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Reflections 

Rev. Deborah DeWinter, Program Executive for the United States, World Council of Churches

From the moment we began to conceptualize this Trip of Transformation, we wanted every element of our planning to reflect that at its core, the World Council of Churches is about living out the gift of our unity in Christ and celebrating the variety of gifts and cultures inherent in the ecumenical family. We stated that our visits to the colleges and seminaries of member churches would serve as one expression of the WCC’s continuing efforts to explore, identify and collaborate with local partners devoted to promoting unity and working for peace with justice in our world.  

We envisioned being open to the possibility of developing future, joint programs around common areas of interest with the institutions we visited.  We looked forward to strengthening partnerships and making new friends – and we were determined that our team would reflect the energy, vitality and vision of young adults who are excited about the ecumenical movement and committed to being peacemakers in our world.  

The trip exceeded our expectations in every way.  I was privileged to travel with a wonderful team of bright, creative, grounded, and faith-filled young adults deeply committed to the ecumenical movement (Jessica Ralph, Kent Yoder and Tricia Nolan) and enhanced by the participation of my colleague, Dr. Guillermo Kerber, Program Executive for Impunity, Justice and Reconciliation and Latin America & the Caribbean at the International Affairs, Peace and Human Security Team, a man of deep faith, intellect and good humor, whose character reflects tremendous integrity and wisdom. We were welcomed along our way with warm hospitality and greeted by new friends as though we had always known each other.  We were inspired by the individual characters and distinctive missions of each of the colleges and seminaries we visited, and humbled by the excitement our presence on campus generated among both faculty and students. 

Although it is a challenge to select a few highlights from ten days of rich and meaningful experiences, I’d like to focus on some representative vignettes to capture the spirit of the trip – some about those we met along the way, and some, about those who comprised our Trip of Transformation.  

9/11, the Tsunami & Hurricane Katrina: In One Spirit

Worship was at the very center of our Trip of Transformation.  At each institution we visited, we either led or participated in a variety of forms of worship – Sunday morning services, college and seminary morning chapels, ecumenical worship gatherings, and mid-week, evening eucharists hosted by campus ministry programs.  As a team, we also made time for prayer and reflection along the way to keep us refreshed and centered in the midst of busy days. 

At our first stop, we were welcomed into the heart of the University of Dubuque and Dubuque Theological Seminary communities.  After arriving late on Saturday night, we were surprised and delighted to be greeted by our hosts, taken to a charming bed and breakfast inn for a good nights’ rest, and the next morning, to find ourselves bringing greetings and worshipping together with the people of First Congregational Church (UCC) in Dubuque.  That afternoon, we gathered for group orientation, joined later by the chaplain at UDTS, Rev. Beth McCaw, on the campus of Dubuque University.  We had been asked to collaborate on planning and leading an ecumenical service the next evening, September 12, in memory of those who suffered on 9/11, as a result of the tsunami, and most recently, Hurricane Katrina.  We brought liturgies prepared by members of the WCC’s Central Committee from Asia, and resources prepared by the WCC’s member churches around the world in response to all of these events. We felt the Spirit move as we sat together, offering ourselves, our gifts, our prayers, our common vision of what it means to be one body in Christ. Pastor McCaw gathered up the strands of each offering shared and wove these elements into a beautiful liturgy.  The next evening our team members joined clergy, administrators, faculty and students of UD and UDTS in leading prayer, offering liturgical dance, introducing new melodies and lyrics composed for the 9th Assembly, reading poetic reflections and portions of Scripture in response to the events we were lifting up –praying together, “God, in your grace, transform the world.”

In the Classroom: Receiving More Than Giving

Because we had each shared something of our own experiences of life and ministry – and were prepared to respond to requests by individual faculty members to serve as resources for their classes on campus – I found myself rising early on one campus, to teach an 8 a.m. Psychology class followed by a second section of the same class at 9 a.m.  The professor invited me to speak on refugees and the work of the World Council of Churches in responding to the needs of uprooted people, part of the response to human needs of the WCC’s Diakonia & Solidarity Team.  In each of the hours, I found myself deeply moved by the concern on these young people for those who are most vulnerable in our world, today. Together we made connections between the very recent events along the Gulf Coast and conflicts resulting in refugee situations of much longer standing in other parts of the world.  We examined root causes, we struggled with why it is that some have too much, and others, too little. We talked about the troubling statistics emerging out of the WCC’s Decade to Overcome Violence – how the World Health Organization has documented that 50% of those who die by violence in our world, today, are suicides; another 30 % are victims are homicides, primarily due to domestic violence – and just 20% are due to armed conflict or terrorism. We looked at how much was spent on the military, and how little on humanitarian needs, by comparison.  I appealed to the young adults to prepare themselves for assuming leadership in our world – and challenged them to learn as much as they could about the rest of the world in order to make it a better place for all. In turn, they challenged and inspired me, asked probing questions and wanting to explore ways to connect with the World Council of Churches through internships and volunteer experiences.  They expressed appreciation for seeing young adults like Kent, Tricia and Jessica in leadership roles, using their talents to inspire other young adults to find new ways to explore their vocational dreams.  And of course, I came away from this encounter renewed, inspired and more hopeful than when I began.

