -which was attended by members of both the Board of Deacons and the Board of Deaconesses.  The wind blowing at the time whirled around the merger of these two groups into one Board of Deacons. An individual expressed his opinion that the Bible didn’t include women as Deacons and therefore he was opposed to the merger.  Nick Carter did not flex at all and used a lot of his well strung together English to acknowledge the work of women in the church and defend their right to not be segregated in the leadership of the church.

I had a close vantage point for the tempest that was the beginning of the Anchorage House. I remember clearly my husband installing the whitish paneling that was in the library on the left as you came in the Thorndike Street door. There were so many blasts.  The neighbors, the funding.  One winter the young residents seemed to try to outdo each other in challenging behaviors.  George Tooze remembers that over half of his work that year involved Anchorage issues and it was certainly not just during the 9 to 5 hours.  A wind of change came in the person of Linda Quinn and her belief that a better management model for the house would be Executive Director rather than the house parent. I believe that this flexibility on the part of the board was key to the success of the house and laid the groundwork for the work of Mike Duda, _________ and so many others.

It has not all been tempests and whirlwinds.  We have enjoyed so many zephyrs, breezes, and flutters.  These have provided good exercise in strength. 