Preaching From the Heart

On our final Sunday, we were invited to worship with Trinity Lutheran Church, a congregation of Norwegian immigrant roots, reinvigorated by a more recent influx of East African refugees resettled in the heart of Minneapolis. When a freeway was planned that necessitated the demolition of Trinity’s building a few years ago, the congregation made a mission-minded decision to forego rebuilding a church of brick and mortar, and instead, to share space with the Augsburg College campus ministry program, using their chapel for Trinity’s services on Sunday morning.  Pastor Jane Bucklee-Farlee spoke parts of the liturgy in English, and repeated parts in the languages of her members from various areas of East Africa.  We were invited to lead the adult forum prior to the service. As we arrived and were handed the bulletin for worship in an hours’ time, we realized that the texts printed were different from those on which our colleague Guillermo Kerber had prepared his homily.  During the forum hour, I was struck by how articulate and confident our young adult team members had become in their presentations. In fact, Tricia now took the lead on the 9th Assembly, as well as the WCC’s scholarship program.  Jessica, our liturgical dancer, made a moving presentation on the Decade to Overcome Violence.  Guillermo spoke on the work of the WCC’s International Relations Team’s Program on Impunity, Justice and Reconciliation. I noticed that he also was taking a few notes – something he hadn’t done in previous presentations.  Later I understood why.  When he stepped to the podium to deliver his homily, he preached on the texts printed in the bulletin – movingly, hauntingly, full of God’s Spirit of grace and truth. He brought alive for us the story of a young woman from Columbia, a former child soldier who, with the help of local member churches and the WCC, is today seeking a new way of life for herself, and her little daughter.  He connected us to the Old Testament text for the day, preaching as though he had spent hours in preparation.  Guillermo, our Roman Catholic colleague; our friend, our inspiration – who daily mentored the young adults on our team, and the young adults he met along the way; Guillermo, from Uruguay, who could speak from the experience of his own country, his own heart, about conflict and restorative justice.

Seeking Truth, Working for Peace

At one college, during a “brown bag forum” each of us was asked to speak about our own faith journeys, and how our faith informed our vocational choices.  When it was Kent’s turn, he spoke about being a seeker of truth.  He spoke simply and profoundly from the heart. He moved the students gathered at the table as well as the faculty members who joined us that day, because Kent spoke so honestly about his journey of faith.  His witness said to other young persons gathered in the room that it is important to know people of other faiths and to gain firsthand understandings of different cultures, different countries against which to test out one’s own faith.  His witness said to young adults and others that it is OK not to have the answers, but important to pursue the truth relentlessly. He spoke of his passion to be a peacemaker and how he had been led, by mentors, to apply to be the Program Associate in the World Council of Churches’ office on the Decade to Overcome Violence – and his amazement at having found himself living and working in Geneva, now, connecting with prominent and humble peacemakers around the world. He shared about having recently come from a gathering in the Philippines, where Muslim and Christian youth explored their respective faiths and strived to find common understandings.  Kent brought sincerity, patience, a willing heart and a droll sense of humor to our team. He connected beautifully with young people all along the way, tuning in to needs, and in his humble fashion, telling the story of the Decade to Overcome Violence in a powerful way. 

I Believe I Can Fly

Jessica didn’t know she could take over a classroom and teach her heart out.  But she did – more than once, along the way.  This was her sideline. Her primary contribution was to take the text, the sub-text, the homily, the prayer, the litany, the hymn – and move it to another level through the beauty and the emotion of her liturgical dancing in the context of our worship experiences throughout the Trip of Transformation.  She moved congregations and audiences – and us -  to tears. She bounded across campus greens to meet up with young adults who saw her and were drawn to her to learn more about what it means to be a delegate to the WCC’s 9th Assembly; what it means to be an intern or a youth consultant at the US Conference for the World Council of Churches, what it means to be connected ecumenically. She stayed up late at night to network with others, and danced with skill and energy first thing in the morning at chapels. Jessica dances:  “I Believe I Can Fly” – and young adults begin to believe they, too, can fly towards their own vocational and spiritual dreams.

California, Argentina, India, New York, Decorah, Iowa?

Tricia reaches out and connects naturally.  It is her wonderful gift from God!  She took initiative one day and asked if the US Office of the World Council of Churches might be able to use her as an intern while she pursues her graduate degree at Columbia Teacher’s College.  We grabbed her.  Next thing you knew, at our request, she had taken over the organization of an annual gathering of the WCC’s international scholars – and now serves as their liaison with the WCC’s US Office while studying in the United States.  She took a concept – the “Trip of Transformation” – and turned a dream into reality by making arrangements, confirming itineraries and agendas and getting the “Team” together, oriented, and on its way.  Tricia – who grew up in California, spent a year as a young adult volunteer for the Presbyterian Church USA working with troubled boys at a group home in Argentina, taking up her calling as a partner to her husband Kirk, a Presbyterian pastor, and moving to join him in India, teaching in an international school.  Next stop: New York, the US Office of the World Council of Churches – and taking the team on to…Decorah, Iowa?  Who would have thought that life lived in faith could take you from California to Argentina, from Argentina to India; from India to New York; from New York to Dubuque, Iowa, Decorah, Iowa and Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota on a Trip of Transformation?  Tricia has faith, has energy, has trust, and the courage to take risks. She is a people-oriented person who trusts in God’s Spirit to lead her forward to unexpected places where she just knows she will make lasting friendships with people she has just met.  We all relied on her to drive, to organize, to rally, to lead us on our way to the next place along God’s Trip of Transformation.  Tricia blesses all she meets with joy, with gladness, with celebration, and with her unwavering gift of faith.

Each of us returned more confident in our ecumenical calling; more convinced that we must pray with urgency and with others - putting to work all the gifts God has given us to enhance the Body of Christ -   “God, in your grace, transform the world.”

